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A note on honorifics/names


This story is set initially and primarily in Japan, so for authenticity and to display character relationships properly, the characters use honorifics as appropriate.

Those familiar with anime/manga or light novels will be comfortable with this, and likewise those with any knowledge of Japanese culture. This section can be skipped, as readers will quickly grasp it, but for those wanting a little more detail, I added this very short guide.

Name order – in Japan, Family names come first, so for example, Akio and his sister are Oshiro Moonstone Akio and Oshiro Sapphire Aiko respectively. In the west they would be Akio Moonstone Oshiro and Aiko Sapphire Oshiro.

Matters of address. Usually, people that are mere acquaintances or colleagues are addressed by surname, rather than their given name. First name address shows more closeness. Nicknames straddle the line and can show intimacy or not.

Honorifics.

no honorific. A sign of either a very close, often intimate relationship, or of a great lack of respect, depending on the intimation.

-san. The standard go-to.

-chan. Used for girls/women one is closer to, especially younger girls.

-kun. Used for boys/men one is closer to, likewise especially younger boys.

-sama. Shows great respect, to address a superior or someone of high importance.

Senpai/Kouhai. Japan is highly hierarchical in nature. Senpai means an older student or work colleague, whereas Kouhai is for a junior, a more recent recruit or younger student.

There are of course other forms of address, but again, don't worry too much, you'll pick it up in story, and see characters change the way they use honorifics for each other to express changing relationships.


One


“Damn, another day of drudgery awaits me.” I sighed, a long breath escaping from my mouth as I stared at the email on my monitor, scanning the contents.

“Another coding job. How dull. Still, the pay is adequate. Damn, how I wish for a job that pays well, or even better, great!” Shaking my head I ran my hand through my short-cropped black hair, grimacing as sweat drops scattered all around me. It was baking hot, but running the air conditioner was a luxury I couldn’t afford right now. The window in my small apartment was open, but the day was cloudless with barely a breeze, so that was hardly helping.

“Oh well, the sooner I finish this, the quicker I can relax.” I muttered to myself, getting to work quickly. Taking out a notepad I quickly sketched out a few ideas, and after a few minutes I was satisfied I understood how to go about meeting the client's needs.

For several hours the only sounds that could be heard in the small room were the clicking sounds of keys being pressed and the faint hum of the computer as I worked. By the time I was finished it was early afternoon, the sun beating down, turning the air hot and oppressive.

“Damn, that was harder than I thought it would be.” Sending the finished work back to the client, I stretched my arms above my head, trying to work my tired muscles. Standing, I glanced around the room, catching sight of myself in the mirror that was hanging in the bathroom through the half-open door.

I was tall for a Japanese man, getting on for five foot nine inches in height, though that probably had something to do with my mixed blood, no doubt, not that it was easy to tell at a glance that I was half British. The clearest giveaway was the eyes, which were an unusual steel-grey colour, and shaped a little differently from the normal. Still, I thought I wasn’t too bad looking, even if not everyone agreed.

As if mirroring my thoughts an email pinged up on my screen, from Oshiro Sapphire Aiko, my sister. Glancing to the side of my workspace I looked briefly at the framed photograph that sat there, a few years old, of me in the middle, looking younger and shorter, while on one of my sides was my sister, with her striking and rare blue eyes and hair so black it was almost glowing blue, while on the other was a smaller girl, looking more classically Japanese, with her hair tied up into adorable pigtails. Cracking a wry smile I sat down again, clicking open the email. No doubt it would just be more complaints, but she was certainly adorable… in her own way. There was another photo next to it, of some old university friends too, but I didn’t spare it a glance.

Hey big bro moonstone, how’s things? The first line read. I couldn’t help but scowl. Man I hated that name. Oshiro Moonstone Akio, bright hero of the moon. I wasn’t an idiot, I knew my mother gave us middle names as a tribute to her nationality based on the colour of our eyes, but when I got to middle school I had done a search on the internet and realised no-one in Britain ever did that anyway. Besides… Sapphire I can see, but Moonstone?

Shaking my head, I realised I was getting distracted by stupid stuff again. I continued to read, trying to rein in my irritation. Are you going to be coming home for summer break this year, I haven’t seen you in forever? Eri-chan is missing you as always, not that I can understand why. At that my eyes flickered over to the photograph again. The smaller girl was Eri-chan, childhood friend of me and my sister. We went everywhere together when we were young, my role to look out for them both, Eri-chan especially, as she was alarmingly timid and did not take to people easily. Still, she was cute even back then.

Anyway, this year is my last year here, so I’ve really got to start studying. It’s just so hard, the weather here is perfect, summer's already in full swing. I've been thinking I might want to try for a Tokyo university like you did, bro, but I’m not really sure… I’ve never been away from home longer than a few days before, and we don’t really have the money so… Well, in any case, want to try being a useful big bro moonstone and give me some advice? If I did come to Tokyo I could stay with you, right? It’d be a bit of a commute, but I’d save loads of money on lodgings…

That would be all I needed. I pinched my nose, feeling a headache coming on. It wasn’t like I wouldn’t be able to squeeze her in here if I had to, although charitably the apartment could be called cosy (and if I was being honest, cramped would be a better word), and as a plus it didn’t allow pets, so no dogs, but living together with my sister would definitely have more minuses than plusses. Yes, she is pretty damn cute, and her eyes and hair really stand out, the blessing of being a half, I guess, but I’m definitely not a siscon, so that’s hardly an actual benefit. Besides, I worked from home most of the time, and having the space filled up with her crap… I mean her possessions would make it harder for me.

One more glance around the small room and I could see my bookshelves, piled up with reference materials in both book and DVD format. The less enlightened, such as my dear sister, would probably call them stupid cartoons, but they were for work. I didn’t just do programming, I also did graphic design and also art projects, such as signage, but one of my favourite jobs was when I did some 3D modelling and coding for an Indy game. It paid like shit (in fact, it hadn’t really paid at all yet, but the project lead insisted I’d make a ton when the service finally goes live) but it was somewhat fun. I still have a poster of the main hero and heroines around here somewhere. Premature, since we aren’t ready to release yet, and I do wish she hadn’t based the main heroine on her own image. A princess indeed… That reminded me, it had been a few days since I had heard from her, so it was about time she sent me some more work. I had to prioritise the paying work first, but I just couldn’t say no to her for some reason. Damn, getting distracted again. I must be working too hard…

In any case, this small one-room-plus-bath apartment right on the outskirts of the Tokyo suburban area was hardly going to be the ideal place for my sister to stay, let alone store all the clothes, makeup and other things a young girl needed for day-to-day college life. I’d been living here for a couple of years now, and now I had enough work coming in that I could afford it without looking to mom and father for handouts, not that I was living luxuriously. I suppose if my sis was here then we’d have a bit more money for…

“No, this is a dangerous line of thought.” I shook my head to clear it, and finished off reading the email.

In any case, I hope you are working hard, big bro. I’d hate to think you were slacking off without your awesome sister watching over you. Are you sure you won’t get any free time to visit over the summer? It’s been ages since we saw you for New Year. Unless you are too busy… with a girlfriend? Haha, I’m just joking, there’s no way you would have a girlfriend, is there big bro moonstone? Please reply promptly, since it’s rude to keep your adorable little sister waiting, okay?

“Oh man, my sister can be seriously annoying sometimes.” I complained out loud as I hammered out a quick reply, saying that her wonderful brother would be more than happy to advise her, but that it also looked like he wouldn’t have any free time to make it back this summer. By the time that was done a couple more emails with offers of work had appeared, including as expected one from the ‘princess’, so I steeled myself to ignore the early summer heat and get back to work…
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I barely stifled a yawn as I leaned back in my chair. It was now late evening, the only light from without the glow of the streetlamps outside my window. Unfortunately the temperature hadn’t changed much, the still night air remaining oppressively warm.

This time a yawn did burst free, so I decided that I would call it a night. One of the tasks I had been sent was largely finished, and the other was coming along nicely and could be finished with another day or two of work. That would put an extra few yen in my pocket and take the pressure off for the rest of the month.

Getting up, I took a bottle of iced tea from the small fridge sitting in one corner of my room, popped the top and took a swig. “That’s good.” I sighed in pleasure. Nothing was better than a reward after a hard day of work. Taking another long draught I had a thought that perhaps I was too easy to please…

“Oh well, no point dwelling on things.” It was important to make the most of the peace and quiet, as if my sister had her way, which I had to admit she usually did, as she was the apple of our parents’ eyes, she would be here by next summer, so this may very well be my last year of peace, unless I somehow hit it big with work. Although, finances are very tight back home… perhaps I’m being premature, it probably won't happen. Anyway, not that such excitement was likely to just fall into my life. I was just a normal half-Japanese guy with a freelance part-time job, getting by in life without making waves.

Do You Believe You can Change The World?

I blinked, rubbing at my eyes. I must have worked harder than I had thought, as I could have sworn I heard a strange hollow voice speaking behind me. Of course, when I turned around there was no-one there.

“I must be hearing things…”

The Time Is Now. Your World Is About To Change. With Chaos And Danger Comes Opportunity. Will You Grasp It Or Let It Go Forever?

Once more a voice came from behind me. Now I couldn’t tell whether the beads of sweat sliding down my face were from the heat or this sudden fear that was prickling at me.

“Who’s there?” I asked, turning around slowly.

Opportunity.

The half-drunk bottle of tea fell from my hand, spilling across the floor. In front of me was a glowing figure, light shining a cold silver, washing everything in pale shadow, shrouding all detail except a vague shape. I staggered backwards, my feet soaked by the spilled tea and let out a hoarse gasp of alarm. As I was preparing to run, mind reeling, the ‘figure’ spoke once more.

This World Stands At A Crossroads. Soon Great Change Will Befall It, And If Not Protected Only Ruin Awaits. Will You Refuse Fate’s Hand And Allow Your World’s Fate To Rest On Other Shoulders, Or Will You Reach Out And Take The Offered Hand And Protect That Which You Hold Dear?

I was frozen mid-flight, gazing at the glowing figure, which was strange in itself being a light so bright it should have hurt my eyes, yet it had seemingly no effect, almost as if it was an illusion. As it stretched out a glowing arm towards me I was unable to move, mind racing.

This World Is Now Open To A Higher Realm. But Fear Not, The Gods Are Not Cruel. We Have Been Sent By The Heavens To Open The Way For Those Who Have The Power Within To Defend This World. You Are One Such.

I still wasn’t sure I hadn’t fallen asleep at my desk and was dreaming this whole thing, but to be honest with myself I’d read enough Light Novels about other worlds and mysterious beings to at least give a little thought to the possibility this was all true. And if it was… could I forgive myself for passing up the chance to be someone who mattered, someone able to make a difference, strong enough to defend those I held dear? No, to be a hero?

“So… just what is this crossroads? How can I protect Earth?” I asked nervously, heart racing.

It Is A Battle For The Astral Realm Above Through Which All Worlds Are Connected. You Must Gather Ether, Which All Covet, Until You Stand Above All Others With Enough Power To Repel Those That Would Take Your Planet For Their Own, Until You Stand Alone As An Astral Emperor…


Two


“Abattle?” I asked. “I don’t think I’d be much good at that. I was always the artistic type. My sister was the sporty one…” Besides, after that one time…

You Can Refuse. Your Fate And That Of Your World’s Would Then Be In The Hands Of Others. Your Potential Is Sufficient To Participate. For Those Who Triumph, Rewards Are Many. Ether Is The Power Over All Things. With Ether All Wishes Can Be Granted.

All wishes? Everyone has wishes, and I was no exception. It isn’t like it didn’t sting a bit when my sister laughs at the fact I’ve never really had a girlfriend. It isn’t like I’m bad with women… after all, I got on really well with Eri-chan, even if she was younger, and at school and university I was hardly a loner. At the last class reunion I spent quite a while talking to some of the girls from my class without a problem…. Oh man, my thoughts are racing. Having a girlfriend isn’t the only thing on my mind. Who wouldn’t like a decent job, a nice car, big house, lots of money and so on…?

“I suppose there is great risk involved though?”

All Life Caries Risk. Should Your Astral Form Be Destroyed Your Physical Form Shall Perish Also. But Death Comes Suddenly In All Worlds. Step Outside Your Door And You May Die Any Day. Or Your Body Could Fail From Illness Or Mischance. Such Is The Way Of Things.

“Well, I can’t really argue with that. The degree of risk might be wildly different though.” To be honest I still couldn’t believe I was having such a conversation with a hollow-voiced glowing figure. Still, if I was dreaming this then it didn’t really matter, did it? Besides, who wouldn’t want such excitement in their lives? “I'm not sure, but... the rewards seem like they would be something special if I succeed, right?”

As I Have Stated, Rewards Are Plentiful For Those Who Succeed. Not Only Will You Save Your World But Powers Beyond Your Imagination Can Be Yours. I Sense Your Reluctance Though. This World Is But Freshly Opened To The Wider Planes. I Have Been Allowed To Show You A Brief Glimpse. You Must Then Decide.

“And how safe is this ‘glimpse’?” It was tempting, but as I thought earlier, I wasn’t much of a fighter. My sister does traditional Japanese archery, Kyūdō, as well as plays on her school volleyball team, so she got all the talent in our family. Father used to do kendo back in his school days and even won a couple of local tournaments, apparently, but me… I take after my mom I’m afraid, and the most energetic thing she ever did was a local fun-run. “I’d be interested if you could guarantee my safety? Seeing it might make me more interested.”

I Offer No Guarantees For There Can Be None In Life. However If You Do Nothing Truly Reckless I Can Return You To Your Material Body Before You Suffer Great Harm. Of Course, I Am Allowed To Do This But Once.

That sounded fine. I wasn’t particularly reckless. In games I was always one to grind up and over-level myself so as to crush challengers. I wasn’t one to get in over my head. Although my sister would probably say taking the safe route is why I’m stuck doing freelance work in a tiny apartment without a girlfriend… man, just thinking that irritates me. “Sure, why not? I’ll take your glimpse since it seems there is little to lose.”

Very Well. A Wise Choice, For One Who Never Gambles Can Never Exceed His Limits. There Will Be Brief Pain As I Draw Out Your Latent Gifts And Activate Your Cord, And Then…

“Hey wait a second…” I interrupted. “Pain? I’m not really good with…”

… You Shall See The Boundary With Your Own Eyes.”

It talked right over me! I was about to say more when suddenly I doubled over, tears streaming from my eyes as a burning pain formed between my legs. It was like someone had simultaneously rammed a hot poker into my guts while also kicking me in the groin. It was far from pleasant. As I crouched down, tears pouring down my cheeks, I let out a ragged breath. The pain spread, my heart and brain started to boil, combining the worst of a severe migraine and heart failure in a series of blinding waves. I tried to throw up, gagging reflexively, but just as I reached my limit the pain began to fade, luckily, as I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. Blinking tears from my eyes I looked up accusingly at the shining figure.

“That hurt! Why did…” I paused. The figure had stopped glowing, and I could now see more clearly. The figure was covered by a shapeless black robe, long sleeves hiding their arms, and a hood shrouding their face so nothing could be seen, except for a faint few strands of what looked like hair, creeping out from under the cowl. The figure was humanoid in appearance, but other than that, no details could be guessed at. Still, if they have hair and two arms and two legs, they are probably not too dissimilar to me… damn, now I’m super curious.

“Hey, your glow has gone out… and in fact, the lighting here is weird…” Now that I looked around more, something that had been bothering me a little since I looked up was clear. The light was… strange. The glow from the streetlamp outside had faded, as had the light from my computer screen. In fact the computer had vanished entirely, the only thing in my room was the futon rolled in the corner. In its place was an ambience that… well, it made no sense to me. The sky was lit, and I could see in the dark, but there was no actual light source, like a sun or a moon. The air seemed to… shimmer... was the only way I could describe it… with a pale silvery glow, occasional ripples of dark colour appearing, then just as suddenly vanishing.

“If this is a dream, then I’m not sure where this has come from. It isn’t like my usual ones at all…” As I spoke, the sound came out muted, as if the very air around me was deadening the noise. In fact I could hear very little at all, the normal ever-present drone of the Tokyo suburbs absent. It was a little disconcerting.

“This is no dream, but it is often called the world of dreams.” The cloaked figure spoke, and this time the voice was more normal, if strangely androgynous. “In fact, the pain you felt was enough to render you unconscious. Look down at your feet.”

Look down? I did so out of curiosity and let out a gasp of wonder. From between my legs, where the pain was flaring before, I could see a thin white cord, about as thick as my little finger, which stretched out into space about a metre in front of me before it faded away to nothingness. It was pale and somewhat translucent, but I could clearly see it, though when I looked away it vanished from view.

“That Cord connects to this world and your real body. It is currently weak, but should you strengthen it, it will shine silver like a mirror. It takes ether from the surroundings, and refines it into aether, which is a power you can use. The more ether, and thus aether you command, the greater your strength, both here and in the Material world that was your cradle until now. And with aether…”

The cloaked figure raised one arm, and from the voluminous sleeve that hid its hand there came a silvery glow, and suddenly the room was filled with dancing, sparkling motes of multi-coloured lights.

Wow, those are so beautiful. It reminds me of last year when I went to Roman-no Mori Kyowakokuin Chiba with some other freelancers on a big project for a software company and watched the fireflies dance into the night. But this is far more stunning…

“What creates reality here is aether, which is just ether you have refined. Therefore, you need to gather as much ether as possible, and do this by expanding your reach and defeating those who would take your ether. Battle is inevitable, for now that your world has been connected to the higher tides once again it will be coveted by many, especially those who would despoil it, so you have been invited to defend it.”

“You certainly seem more talkative here.” I couldn’t help but smile. The view was so dream-like that I was finding it hard to maintain the tension I had before. Still, why me? Everyone dreams of being special, but I know I’m not…

“You should pay attention.” The cloaked being scolded in its neutral voice. “I am very limited in what information I can provide. Knowledge is power, after all, and power bears responsibility and restrictions. Now, it is time to activate your aether conversion. Focus on the area your Cord connects to and try and feel the energy moving through you.”

Not that it makes much sense. Surely if they are trying to save the Earth, telling me as much as possible is surely the wisest plan? Though they did mention restrictions, there must be some I don't know about. Anyway, I can’t force them to talk, so to the matter at hand…

“Feel it? How?” I asked, puzzled.

“It is different for every being. Once you have started the flow your Cord will start to automatically draw in ether and convert it to aether to strengthen you, as well as to be stored to use as you see fit. You need to concentrate, and it will come.”

“All right then.” Not that I get it, but either this is a dream and it doesn’t matter, or this is real and reality is something wildly different to what I thought it was anyway…

Closing my eyes, I tried to feel the energy moving around my lower body. Time passed, and nothing was happening. I opened one eye, to see that nothing had changed around me. “Any hints you can give me?” I asked, trying a small smile.

“You must try harder. Feel the flow. Once it begins it should become easier.”

That wasn’t particularly helpful advice. Still, here goes nothing. Shutting my eyes, I concentrated and strained for what seemed like hours. It was then that I felt a little twinge spreading from my lower body to my heart and head, as though the pain I remembered was returning. Reflexively I flinched back and the feeling was gone.

“There was progress. For a moment you were almost there. If you do not succeed in this manner, your performance will suffer in future.”

“In this manner?” I asked. “So there is another way?”

“If it becomes a necessity, I can forcibly open your flow, but that way will cause your growth potential to be stunted. It is much better to allow your own talents to blossom rather than making irreversible changes to your subtle bodies, especially in your case now. That would increase the danger to you over time, and I understand you are very averse to such risks.”

“Well, you aren’t wrong. I’d like to take the safer, better path, even if it's harder to start with. But we’ve been at this for hours. If I don’t get it soon won’t this glimpse be over?”

“Time flows differently in the Boundary world. Sometimes slower, but usually faster. There is still time for you to succeed. However, the amount of aether you have is not unlimited. All intelligent life accumulates it over time, and you are currently depleting it. If you do not succeed before it runs out you will awaken back in the Material and your chance will be gone. If that looks like it will happen I will have to use the surer, yet weaker way.”

Yes, definitely more talkative. Whoever they are, they like exposition a lot. Still, I guess that’s to my benefit as well. Oh well, here we go, adventure awaits if I can grasp this… no hero would take the easy way that limits their growth before they even do anything. Besides, if I did and came up against enemies who took the harder, yet better way…

Dredging up all my willpower, I thought hard. Visualise. Visualise. I do it all the time when I’m programming or doing art for various projects. See the image I want, then feel it… it shouldn’t be impossible!

I concentrated for again what seemed like hours, gradually forming a sharper image of what I wanted. As I did so the sense of discomfort returned around my groin, growing stronger. It wasn’t exactly pain though, unlike the first time. Concentrating harder I formed the image of a silver whirlpool in my mind, drawing in everything around it towards my fragile, near-transparent white cord.

I think… I’m getting it. The sensation was growing stronger, warmth spreading up into my stomach and upper chest. The sensation of pressure was growing, and the warmth reached my throat and spread through my head, until my whole body was tingling. Nearly… there…

With one last surge I focused all of my efforts on the growing pressure spreading through my body, the sensation rising until I felt something give inside me. It was like a dam bursting, and the warmth felt like a tide of fire invading my body, hot yet comfortable. My eyes snapped open reflexively and I gasped in awe at the sight. The multi-coloured lights that my guide had conjured were rushing towards me and being sucked into my body through the white cord, which was again visible and now giving off a faint silvery glow.

“As I expected, you have succeeded.” The figure said, and I wasn’t sure whether I was imagining it or not, but I felt I could hear a small note of satisfaction, and also relief, within its voice. “With such dense ether scattered around, it is much easier to draw it in. Do not grow overconfident and expect such results when you go forth on your own.”

I see, so those lights are made from ether. I guess it makes sense for it to provide more for me to absorb than relying on what is here in nature, since I’m still learning…

As I pondered that, the remaining lights were sucked into my body, and I was tingling from head to toe with a fiery wave of energy. I felt great. “So, what next? Am I ready for this glimpse now?” It was very hard not to get excited about this. After all, if all of this was not a dream then I had just taken my first step to mystical powers. There isn't a man alive who doesn't dream of such things, and I'm no exception to that...


Three – Contains Status -Akio 1


“There is one last thing before we can continue.” The cloaked figure said, raising one arm outwards. “This extra assistance I can provide, a tool to more easily understand your own latent power and place within this world. Knowledge is power, and this will aid you onto the path towards understanding yourself and your abilities, which comes before understanding all else. And using that knowledge, form a path to power that only you can walk.”

As I watched, it brought its other hidden arm forwards. In a swift movement it struck, sending more than a dozen droplets of what looked like molten silver into the air. Aether flared white, and suddenly the droplets started circling each other, arraying themselves into a ring. Metal spread, and suddenly they had formed a bracelet made of a series of silvery balls, held together by glittering metallic twine. It floated over to me and the guide spoke again.

“Take it and place it around your dominant wrist. It will enable you to leverage your innate and awakened strengths into a form that is easy to understand, unique to you. Though whether you can truly harness such power as lies within depends on your own efforts and fortune.“

I nodded and picked up the bracelet from where it was hanging in the air. It was cold to the touch, almost as cold as ice. As I slipped it over my wrist the fiery energy rushing through my body surged, focussing on my wrist. I jolted in shock as the silver droplets melted, seeping into my wrist, ice meeting fire. “This is safe right?” I asked nervously.

“Of course, no harm will come to you by this bracelet. For now, it merely uses aether to augment your perception, allowing you to internalise your information in a form that is easy for you to understand. The exact mechanism is complicated, and it would serve no purpose to explain it, nor could you comprehend it yet.”

Charming. Though I guess this is all new to me so I can’t really complain. As the feeling in my wrist melted away, I spoke. “So, just what do I do now?”

“Concentrate on your wrist and then when the feeling arises, direct your senses inwards, to feel your very essence. When you do this, information will be rendered into a format that you can understand.”

That seems difficult. Still, I guess it’s similar to when I started to absorb aether, so it should be possible. Oh well, here goes…

I let my mind dwell in my wrist, trying to recapture the feeling, but for several minutes nothing happened, except I felt a vague prickling itch throughout my body. “This is still pretty hard.”

“If I had forced the more damaging path upon you, you would be able to do this instinctively, without effort. Yet your heights would be mere shadows of those that growth can bring, your long-term potential imperfect. Persevere, and feel the flow of energy within you. Guide it to your wrist and pool it there. Your conscious mind should direct this flow. Only when you can command it as easily as breathing will you have reached the stage where you can start to exceed those who have taken the easier path, and find your own longer, higher road to ascend.”

Yep, still talkative. I let out a long sigh and tried again. The heat within me trembled, and I wasn't sure whether I was just imagining it, but it seemed like the warmth was diminishing, just a tiny, almost unnoticeable fraction. As I continued to will my mind into my wrist, I was sure. The heat was slowly fading away. In contrast, my wrist was itching, cold prickles stabbing me, causing a vague discomfort.

Nearly got it… I think. After what seemed like an hour of struggle my wrist flared cold, a ring of silver threads encircling it. Momentary pain flashed at various points in my body, from my lower body, heart and through to my head, but it quickly diminished, leaving only phantom echoes behind.

“Now, move your mind and will inwards. Feel your nature and express it.” The figure declared.

As I did so my mind was filled with silvery words, forming the above image. It was amazing how clearly I could see it, almost as if it was really there.

[Material Statistics]
Might              38
Fortitude       35
Intellect         67
Resilience     63
Alacrity         43
Precision       64
Aether            85
[Intangible Statistics]
???
???
???
???
???
???
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
White Cord Rank 1
First Node Rank 1
[Perceptive Skills]
Self-Examination Rank 3
[Level] 0


As I looked at the silver letters, I couldn’t help but laugh excitedly. “Man, this is just like a game. I suppose that makes sense as you did say it will be a form easy for me to understand. After all, I’ve played loads of games, and even worked on a few.”

I concentrated on the word ‘Might’ and as I expected further information was displayed, just like a tool-tip menu, if it was made from glowing mercury that was hanging in the air in front of me.

Might – An expression of physical power and force, muscle strength and so forth, as expressed as a percentage of the maximum human possibility when considering a human who has not mastered Aether.


“Yeah, that’s pretty easy to understand too. I didn’t think I’d be so below average physically though. I mean, I know I’m a bit out of shape…” I couldn’t help but feel just a bit down at the harsh judgement of my physical skills. Who cares how weak I am now though, this is still damn cool. My thoughts that this was just a dream were fading, as how could I have such a long and detailed dream while somehow being aware of it?

Forgetting about my lowly physical evaluation I looked at the other information in turn.

Fortitude – An expression of stamina, durability and the body to resist disease and so forth.
Intellect – An expression of intelligence, thought-processing ability, insight, memory and so forth.
Resilience- An expression of willpower, resistance to mental stress, internal balance and so forth.
Alacrity- An expression of thought-processing speed, mental reaction times, speed of grasping external stimulus and so forth.
Precision- An expression of dexterity, nerve-reaction speed, fine motor control and so forth.
Aether- An expression of Aether capacity, Ether-draw speed, Aether conversion rate and efficiency and so forth.


At least I’m above average in intelligence and dexterity, although I guess I’m not as smart as I thought I was. Still, I’d have been really depressed if my scores there were low as well… so I guess my weaknesses are in my physical abilities. If I’d have known they would be this important I might have done more sport, like my sister. Oh well, got to work with what we have. There’s still more information to look at…

However, when I tried to look at the Intangible Statistics, all I got was ???. Turning back to the cloaked guide I asked it what was going on.

“It is simple. Intangible Statistics are a non-Material part of one's being and are thus usually only something that can be uncovered when you gain enough aether to surpass a purely physical existence. Almost everyone starts from a state of nothing, only when you have accrued enough power to leave this zero behind will you unlock your intangible abilities. However, it is not unusual to only have a small amount of these attributes. Some even have none. Do not be disappointed if you have but little.”

“Okay, that makes sense… I guess.” I replied. “So in the way my abilities are described, I guess that means when I reach level one? Oh well, time to check the last few bits on my … I guess it would be my character sheet?”

White Cord- An incomplete Silver Cord, with poor Aether efficiency. As distance from the Material body increases more Aether is consumed. Travelling distances of more than a few miles from the Material form is not recommended as it may damage this body due to attenuation of Aether through the poor connection.
First Node- The Aether centre of the body connected to the Silver Cord. This has only recently been opened and has poor efficiency.
Self-Examination- The ability to assess Skills and Statistics one possesses in comparison to a standardised level. Since the Skill has increased in Rank it can provide additional information about the nature of Skills or Statistics possessed, yet due to its current low level, many Skills and Statistics will defy measurement and knowledge.


“I guess Self-Examination is like appraisal, which is a standard fantasy skill that gets overpowered quickly. But it seems it only works on me. What’s up with that?”

“While the Astral plane is a realm of information, and thus finding out the many secrets of the multiverse is possible, one must have a firm grasp of knowledge to access this. I imparted to you a fraction of knowledge I had gathered and placed it within the bracelet you have absorbed. This enables you to examine yourself and understand the knowledge. You should always seek out further knowledge and understanding wherever you can, as this will be both your power and your comprehension of the wider multiverse, and if you drink deep of the water of knowledge, and spread the soil that is power, perhaps you can grow insight far surpassing the initial specks of wisdom I have bequeathed you.”

Okay then. “I think I get that. I suppose I should thank you then, for your gift. But I can’t help but wonder what you might be getting out of this generosity?” Just look at my sixty-seven percent Intellect go!

“A fair question. My Master has no desire to see this world fall to ruin, and though he is prevented from acting directly, he believes that doing nothing would be foolish, only strengthening his enemies and letting countless innocents die. He sends us to find promising candidates to impart brief wisdom to, which if limited in scope, can be permitted. Others of course also do this, though perhaps for different ends. Besides, should you excel and save your world, when the time comes you will no doubt remember this boon, and be prepared to join my Master’s faction.”

“I guess that makes a lot of sense…” I agreed. Though just what limits their master so, preventing other helping hands? Suspicious, if you ask me. I’d like an answer. “So, if Earth is newly connected and weak, then what is stopping other more experienced people such as you from coming down and taking over or wiping us out before any of us get a chance to grow our power and defences?”

“There is a consensus between the great Powers of the competing factions, that other than some small guidance and gifts at the beginning, these worlds are not to be touched until certain conditions are met, or enough time has passed. Of course, there are always those who would try and break such rules unnoticed, but by and large you will have a period of grace to acclimatise yourself to the Boundary world, and above it, the Astral. It is not trivial for us to act against that, even if we wish it so.”

So it’s kind of like noob protection in those online games eh? One that isn’t absolute as well. I guess I’ll need to be careful about getting ganked or scammed… oh mighty sixty-seven percent Intellect, please defend me!

“We must hurry.” The cloaked figure interrupted my thoughts. “For under the agreement I have but this one time to guide you. You have already depleted some of your aether, and we have two tasks to ideally accomplish before your aether runs dry.”

I could feel that there was less heat in my body than before. It hadn’t dropped by a lot, but it was definitely a difference I could feel. “All right then. So what are these tasks? Quests already, I’m getting hyped up.”

“The first task is to establish your Territory, setting up an Anchor in the Boundary that allows you to gather ether and exert your control. Without such Territory you will not progress, instead merely stagnating as a helpless bystander. The second task is to gather enough strength to leave your zero state behind and truly begin to unlock your unique potential.”

“A Territory?” Man, that sounds bad-ass. After all, all I own in reality is a tiny apartment. Hell, I don’t even own that, I’m only renting. Although I suppose I shouldn’t say reality, if this is also real… what was it they called it… ah, that’s right, the Material world. “How does that work?”

“You must gather a significant quantity of ether to create an Anchor. Once this is in place, as much as you found your own abilities to be in a form you can comprehend, so too will your Territory be represented in such terms, with the fragments of knowledge I bequeathed you able to aid you in your first faltering steps towards your own path. So, shall we begin? Your time is decreasing.”


Four


“Sounds good to me.” I smiled. “So, what do we do?”

The cloaked guide beckoned me forwards and opened the door of my apartment with a gesture. “First, we must gather ether, for ether is the primary building block and currency of the Boundary and deeper Astral plane. You can never amass too much ether, for it is required not only for building your Territory and sustaining it, but also for refining into aether so that you can enter the Boundary, as well as using powerful abilities. Gather all you can, for it will never be without use.”

As I followed the guide outside, I couldn’t help but gasp in awe. The world was alike to what I knew, yet different in many ways, some subtle, some not so minor. Like inside, I could see despite it being night. It was dark, yet a mysterious radiance was visible everywhere, dim but easily enough to see by. It was impossible to describe in words, but it was an incredible sight, especially the way the sky swirled with dark colours, impossible shades of blue and black all mixed together. There were lights above, mimicking our night sky, but unlike stars they didn’t twinkle, and some were in colours not found in nature, such as vivid greens and vibrant purples.

The scenery around my old, three-story apartment building was similar to in the Material plane, although there were some differences, like street lamps being in different places, and bushes and trees where there were none before, but it was still largely recognisable. A bit disappointing, I was hoping for more fantastical scenes. “It seems pretty normal.”

“This is the Boundary. It is closer to the Material than the chaos of the higher Astral, having some small contact with the lower Astral. However there is plenty to see for those with a discerning gaze.”

As my eyes became more accustomed to the strange sights here I found myself agreeing, regretting my earlier words. Things were drifting through the air, most just above the ground, pale, ethereal shadows, some human-shaped, others resembling four-legged animals, some, even more faded and translucent, were little more that faceless blobs. As I peered at them with interest, some of the faint figures began to drift towards me, picking up speed.

“Those shades are lesser spirits, faded remnants of thoughts and desires of living creatures. They will seek out aether in other beings as moths to bright flames, eager to absorb it and regain their intelligence. The strongest of these can succeed in reincarnating themselves into a higher lifeform once again.”

“All right, so what do I do?” I asked as the shadows closed in on me.

“You must drain their aether in turn. To achieve this the surest way is to defeat them. These are the weakest of all dwellers of the lower Astral and Boundary, as ubiquitous as rats in the Material. Should you not be able to pass this trial then you have no future as one who can safeguard your world.”

“No pressure then.” I swallowed reflexively, feeling a hot sensation in the pit of my stomach, making me feel slightly sick. Fighting wasn’t a skill I had, but then again the lesser spirits didn’t look that threatening. Still, my nerves were definitely getting the better of me. The first shadow came closer, shaped like a child had made a cat out of semi-transparent misty clay.

“All right then, what do I do? Using powerful abilities… Astral plane, world of dreams…” I sifted through the information my cloaked guide had told me and came up with a plan. Feeling the flow of warmth that was aether through my body I concentrated on the thought of fire, red and hot. There was a rushing sensation, the warmth within me moving outwards, leaving me, and there was a sudden muted roar and quick burst of pressure and heat as a small ball of fire incinerated the oncoming shadow, as well as a couple more that were drifting in behind it.

“That worked better than I thought, I expected that I’d be able to use aether to do… that… whoa I feel… so… tired…” The warmth inside me had faded to almost nothing, and my vision was constricting, the dark light that filled the Boundary seeming to recede from me, leaving me surrounded by a ring of inky darkness.

“Impressive. Few try to use raw aether in such a manner without being taught the knowledge. However, unless one has precise control over both their aether and the image in their minds, the amount of aether consumed is frighteningly large. Your store of aether is almost depleted, soon you will wake from this world unless you replenish your supplies.” The cloaked figure raised one arm and pointed it at a small constellation of silvery motes that hung in the air where the lesser spirits had been destroyed by the conflagration. “That is ether that has been released from the lesser spirits you have destroyed. You must quickly absorb it and convert it into aether to replenish your stock a little.”

Forcing myself to walk despite feeling so weak and disoriented, I approached the ether. As I did so, it began to circle around me in an orbit similar to that of an asteroid belt. Concentrating on the flow of energy I began to absorb the silvery lights one after the other, gradually feeling the warmth returning, the darkness around me pushed back a bit. Even so I felt significantly weaker than before.

As if it could read my thoughts the guide spoke again. “Lesser spirits are pitifully weak, only releasing a little ether on death. It would take a few dozen to replenish the ether you expended so recklessly. I suggest you commence defeating the spirits immediately. But you must remain alert to your surroundings.”

As it spoke I felt a shooting pain in my leg. Looking down a lesser spirit, vaguely shaped like a baby made of fog, was clinging to my ankle. Pain was radiating from the point it was touching, I could feel the aether draining from me slowly. I tried kicking it with my other foot, but where it connected again I felt pain. Panicking a little I tried to seize back the flow of energy. It was a struggle, agony spreading through my head and stomach as I concentrated frantically. The ghostly baby seemed to shiver in the wind, then dissipated with a pop, ether sparkling white in the air.

I see. Since they are spirits physical attacks don't work, but I can drain them like they drain aether from me. Feeling my fear recede a bit now that I had thought of a way to win, I grinned at the approaching spirits and began to concentrate. Several that came close burst into small clouds of ether, which I quickly absorbed and turned into aether.

“I think I've got it.” I said, rushing to the next group of a half-dozen transparent shadows.

“Remain vigilant.” the cloaked guide warned. “There may be other greater dangers lurking, and even lesser spirits can be dangerous if they mob you as a pack. Your Material body will suffer injury if your Astral form is sufficiently disrupted. Always remember your subtle bodies are linked and reflect each other.”

I nodded as I quickly moved around my apartment block, draining every lesser spirit I encountered. There were a couple of times where unexpected groups attacked from blind spots and I took hits, the sudden pain annoying, but the exhilaration of the battle and the fiery feel of the bursting aether energy within me kept me going. This was what an adventure was. My aether was replenished, and a small array of ether was floating around me. As I drained another couple of spirits, the last I could see around, my wrist flared silver and a few lines of text hung in my vision.

You have gained control over this small Territory by clearing it of all enemies. However, without an Anchor the Territory can be retaken easily. Your Territory Anchor will cost 1000 Ether. You currently possess 57 Ether.
Territory Rank - 0.
Territory Defence - Very Low.
Due to your claim on this Territory in the Material world you suffer a low penalty to your Territory's abilities, and as you do not have total ownership you cannot synchronise it for greater bonuses.


“This is good progress. Your aether is recharged and you have cleared enough of the area surrounding here to be able to claim it. However, should you leave this place and other beings from the Boundary intrude, the Territory will be forfeit. An Anchor will upgrade your Territory to a state where it is possible to defend it, and thus should be the priority of any would-be Astral Emperor.”

I nodded, but one thing had piqued my curiosity. “What does it mean by my claim in the Material world?”

“The Material and Astral are as one, multiple facets of the same jewel, and can affect each other, though actions closer to the Material take colossally more aether to achieve. If you possess the same Territory in both worlds, they can benefit each other.”

“I think I get it. So because I'm renting in this area, I have a small claim, but because I don't own it I suffer a penalty? Wow... just wow.” I used my sister's favourite expression of surprise reflexively. There were three floors and a half-dozen or so rooms on each floor. So I'd have to buy all eighteen apartments to have full control of my Territory? Just how much would that cost? There's just no way...

“A secure territory is paramount, for no empire can ever be formed without strong foundations, the World Tree does not grow without deep roots. You must collect enough ether to construct your Anchor before you run out of either aether here or time. Time moves faster here compared to the Material, and it becomes ever more rapid as the Astral deepens, but it is passing on the Material still. I suggest you move to an area with stronger foes who would reward you with greater ether on defeat. You can drain any lesser spirits you can see on the way, since your aether control has improved appropriately.”

Those words sure dampened my enthusiasm. The thought of taking on more dangerous foes, ones that could seriously hurt me, especially when I'd been told that damage would pass through to my Material body, was enough to halt my feet. “You can still save me if I decide things are getting too risky and want to drop this whole Astral thing, right?”

“Of course, barring an improbable incident or behaviour that is truly reckless. But I believe you will make the right choice.” The figure pointed again. “I sense some stronger presences that way. To build up enough ether merely draining lesser spirits is inefficient and will also not contribute enough towards increasing you from zero. To the victor shall go the spoils.”

I stifled a sigh. In a game grinding low-level enemies wasn't exactly fun. Still, I'd make sure to take down any lesser spirits I came across. After all, ether is ether, no matter where it comes from.

Moving through the dark streets I absorbed what I could, adding to the orbiting cloud of ether. I recognised the route we were taking, and if the worlds were sharing so many similarities, then this way had to be...

“Are we going where I think we are?” I felt some unease. I didn't see myself as particularly superstitious, after all, being half British I didn't follow traditional Japanese beliefs as much as a pure Japanese person would (not that I showed my Japanese heritage any disrespect, just both mom and father had influence over me and my sister's cultural growth) but there were some things that both cultures had in common.

“This is the local graveyard...” I looked up at the faded stone torii arch that held the wrought-iron gates. The strange darkness overhead was now very oppressive, rather than eerily beautiful. “I'm not sure I want to know what is in there...”

“The lower Astral has seeped into this place, leaving some traces, making it more dangerous, yet more rewarding. Where the Boundary realm yields to the lower Astral, many beings of greater power lurk. Be vigilant.”
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The gates creaked open slowly, the noise even more disquieting due to the muted nature of sound in the Boundary. The inside of the graveyard seemed darker than the surrounding land, the umbral light seeming to almost be alive, pooling in the shadows between family graves and the few skeletal trees that grew beside the bone-white gravel paths.

“This looks like a scene from a horror film.” I whispered softly, as I slowly entered, feeling like an intruder. A lesser spirit drifted towards me out of the dark, vaguely human in shape. Quickly absorbing its ether I continued, feet crunching gravel underfoot. More followed, mostly humanoid, but some were avian in structure, fast and darting around swiftly. One managed to strike me below the eye, sending a shockwave of pain through me. Aether drained from me, but I was able to quickly snatch it back and the spirit dispersed. Still, these seemed far more agile and dangerous than the lesser spirits outside.

I continued to walk along the path between the trees, the cloaked guide behind me, ears straining to hear every sound over the faint crunch of gravel underfoot. There was an eerie wind blowing through the trees, smelling of decay, and in the distance I was sure I could hear the rustling beat of wings and the ominous cawing of crows.

I do not like this. I do not like this. I repeated it to myself like a mantra. At this point taking my time grinding lesser spirits seemed a wonderful plan. The feathery touch of a nearby branch on my back made me jump, a squeal leaking from my lips. I thought I was good with horror, but I guess living through a horror movie is a little different to watching or reading about one.

Steeling myself I pushed forwards, passing through the graves. It was getting darker as I went, and now I could see barely a dozen paces ahead. Lesser spirits still drifted from the shadows, and as I had less time to react I was finding it hard to drain them before they could strike me. Still, the comforting glow of the increasing orbit of ether around me was pushing back the encroaching gloom. Ahead of me a faint red glow was shining, throwing out long shadows. I hope that isn’t a dragon or something outlandish like that…

“You will benefit from investigating that site.” The cloaked figure spoke for the first time in a while. “That is the glow of an Etherite.”

“Etherite? Sounds like it has something to do with ether.”

“You surmise correctly. In areas of denser ether flow such as where the Boundary and lower Astral intersect, an Etherite ore may form rarely. They can be broken down into substantial amounts of ether or used in higher level Territorial constructions. They also have many other uses and are a valuable currency amongst more powerful Astral beings.”

“So it’s like ether is a hundred-yen coin, accepted and useful everywhere, but Etherite is large banknotes. That makes sense, I think.” I nodded to myself. “Well since I’m looking for a thousand ether quickly I guess that I do need it… but I bet it's guarded.”

Creeping through the darkness towards the red light, I crossed between several more graves. I murmured my apologies to any of the dead I disturbed as I passed through. The red glow was getting brighter, and after a few more dozen steps I came across a glowing red jewel the size of a finger lying unattended between the roots of an old cherry tree.

“That is an Etherite ore. The closer the colour tends towards violet, the more valuable it is for the more ether it contains. Red Etherites usually contain upwards of a hundred ether. As they grow more orange they contain up to twice as much, and the yellows four times that, and so forth. The rarity of such finds increases dramatically as well. Anything above blue is vanishingly rare, and even the upper Astral sees a violet ore but once in a thousand years, being so scarce as to be nearly a myth. Those with intelligence who dwell within the Astral will often seek them out. You must seize such windfalls when they present themselves.”

Nodding, I moved forwards, picking up the Etherite. It radiated warmth, merely by holding it I could feel how much ether it possessed. I considered keeping it, but right now more than a ten-thousand yen note I needed a lot of small change. Concentrating intently on feeling the flow of ether within, I felt pressure building up inside it, stronger and stronger, until with an audible crack the Etherite shattered into a host of glowing white stars. They joined the orbit around me, and the darkness was pushed back.

Your Territory Anchor will cost 1000 Ether. You currently possess 384 Ether.


My wrist flared silver as it advised me of my current supply. I had steadily been increasing it, and the Etherite had afforded me a large boost. However, there was a long way to go, and time was passing. As I made to turn away, I spotted something coming towards me through the dark, obscured by the shadows cast by my ether lights.

Taking a defensive stance I made ready to drain it of its ether, only to freeze in shock at the sight before me. It could only be described as a zombie, a dead man, face pale and waxy, hands curled up into twisted claws. It shuffled towards me with surprising speed, causing me to back up against the tree. Opening its mouth it let out a strangled roar and its speed picked up alarmingly.

“Oh shit…” I leapt out of the way as it barrelled into the tree behind me, dead fists flying, ripping into the bark. I forced my mind to concentrate on drawing out its aether, as I did with the lesser spirits, but it was as if I was trying to tear down a wall with my fingernails, it was impenetrable.

The zombie turned, roaring again, and it seemed even more enraged, as if my efforts had insulted it. This time I was too slow to dodge and I cried out in pain as a fist slammed into my side. I spun away, feeling as if my ribs were broken.

“That bloody hurts!” I cursed, as I stumbled away, narrowly dodging another wide swing by dumb luck. “But I don’t feel it draining my aether…” I was going to say more but the zombie swung a leg up sharply, hammering into my guts, doubling me over.

My mind went blank. When I came to my senses the zombie was looming over me, black spittle leaking from its dead lips. I needed a weapon. What worked against the weak and feeble lesser spirits would not be enough against a real, actual monster. Casting my gaze about, I couldn’t see anything. Rolling to the side I dodged by a hairsbreadth as the zombie slammed down his foot where my head was but a moment before.

“Shit! Shit! Shit! I don’t want to die here….” I cursed, searching for a way out. I could blast it with fire again… it would burn, right? But would it be enough? Maybe a sword, to strike the head…?

I visualised a weapon, a long, edged blade like in fantasy manga, and felt aether flow from me. It was a significant drop, though not as much as when I called the fire earlier. It formed slowly in the air, materialising into a plain silver blade with an unadorned hilt. Grasping it I could feel my aether connected to it, slowly flowing into it.

“I can’t keep this up for long or I’ll run dry…” I muttered, ducking under another wild sweep from the rotting fists of the decaying zombie. “Take this!” I suddenly roared, stepping in and swinging the heavy sword with both hands. The jarring impact where the blade cut flesh sent jolts of pain slamming through my wrists, but the blade bit deep, slicing through putrid flesh down through the shoulder and into bone.

Damn, missed the head. Oh well, it was heavier than I thought it’d be so no wonder I missed.

Pulling on the sword I grunted in exertion but the blade would not come free. Straining my muscles I barely managed to move it half an inch before the zombie punched me, the blow skimming across my face and slamming into one cheek. Dazed, I stopped concentrating and the sword shivered out of existence. Another blow caught me, spinning me around into the tree again.

Coughing up blood that evaporated into the air in flashes of crimson and silver I pulled myself to my feet once more. Grabbing onto the tree to support myself I watched as the zombie came closer. It was time for desperate measures. Grabbing onto a gnarled branch with a bulbous end I began to exert force, attempting to snap it.

Curse my pathetic Might. I’m so below average. If I somehow get out of this I’ll start working out, I promise. My arms were burning, and not with the warmth of aether, but with strain. It wasn’t going to work, as the zombie was closing in fast, arms poised to strike once more. With a flash of insight I had an idea that could save me. Concentrating hard, through the fog of pain from my injured body, I drew on my aether and imagined the flame again, this time tight and compact. Red flared and a flow of aether left me, as a wisp of flame, far smaller than I had imagined, but still serviceable, seared through the end of the branch, cleaving it from the tree, charring the end black.

Even as I lifted this makeshift club, the zombie was upon me, blows hammering into my back and narrowly missing my head. It could move quickly, but luckily it wasn’t particularly accurate, and the arm which I had cut with my summoned sword was lacking power. Rolling with the blows, I turned and brought down the makeshift mace upon the zombie, striking an upraised arm. I swung again and again, until my arms were shrieking with pain. The club was splintering under hard use, but I trickled aether into it, imagining, believing that it would hold together, and eventually the zombie fell to the ground, fractured skull leaking fluid which turned silver and faded into the air.

Breathing heavily, I leaned on the branch that was serving as my club, watching as the zombie convulsed slowly on the ground. For a few seconds it remained writhing, before shattering into a cloud of silver ether, which quickly came to me.

“Damn, that was so scary. I really thought I was going to die…” I muttered between gasping breaths. Hang on a minute, this isn’t the Material world, do I even need to breathe? I guess habit is a powerful thing. As I calmed down the voice sounded behind me again.

“You were in negligible danger. I would have safeguarded you from any harm that was not instantaneously lethal, as by the terms of our agreement.”

Oh crap, I forgot about that. I smiled a bit shamefacedly. “You’re right. I should have thought of that. I guess I’m not really cut out for fighting.” Looking down I could see that my stock of ether was lower than when I had started the fight, despite having collected what remained of the zombie. “I really need to be more economical in using what I have… still at least I have a weapon now. Of course, something more usable would be better…”

“Fret not, your chance to accumulate more ether has presented itself. Make haste and you can restore your deficit.”

As the cloaked guide spoke, another pair of zombies was shuffling towards me, one of which was little more than a skeleton wrapped in a few tattered rags of flesh and cloth, the other more complete like the first one I had just defeated, yet it was covered in green mould and clumps of fungus.

“Two at once…” my only saving grace was that they were coming from opposite sides, so if I could deal with one quickly enough… At least I’m in little danger as the guide will save me unless I get insta-gibbed. Making my decision I rushed at the skeletal one, as it certainly looked more fragile. It came towards me with a rattle of bone and clacking of grinning teeth. One arm slashed out, but this time I was prepared for the surprising speed the zombies could display in bursts, and so I flung myself backwards. Skeletal fingers grazed me, inflicting slight pain, but I was largely unharmed. Hauling myself to my feet I brought the makeshift club I held down on one arm joint, feeling a satisfying crunch under the point of impact.

The skeletal zombie shrieked, trying to kick me away but I was already behind it, club smashing down. After a few blows the skull cracked and neck vertebrae shattered, and more ether was around me, replenishing my losses. The second was closing in now, but with the one behind me down I was a little confident I could handle it.

Several minutes later I was drawing in more long breaths as the zombie below me disintegrated. Tossing aside my now shattered club I watched as the ether joined me. I concentrated and some of it turned into aether, to replenish my supply that had been drained by the fierce battle. It was still a profit, but not by much. I still had a long way to go in terms of fighting experience.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Zero to One.


The sudden row of silvery words that flashed in my vision was most welcome, and I felt a burst of warmth run through me. Quickly checking on my status I let out a pleased yelp.

[Material Statistics]
Might            38 42
Fortitude       35 39
Intellect         67 71
Resilience     63 67
Alacrity         43 47
Precision       64 68
Aether           85 89
[Intangible Statistics]
??? Fortune        2
??? Majesty        1
??? Charm         1
???
???
???
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
White Cord Rank 1 Rank 2
First Node Rank 1
[Perceptive Skills]
Self-Examination Rank 3 Rank 4
Self-Examination, Territory Rank 3
[Level] 0 1



Six


Looking at the new information that had been revealed on my status, the first thing I noticed was that all my basic stats had gone up by four. That means that I’ve gained four percent of a human’s maximum capacity in every area… that’s… pretty big, I guess?

Of course, until I’d run some tests I couldn’t be sure just how much it would benefit me, but the golden rule of role-playing games was that stats and skills were king, so it definitely would help. What was more interesting were the three Intangible Statistics that had appeared. The numbers were low, just as my guide had predicted, but even so, I was extremely curious, as the names were… potent.

Fortune- The power of one’s luck made manifest. Unlike Material Statistics these are not based upon base human possibilities, but are effects of a non-Material, Intangible nature. The higher the number the greater the effect it has. Fortune will add positive effects to any action where there is random chance involved.
Majesty- The force of one’s personality unleashed. Majesty will increase the chances of people submitting to your will, and will view orders you give more favourably.
Charm- The ability to attract others revealed. Charm will increase the attraction others feel towards you, people will view you in a more favourable light, and are more likely to offer you affection.


Now those were… amazing. Even if the effect was small, everyone would want them. I had already gained beyond what I could imagine in just this one trip to this strange world. Even if I was to quit now I’d still have benefitted hugely, but why would I, when my cloaked guide was still assisting me?

There was no change in my Self-Examination, likely it was still too low a Rank to have changed much. As for Self-Examination, Territory…

Self-Examination, Territory- The ability to assess the Rank of a Territory in comparison to known multiversal scales. Since the Skill has increased in Rank it can provide additional information about the availability, cost and abilities of available Upgrades, yet due to its current low Rank, many Upgrades remain unavailable, or with unknown abilities and Ether costs.


Now this was another winner. As I concentrated on this ability I could feel a faint trickle of heat leave me, aether expended, and then a list of glowing silver words scrolled down my vision.

Ether Spire Rank 1: Ether Cost 1500 - not available to construct.
Barracks Rank 1: Ether Cost 2500 - not available to construct.
Spawning Spire Rank 1: Ether Cost 1000 - not available to construct.
…
Heroes Rank 1: Ether Cost 50000 - not available to construct.


A dizzying array of options were presented before me. To think that they were only a fraction of what could be done! It gets my blood boiling with excitement! Concentrating upon one of them at random I brought up further details.

Spawning Spire Rank 1- This Building allows you to summon up to ten degraded standard troops. Degraded troops are fixed at Level 0 and cannot grow. They can follow simple orders but do not have intelligence of their own. This costs 1000 Ether. You cannot construct this Building, as it requires Territory Rank 1.


“Whoa, that's just like an RTS. Combining an RTS with an RPG, I guess this is a bit like Warcraft three?”

I’d played a fair few retro RTS’ such as Command and Conquer, Warcraft 3, Total War and so on, and I liked to think I was pretty good at them. My excitement is really reaching maximum levels now. After all, with the benefits I’ve already gained, and the possibility of more… I had to see this through to at least when my guide left, to get the maximum gain. Only then would I make my final decision whether to participate in this struggle to be an Astral Emperor.

The other things on my status such as the White Cord hadn’t really changed in terms of description, so I surmised I needed to level them more to see any effect. The last thing was Territory – Rank 0.

Territory Rank 0- This Territory is fragile and offers little benefit. It can easily be retaken by any sentient creature. Once secured by a Territory Anchor it will become Rank 1, and will have basic defences and the ability to gather Ether. Buildings can then be constructed. Any secured areas within 100 metres of the Anchor will then become part of your Territory.


“I see why you suggested I set up an Anchor. Otherwise I would have to start again each time I come to the Boundary, and I can’t build anything else.”

“Of course. I have come before you to provide the maximum level of assistance that can be offered without breaching the Covenant that binds us all. All knowledge I impart to you will be a great strength for you in the future, and should you seek the power of an Astral Emperor to protect your world, these foundations are of the utmost importance.”

“I appreciate it, Exposition-san.” I had to laugh. My cloaked guide really liked to talk about things, especially when it got to explain something. Still, right now I found that kind of endearing.

“Exposition…. san…?” The cloaked figure seemed at a loss, which brought another chuckle from me.

“Well, I have to call you something, and you haven’t given me a name, so I thought that since you like explaining things so much, this would be a perfect nickname for you. You could always tell me your real name and I’d call you that, though?”

There was a long moment of silence that stretched into awkwardness. I was about to speak first when Exposition-san shrugged, black cloak moving a little. “I suppose it matters not. Address me how it pleases you. However, you have a task to complete before you spend valuable time considering such trivial matters, do you not?”

Consider me chastised! Still, Exposition-san was right, I still hadn’t gathered enough ether to make my Territory Anchor. The first thing I needed was a better weapon. My club was smashed, and I could probably reform it with aether, but there was no point in spending my ether to make aether to make more ether. I had to find something I could use that wouldn’t be a drain on me if I was to reach my goal of a thousand ether any time soon.

Looking around I found a set of iron fencing that was dark with corrosion and covered in weeds. Muttering a brief prayer to the dead resting in the graveyard, I wrenched on it until one of the metal slats came free. I did have to channel a little aether to boost my strength, but I figured a minor loss would be a better exchange in the long term for a durable, easy to use weapon.

The metal fencepost was about two and a half feet long and as thick as a finger, tapering to a decorative point at one end. It was pretty heavy, but I felt I could handle it. Having a weapon that I could bash with, as well as having something to stab with, seemed the best plan, as I had no skill, as my experience with the aether sword before had proved.

“All right, a thousand ether is the target, let’s go!” I said, hyping myself up. Moving through the dark graveyard I absorbed the few lesser spirits I came across, noticing a small boost in the speed I could tear the ether from them, perhaps due to my Level-up. It wasn’t long before I found another zombie shambling down the path towards me, rotting mouth agape and arms stretched towards me, grasping the air as though it was trying to strangle me at a distance.

“Here we go, time to test out my new Level and the new me!” I said, racing forwards. The railing was heavy in my hands, but I could manage it. My first swing slammed into an outstretched arm, and unlike with my branch club, there was a much more violent impact, fetid arm snapping like kindling. The impact also jolted my arms and stung my palms, but I didn’t let it stop me, striking again and again, batting aside the zombie’s increasingly ruined limbs until I could strike the head. It fell and I thrust down with the sharp end, the weight and my strength driving it deep. The zombie let out one last cry and vanished, only ether remaining.

“That went better.” I muttered. I was pretty tired after that burst of exertion, but cold iron was definitely better than wood when it came to doing damage. “I’ll just have a quick few minutes to rest my arms, and then I’ll carry on…”
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What felt like another hour or so had passed, and I had dispatched another couple of zombies, as well as finding a red Etherite. My supply of ether was building up nicely, and hopefully it wouldn’t be too much longer until I could afford the Anchor. I had moved off the main paths of the cemetery, moving between the graves, muttering apologies and prayers under my breath. The place seemed larger than I remembered, with extra rows of graves as opposed to what I could recall from my time passing through it on the Material.

What had caught my eye was a faint orange glow in the distance, shining in the dark. If it was what I thought it was, it would pretty much solve all my ether issues in one go. Getting closer, the orange glow intensified, until I could see a pale orange crystal glowing on top of a family grave, casting deep shadows.

“Jackpot! Just like I thought, an orange Etherite ore. If it has at least twice as much as a red one that should take me to what I need.” I rushed towards it, not willing to let it get away, when a warning hiss from Exposition-san behind me brought me to a sudden halt. I staggered to a stop, skidding to my knees which slammed painfully into the base of the grave.

It was at that moment a flash of silvery-orange light passed over my head, where my throat would have been a mere moment before.

Shit, that was close. If Exposition-san hadn’t said anything, that would have hit me in a vital spot. I wonder if that would count as instant death… I shivered, the confidence I had built up with my zombie-hunting withering.

Rolling to my feet I took a good look at the foe before me, holding up my iron club in trembling arms. It was a zombie, so that shouldn’t have been a great threat to me, however, this one… the aura it gave off was very different, I could almost see wisps of aether rising from it as it moved. It was a zombie, that was for sure, with pallid dead flesh with a green sheen of grave-mould, pale long tangled hair reaching down to her feet, for it was indeed a female, preserved in death. It wore a ragged white kimono, the hem soiled with grave dirt. One hand clutched a shining steel kitchen knife, the bright metal spotless, reflecting the orange light of the Etherite, its other hand empty, yet tipped with long jagged nails, yellow with crusted filth. The eyes were the most terrifying thing though. Unlike the other zombies, this one almost seemed to have intelligence, a faint glimmer of something lurking in her black eyes.

“You must be very cautious.” Exposition-san said behind me, its tone far more urgent than normal. “This is either an elite zombie, a far cry from the weak ones you have destroyed earlier, or it is a different species altogether. It seems this area has a higher density of ether than your Territory, which gives rise to both Etherite ores, and also more powerful Astral predators. Should it strike you in a fatal area, I will be unable to safeguard you!”

I knew that. The chill I felt when looking into the eyes of this zombie was the chill of death. I wasn’t a hero, and I definitely didn’t want to die. I had too much to live for. My family, Eri-chan… However, I wasn’t dead yet. I’d long since stopped believing this was a dream, it was too long, too consistent and too detailed, but since it wasn’t it was a chance to really better myself, to experience the life I’d always dreamed of, since I was a small child.

One gamble, that is all it would take. If I don’t get killed instantly, I can always be saved…

Knuckles whitening around my club as I gripped it tightly, I surged to my feet with a roar. The zombie woman rushed to meet me, knife flashing. I ducked under her first thrust, and swung my club, smashing her in the ribs, knocking her to the side. She retaliated by sweeping out one leg in a flutter of dirt-stained burial clothes, catching me a glancing blow. Even that hurt, but I could bear it. My club lashed out again, catching her arm once more, bending it at an unnatural angle with the snapping of bone. Her other arm swung down, but I managed to dodge the knife once more.

She let loose a horrible rattling breath from between her teeth, the stench of mould and rot causing me to gag, but I ignored it, pushing forwards, club striking her in the ribs once more, then coming down on the shoulder of her injured arm, pointed end digging in savagely, shattering rotted bone, sending dirty brown blood splashing into the air, sliver mist rising.

I can do this! I can beat her! My arms were trembling with the strain, but I had disabled one of her limbs and dealt her damage, my experience of combating the other zombies before standing me in good stead. I swung my iron bar once more after digging it free and struck her ribs, cracking bone.

Suddenly a cold lance pierced through me, a freezing chill swallowing the warmth of my aether. I turned, strength leaving me, to see that the zombie had somehow unhinged its elbow, the arm holding the knife twisting behind me and driving it into my shoulder.

If that was a few inches higher or lower, either my neck or my heart… I shuddered as the shadow of death loomed over me. I wasn’t sure of just how fragile the Astral body was compared to the Material one, but I doubted taking a knife in any of those areas would be anything less than fatal.

“I shall remove you to safety back to the Material world…” Exposition-san began, but I interrupted with a rasping plea.

“Stop.” I am going to win this fight. My blood was up, adrenaline surging, and despite the fierce flare of pain I felt I could still do it. Flipping the spiked end of my railing towards the zombie, I concentrated, cycling aether. “Weight. Make it heavy!”

With a gasping roar I thrust down with the spike, letting go of it as aether flooded it, growing its weight dramatically. As I did so I turned, grappling the arm that had stabbed me, ignoring the freezing pain of the blade gouging my back and shoulder. The railing plunged down, hammering through the zombie’s hip and embedding through her leg and into the ground, ripping through dead flesh and bone, pinning her in place in a welter of brackish gore.

The zombie roared again, spitting out a mouthful more of clotted blood. I used all my strength to lever at her broken elbow, forcing her to release her grip on the knife. As soon as she did so, I leapt backwards, reaching up to pull the knife free from my shoulder with a grunt of pain. The blade was still unmarked and pristine, the handle a carved ivory.

I looked at the zombie woman, who was clawing frantically at her pinned leg with her broken arms, and I felt a brief moment of pity. Still, if she was a zombie then granting her rest and the chance to move on would be the best thing to do. I couldn’t know for sure if she really was the soul of someone who had died unhappily on Earth, or if she was just a mass of ether this world had agglomerated, but either way, this would be a mercy.

Channelling some aether into my wounded shoulder to drive away the chill, I clenched my fist around the handle of the knife and stepped forwards, dodging her frantic kicks with her free leg. She snapped her head forwards, trying to bite me, but with her restricted reach all she could do was snap at the air in front of me, wailing and howling.

“Go to your rest.” I said, quiet as a sigh, and I thrust the blade forwards, piercing her eye and jabbing up into the brain, dirty gore spraying from the wound. With one final howling wail she disintegrated into a bright cloud of ether, shining like stars in the shadows of the graveyard.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from One to Two.
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As the silvery words formed in my vision, I slumped to the ground in relief. It was a frightening fight, but the heat of the moment had carried me through it. My hand holding the knife, which had survived the death, if that was the right word, of the zombie woman intact, was shaking violently, and I felt drained of all strength.

“Wow, that was… I don’t know what I was thinking…” I scolded myself. I had told myself I didn’t want to risk my life, and then when the time came and my life was definitely on the line, I did the stupid thing and fought. It worked out, and I had even managed to level up again, but if it had gone wrong, just a little differently…

“You have impressed me.” Exposition-san said, standing in front of me. “In extreme circumstances you displayed surprising nerve and combat prowess. If you continue to do so, then a future as an Astral Emperor may not be out of your reach. Perhaps your world can still be saved.”

“I think I’d rather play it safe.” I muttered. “I thought I had a chance there, but if I was mistaken… I think the safest way is to build up my power slowly.” I pulled myself to my feet and collected the ether the zombie woman had left behind, before taking up the orange Etherite and extracting the ether from that as well. Now the glow around me was very bright, and as the final orbs of ether joined my orbit more silvery letters flared into my vision.

Your initial Territory Anchor will cost 1000 Ether. You currently possess 1021 Ether. You can construct your Territory Anchor in any Territory you control.


“I have enough… man that was hard.” I let loose a long whistle of exhaustion.

“It appears as if this was a zombie who was feasting upon others to try and break through its limits. No doubt the high ether density and quantity of Etherite ore is related to that. Should it have continued for longer it could have evolved to a leader class, able to use aether consciously. In that case I fear all that awaited you would have been annihilation. You must strive to quickly grow stronger.”

“I guess luck was on my side then.” I said wearily. “Still, relying on luck is not the way to go, as eventually it always runs out. Any gambler knows that, and my life is a bit too much to gamble with. If I decide to continue this fight, I’ll definitely make sure I stack everything in my favour wherever I can. No more leaving things to chance.” This reminds me too much of facing that dog when I was younger. I was wounded then too… still, that time I had no choice, or else…

“Maintaining safely is of course a prudent decision.” Exposition-san advised. “However there are times to take risks. For example, those who build up a powerful Territory and let their armies fight for them will be inferior in personal power, while those who neglect their Territory will face other obstacles. Balance is the key.”

“Yeah, risk and reward. I get it.” I wrenched the iron railing out of the ground using both arms, as it had really sunk in under the effect of my increased weight attack. “Time to go and place my Anchor… wait a minute…” Looking out into the blackness I could see another red glow in the distance. Another Etherite. Now that the elite zombie woman is dealt with, I can hopefully snatch it up for a quick ether boost.

“I’m just going to grab that Etherite quick.” I advised Exposition-san. “After all, in an RTS, resources are king.”

“I am not sure what this ‘RTS’ you speak of is, however I cannot disagree that more ether is always welcome. However, do not tarry too long, your need to establish the Anchor soon…”

“I know, I know.” I cut Exposition-san off, moving swiftly towards the red glow deeper into the centre of the graveyard. As I approached the glow was brighter, the ground around it dyed ruby. It was perched in the roots of a huge tree, one much larger than I remembered being in this cemetery in the Material world. It would have been an impressive sight if not for the eerie crimson glow that stained it, as if it was dripping blood.

As I approached the large tree, eager to obtain the Etherite, the air lit up with hundreds of red spots, small but bright. Somehow I doubted that they were all Etherite ores. On closer inspection I could see they were the ruby-red eyes of a series of large crows that had been sitting in perfect silence, their black feathers blending into the inky shadows. They turned to stare at me, beaks stained red in the glow of their eyes, like bloody daggers, their unblinking eyes very eerie.

“I think… I’ll go set my Anchor now.” I said, backing away slowly under the stare of the flock of crows. Each of them was massive, the size of a small cat, so I definitely didn’t fancy my chances of fighting them off.

“A wise decision. Establishing your Territory is a priority, once that is complete you will have gained many benefits and can consider other challenges.”
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“Here we go then…” I said to myself as I stood at the centre of my room. I had returned to my fledgling Territory, only pausing along the way to take out another zombie and drain the few lesser spirits that crossed my path. The fatigue I was feeling earlier was increasing slowly, and I could feel my aether steadily fading away, the warmth within decreasing. I had taken a small amount of ether from the newly slain zombie and turned it to aether, but even so my stockpile was shrinking.

“You should make haste. Your subtle body is not developed enough to sustain this level of strain, the aether usage for remaining in the Boundary will scale rapidly as time progresses until you perfect it. In deeper places such as those that touch the lower Astral you will expend aether at an even faster rate. As such, training your abilities is paramount to overcome this critical shortcoming. But not for today.”

I nodded. Concentrating on the nebula of ether I had so painstakingly collected, I willed the construction of the Anchor. The circling ether flowed from me and melded all together into a glowing silver rod, which then pierced into the ground in front of me.

You have constructed a Territory Anchor. 1000 Ether has been consumed in this process. This Anchor will solidify your Territory, giving you a stronger claim over the area. This process will take some time. Anchor Construction 0/24 hours.


As I watched a radiant silver glow, yet one threaded with a myriad of colours, flashed from the Anchor and diffused into the air. As it spread I could feel it, as if my senses were somehow… linked… to the very area itself. It was quite a discomforting feeling. Twenty-four hours? It already feels like I’ve been out here for half a day or so… I know he said time flows differently… but I am exhausted…

“You have done well.” Exposition-san approved. “Though it takes a period of time to solidify, as long as you can hold your Anchor secure from threats for the next period, your Territory will be formed and promoted. Remain vigilant until it is completed, then your time here is done for now, and my tasks with it. All that remains is to decide whether you will continue to challenge the Astral, for the right to be an Astral Emperor. Will you stand up and defend your world, or leave your fate in the hands of others unknown?”

“Honestly, I don’t know.” I thought back to what I had accomplished. The strangeness of it all was the clearest thing, as if being conscious in a dream. But the highs of living through my own RPG was something I would probably always remember. Still, the lows were there too, especially the fear of death that pressured me when the zombie woman came so close to stabbing my vital areas. “I think I need to have a think about it when I return to the real… err the Material world. It’s too hard to think here, watching this.” Besides, there isn't just me to consider…

“I understand. Your body will naturally accumulate aether through your Silver Cord, and after some time you will find yourself able to enter the Boundary again. Use this time wisely, to think and decide. Should you enter once more, I will be gone. However as you have managed to reach beyond your zero status, and consolidate a Territory, you have the basic platform needed for growth, and your potential is only limited by your effort and fortune.”

As the liquid metal glow spread out further I decided to go outside and see if there were any lesser spirits to hunt. Once I left the apartment I could see the walls shimmering with a faint glow. It was quite the eerie yet beautiful sight. Still, there was no time to admire it, as I could feel heat slowly draining from my body.

“Time to restock.” I muttered, leaving the makeshift railing-club lying against the outer wall. I would make do with the kitchen knife I had obtained. Lesser spirits were coming, seemingly drawn to the waves of energy my Territory formation was giving out. Moving towards them quickly, they were helpless as I absorbed their ether, turning it into aether to keep stocked up. Behind me the silvery glow was intensifying, vivid flashes of red, orange and yellow shining out, with rarer ripples of green, blue and purple piercing the darkness. The sense of presence I could feel was growing, my Territory seeming more solid, more real, not only in the Boundary, but inside my mind.

For hour after hour I fought, draining the lesser spirits that flocked towards my Territory. Luckily there seemed to be no end to them, wave after wave drawn in from the wider area. My arms and legs felt leaden, and the drain of energy was intensifying, a lesser spirit only enough to keep my energy topped up for a few minutes now. I had no way of telling the time other than by checking the progress of my Anchor. Anchor Construction 22/24 Hours.

“It should not be much longer.” Exposition-san said quietly, with a trace of respect in its tone. At least I imagined I could hear such. “If you have any final questions for me, then now is the time to ask.”

“So, there will be others, right? Other candidates to be Astral Emperors, ready to defend the world?”

“Indeed. I myself am far from the only one to be sent out to this newly opened world. My eight kin have also come to choose their Candidates, and other camps will likewise be selecting them. They will not be common, but in this nation alone there will be a more than a thousand chosen. Though not all will succeed, and many others will decline the honour. Still, for those that triumph, the benefits in both the Material and the Astral will be legion. Remember that, if naught else from this time. But also beware. Not everyone with the power to save will use it for that purpose. There will be some Candidates who seek ruin, to destroy the world, either because they have joined a faction of wickedness, or simply for the pleasure of it.”

I understood the allure. Even just looking at the bonuses from my Statistics alone, if they carried over to the Material world, they would be a huge boon to me. Imagine if one was to gain ten, or twenty, or even more Levels? They would be a superhero in truth. That was before whatever benefits a Territory granted were factored in. It was a tempting forbidden fruit indeed. One could be a hero of great virtue, or a villain of deep depravity. But I couldn’t truly decide what to do right now. I needed to think about it carefully after the adrenaline of this strange experience had died down. ‘Decide in haste, repent in leisure’ as my mom used to say.

Turning back to ask another question, I caught a hint of movement from behind another nearby building. There was a flash of light and suddenly I was struck with a flare of cold pain across my cheek. There was a thud, and behind me sticking out of a wooden post was a quivering arrow, the fletching smeared with scattered blood. Staggering backwards I could see a figure lifting up his bow and fitting another arrow to it, but what I could see defied belief. It looked like some sort of giant rodent, some five feet tall, with beady yellow eyes and fur matted with dirt. As it stretched back the bow its tail was lashing around, and its lips curled into a manic grin, exposing curved, jagged teeth.

With a croaking laugh I could hear even at a distance it loosed an arrow, which flew towards me, metal head glowing in the light of my forming Territory…
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Iimmediately responded, concentrating on my aether and shifting the course of the oncoming arrow so that it would miss me. I felt aether flow from me, and then I felt searing cold pain as the arrow impacted low in my chest, hammering into a rib.

Damn, not fast enough. It seemed my thoughts weren’t quick enough to outpace an arrow. The giant rodent let loose a dirty chuckle and began stringing another shaft. I had to act fast or else I'd be overwhelmed. Moving towards the archer rodent I concentrated aether down to my feet, trying to accelerate. The world seemed to blur and I felt a pain in my legs, matched only by the feeling of aether draining from me. I was then right in the face of the rodent, watching surprise form in its eyes as it tried to raise the bow it held.

“Too late…” I croaked, stabbing down with the kitchen knife in my hand, jamming it into its eye socket and wrenching it about until the rodent fell with a pained grunt. Ether escaped its corpse, quite an amount, more than a standard zombie was giving, and I quickly processed it into aether to stem my losses. The arrow tumbled free as aether expelled it, hitting the ground with a thump.

As I turned away, exhausted, my heart sank. Two more of the giant rodents were coming from the other direction, and one had picked up the iron fence railing I had left against the wall of my apartment block, and was swinging it with pleased vigour.

Damn, what a blunder. Glancing down at the bow that remained after the rodent had turned to ether, I briefly considered it before shaking my head. I wasn’t an archer, and my sister had told me how hard it was to accurately hit targets when she was just beginning, so I had no chance.

Clutching the now bloody knife, I considered my options. I only really needed to hang on until the Anchor was finished, and then hopefully the power of the Territory would be enough to repel them. Still, at the noticeable rate my aether was draining I might not be able to last long enough without defeating a few more for their ether.

“Take-take him down.” One of the large rodents chittered, thrashing his tail impatiently. “A new-new threat to our princess we cannot allow, our troubles are already too great.”

“Oh well, no choice then.” I muttered. At least if I wasn’t instantly killed then Exposition-san would step in. I’d have failed at the last hurdle, but at least I’d still have my life. I raced towards the unarmed rodent, spending a little aether to arrive there faster, leaping off the ground.

The rodent seemed surprised as I came flying down at him, but still managed to dodge the thrust of my knife. I kicked out but his tail slammed into my leg as a counter, numbing it. I barely managed to avoid his jaws as he tried to bite out my throat in return. Backing up I used the extra reach the knife gave me to slash at his arms, until his fur was matted with blood, silver and red steaming.

The efforts seemed futile, but as the second giant rodent came up behind me and swung down the iron bar I was already moving, ignoring the wrenching pain in my head and the sick feeling in my guts. Sidestepping the blow I watched as it slammed down onto the upraised arms of the other rodent, shattering his already bloodied limbs.

There was a pained, incoherent scream. “Why-why did you do that?” the rodent chittered in agony. Before his companion could answer I had already darted past and slashed out his throat, and he staggered, blood pouring from his slit neck. Grabbing the falling iron railing I swung it, and it connected with the other large rodent's skull with a satisfying crunch, bending a little. As the rodent fell I thrust down with the knife, piercing flesh. Both rodents flared into a surge of ether and I absorbed it, replenishing my aether supply, the warmth dampening down my nausea.

“Very clever. You widened your angle of vision so that you could observe the approach of the enemy from behind you and make your move with perfect timing.”

“That’s Exposition-san for you, always on the money.” I managed a smile as the nausea and headache faded away. Even so, despite all the aether I had absorbed from the fallen rodents, I was still feeling like my supply was running away, faster and faster. “I don’t think the human mind is supposed to process such expanded views, it really hurt!”

“Even so, it was ingenious. Such smaller uses of aether can often overpower larger, more destructive ones. I am pleased you have learned this lesson early. Of course, there are also many times when sheer destructive force is the only way to achieve victory.”

Wiping blood off the knife I winced as the sharp edge nicked my finger. It was a good knife to still be so sharp after all the hard use I had put it through. Still, I really wanted something with a bit more range… hang on a minute… I suddenly turned and sprinted towards the fallen bow that the first giant rodent had left behind in death. Just as I reached it another huge rodent came around the wall on all fours, eyeing the bow. My foot sailed up and hammered into its jaw, sending shards of broken fangs flying.

I nearly made the same mistake again. I’m not taking another arrow, those things hurt. As the rodent scrambled away I chased it down, knife striking again and again until it lay still. Panting from the effort, I again extracted the ether and converted it. The rate of drain was still increasing, and I estimated that I had perhaps only half of my capacity judging by the warmth I felt within. Surely it can't take much longer for the Anchor to form?

Picking up the bow and a tattered quiver of arrows containing a half-dozen shafts, I scanned the surroundings cautiously. There was no-one in sight as far as I could tell. Popping the bow over my shoulder and making sure I had a tight grip on my knife, I made ready to move when suddenly a great weight knocked me to the ground. Frozen pain savaged my shoulder as fangs chewed away at it, and claws were gouging into my lower legs.

Another mistake. I didn’t think of checking above me. These giant humanoid rodents were definitely smarter than the lesser spirits and zombies, only the female zombie whom I had taken the knife from seemed comparable. I tried to direct my aether to create a solution to my woes but the pain of being chewed and clawed caused me to lose concentration and the aether scattered away, wasted. The knife had skittered away from my grasp, and it was lying just out of reach.

“Damn… is this it?” I whispered. I could see Exposition-san out of the corner of my eye, head tilted in an expectant manner. Waiting for me to throw in the towel I expect. I probably should, this really hurts. I think I’m dying…

I strained with all my might trying to throw off the foe and managed to raise myself a few inches. It was then I saw the bent fencepost below me. With one last desperate surge I grabbed it and hammered the pointed end into the mouth of the rodent that had jumped on top of me from the nearby building. It squealed in pain as metal penetrated its jaw, and as it rocked back I levered it up and thrust hard, watching as the spike tore through flesh and bone. As it rolled away I retrieved the knife once more and finished it off, taking the ether just as my stock was about to run dry.

“Are we not done yet?” I complained, as the glowing lights around my apartment building had intensified, spreading out onto the street around it.

“I fear not.” Exposition-san gestured. I followed the motion and saw three more of the giant rodents coming, the middle one larger than me, topping six feet tall, with sleeker black fur. His claws were wickedly sharp, glinting silver in the light.

“Damn, and I’m just about done…” My legs wobbled, fatigue flooding me. I had certainly done my best, far more than I thought I would be able to do. Luckily they hadn’t all attacked at once, or I’d have been overwhelmed and torn to pieces in seconds.

“I estimate it is only a few minutes until the Territory is complete. If you can marshal your will and hold on, you will be victorious!” Exposition-san stated.

Easier said than done. I am at my limit… Gathering up the bow that had spilled from my grasp I retreated back to my apartment building, hiding within the radiant aura of light surrounding it. Raising the bow I fitted an arrow to it, causing the rodents to slow.

I guess they don’t know I have no idea how to shoot this thing… I dragged out the motion as long as I could and then loosed the arrow, watching in dismay as it went a few yards to the left before hitting the ground. Shit, my sister makes this look so easy.

At my lame attempt at an attack, the three rodents burst out laughing, the big black one snickering in a very annoying fashion. “Kill-kill him for the princess and our slain-slain brethren.” It said, raising one of his clawed hands and licking the talons suggestively. They then charged, coming towards me alarmingly quickly. I hastily loosed another arrow, and this one at least went in the right direction, but it lacked power and was swatted aside.

If I only have a minute or so left before completion then it doesn’t matter if I run dry of aether and am kicked back to the Material plane. If I stall them enough then I win! it would really gall me to lose now. There had been times I had almost given up, but at the last minute had pulled through, so surely I could do it one last time?

Concentrating, I released a chunk of the little aether I had left and the arrow that was swatted aside suddenly sprang off the ground and went for the eye of the black-furred rodent. At the last minute it ducked aside so I expended just a bit more and the arrow changed direction once again, plunging into the neck of another behind him. It staggered and fell, gore spilling from its shredded throat. As it died ether spilled out and I quickly absorbed it, straining to pull it in at a distance.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Two to Three.


A welcome notice scrolled into my vision, but it was not important right now. Taking the last of my aether I concentrated as hard as I could on the image of an explosion throwing back the approaching rodents. The heat within me died down to mere embers, but a roaring burst of pale red flames flared into existence and a wave of explosive force threw them back. It was all sound and fury, my aether too low to make it actually amount to any damage, but they were shaken by the noise and flames, halting for a moment. This gave me time to put another arrow to my bow, pointing it at them with what I hoped was a confident expression. For a long moment there was a stalemate, but then they began to move, splitting up to flank me. I loosed an arrow at the big black-furred one, causing him to duck back, wary of it changing direction once more.

Dropping the bow from my exhausted hands I channelled the last of my aether at the smaller one, striking his legs with a small explosion, knocking him down. As I did so, the black rodent covered the last of the distance and reached out for me, malice in its beady eyes.

It was at this moment when there was a blinding flash of prismatic light and a message began to run through my vision, which was already starting to fade. I could feel my consciousness leaving my Astral form, returning down to the Material. As my vision went dark I could faintly see the rodent scuttling backwards, annoyance on its face…

The Territory Anchor has finished solidifying your grasp on this Territory. Your Territory has reached Rank 1. Basic defence wards have now been established. Due to your ownership level…


The words faded from my vision. As the last of my vision failed, pitch darkness all I could see, I could hear several sets of words overlapping in my ears.

“Damn-damn. Another enemy has arrived. The princess will not be pleased, not at all.”

“Well done. This is farewell for now. You will have to forge your own destiny from here, without my assistance. Learn and grow strong, and if you do we shall meet again in the future. Many fall here at the first hurdle, and your hurdle will be towering indeed, but the second is just as high…”

I felt some warmth towards Exposition-san. They had helped me to reach this point, but it was up to me to see how far I could go in the future. With that my consciousness cut off, and I knew no more…


Nine – Contains Status – Akio 3


Iopened my eyes, finding myself lying at my work desk in the dark, head resting on my arms. Oh, so it was a dream after all…ouch!

My thoughts were interrupted by a surge of aches and pains, especially in my shoulder and lower chest. Other places hurt too, but those were the worst agonies. I flicked on my desk light and then looked myself over, and I could see blood on my clothes. Panicked I pulled my t-shirt off to reveal a series of mottled bruises across my flesh, with a series of what looked like bloody bite marks across my shoulder, which were not deep but were tender to the touch. I also had several other cuts and arrays of bruises, overlaying a series of decade-old barely visible scars along my abdomen.

“Not a dream then…” I muttered to myself. “It really happened.” Checking the clock next to my work computer I saw it was only just past four in the morning. I guess time really does flow differently in the Boundary.

Despite the fact I had been unconscious I was feeling bone-weary, so I decided to see if I could sleep for a bit and then I would consider everything that had happened to me overnight under the light of day. As soon as I lay down on my futon I drifted off to sleep, my exhaustion dragging me down.
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I awoke to light streaming in through the window, the sound of birdsong loud in my ears. Glancing over to the clock at my desk, the time was nearing half past ten. I stifled a yawn and dragged myself up, still feeling a few twinges of intense pain.

“First thing is first, time for a bath.”

Once I had sluiced off the sweat and blood and soaked my bruises I began to feel a little better. Drying myself off I sat down at my familiar desk and decided that the best way to clear my head was to take a crack at the outstanding work I had left. Once I had done that. I could consider my options carefully.

For the next few hours I toiled away on my computer, clearing problem after problem. By the time I was done it was nearly six in the evening. Still, I was all finished. Wait a minute, I thought I had a couple of days’ worth of work left, what with those new jobs that came in yesterday. How did I get it all finished, and so easily?

It seemed that I could think faster and more clearly, easily finding the solution to issues that would have taken some thought before. My hands were faster too, flying over the keyboard and manipulating the mouse with speed and precision. A thought came to mind, one that was impossible to deny.

This must be the result of status. I did gain several Levels, boosting my physical Statistics. If this carried over to the real… Material world as well, then every Level is precious, making me better at everything!

In fact, the wounds on my body seemed much improved too, the bruises starting to fade and the cuts and gouges already having scabbed over. Lifting up my computer I tried hoisting it over my head, and found that, while I still got tired, I was definitely stronger and had more endurance than before.

The feeling of the heat inside me that I had felt before in the Boundary was barely there, the merest flicker, but I guessed that made sense, as I had ran dry of aether before I was returned here. I guess I will have to build up my supply again. But first, if I was going to make a decision on whether to continue the quest to be an Astral Emperor, I would need to gather all the facts. It was time for research!
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Several hours later I was taking a swig of iced tea and was reviewing the data I had gathered from my internet searches. The keywords I used were Astral, Boundary, ether, aether, Silver Cord, node, and Astral Emperor. Not everything had any relevant hits, and nothing was an exact match, but there were enough similarities on some of the data to be interesting. The Astral was described as a world of dreams and imagination, which was quite similar. One would be connected to their physical body by a Silver Cord, which also seemed to match. However the idea that the Astral could affect anything in the real world was dismissed as a fantasy. Ordinarily I would agree, but I have proof that is not the case.

Ether, aether and nodes were terms that didn’t really have any useful matches, and neither did Astral Emperor, if you discounted some bad fanfiction and web novels of course. What I did find interesting though were quite a few sources regarding ways to do what was described as ‘Astral Projection’ which was to free the Astral body to roam the Astral at will. This seemed the best lead I had. If only Exposition-san could have explained the process more clearly…

I took another look at the various printouts I had made, the most relevant was a coloured diagram of what was called the seven Chakras of the body. Apparently one had to follow a process quite similar to what I had been doing in the Astral to raise the energy level of the Chakras to liberate the Astral body. It struck me as worth a try.

So that was the first part of my plan. The second was considering whether to actually return to the Boundary and my Territory. It was too soon to decide, but first I had to fully weigh up the rewards I had gained. Some testing was in order. I would need to establish whether today’s boosts to my physical and mental abilities were a fluke or not. It was time to work up a sweat!

I spent the next couple of hours doing sit-ups and press-ups, as well as squats and lifting weights (my computer again, as that was all I really had). The results were pretty good. I had definitely improved in terms of fitness and strength. In fact the gain seemed a lot more than a few percent. My lamentable fitness of before seemed decently average, able to do push-ups and sit-ups for quite a while, despite being barely able to do a few before today.

My sister would be so jealous if she knew. She has to do all that training to get good, and I only have to risk my life on… oh wait, maybe training is better!

The next thing to test would be my mental acuity, but the best way to do that would be to try and do more work and see if that was finished at the same rapid pace as today. That way I would get paid as well. Money was going to be a real issue moving forward if I was seriously considering improving my Territory.

Scrolling through my emails unfortunately I had no more work remaining. That was the curse of being a self-employed freelancer. Still, I knew someone who would give me extra work if I wanted, even if I wouldn’t get paid, so I fired off an email to her just as a backup. Putting that aside for now, there was one thing I could test left, and the one that to be honest I was most taken with. It was practically a superpower!

Removing a couple of dice from my desk drawer as well as a faded deck of playing cards, I began a lengthy process of recording data. The hours slipped past and before I knew it, it was one in the morning, the streets around me silent. My pen skittered across the page and tallied up the final numbers.

“On the dice I was scoring just under four percent higher on average than mathematically expected, and the same with the cards, high cards were drawn a higher percentage of the time than should be mathematically sound.” The dataset was a bit small, so it was hard to be statistically certain, but it seemed that a point in Fortune was a roughly two percent boost, although without gaining another point and running more tests it was impossible to say if it was a linear process. That was small but would certainly have an effect long-term as more events involving chance were affected. I could consider it similar to a house edge at a casino. Small, but skewing things in my favour over the long-term.

Another interesting fact was just how easily I had performed the calculations. I had always been good at maths, but the speed of my working out was far faster than I was used to. What with all the data taken together, it was hard to deny that I had definitely gained quite the boost to my attributes.

I stifled a yawn. I didn’t feel too exhausted, perhaps because this was exciting, but there was no point tiring myself out. The final test would be to try the methods for Astral Projection I had discovered online and see if that managed to raise my aether. I would try the ones that more closely matched what I had been doing and would take it from there.

Settling down in my chair I closed my eyes and began to imagine drawing energy through my Silver Cord into my Chakras, trying to feel the prickling heat of aether. I continued doing this for quite some time, having little success.

It was so easy doing it in the Boundary, I guess down here on the Material there isn’t much ether around to convert and draw in…

Still, I wasn’t ready to give up, and continued to try and draw in ether until sleep took me…
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I woke up again to the warmth of the early morning sun creeping through my window. Looking at the clock I could see that it was getting on for seven in the morning. I hadn’t slept much but still felt reasonably refreshed. As I stretched I noticed the pain from my bruises had faded away to almost nothing. The benefits of having strengthened my physique, I imagine.

Today I'll try a new method to accumulate aether, and also do as much work as possible to… my train of thought was interrupted by the warm prickling of aether within me, concentrated around my lower body. It wasn’t the roaring warmth of my time in the Boundary, but it was definitely noticeable.

I must have accumulated it overnight. My Cord must pull it in automatically. That was the logical conclusion. Still, what I felt was only a puddle compared to the lake of before. I would persist with the training methods until I found one that worked. Only when I had accumulated enough aether could I finally make the decision as to whether I should continue or not.

“Back to testing then!” I said out loud, slapping my cheeks to motivate myself. I quickly made myself a basic breakfast of cup ramen, the breakfast of the lonely single man, and began to concentrate on my wrist, trying to push the aether there to activate my status.

It was a strain, the aether not flowing smoothly as it did in the Boundary, rather feeling like trying to push syrup through a straw. I forced my concentration to a fine peak and continued to imagine the flow, concentrating so hard that I could almost feel it, and after what seemed like hours, but was probably no more than twenty or so minutes, I could feel a prickling warmth circulating to my wrist. As it reached there, a dim silver glow leaked out, and words scrolled across my vision.

It worked! I celebrated what was clear proof that this was actually happening, and I looked at my updated status with great interest.

[Material Statistics]
Might            42 46
Fortitude       39 43
Intellect         71 75
Resilience     67 71
Alacrity         47 51
Precision       68 72
Aether           89 93
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune              2
Majesty              1
Charm                1
???
???
???
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
White Cord Rank 2
First Node  Root Chakra Rank 1
Crude Aether Manipulation Rank 2
[Perceptive Skills]
Self-Examination Rank 4
Self-Examination, Territory Rank 3
[Level] 1 3
[Territory Rank] 1



Ten


The first thing I noticed was my Material statistics. They had all gone up by another four, but that was the same as going from zero to one. It looked like Exposition-san was right about that being the biggest jump. Still, four percent of the maximum possible was still quite an increase for the average person, as my physical testing had proved. As expected, the Intangible statistics had not improved either.

The second was that ‘First Node’ had changed to ‘Root Chakra’. I concentrated on this and a description followed.

Root Chakra- The first Aether centre of the body, connected to the Silver Cord. This has only recently been opened and the efficiency is bad. Can be trained to generate Aether from the surrounding Ether. As the foundation of the Chakra network, if this Chakra node is underdeveloped the rest of the system will be unstable and suffer poor, irregular performance.


This was interesting. I wasn’t sure whether it really followed the Chakra system I had researched online, or whether it had changed as that was the way I was thinking about it, but the extra information made me believe that there was definitely something deeper to be understood.

There was also the new skill Crude Aether Manipulation, which was as below.

Crude Aether Manipulation- A very basic grasp on using Aether to affect the higher realms, with terrible efficiency and weak potency. Easily suppressed by other Territories or strong Aether, and would not be effective in affecting the Material plane.


That was harsh! Of course my skills weren’t very good, I had only learned a day ago… still, I wondered if that applied both ways, and perhaps my Territory might be able to suppress others? In any case, I couldn’t help but be excited as it was time to examine the information on my Territory, I had lost consciousness as it was being updated in the Boundary, so I didn’t manage to catch it.

Territory Rank - 1.
Territory Defence - Very Low. Your Territory will absorb Aether slowly from any hostile entities who enter it, increasing in potency as they near the Territory Anchor. A low level Aether barrier is generated around your Territory to defend it.
Your Territory will draw Ether from the surrounding Astral, stockpiling it, though without suitable storage facilities this Ether may be lost over time. Your Territory also generates a small amount of Aether for you, which is transferred automatically through your Silver Cord/Chakra Network.
Due to your claim on this Territory in the Material world you suffer a low penalty to your Territory's abilities, and as you do not have total ownership you cannot synchronise it for greater bonuses. You are unable to affect the Material world with your current levels of ownership.
You can construct various Buildings to improve your Territory’s performance. You currently have zero facilities constructed.


That was a lot of useful information. It looked as if it would now be harder for anyone to take my Territory from me due to the barrier, and the gain in ether and aether would be welcome. The most interesting thing was the ability to affect the Material world. I guess that was another reason to have full ownership of the Territory in both worlds. Damn, why wasn’t I born a billionaire?

No point crying over the impossible, this is still good. Still, despite the benefits I couldn’t neglect what I had to do here. Going to the fridge I pulled out my last bottle of tea and took a swig. I would need to restock my food and drink supplies and then see if I had any more work coming in. If I did I could do that quickly and then concentrate on training my Chakra network.

It was then my phone rang, which was unusual, as most people just emailed or messaged me. Picking it up I saw the caller ID. Surprised, I opened up my phone. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of this call?”

“Now don’t be like that, Aki.” A melodic voice on the other end sounded, calling me by an annoying nickname that reminded me of being back home. “You should be super happy a beautiful girl like me is calling you. Most of the guys here would sell a kidney to get to talk to me, not that they could afford me.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I agreed half-heartedly. I’d known her long enough to know it was best to just ignore her jokes. Ever since she’d joined our University several years after us, she’d been famous on campus for a few reasons, the first being her beauty, the second her eccentricity. “So, why are you calling, Shiro…?”

“That’s Shirohime to you, buster!” she groused adorably. “I hate it when you forget it.” Yep, eccentric and beautiful. With her long dazzling silver hair and flawless pale skin, she certainly does look white. But as for being a princess… no one on campus knew her real name, not even the lecturers it seemed, and she always insisted on being the ‘White Princess’. “Anyway, I just had to call you to see if you are all right? You want more work on my game? You know I can’t pay you? Is your work going so badly you are that free? I mean, of course I have more if you want it, but…”

I let her rattle on for a bit. The third reason she was famous was her intellect. She was a genius at maths, science and also coding, though her physical abilities were pathetic, making mine look good. She’d get tired typing out a couple of lines of code, which was the fourth reason for her fame. Still, her ideas were always awesome, and me and my friends had become close with her and helped her get set up with a game design she was working on. Hell, I still helped her, even now.

“Don’t worry about me. I just fancied helping you out, is that so wrong?” I replied when I could get a word in edgewise.

There was a long pause, and then she spoke. “I’m not going on a date with you or anything in exchange, you know.”

“Do you think I’m that shallow?” I had to laugh. “Seriously, if you don’t have anything for me to do…”

“No, no, I do, I do!” she interrupted me rapidly. “I need some assets for the Village portion of the game, as well as plenty of code setting up for the various buildings and upgrades…”

After spending a good fifteen minutes listening to her she agreed to send over some work via email in a day or two. Ending the call, I put on my sunglasses, took up my wallet and exited into the bright morning sun.

My apartment building wasn’t huge, just a three story set of single rooms for mostly single men, although there were a couple of women living here too. It did have a few trees and such around, and there was a cheap vending machine just around the corner. Several other similar blocks were dotted around the area. It wasn’t too far to the nearest shop either, about a kilometre. There was also a park just under a kilometre away, as well as the graveyard, and up in the small hills overlooking the suburbs there was a small shrine by a river where local festivals were held. All told, it was a pretty nice area, and the rent wasn’t too bad. It was a shame it was right on the outskirts of Tokyo so any commute was a bit of a pain, but if it was closer and actually in Tokyo I wouldn’t be able to afford it anyway.

I purchased some more bottles of iced tea, as well as my usual supply of cup ramen, noodles and other easy to cook foods, before strolling back towards my apartment. Hmm, perhaps I should call it my Territory now? The day was pleasant, and luckily my wounds had largely faded away, only a few scabbed cuts left, so I enjoyed the walk. It didn’t take me long to reach my apartment, as I was walking faster than I normally would, yet I felt no fatigue.

As I reached the stairs on the corner of my building I saw that out on the balcony was one of my neighbours, a dishevelled older man in a faded broad-brimmed hat, smoking a ratty cigarette, Hashimoto-san. It was unusual to see him at this time in the morning, as he was usually at work. When he saw me he waved briefly, taking another long drag on his cigarette, puffing smoke out into space.

“Well good morning Oshiro-san, up and about already I see?”

I nodded politely. “And a good morning to you too, Hashimoto-san. Indeed, no point in hanging around, I’m hoping to have a productive day. Speaking of, aren’t you working today?”

Hashimoto-san sighed, letting loose another stream of smoke. “Not today, I have the day off. I’m going to see my daughter. Not that my ex-wife wants me to. I don’t think my daughter really wants to see me either, but I did promise I’d try to be a good father to her.”

“I’m sure it isn’t as bad as all that, Hashimoto-san.” I tried to console him. “Girls of that age can be difficult. I know my sister can be. I am sure she is actually pretty happy to see you.”

“Oh I don’t know about that.” he sighed again, finishing off his cigarette and pulling another out of a case that was in his inside pocket. Lighting it with shaking hands he took another deep drag, before blowing smoke disconsolately. “I don’t really understand her. She’s in high school, yet she dresses up all flashy-like, and she’s always bleaching her hair and getting fake tans. She looks like a delinquent. There weren’t girls like that in my day, I can assure you that! Why she can’t be a proper lady like her mother was I don’t know…”

“It’s just one of the fashions these days.” I ventured. “They change over time. In a few years she’ll be into a different look I’m sure.”

“You may be right.” Hashimoto-san said absently. “Sometimes I wish I had a son instead, maybe I’d understand him better. Oh, look at me rambling on, I’m keeping you from your work. I have to go get changed soon anyway. Thanks for your time.”

“No problem. A good day to you Hashimoto-san. Make the most of the visit with your daughter, family is important.” I nodded to him and walked up the stairs to my room, shutting the door behind me. The temperature was beginning to build already, so I flipped on the air conditioning unit. It was an old model and a bit loud, but I had no intentions of slaving away in the heat today.

The first thing I had to do was check my emails, so I switched on my computer. I had received a reply regarding the paid work I had done yesterday, a glowing bit of praise thanking me for getting the work done so speedily, and promising to bear me in mind when further work was needed. They also promised me swift payment, which would be nice. There were a couple of useless spam emails as well, but apart from that, nothing pressing.

“Oh well…” I said, stretching. “I guess I can spend a bit of time trying a few more methods to improve my Chakras. A couple of hours won’t hurt.” I gathered the printouts I had made yesterday and studied them, before deciding on a couple of the most promising to try. Settling down into my chair I closed my eyes and began to run through the exercises.

For a few hours I continued to imagine various means of drawing in ether, with limited success. I could definitely feel the presence of aether, especially in the warmth within my lower body, but actually drawing in ether to convert was too hard. Still, I had only been trying for a scant few hours, so I refused to get downhearted. I had stopped when my email started pinging, so I decided to take a break to clear my head and see what I had received.

There was a reply from my sister, complaining that I never visit home anymore, which I promptly ignored for now, as we had already had this discussion a couple of days ago. I would reply later. The other was much more interesting, it was from an old colleague and good friend of mine, one who I had worked with back on that software project along with some other freelancers, and had a good time at university hanging out with. It read…

Word up my man, long time no speak. How‘ve you been doing? It’s me, Hayato! Just hitting you all up regarding a tasty opportunity I’ve been able to grab hold of. I’ve been employed in the outsourcing department for an up-and-coming new game developer, and shortly there will be a ton of coding, graphic design, 3D modelling and bug finding work available, enough to last us all for a few months. If any of you guys are interested, hit me back as I’d rather give it to old friends I know can do the work than look for some newbies. That sweet yen could all be yours!

I had to smile. Hayato-san was the real mood-maker of our little group of freelancers, and the one that suggested most of our social events. He was on first name terms with everyone within a week at university, even the more standoffish Hina-chan. In any case, this was a good, well timed offer. I should be able to blitz through work with my new abilities, helping Hayato-san out and making myself money at the same time. I fired off a quick acceptance, asking for as much work as he had going. Once that was done I was pretty much finished until some more work came in, so I decided to get back to training. It’ll annoy Shiro a bit since I asked for it, but obviously her work is last priority…

“Sometimes I envy those with a steady job…” At least they had a regular wage. Still, it would be hard to train if I had to work all the time. Got to look on the bright side, right?

Relaxing in my chair, I began to carry out the exercises that felt the most promising before, trying to raise my aether levels by dragging in the surrounding ether...
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The next few days carried on much the same, with me simply meditating to raise my aether levels. I wasn’t having much success, but at least every day I felt more and more aether inside me, probably generated by my Territory. I also received a couple of bits of work while waiting for the tasks from Hayato-san to come through, and finished them in record time. My bank balance was looking a bit healthier at least. I had also made a start on the work for Shiro, modelling several items and writing the supporting code.

On the fifth day the warmth within me had spread to most of my body, and this time when I tried my aether-building exercises I felt my consciousness start to come loose from my body. Concentrating on that feeling I focused my aether, and with a surge of heat everything went dark, my thoughts receding. Opening my eyes a moment later I found myself once again in the Boundary…


Eleven


Iwas still within my apartment, but now it had changed, appearing much larger, the room extending out to a distance of a dozen metres in every direction. Standing in the centre was a single metal spike, maybe five centimetres thick and two metres tall. It was a silvery metal, yet it glowed with a myriad of rainbow colours, like an oil slick on water.

This must be my Territory Anchor… Still, it was interesting how the scale of my room had changed. If only I had this much space in the Material world… Looking around a bit more I found quite a pile of ether floating in the air around the room, and quickly gathered it in.

You currently possess 309 Ether.


“Nice, ether for doing nothing. I guess this is my base resource production, around fifty a day?” In any RTS getting resources faster than your opponents was the key to victory, and while I was still not sold on being an Astral Emperor and being embroiled in all sorts of life-threatening battles saving the Earth, I couldn’t be sure my competitors would all be of the same (or even sane) mind, and Exposition-san made it clear there would be others.

The first thing I needed to do was to narrow down my options in terms of what facilities to construct. My wrist glowed silver as I examined my Territory and checked out what options were available. After some pondering I picked the first four that I felt would give me the maximum gain.

They were the Ether Spire, Silo, Spawning Spire, and Defensive Emplacement.

The Ether Spire wasn't even a choice, it simply had to be built, as many of them as I could.

Ether Spire Rank 1 – At Your current Territory Rank you may place up to two Ether Spires. These Spires will increase the rate your Territory draws Ether from the higher Astral. If placed in an area of rich Ether the level of gain will be increased. In addition if placed in an area with abundant Elemental, ????? or ????? resources, then some of this will be accrued as well. Cost 1500 Ether.


It was a shame my skill Rank didn’t appear to be high enough for the full information, but what I could see was enough. The sooner I could build things to increase my ether gain, the sooner I would be able to afford better facilities.

Silo Rank 1 – This Silo will securely store up to 5000 Ether, protecting it from theft or loss. You may transfer Ether between yourself and this Silo at any time. Additional Annexes can be built to hold special resources. Cost 500 Ether.
Spawning Spire Rank 1 – This Spire can create up to ten basic-class troops based on those you or your forces have defeated. These troops are a degraded version of their base type, able only to defend themselves, the Territory and follow simple orders. They cannot gain experience and will not rise in Levels. You can currently create lesser spirits, graveyard zombies and weaselkin. Cost 1000 Ether.


So there were two things of interest here. The first thing was that the giant rodents I had been fighting must have been weaselkin. The second was that while the Barracks was a superior choice in terms of troops, if I built one I didn’t have any options for troops to build from it, as the requirements appeared far harsher.

Defensive Emplacement Rank 1 – this spire will use stored Ether and convert it into an Aether bolt to attack those who encroach on your Territory. Additional offensive and defensive armaments can be built with advanced resources. Cost 1500 Ether.


And lastly, the Defensive Emplacement offered a level of active defence. Having a few of these, as long as I could support the ether drain, would no doubt fend off probing assaults and enemy scouts, as well as give me more peace of mind.

The next stage of preparation was to make sure I was properly armed. Looking around my expanded apartment I could see the knife, bow and last few arrows, as well as my bent railing. There were also a number of other bits and pieces lying around. Over the past few days I had considered my options in this regard, in addition to doing some research online. Obviously I was lousy with a sword, as I had proved earlier. The bow would be tempting, as attacking from range is what I ideally wanted to do, but I knew from experience being that being any good with it was really hard. That left something simpler, like a spear…

Gathering up the knife and the bent fencepost I decided to head back to the graveyard. There was something I needed from there, and in addition to that, there were zombies and Etherite ores about. If I was careful and avoided dangerous things I should be able to make plenty of ether, as well as sort out my weapon woes.

Exiting my apartment I looked around. It appeared much the same as before, except a circle of silvery light surrounded my apartment building, enclosing the area around it until it ran into other buildings or got more than twenty or so metres away. I could somehow feel that this was the boundary of my Territory. Closing the door behind me I was surprised to see that the outside of my apartment building looked the same as always, despite the inside being bigger. It reminded me of the old Doctor Who videos I used to watch with my mom, sister and Eri-chan when I was a child.

Taking a further look around I noticed that there were no lesser spirits nearby anymore. That was a bit of a shame as free ether was free ether, but I had other plans. I quickly raced towards the graveyard, and after a few minutes I was at the gates, knife in hand. It didn’t take me long to find my first zombie, and I engaged it, using my knife to make quick work of it. There were also a few lesser spirits about, and I plundered them as I went.

Soon after, I had reached the area of darkness that held the giant tree full of eerie crows. The red glow of the Etherite ore was still there, but it was not what I had come for. I wasn’t going to chance all those giant birds for that. As I approached they eyed me threateningly, but I maintained my slow, steady pace, stopping at the point where they started to become restless.

I quickly spotted what I was looking for. One of the lower branches that was not occupied by the birds, long, thick and straight. Concentrating hard I took a few deep breaths. This was a bit of a gamble, but I was confident that I could pull it off. I channelled my aether and a slashing line of fire burst out, severing the branch with the hissing of steam. As it fell I snatched it with my aether, pulling it towards me even as I was running away. The crows let out a cacophony of cawing, several dozen taking flight and coming after me, red eyes blazing.

I quickly cycled ether into aether, replenishing my stocks to boost my speed, muscles in my legs protesting at the hard use. As I fled, the crows began to return to their tree, satisfied that they had driven off the intruder. A brief thought of snatching the Etherite that way had crossed my mind as well, but I doubted the crows would be so quick to retreat if I had done that.

Once I was out of the graveyard I retreated all the way back to my Territory, using up more ether. I didn’t want to be disturbed during the next part, and I was still a little concerned the crows might change their minds and follow me. Once inside my room I examined my possessions. Wait, I could have saved some energy by leaving the iron railing here if I was going to come back anyway…

Putting down the branch I focused my aether and using all of my imagination unleashed fire. There was a series of buzzing hisses of flame and chunks of dark wood flew in every direction. Once the chaos had subsided I was pretty tired, so I absorbed yet more of my limited ether stocks. What remained was a six-foot long pole, made of dark wood burned an even darker shade by my flame. I was quite impressed by my workmanship, actually. I guess working on 3d art and design projects helps with this sort of thing.

The next step was going to be much harder though. Taking up the iron railing I concentrated, this time using pure visualisation rather than converting aether into fire to cut with. I could feel my aether vanishing rapidly, and I expended ether quickly. The drain was still not slowing, so I fed it more and more of my dwindling supply until with a flash the iron bar disintegrated into a series of tough metal threads and a metal pin.

Next was the knife. I used aether to bore a hole in the handle, as well as a matching hole in the wood. I then used my dregs to merge it all together, the ends of the pin flaring out to hold it in place, reinforced by the metal threads.

And done, I have a spear. The wickedly sharp blade of the knife was the head, while the haft was the long smooth branch, trimmed into a pole. I took a few test swings and it seemed solid. With that I sat down with a thump, sweat dripping from me and vanishing into the air. As I expected. Certain things seem to have more of a reality than other things, such as the knife, so I can use those to make things that last here…still, it is not cheap to do so…

You currently possess 21 Ether.


That had drained an awful lot of ether. And what was worse was that I was pretty low on energy again. Absorbing the last of my stock, I grimaced. Starting from zero again was going to be a pain, but with my weapon I hoped I could make up for the losses quickly.

In any case there is no penalty for getting kicked out due to lack of aether this time. My Territory should still be here when I charge up enough again. I think I’ll stay away from the graveyard for a while, I’d best not provoke the crows any more than I need to.

Shouldering my spear I left my Territory, heading in the other direction. As I wound my way down the narrow streets towards the local store, there were a few lesser spirits to plunder, but there wasn’t much else. It was then as I approached an intersection that I saw something. It looked like another zombie, though this one was a bit more hunched over. It was a man dressed in rags with a pale dead face and black eyes. It was rummaging through a dustbin, large hands tipped with long, discoloured nails digging right in. As I approached it, it raised its head, sniffing at the air. Suddenly it turned to face me, mouth gaping open to reveal an array of long fangs, slick and dirty with carrion.

Moving my spear out in front of me, I took a defensive stance. It knocked aside the bin it was searching and loped towards me, strides long, arms swinging rapidly.

Damn, this one is fast. It might be an elite zombie like the woman in the graveyard. As it surged closer I dropped low and thrust. My aim wasn’t great but the spear stabbed into one arm, shredding it. The zombie reared back away from the blade, giving me time to strike again, blade punching through flesh and into its guts. Ropey, rotting intestines tumbled out, tripping it, giving me time to pull the blade free and hammer it into the zombie’s face. It let out a final groan and collapsed, sparking into ether.

Well, that wasn’t as scary as it could have been. I definitely felt better being a couple of metres away from my enemy, rather than right up in its face. However, not having enough aether to use in emergencies is foolish. I had best build up a reserve before I worry about building up my Territory. After all, you only live once, right?


Twelve


As I finished the zombie off I could hear faint sounds coming from the next street over. Clutching my spear tightly I advanced around the corner, to be greeted by the sight of another enemy. This one was similar in appearance, and it let out a hungry hiss on seeing me.

“Time to do this.” I hyped myself up. It was unarmed, if one discounted its ragged claws, so I should clearly have the advantage again. As it began to lope towards me, dirty spittle flying from dead lips, I readied myself. Thrusting with the spear, I forced it back, knife-edge gouging along its ribs, spilling dark, rotten blood. The injury did not slow it though, and it came on, heedless of how the blade tore at its innards.

I guess this is the problem with undead, they don’t care about injury… my fist hammered out, smashing into its jaw, sending it reeling backwards. It was a nice hit, even if I said so myself, especially as I was so unfit normally. The way it reeled back showed I had some decent force behind the blow, even if it was rather off target from where I aimed.

“No time to admire my skills.” I muttered, dragging the spear free and thrusting again. The zombie was impaled clean through the middle. “Got you… uh…”

The zombie ignored the spear jutting from its chest and dragged itself slowly towards me, sliding up the wooden shaft. It was just like a horror movie… which made sense, considering it was a zombie. Letting go with one hand, I used the other to punch the zombie in the head until my fists were sore and it collapsed into a pool of ether. Breathing heavily, I leaned on the shaft of my spear, breathing deeply.

As I was recovering, another noise behind me made me turn. Yet another zombie was coming fast, arms outstretched, jaws gaping wide. For heaven’s sake, don’t I get any rest?

After a brief battle I managed to subdue it with the spear, though now all the muscles in my body were aching and burning from the over-exertion. I definitely felt a lot stronger and fitter, but even so my muscles, or at least the Astral representation of them, were still way out of condition. As I was pondering what to do next, my heart sank as this time a pair of the undead were coming towards me through a side alleyway. Handling one at a time was going well, but if one got past my guard while I was dealing with the other one…

“Shit. I thought I had Fortune on my side, yet my luck still seems bad.”

Running towards them I entered the narrow alleyway, which was full of bags of rubbish and bins awaiting emptying. The scenery was rather depressing for a dream world, looking little different to the Material except for the strange lighting everywhere. There was even a large vending machine just up ahead, lights blinking softly, though a quick glance revealed it was empty, a mere façade.

The zombies had to bunch up to avoid the obstacles, coming in single file. My spear sang out, and as the zombie was jammed in, my blade pierced deep. Withdrawing and striking again I made quick work of it. As the first zombie fell dying I turned my gaze onto the second, only to scoot back in panic as it leapt up onto a bin and then over its fallen comrade, claws raking down at me. Instinctively I turned the shaft of my spear, blocking the claws, impact sending shocks through my body. Dirty drool splattered on me and my muscles strained as I was pushed back.

Think. How do I get out of this? No use hoarding ether now… but I don’t want to use too much…

A memory of when I took on the female zombie in the graveyard came to mind, so despite the horrible outside stimuli of the moment I concentrated on my flow of aether, drawing in some of the ether that orbited me. The mass and hardness of my spear shaft increased, pushing back the zombie. There was a crunching sound as one of its wrists snapped, and I whipped around the spear, which was suddenly lighter again. The knife-head cut deeply, again with accelerated mass, and the zombie's head rolled free, striking the ground with a thump before bursting into ether-light.

In relief I slumped down against the bin, barely able to remain upright. My pounding heart slowly stabilised, and I took stock of my combat style. Increasing and decreasing the mass and hardness of an object uses way less aether than creating something such as a weapon or fire, but I still feel I’m wasting loads with my sloppy imaging. It was definitely easier to imagine things here in the Boundary, so feats I could not perform back on the Material were possible, but doing it in battle was tough, dividing my focus, and that let even more aether leak away unspent. The clearer the image the less aether was used too.

In terms of using the spear, my thrusts were getting better, definitely, but there had to be other ways to use it, such as more blocking with the shaft, or slicing with the knife edge. Practice would no doubt make perfect. As I rested, I could hear more groans coming towards me, coupled with the occasional sound of bins being knocked over.

Damn it, how many of them are there? I suppose it’s good, as I can get ether from them, but where are they all coming from? This isn’t even a graveyard. It isn’t Resident Evil, damn it! I pulled myself to my feet with a sigh and readied my spear. It was time to make some ether and develop my Territory!
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You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Three to Four.


The welcome message scrolled into my vision as I knelt on the ground, body shaking. How many of those damn zombies have I killed now? I stopped counting after a dozen. Cuts and bruises mottled my body, especially around my arms, which were bloody with both mine and the gore from the zombies. One-on-one I could easily handle them with my spear, unless I made a mistake, which I had several times, allowing them to slash me with their claws (and on one unpleasant occasion bite my forearm like some starving dog) but when they came in twos and threes it was much more troubling, and I had to use choke points and aether to hold them off.

As I recovered, yet another zombie was coming down the alleyway. I let out a bellow and charged it, ignoring the pains in my legs. This hard labour in the heat of battle was definitely having an impact, as I was handling the spear much better than I was to start with, though I knew my skills were crude at best, without any real foundation. Channelling a little aether I increased the mass of my spearhead, which drove into the upper body of the zombie, ripping a big hole. Dragging my arms to the side, the knife-edge ripped through under the influence of the heavier mass, and the zombie collapsed.

“This can’t go on. If this was an MMOPRG I’d say it was a good camping spot, but real life isn’t so kind. I can’t keep this up mentally…” Another issue was that if these zombies kept coming they would reach my Territory at some point. I glanced along the alleyway, to where a squat, two story house sat. Most of the zombies had come from that direction, and it was giving off an oppressive, dark feeling.

Shouldering my spear I crept towards the house, alert for danger. As I closed in I could see quite a few lesser spirits drifting towards the house, only to vanish in a purple-black glow when they approached. As I watched further the dark glows coalesced into a zombie, which promptly set out from the house. Luckily this one had not gone in my direction.

I see. So this is the spawning site for them. They seem to be … eating… the lesser spirits for energy or something?

As I approached the little garden surrounding the house I felt a chill, deep in my bones, and another silvery message crossed my vision.

You have entered a Territory possessed by another. The Territory level is low so it has only a weak effect on you, but your Aether will be slowly drained while you are within the boundaries of this Territory. It does not have an active barrier, but the owner of this Territory has been alerted to your presence.


As I read the message a great howling roar rang out and the front door of the house exploded outwards, a hulking figure crashing through it, eyes mad, jaws agape, acidic drool hitting the ground which then sizzled and burned. It stood seven feet tall, mottled with fungus and rot, and the claws on its fingers were the size of knives.

Holy hell that’s a big one. Maybe retreat would be the best option… I was preparing to run when the monster laid its mad eyes upon me and let out a huge cry of rage, strong enough that my ears felt like they were bleeding. It then rushed right at me, bounding across the ground with surprising speed.

I got the spear up just in time, and it impaled itself upon the sharp blade, the keen knife that acted as the spearhead sinking deep into the flesh of its shoulder. Even so that did not stop it, and it lunged at me, mouth agape, while from both sides its arms came swinging, fatal claws glinting.

Without hesitation I threw myself backwards, heedless of the bruises I sustained hitting the ground. It barely gave me time to pause for breath, coming towards me again. I vaulted back over the piles of rubbish into the alleyway, buying myself a moment, and channelled aether, ripping the spear free in a welter of gore and returning it to my hand. Ducking low I thrust at its knee, piercing it, and increased the weight, levering it up and down, shredding flesh and rotting bone.

It roared again, flailing at me, claws ripping grooves in the stone wall behind me, striking sparks. I lashed out with my foot at the ruined knee, using aether to make my footing more solid. The knee gave way and the beast fell to the ground, kneeling, even then at my height. I hopped back, my own leg numb from the impact, and thrust again.

The blade flew towards the giant zombie’s head, only to be stopped by its hand. It grabbed the blade, tearing flesh, but its overwhelming strength arrested my thrust. At that moment from behind, several more zombies came racing. It was then my heart sank as I realised I wasn’t entirely sure how to leave the Boundary… damn, what an oversight. I’m constantly making mistakes, any one of which could prove fatal…

Letting go of the spear again, I turned and grabbed an overflowing waste bin, muscles straining, I used aether to lighten the mass, and then threw it at the oncoming zombies, reversing the lightening and making it much heavier. It cannoned into the first one with a sickening thud, smashing limbs, and then bounced into the second, pinning it against the walls of the alley.

Tuning back to the giant zombie I was suddenly slammed into the wall, as it swung its arm and the shaft of the spear caught my shoulder. Pain flared, but I managed to seize the spear and drove all my body weight into it, thrusting it through and cutting free the zombie's worm-like fingers. It bellowed again, struggling to stand with one leg and lashed out. I turned the shaft and barely blocked the blow, staggering away.

Got to finish this quickly…

I thrust again, blade piercing the foe's other arm, and with mass enhanced, the blade tore through, leaving it hanging by a thread. Maddened by pain the zombie barely had any intelligence left, and despite its grievous injuries it leapt at me using its one good leg. I ducked away as it careened into the wall, and used that opportunity to drive my spear up into its neck. Blood gouted, sheeting me, and it cried out once more, struggling to turn.

“Time for you to return to the grave!” I roared, using aether to maintain sharpness and increase mass. There was a brutal noise of shattering bone and the blade slipped up into the zombie's large skull. It sagged, weight dragging the spear from my hands, and then it exploded into a bright shimmering cloud of ether, the most I had seen from a foe by quite some margin.

You have seized a Rank 0 Territory by defeating the being who controlled it. Due to the distance from your Territory you may not amalgamate it. Since the distance is too far, you can destroy this Territory claim and absorb the Ether that resides within it. This will prevent further enemies from spawning here.


Welcome words scrolled across my vision. Before I could decide, I had to clean up here though. I took up my spear and finished off the zombie that was trying to free itself from the bin that had slammed into it, and then I dealt with the last few who had arrived at the house. They were all milling around aimlessly, and offered little resistance as I put them down, turning them to ether.

I’ll take the ether. Consolidating what I have at the moment makes the most sense, I can worry about farming spots later. As soon as I thought this, there was a flash of silver light and the Territory of the zombie collapsed, flooding me with ether. With a final investigation of the area, I also found several red Etherite ores hidden amongst the debris, small but shining a pure red.

I picked them up and considered how much ether I now had. While it was tempting to keep them, if I broke them down for ether I could set up both Ether Spires, and long-term that would benefit me more. Spend a little now to make a lot later. There's only one real choice.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Four to Five.


Another level up. I guess beating that huge zombie then destroying the Territory gained me a ton of experience. It had been quite a good day… if I discounted the many times I could have died, of course.

“Oh well, no point on dwelling on what is done, it is time to get building!”
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When I returned to my Territory, I checked my stock of ether. It was nicely high. I couldn’t help but chuckle over how hard I struggled to make the thousand ether to set up my Anchor, when now I had over three times that. The zombies gave ample ether, to say nothing of the boss zombie and his Territory, plus those Etherites.

It was time to begin. I trickled aether into my Territory Anchor and ordered construction. Silvery words confirmed my choices, as the surrounding ether was drawn in to begin the process.

You have begun construction of an Ether Spire, an Ether Spire and a Silo. At your current Territory Level you can only construct or upgrade one Building at a time. It will take one Astral day to construct each building. You can spend further Ether to expedite this process. Ether Spire Construction 0/24 Hours.


“Oh great, now we have micro-transactions and pay-to-win too.” I snorted. Still, this was just another indicator of why ether remained a currency in the Astral even at the higher levels. If it was like those mobile freemium games, construction and upgrade times at higher levels would be very long and require huge amounts of ether to speed up. Not that I would have to worry about that yet. I'm still very firmly in the newbie phase.

A rainbow glow was spreading from my Anchor, starting to slowly coalesce into the shape of a tall, narrow needle. Since it would take three Astral days, so seventy-two Astral hours, to finish all my construction, I had to decide what to do now. I quickly decided against going out to gather more ether. Instead, I would use this time to hone my fundamentals. I didn’t want to be in such a risky position again, if I was to fight such monsters I would need real skills backing me up.

It was easier to visualise here, as opposed to the Material, so I would practice my Chakra-raising techniques until my aether ran out and I was returned to the Material world…


Thirteen


Iopened my eyes to the early dawn light streaming through my window. The ache of fading bruises stung a bit, but it was less painful than the last time. If anything I was more mentally tired than anything, as I had been practicing my Chakra training for well over a dozen hours straight in the Boundary. Unfortunately I had still not managed to make a breakthrough in terms of my Chakra nodes, however I felt that I could possibly see how a breakthrough could be made.

After doing a few stretches to loosen up my stiff muscles, I went to my computer. I didn’t feel fully rested, due to my long and action-packed trials in the Boundary overnight, but I could always grab a quick nap later. For now I needed to get things set in motion.

While I could feel myself being a lot stronger and faster, it was obvious to me that this was purely down to the power I had gained from levelling up. It wasn’t actual muscle strength or training. If I was to do something about that, then I thought my performance would likely improve. Running a few internet searches on spear martial arts such as Sōjutsu, I turned up some interesting articles on using the spear in Chinese Bajiquan, as well as some schools of Sōjutsu such as Fuden Ryu and Saburi Ryu. There were also some Western spear techniques, although most of those were more skewed to fighting in an infantry unit.

I continued to search, finding out information on which muscle groups were used in higher level spear combat, and then further searches were done on how to best train them. Several hours later I was on Amazon.jp looking at a shopping cart filled with weights and other muscle training equipment. The price was making me sad, though.

Am I sure I really want to do this? All this stuff is expensive, and while I can afford it due to all the extra work I’ve done recently, and the promise of more work to come through my old colleague, it will wipe out my extra earnings. Besides, I’ve never been a fan of sport and physical activities… it wasn’t that I hated sport, not really, I was just far more talented at artistic and intellectual endeavours. The fact that at our yearly town baseball matches, when I had been forced to participate I had sucked badly and been mocked for days afterwards each time, didn’t help my liking any… My sister got all the energy and sporting talent in the family. Now if my sis had been the one chosen, she would have kicked that zombie's ass without any problems. Give her a bow and she’d have put an arrow through its head in a heartbeat…

“Oh to hell with it. I can always give the gear to her if I end up not using it.” With that I clicked on accept, and the order was placed for next-day delivery. It had been a very extraordinary week, equal parts exciting and terrifying. Still, I had the soul of an otaku, so I couldn’t deny that being one of the chosen ones and battling for power to save the world appealed to me. If I was to decline, I would likely only end up regretting it later, especially if some of the other chosen ones turned out to be terrible people, greedy for power. If one of them ended up hurting my family, or Eri-chan, and I had the chance to stop them but didn’t take it… I shook my head, clearing those gloomy thoughts.

No, the safest course of action is to gather what power I can myself, and make all efforts to avoid getting myself hurt, or God forbid, killed! To that end, it is time to bulk up and turn into a pro athlete! Won’t everyone be surprised when I next see my family?

Next up was my emails, and there was one from Hayato-san, with a schedule of expected delivery of the upcoming work he was outsourcing. It looked like a ton of debugging was going to be available in the next couple of days, so I could certainly start making headway on that, while Hina-chan and the others cracked on with the 3D modelling and background touch-ups. There were a few other emails of some importance, but nothing else I needed to deal with today.

Since I was free and my gym equipment hadn’t arrived I moved on to the next stage of my levelling up plan. Visualisation seemed to be the key to using both aether and the Chakra network, so I would search online for the best methods. I had quite a visual mind, being artistic and into design, so I was confident that with the right method I could make headway on my difficulties opening the Chakra nodes.

It didn’t take too long to find a few usable ideas for increasing visualisation prowess online, and I quickly began to practice them. The one that I found the easiest was looking at an object, and then trying to remember and manipulate the image in my mind. This was probably due to my 3D work, which required good spatial awareness. As I continued with this for several hours I felt a slight prickling heat forming in the base of my body, faint but noticeable.

Once this feeling was fully ingrained in me I returned to my methods of trying to stimulate the Chakras. It was definitely easier to imagine and feel the flow, prickling heat building, but it was still like trying to push syrup through a straw. I could definitely feel the heat building a little, a tiny few prickles even flowing higher up my body. Wiping sweat from my brow I opened my eyes and went to the fridge to get a drink.

“This is pretty hard. I guess those who had their nodes forcibly opened would not have to go through this, but if they have no room to grow then eventually I’d surpass them if I train enough…”

Having done enough mental exercises that I felt drained, it was time to move to physical conditioning. I would go for a jog, the first time since… well damn, surely since school. Changing my clothes to something more suitable I left the apartment, ready to work up a sweat…
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My jog took me around the surrounding areas. This quiet suburb didn’t have very many sights, just a load of two or three story apartment blocks, a few small shops and a shrine high on the hill. I jogged up the hill to the shrine, feeling slightly out of breath. My muscles were feeling pleasantly strained, and I was starting to feel the appeal of exercise.

Of course, if I didn’t have this power from the Boundary I would have collapsed long ago. It really is the shortcut to self-improvement.

I admired the torii gates at the shrine entrance. Behind them was a large set of carvings resembling snakes. There was also the usual array of shrine buildings, and set further back in the trees crowning the hill was a couple of large outbuildings that served as quarters for the shrine priest. It was quite picturesque, although not everyone was keen on snakes. I like them way better than dogs though… Taking in the view for a few moments I steeled myself and then jogged down the hill, running beside the wide stream that came from the foothills and flowed down towards the Tokyo outskirts proper.

Reaching the bottom I crossed the somewhat ornate red metal bridge that spanned the river, pausing halfway to look back up the hill. My breath was coming fast, yet I still felt I had more energy remaining. With a final burst of energy I ran the last kilometre back to my dwelling at a sprint, only staggering to a halt when I reached my apartment building.

Sweat was dripping from me now, and even in the cooling heat of the evening I felt warm. My muscles were definitely feeling the pain now, hot and tight. I was pretty impressed by my performance, despite all that. Sure, it wasn’t going to set any records, but it was certainly well above what an average person could do. With speed and endurance like that, I could probably join a local track team or something…

As I mounted the stairs to my room I saw that someone else was out on her balcony, face flushed in the fading light of the evening. A rather impressive selection of empty beer cans was scattered about her feet, along with a full ashtray. When she saw me looking, she raised one eyebrow and spoke.

“Oshiro-kun… wasn’t it? I didn’t take you for one who worked out.” She took another swig of beer from a freshly opened can, and smiled at me somewhat mockingly, I felt.

“I’ve just got into it recently…” I said politely, wracking my brains for her name. I had only spoken with her a couple of times in the past, and while we saw each other in passing as we came and went that was the only contact we had with each other. “… Watanabe-chan…” I ventured, remembering her name. “A bit early in the evening for hitting the beer so hard isn’t it?”

Watanabe-chan let out a dry laugh, snorting with amusement. “Chan, huh? You do have good manners, that’s for sure. Do you want a drink with me? I wouldn’t say it is too early, not with the day I’ve had.”

Watanabe-chan raised a can of beer to offer me, droplets of condensation sliding down the sides. A cold beer after a hot workout did seem tempting. She was watching me, so I examined her a bit more closely. She was possibly in her thirties, though telling a woman’s age was difficult for me. She was wearing a business suit, dark charcoal blazer over a white blouse, and pencil skirt to match. The heat of the evening sun had caused her to sweat, smearing the makeup around her eyes, giving her a sad look. Her hair was pulled into a tight black bun, held in place with a pair of silver hairpins. I suddenly flushed a little, as I could see the outline of her bra through her shirt which was going transparent with sweat. Looking away, I coughed to ease the tension.

“Sure, I’ll have a cold one.” I agreed, feeling embarrassed.

“Aren’t you the shy one. How unexpected.” she giggled, amused by my behaviour. I moved over to her and leaned against the wall, taking a sip of the beer. It was refreshing and cold, just what I had needed.

“So, what’s the cause of this impromptu party?” I asked, taking another gulp of beer.

“Oh, work troubles. Man troubles. Just trouble.” She said with a sigh, lighting up another cigarette. “My boss at work… he’s really been chewing us all out recently, and it’s starting to stress me out. It’s hardly our fault he’s going bald and getting divorced.” she said with some venom, clearly angry. “Does he think I really want to be working at his dead-end company at my time of life? It’s hardly going to help me land a man is it?” She chased her cigarette with more beer and let out a rather unladylike belch. “Excuse me. Anyway, my boss said…”

I listened to her for a while, nodding sympathetically when required. Before I knew it I had polished off a couple of beers and she was still going.

“Let me tell you, having a good job is the foundation of happiness. If you have a terrible boss and crummy co-workers, then every day is miserable.”

“Well, I’m a freelancer myself for now.” I answered her. “But I’m building up a client base, so hopefully soon I can get steady employment.”

“Make sure you do. Nothing is sadder than being stuck in a dead-end job. Well, other than being single. Where have all the good men gone?”

This was a dangerous subject, so I thought I’d change it. “Hashimoto-san from a couple of rooms over was having trouble as well. Daughter troubles, I think he said. I guess we all have problems.”

“Hashimoto-san huh?” Watanabe-chan snorted. “He’s a deadbeat as far as I can tell, no wonder his daughter is ashamed of him. Still, even he must have had a wife at one point… why is it so hard…?”

I listened to Watanabe for another hour or so as she unloaded. In the end I bade her farewell with the promise of repaying her for the drinks at some point in the future. Hopefully that won’t involve too much trouble. If I have to take her out to a pub she’d eat me alive. She was looking pretty hungry at the end there…

I shuddered involuntarily at the thought. There was nothing really wrong with Watanabe-chan, even if she was quite a bit older than me. She wasn’t unpleasant to look at or anything like that, and her boobs were decently sized, from what I could tell, but she seemed pretty needy. Although that could just be the booze talking, I guess. It seemed that everyone in this building had their own problems. Mine were still definitely the strangest though!

Since it wasn’t yet time for bed I grabbed a bite to eat and started working through my mental exercises. Tomorrow when my new equipment arrived I would be ready to really start working out!


Fourteen


The next morning I woke to find my lower body prickling with the energy of aether. The flow was not strong, but I could definitely detect it, and it was spreading throughout me, up to my lower chest. It was a bit like feeling pins and needles, just without that unpleasant sensation, instead it was warm and somehow relaxing.

“I guess the training might be having an effect, that or my Territory is funnelling me more aether.” I muttered, before grabbing a rice ball from the fridge for breakfast. My muscles ached a bit from yesterday’s jogging, but it was not unbearable. Starting the day with exercises in visualisation and then aether manipulation and trying to feel my Chakras, I passed a quick couple of hours. It was hard to be certain, but it did seem to me that the warm flow of energy was moving just a little better when I visualised it, as opposed to leaving it be.

Once this was done I scanned my emails, and was pleased to see the first order of work had arrived from Hayato-san. It was a huge pile of debugging and event testing, probably enough to last me a solid month or two, normally. I briefly regretted asking for as much as he could give, but I needed the money, and hopefully with my newly earned Astral empowerment I could whizz through it. There was no time like the present, so I figured I might as well start. Opening up the first of the documents and the debugger, I began to scan it quickly.

Several more hours passed as I worked, only pausing to take a few swigs of iced tea every now and then. It was progressing very well, time that I would ordinarily have taken to check terminologies and research libraries unnecessary, as my memory seemed almost effortlessly sharp. My hands flew over the keys, brain working quickly, and I estimated I had done well over a solid days' work already, and to a high standard at that. As I was about to move to another file the doorbell rang.

Opening my door I found it was the courier delivering my fitness gear from Amazon.jp. After exchanging a few pleasantries I moved it into my room, taking up an annoyingly large amount of my scant floor space. Once everything was unpacked, I decided I’d do a bit more work on my assignment, as seeing it made my heart twinge at the amount I had spent.

I squeezed out another few hours of extremely fast work before I started feeling mentally exhausted. I’d probably done a solid eighteen to twenty hours of work at my prior pace in just under six hours. At that rate if I had enough work coming in I could actually earn a decent living… and would it increase further as I gathered more level-ups to buff my stats? There would have to be an upper limit though, in terms of how fast the computer itself can be used. I wonder just how far I can push it. Fourfold the speed, fivefold?

In any case, it was time to have a quick meal and then try out my new equipment. As I started boiling water for a cup ramen, I had another thought. Wasn’t it important to eat the right sorts of food to improve muscles when working out? Damn, I bet the proper food is expensive too…

With a shrug I figured I could worry about that later. I’d test out the equipment first and see how well I could do. At first things went very smoothly, so I had to increase the weights to a bit past the beginner level. Even this didn’t strain me too badly so I increased it a bit further. After an hour or so I was drenched with sweat, my muscles burning, protesting at my hubris.

“Damn, this is harder than I thought.” I gasped, setting down the dumbbells I was using. Though if you looked back at the me of a week ago I doubt I’d have been able to last five minutes with such hard training.

I couldn’t face doing any more work for the day, so I decided to continue with my Chakra visualisations. Settling down into my chair I closed my eyes and revelled in the absence of strenuous exercise. After several hours, I had again made little progress, not sure if it was merely my imagination whether the flow of heat was increasing or not. As I was just finishing up I felt a little popping deep inside of me. I paused for a second, but couldn’t notice any immediate difference.

Oh well, I probably just imagined it. Yawning I headed to bed. It had been quite a productive day, yet also a tiring one.
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Waking up early again my body was lightly buzzing with heat. It felt nearly as strong as the time a couple of days ago when I had returned to the Boundary. Warmth had pooled in my lower body, but was slowly spreading upwards, only to fade away as it reached my upper torso. Referring back to the data I had gathered on the Chakra network it seemed the flow was moving between my upper nodes, but as they were not developed it wasn’t working well.

Still, if I continue to gain aether at this rate I should have enough to return to the Boundary today or tomorrow. That’s definitely faster…

Another couple of hours of tough exercise followed, but this time the flow around my root Chakra felt faster. It was still sluggish, but instead of trying to push thick treacle it was now like trying to move water through a pipe that was too small, some would flow easily, but the rest would be backed up. I felt a few more of those weird popping sensations, and began to feel a little dizzy, so I decided to take a break.

I went for a jog to loosen up, just around the block, waving to the few of my neighbours I saw out and about. When I returned, having worked up a bit of a sweat, I spent another hour working out with my gym equipment. Once this was done and I was exhausted, it was time to do some more work. None of my emails were pressing, and after snapping off a quick reply to one my sis had sent asking my opinion on the merits of Tokyo universities, I settled down and began debugging. It’s good to dream, but can she really afford it? I had a hard enough time making ends meet, it was a real grind…

Time passed quickly and my progress was swift as ever. By the time I was done, several more solid days’ worth of work had been completed, and it was still only late afternoon. Since I had worked well, I decided it was time for a treat, so I took a cold beer out of the fridge. I had bought a few packs on my jog this morning, figuring I should return the favour to Watanabe-chan should the occasion arise. Taking a sip, I sighed in pleasure. My new schedule was packed, yet somehow I ended up with more free time than before. I guess that shows how much of my time my work usually takes up. Taking a few more gulps I let the feeling of contentment suffuse through me, and then decided to do another workout.

Once that had finished I began my mental exercises once more, and after an hour or so I felt that the amount of aether I could visualise moving slowly through my root Chakra had increased. It was a very difficult thing to describe, as I was not merely visualising it, instead it felt like my very consciousness was being directed through my imaging and that there was actual warmth flowing through. Anyone else would probably think I was imagining it, but I had the advantage of knowing what the feel of aether was in the Boundary. While the feelings were definitely vastly more muted here on the Material, it was still comparable.

With the training came more popping feelings, and this time I felt some higher up in my body as well, and though it was hard to detect, if I concentrated really hard I could feel the flow of heat moving higher up my body and beginning to pool around my lower abdomen. The total warmth I felt was probably enough to enter the Boundary again, should I wish it, but I decided to err on the side of caution.

Fighting that big zombie was a bit too risky for my taste. I have to make sure I have aether for emergencies. I’m getting used to my new life now, so I’d hate to have it cut short by carelessness. I’ve already made a few small mistakes which could have been fatal… no, from now on safety first is my policy!

The next day proceeded in pretty much the same fashion, with me alternating work, physical exercise and visualisation. By the end of the day the warmth around my root Chakra and my lower abdomen was quite pronounced, and trickles of it were moving around various other parts of my body, weak but noticeable. With this extra aether to use in emergencies, I decided it was time to enter the Boundary once more. Focusing my aether, my consciousness shifted with a blur and I was standing in the wider Boundary version of my apartment.

My Anchor was still there, now joined by two long, slender silver needles stretching up through the roof. As I watched I could see the faint glow of ether on them. To the side was a large white cube, maybe three metres on each side. Looking at it silvery letters scrolled across my vision, proclaiming it a Rank 1 Silo.

Checking my store of ether I was impressed to find it was a bit over a thousand. It seemed that the Ether Spires really did increase what ether I could gain. I immediately invested it in the Spawning Spire Rank 1, which began to build. I did notice that I had a new option available to me as well, Ghouls. I’m guessing that they must have been the zombies I killed the other day then…

Picking up my spear, which had remained with me in my Territory, I exited my apartment and climbed up to the roof. My Territory extended outwards for a hundred metres, only broken up by the buildings within it and the land surrounding them, which had not been made mine. “First thing’s first. I want to consolidate all of the buildings within my Territory under my control. It seems a bit risky to have gaps like that. Who knows what trouble it could cause?”

Spear in hand I crossed over to the neighbouring building. It didn’t feel like it was a Territory, but there was some resistance to my control. I booted open one of the doors and entered, only to find myself tanged in sticky spider webs. It was rather unpleasant. Cutting through it with the sharp knife-blade of my spear I continued in, eyes adjusting to the gloom only lit by the strange dark unlight that pervaded everywhere in the Boundary. Swarms of fist-sized spiders scuttled out of one corner, making me shiver.

Damn, I hate spiders. Still, better them than dogs…

On the large web opposite was a spider of sickening scale, the size of a small pony. Compound eyes gazed at me emotionlessly, and it let out a long hiss. Several smaller spiders came out from the shadows, still large but only the size of cats.

I should have saved this one until later. Readying my spear I leapt to the side as the larger spider reared upwards on its hind legs and unleashed a gobbet of green venom. It sailed past me, sprinkles of it catching me and burning with a stinging pain. Behind me the wall was dissolving, acrid smoke rising.

Remaining at a distance suddenly seemed a bad idea. Rushing in I stabbed my spear at one of the smaller spiders, impaling it. Legs twitching in its death throes, poisonous liquid seeped out, causing me to gag. The second smaller spider tried to bite me but I pivoted away and brought my foot down hard on its back, shattering its body into hideous goo.

The larger spider was coming for me, scuttling across ceiling webs angrily, spitting more poison. Smaller spiders were accompanying it, also firing small drops of acrid venom. I defended with my spear and dodged the best I could but it was impossible to avoid them all and I was taking damage, my body going slightly numb, warmth within diminishing.

“Screw this!” I declared, channelling aether. At my will flame erupted, and the webs around me all caught fire. The shrill squealing of spiders surrounded me, as the fist-sized ones dropped to the floor, smouldering. Thick smoke filled the air and the large spider leapt at me, back legs on fire. It was fortunate I was already moving away from it, as it hit the ground in a squeal of snapping chitin, in range of my spear...

One thrust and it was done, the spider dying under my blow and turning to ether. The last of the webs had burned away, so I staggered out of the room, coughing out dark smoke and nursing some light burns. My Territory had not quite swallowed up the building I had entered but it was now closing in against the walls. Judging by that, I guessed there were still other foes remaining inside.

Just hopefully not more spiders. While they hadn’t proved that hard to defeat, they were adept at causing mental damage, if nothing else. Besides, getting hit by a big glob of venom seemed a terrible plan as well. Steeling myself, I moved over to another door and kicked it open, spear at the ready once more…


Fifteen


The inside of this room was filled with dog-sized cockroaches. I nearly vomited at the sight of them, barely managing to swallow down the acrid bile that rose up my throat. They were all black chitin and wavy feelers, and were totally disgusting. I’d almost rather have the spiders…

As they rushed me I hefted the spear and thrust, feeling hard shells give under the strike. Foul guts gushed everywhere, and as I swung and slashed, the air soon became unbearable.

“I don’t care how good cockroaches may turn out to be in combat…” I muttered, almost choking on the stench. “I’ll not be having any spawned in my Territory!”

With that I let out another cry and attacked once more, my spear dancing until my arms were leaden and the floor was covered in broken bodies. Each was worth little ether, only a bit more than draining lesser spirits, but they came in numbers. Fortunately, despite being vastly outnumbered, I had triumphed again. I repeated this process several more times in other rooms, coming across various other nasty insect monsters. The only time I was genuinely in danger was when a several-metre-long centipede dropped down from the ceiling and nearly ensnared me, but luckily I managed to spear its head quite quickly. Once I had cleared the last room I felt a surge of ether, at least several hundred points' worth, and my Territory swelled, swallowing the building.

So it’s just as I thought. None of these are strong enough to form an actual Territory, but it is just like when I captured my own apartment building, I need to clear out the enemies within first…

I moved to another building and proceeded to deal with everything inside. This one had a lot of lesser spirits, in addition to more insects. At the centre of the building in the superintendent’s office there was another large spider, but again I dealt with it by torching the webs with a blast of aether. The building became mine and now there was only a couple left within my Territory that I needed to claim. One was a smaller building, a two-story single house rather than one of the many apartment blocks that filled the area. The other was another three story block like mine was. I decided to take the smaller one first.

Moving to the front door I again kicked it open, only to be met with the barking of dogs and a volley of small steel-tipped darts flying at me. Swinging up my spear I deflected the ones headed towards my face with the shaft of my spear and dodged others, but several struck me, inflicting minor pain. Backing off I dodged another volley, darts hammering into the door and wall in front of me.

“Out, out!” someone barked. “This is our hideaway. Safe here. Get out, get out!”

This was followed by another volley of the darts. I swept them aside with my spear quite easily though. I supposed if they hit me in the eye or throat I might take some serious damage, but other than that they were only really a nuisance. I took a few steps inside and deflected more attacks, only to see a group of small dog-faced humanoids huddling in the corners of the room, piles of the small darts at their feet. The largest of them was about four feet tall, with a black dog-face and huge floppy ears. In its hand it clutched a crude pickaxe, the metal rusted and pitted with dirt. Okay… not a fan of dogs, but these guys don’t feel threatening. I can deal…

“I told you to stay out, out!” it barked, hefting the pickaxe in the most aggressive manner it could muster. “This is our place. Safe here from the other Seelie and the bad things. Go away, before we fight you, fight you!”

Behind him the other dog-faced creatures started to bark and growl threateningly, but it came off as rather pitiful. This was really starting to sour my mood. Compared to the ghouls or weaselkin I had fought before these were… pretty weak, and could even be considered cute in a good light. More to the point, they can communicate and are clearly afraid. It really feels like I’m bullying them. I’m all for hunting monsters like the undead, and the weaselkin came for me first… but here…

Lowering my spear I let out a long sigh. “I don’t really want to fight you, but this building is within my Territory, I’m not sure it’s safe for me to leave it unoccupied here. I can let you leave, it isn’t a problem.”

“Not leaving, our place. Safe here, not safe out there. Bad things like dead walking and night hunters kill Kobolds. Seelie not protect us, just use us like slaves. Stay here and be safe. You go, you go!” snapped the biggest… Kobold… I guess.

I pondered as they readied another volley of darts. Making sure I made no threatening moves I spoke again. “Well, how about you stay here but agree that this is still part of my Territory? You can… pay rent, I guess?” I wasn’t sure if what I was suggesting was possible, but having read the description of the Barracks it should have been.

“Not slaves, not for you. You leave now! Last warning!” he barked at me, the others nodding and growling furiously.

“Look…” I sighed. “I don’t want slaves. We can work together here and make it safer for both of us. My claim in this Territory is new, but already it’s far bigger than yours. If it came to a fight…” I gestured to my spear with its wickedly sharp knife-head. “… I’m pretty certain you would come off worse.”

At that some of the smaller Kobolds shrank back in fear, the biggest one baring its canines in as menacing a fashion as it could.

“On the other hand, if you agree to join my Territory, not only can you keep this building you can expand out a bit when your numbers grow. I’m working on gathering ether to set up some more defences, as it would be a lot safer. All I ask is that you contribute a bit in exchange. Isn’t that better than fighting me?”

“So many Kobolds are slaves of the Seelie, or other bad things.” The leader growled. “We have been tricked before, not again, not again.”

“No tricks, I promise.” I said soothingly.

“You must promise, not treat us like slaves, protect us from the bad things. Then we work. Kobolds work good.”

“All right, we have an agreement.” I said, nodding. “I will treat you well, and keep you safe. In exchange you will join my Territory. As the first to join up you will naturally enjoy many advantages. Let us work together to improve our Territory together!”

I stepped forwards slowly and offered my hand. Some of the Kobolds shrank back, but the leader offered a vaguely paw-shaped hand in return and took mine. The moment he did I felt my Territory expand to cover the building, and silver lettering flashed into my vision.

You have attained new Territory. You have gained a Kobold Den Rank 1 Special. In addition thirty-two Kobolds and one Kobold Miner have joined your Territory as your subordinates. You may now recruit Kobolds from your Barracks when it is constructed.


As I suspected, to use the Barracks instead of the Spawning Spire, I had to recruit some of the species first, before I could create them. Kobolds were hardly the most awe-inspiring of creatures (in fact I reckoned a weaselkin with a bow and arrow could have killed half of them easily) but I had to start somewhere. And to be honest I’d feel pretty bad killing them off… maybe I am too soft, but whatever, I don't want to go against my conscience.

I decided to take a quick look at the description for the Kobold Den before I did anything else.

Kobold Den- Rank 1 Special- Special Rank facilities cannot be levelled up by Ether, they level as their requirements are met. This den is the warren where Kobolds live and are spawned. All Kobolds' Level caps are increased by one Level. This allows the construction of Kobold Mines.
Kobold Mine Rank ??? Special- Kobold Mines can be constructed for the cost of 4000 Ether. They can be constructed anywhere without limit, but what is found there will be dependant on where it is constructed. It will also only produce resources if it is worked by Kobold Miners, or those the Kobolds permit. All mines produce some Ether, as well as Etherite ores, metals and gems. Kobold mines focus on gemstones, so their rate of finding these within are higher than average.


Most interesting indeed. Anything that generates ether is good. Four thousand ether was quite the cost, but when I looked at upgrading my facilities (especially the Ether Spires) to Rank 2 I noticed that the average cost seemed to be between four and six times as much as the original Rank 1 facility (for example the Ether Spire was seven and a half thousand ether at Rank 2). I could see Kobold Mines being useful, if I could grow my Kobold forces and also find a suitable spot or two. I wasn’t sure why I needed metals and gems, but hell, who didn’t want gems?

“All right then, do you want to have a quick look around?” I asked. The Kobolds nodded, cautiously following behind me, looking as if they would flee at any minute. As we left the building that housed their Den they glanced around, eyes shining.

“As you can see, this is our Territory now. I just have to capture that last building and we will have consolidated the whole area. Feel free to go everywhere you like except for in there.” I pointed to my room. “That’s my headquarters so I need to keep it clear so I can build things. If you have a pressing need to go there just ask first, okay?”

“Yes, we get it, we get it.” The miner barked.

“If you are happy with your Den in that building then we have no problems. I would suggest you look for a site for a Mine though, we would be much better off if you could find a good place for one.”

At that the Kobolds paused. “Not working as mine slaves, no slaves!” the miner said with a wary growl.

“Of course not.” I laughed lightly. “You’ll be able to keep a fair chunk of what you mine in the Territory. I’ll need some, especially the ether and the Etherites, so we can build more facilities, but as for the gems and metals, you can keep a good amount, I’ll only take what I need. Sound fair?”

There was a long pause and the Kobolds nodded, yapping excitedly. I spent another few hours showing the Kobolds around and discussing our plans going forwards.

“Now that we’ve agreed with all that you guys can relax. I’m going to secure the last building, all right?”

The Kobolds agreed, returning to their Den, while I approached the last building. Once I had captured this, I felt I would have achieved most of what I had planned for this venture to the Boundary. Breaking through the first door, I prepared for battle…
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It took me a fair while to clear most of the rooms, as they were full of nasty bugs again, ranging from spiders and crickets up to more massive centipedes. They were not really a match for me with my spear though, although I shuddered to think of how unpleasant it would be having to take them on hand-to-hand. Since I had the clear advantage I took my time taking them out, practicing how to use the spear. It was too early to see the fruits of my muscle training, but I definitely felt a bit sharper in battle.

As I prepared to enter the next room an announcement scrolled across my eyes. The Rank 1 Spawning Spire had finished construction. Checking out my list of options that I could summon, I decided to queue it to spawn degraded weaselkin, as they had given me the most trouble myself. I decided to set it to spawn them from my incoming supply of ether rather than from what I was holding, as I had almost accumulated enough for the Defensive Emplacement, which would finish off my first round of construction.

These small buildings don’t give anywhere near as much ether as the ghouls' Territory did when I capture them, probably because they are not an actual Territory, rather just an occupied area, but even so, with the large number of insects filling them, even a bit of ether for each one quickly adds up.

As I stormed the next room, spear stabbing out into the chitinous belly of a massive grasshopper, which fell with a squeal, I considered my next move. It might be prudent to try spending ether on upgrading the Ether Spires to Rank two, despite the large cost, as the sooner they are upgraded, the sooner they would start paying for themselves…

Lost in thought I massacred the inhabitants of the building until it finally became mine, cleared out entirely. With that, the whole area was my Territory. My ether supply had also just reached a level where I could afford the fifteen hundred ether for the Defensive Emplacement. Heading to my room, I started construction, which would take two Astral days to complete. I set the construction point as the roof of my building, so that it would have a good field of view to attack intruders. My Territory was now generating more ether, even accounting for the drain of creating degraded weaselkin, as since I now occupied the full hundred-metre radius around my Anchor, the base generation was significantly higher than when it first started.

Now that I had achieved my goals (and my stock of aether was starting to deplete at an accelerating, rapid rate as time passed) I decided to spend my remaining time practicing my Chakra exercises while I could take advantage of the easier visualisation and aether flow here. I continued for a couple more hours, until my aether ran dry and I opened my eyes back in the Material world…


Sixteen


My daily routine was pretty much the same as always. When I woke up I would do some quick Chakra exercises, and then I would go for a jog and work my muscles with my gym gear. I would then do around three or four hours of debugging and coding (and sometimes a little bit of work for Shiro as a change of pace) and then there was more Chakra and physical exercises. This continued for a couple of days. By the morning of the third day after my training my body was quite full of the prickling heat of aether. It was definitely building up faster, and I could feel it pooling in three distinct places now.

I’m guessing those are the root Chakra, sacral Chakra and solar plexus Chakra if I go by the most comprehensive guide I’ve managed to find…

I probably contained enough aether to re-enter the Boundary, but that could wait until tonight. At least with all my training, I had managed to shorten the time it took to accumulate aether from five days to three, even if what I accumulated was barely a third of what Exposition-san had provided that first time. Still, with my Ether Spires working away providing ether, I should have managed to summon a stack of degraded weaselkin, so I could start a larger hunt to accelerate my ether gain and maybe think about adding more facilities or upgrading some to Rank 2. The Real Time Strategy gamer in me was salivating at the thought of what I could potentially do to grow my Territory and secure more resources.

“But before that…” I said, stretching. “Can’t neglect the other things I have to do.” I did my morning physical workout, using slightly heavier weights and more repetitions than yesterday. I was definitely seeing gains.

Taking a drink from the fridge, I wiped sweat from my brow. I had to give jogging a miss today as it was raining, but it was still warm. It would be summer break for the schools at the end of the week, and no doubt the temperature would really spike up by then, as usual. Looking up some quick data online about some usual gym routines, I could see I was already doing above the average, even if my focus was a little different, on the more combat-oriented muscles.

“I wonder… maybe I should try some spear training here in the Material?” I did a quick few searches online for suitable practice spears, and there were indeed some available, but they were… pricey, to say the least.

“Damn, I know I’ll be earning with the project for Hayato-san, but what with my spending already on the gym gear…” That reminded me of something. One of the key ways to grow my Territory was to gain ownership of the land itself in the Material. Another quick search and I had seen the average prices of a block of apartments of similar size to the one I was in, and I nearly passed out from the shock.

“So many zeroes…” I muttered. There was just no way I could ever hope to earn such a sum of money with my freelance wages. Even if I had a top job at a gaming company or some troubleshooting firm it would still be well outside of my grasp.

“But I do so want to make my Territory as good as it can be… and having it affect the Material world as well, that would be awesome…” My abilities had all gone up, which had massively increased my work rate, but it didn’t increase my earning potential by nearly enough if that was my goal. If all I wanted was to live normally, then yes, I could do it well, but I dreamed bigger dreams…

“I guess I’ll have to put some more thought into how I can leverage my talents and Territory to make some serious money. Oh well, in any case, it’s time to earn money the old-fashioned way.”

With that I began to work on my debugging, putting aside thoughts of being a multi-billionaire. By the time I was done, it was early evening. Something had been bothering me, something intangible but irritating, as though a thorn was digging into my skin somewhere. I wasn’t sure what it was, but something was definitely bugging me.

To shake off the feeling I decided to have a few cold beers. The weather is good, what could it hurt? Out on his balcony Hashimoto-san was already there, smoking one cigarette after another. His face was pale, and his eyes were dark with exhaustion and fatigue. When he saw me he nodded in greeting. “Oshiro-san. Good evening.”

“And a good evening to you, Hashimoto-san. Can I interest you in a cold beer?”

“I suppose I can be persuaded.” he agreed quickly. I walked over and snapped a can out of the ring-pull and handed it to him. Opening my own I took a refreshing swig of the icy-cold beer and sighed in contentment.

“Man, that hits the spot after a hard day of work.” I muttered. “So, you finished work for the day too?”

Hashimoto-san nodded. “Yes, we had an early finish today, the boss had to go out. So for once I’m home early.” He sighed, somewhat melancholy, taking a sip of beer. “Not that there is much to come home to. But enough of my moaning, I’m sure a young man like you doesn’t need to listen to an old man like me going on about his problems.”

“Pay it no mind.” I said politely. “So, how’d the visit with your daughter go?”

“It could have been worse, I suppose. I took her out to dinner at a nice enough place, but she spent most of the time on her phone tapping away. I barely managed to get more than a few sentences out of her about how school was going. And she never asked me anything…” he took another, longer swig. ”Not that I can blame her. I’m just a deadbeat dad in a dead-end job living in a tiny apartment in a block full of people without much to look forward to…” he trailed off. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I laughed. “I admit this place is hardly a palace, but I’m not planning on staying here forever.”

“Well, you are still young.” Hashimoto-san allowed. “Speaking of not having much to look forward to, did you hear that Tanaka-san has been let go? He had to clear his desk yesterday. He’s pretty cut up about it all.”

“I can imagine.” I answered. “He’s getting on in years, it’ll be tough for him to get a job at his age. I hope he’ll be okay.”

“It is this damn slow economy.” Hashimoto-san complained, finishing his can. Wordlessly I handed him another. “And it isn’t just the economy either, I was coming back from the station the other day and there was a group of youths loitering about, unemployed and causing trouble. Some of the language they use… they were shouting at some other poor old man. Luckily a policeman came by and they left, but what is this country coming to…?”

As Hashimoto-san continued to vent and the beer continued to flow, that feeling of irritation within me continued to grow. It was hard to describe, but it was definitely uncomfortable. Still, I put it aside and continued to enjoy myself. It wasn’t often that I let loose, not since I graduated university and our friend group went their separate ways, so I thought I might as well make the best of it.

The sky darkened and the streetlights lit up, illuminating the surrounding buildings. Just think, in another world, all these belong to me. No-one knows, no-one may ever know, but I’m an Astral property mogul! If I owned them all in the Material then I would see huge benefits, but the cost would be insane. Still, maybe I could work something out…

A sudden painful prickling spread through my body, starting at the area around my root Chakra, and spreading rapidly, until my entire body was hurting, painful surges especially prevalent around my forehead and skull. As I went pale from the sudden jolt, Hashimoto-san looked at me with some concern.

“Are you all right?” he asked, but I waved him away.

“It’s fine. Maybe I had one too many drinks a bit too quickly. I’m going to go inside now and take a break. You finish up that beer and relax.”

Hashimoto-san nodded and turned his face back to the sky as I went back into my room. I was sweating, cold liquid running down my skin, and my eyes were aching. Just what the hell is going on?

Closing my eyes I began to work on my Chakra nodes, figuring it may have something to do with them, especially as the feeling started down at my root Chakra. Energy flowed into me slowly, but this only intensified the feeling of discomfort, my head aching fiercely.

“Well, this confirms my hypothesis.” I muttered, voice thick. My vision was starting to blur, silver spots crossing my vision. It was almost as if… Hmm, this seems a bit like when words enter my vision in the Boundary. Making up my mind I began to concentrate on entering the Boundary once more. It was difficult to think through the painful fog in my head, but as I pulled in more ether and converted it to the needed aether my consciousness began to blur, and within a few moments my mind shifted…

Opening my eyes inside my Territory in the Astral I was greeted with a blaze of bright letters across my vision.

Your Territory is under attack. Immediate response is recommended. The strength of the defensive barrier is currently at forty-six percent. If the barrier is breached, then enemies will be able to enter your Territory and deal damage to the Buildings within. Buildings damaged in this way may be repaired with Ether, but fully destroyed Buildings will require reconstruction.
All degraded forces are engaged in automatic defence. A rallying call has automatically been issued to your troops.


This was serious! If I lost my Territory after all the effort I had taken to establish it, I would be extremely annoyed. Grabbing my spear from beside me I noticed another series of messages scrolling across my vision, explaining the gains and losses of my ether…

An additional degraded weaselkin has been spawned at the cost of 30 Ether.
Your Defensive Emplacement has unleashed a bolt of defensive Aether at the cost of 40 Ether.
Your Territory has drawn Ether and Aether from the attackers and replenished 31 Ether.
Your defensive barrier has been damaged and is now at forty-four percent.
Your…


In addition, when I checked the actual amount of ether I had in the Silo, it was changing regularly as well, dropping up and down. There was still more than I had expected, but I didn’t have enough to feel complacent.

Wow, how unfair. My Territory can be attacked even when I’m not here. That makes things difficult.

The first thing I needed to do was to get a handle on the situation. If the defensive barrier was holding, it would mean the battle should be taking place somewhere outside of this warehouse-like room, as the barrier was centred on my Territory Anchor and spread towards my borders. Steeling myself, I rushed towards the door and flung it open, stepping out into what could only be described as… pandemonium!
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My Territory was overrun with weaselkin, who were involved in a series of running battles with my own degraded weaselkin. The true weaselkin clearly had the advantage in terms of intelligence, but they were hampered by the defences of my Territory, ether and aether being drained from them, rising as silvery wisps into the sky, the fading strength of my Territory barrier keeping them scattered and away from anything crucial. As I watched this for a few moments a silver bolt of force discharged from above, streaking past me and hammering into one of the enemy weasels, exploding it into a cloud of ether which my Territory quickly drew in. As that weaselkin died its companion was suddenly barraged with a volley of small throwing darts, and as it staggered two of my own mindless weaselkin engaged it, dragging it down and finishing it off.

Looking up on the roof I could see my Defensive Emplacement, a glowing orb of crystal floating on a metre-high platform. It was cycling up for another shot, gathering and converting ether. Thank the Gods I had the foresight to build defences. I guess all my hours of RTS play paid off. Turtling for the win!

As I watched one of my Kobolds ran up to me, panting in a rather adorable fashion, tongue hanging out. “It’s the Seelie, the bad ones! They come to enslave us again, again! Two of us already died, dead. Watch out for the big one, it strikes from afar, it does!”

“I’m sorry to hear that some of you died. I’ll do my best to protect the rest of you. Just stay back and throw your darts from a distance like you’ve been doing. I’ll back up our own weasels.”

“Stay safe, be safe!” the lead Kobold, the miner said, as he clutched his pickaxe nervously. “The Seelie are terrible, they’ll show no mercy, no mercy!”

“I’ll do my best.” I smiled as I grabbed my spear and leapt into the fray. My target was a large black-furred weaselkin who had just battered down one of my own weasels with a crude wooden club that looked as it if was just a torn-up tree root. Landing in front of it I thrust my spear out, draining a little aether to increase the mass. It barely managed to get its club in the way of my thrust, but the spear pierced through and tore into its arm, causing it to gape in pain, a long hiss leaking from it.

“Sorry, but I can’t have you invading my Territory and killing my precious subordinates.” I growled, feeling surprisingly aggressive. I kicked out, aether adding weight to my blows, sending my foe backwards. My spear tore free with a welter of gore, and with another quick stab I drove it backwards. As I did so another bolt of aether sped past me, sending another weaselkin flying like a ragdoll, tumbling to the ground where the Kobolds surrounded it, hacking down with pickaxe and salvaged weaponry until it burst apart in a shower of gore and ether.

Not wanting to be outdone I swung my spear like a club, driving back my foe, and as it backed up I had enough reach for a thrust once more, and my knife-head spear-point tore through its throat with extra weight and sharpness. It burst into ether with one final growl, and before my Silo could absorb it I converted it to aether, strengthening my dwindling supply.

This is no time to be frugal. I can handle this invasion and worry about how much ether I have left later.

Caught up in the battle I rushed to support my own beleaguered weasels and quickly made a couple of kills. Three degraded weaselkin had joined up with me at this point, one of which was armed with the damaged club from earlier. Moving as a group I directed them to support me and we quickly took down several more enemies, with my Defensive Emplacement managing to also score another couple of kills.

“This is going great.” I exulted as we engaged and drove back another black-furred foe. It really is advantageous defending a Territory and having troops. It’s a bit of a pain having to direct them, but if they were from a Barracks it would be easier as they could act on their own. Still, this is going very well…

The black weaselkin exploded into ether in front of us, along with one of my own weasels. The foe had leapt forwards with its dying breath and bitten out the throat of one of my retainers.

Damn, I was getting a bit carried away there, forgetting about the danger. If that had been me… maybe I wouldn’t have died, but it would have been risky, I doubt very much I'd fare any better with my throat shredded…

As I was thinking, the very air around me shook and a warning scrolled across my vision, interrupting my musings.

Your defensive barrier is now at thirty-six percent.


Damn, it just dropped by quite a few percent all of a sudden. If we take too many more attacks like that, the barrier will collapse.

Ignoring the other messages about the gain and loss of ether I was experiencing, I headed towards the outer edges of my Territory, trying to spot what was causing all the damage. Running around some of my buildings I ran into several weaselkin lying in ambush, and barely reacted in time, throwing myself to one side as a rusty hatchet swung by one of them passed by where my head was mere moments before. Lowering my mass with aether I sprung up rapidly, leaping over them. I landed heavily but managed to mitigate the impact with more aether, as I spun my spear, sharpening the edge and adding mass. One weaselkin fell, throat torn out, and another reared back as my spear stabbed deep into its shoulder. Letting out a growl of effort I leveraged my greater strength and height to slash the blade deeper until the weaselkin blew apart in a shower of ether, some of which I absorbed and cycled to replace my growing aether losses.

The third lunged at me, gripping the fallen axe from its deceased comrade, bearing its fangs and hissing threateningly. “Die-die!” it howled, as it closed in, eyes filled with battle madness.

“I’d rather not.” I replied, slipping to the side and dodging. My spear tore into its ribs, and it fell, writhing in agony. One more thrust and I had put it out of its suffering.

I’ve definitely improved in terms of combat skills. I wonder if the muscle training is paying off already? It seems a bit unlikely it could work so soon, but then what about this whole mess makes sense, objectively?

The situation was still desperate, as another message announced that the barrier was now down to just thirty percent. The rate of damage seemed to be increasing, despite us defeating many weaselkin. There had to be a threat that was causing this. After a moment of thought I believed I had found the answer…

The big one that attacks from a distance the Kobolds mentioned. Damn, that’s going to be a pain. My hardest fights have been against those with ranged weapons, such as the weaselkin with a bow that attacked me before…

Still, I had no leisure to delay. If the barrier failed then whatever ranged attacks that were destroying it would be turned on my central facilities, the precious Buildings I had struggled to construct. Losing the Defensive Emplacement would be a huge blow to my chances, and I was reminded of this fact by the flare of another silver aether bolt, and the announcement that another weaselkin had been slain, offering me more ether.

I raced towards the outer perimeter, engaging another black-furred weasel on the way. It drove me back with powerful blows, but the reach of my spear, combined with distractions from my own weaselkin, was enough to attain victory. As it fell I had another welcome announcement.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Five to Six.


The extra boosts to my stats, while minor, would definitely be a help. Another aether bolt discharged from my Defensive Emplacement, though this time it didn't manage to take down its foe. Seeing it flying off to my left, I decided to head that way, confident it wouldn’t be firing at nothing. Another pair of weaselkin barred my path, but my own quickly engaged them. One which had been injured by the black weasel earlier was slain, but between the survivor and me we quickly took down the other two. Reaching an open space at the border of my Territory I finally saw what must have been the ‘big one’ the Kobolds were so scared of.

It was a weaselkin standing nearly six feet tall, covered in needle-like brown and grey fur, with dark eyes filled with menace. It was holding a pair of shiny and cruel metal sickles in each paw, and on its feet were long nails that were also as long and sharp as the sickles. As it saw me it let out a low chuckle and waved one sickle at me in a seeming gesture of greeting. Green light flared around it, and seconds later pain engulfed me, my body feeling as though it had been put in a shredder, cold pain quickly blasting through the warmth of my aether, droplets of blood flying from me, to evaporate as silvery mist. Beside me my last weaselkin defender was torn apart in a welter of gore, as if it suddenly exploded.

Staggering back against the wall I moved instinctively as it waved its other hand, and in a flare of jade energies the wall behind me was scoured with what seemed like claw marks, biting deep into plaster and stone. I barely had time to take this in before it raised one leg and waved that as well. The ground erupted around me, jagged needles of rock flying at me ceaselessly. Blows also raged around my body, flinging me back once more, further damage ripping through me. I coughed in agony and blood splattered out, dyeing the floor before it evaporated.

Shit, shit, SHIT! I really could die here… it hurts, it hurts a lot! If I retreat into my Territory I can use the barrier for a bit but it will eventually be destroyed, and then I’m screwed. I could give up my Territory and quit entirely, just make do with what rewards I’ve already gained… but that would put all my effort to waste. Sunk cost is a terrible poison… wait, that’s it!

Connecting my mind to my Territory by my aether I took control of the Defensive Emplacement and targeted the dangerous weaselkin. Time for some manual control, RTS-style!

“Eat this!” I snarled, and a silvery bolt flared out. It raced towards the weaselkin, and for a moment my heart rejoiced… until it faded out of existence a few paces away from the foe, leaving it sniggering unpleasantly.

Damn, out of range? This weasel really is as cunning as they are said to be in folklore…

“You truly are a fool if you think you can stand against me-me.” The weaselkin chortled. “I will eliminate you and your land in the name of the princess. We shall not allow another obstacle to arise blocking her path-path to conquest.”

What do I do? How do I get out of this? As I racked my brain the weasel raised one of his sickles and lashed out again, the green strike coming once more. Reflexively I thrust my spear out, even though the distance was too great, and I felt a heavy impact on my weapon as the jade light connected. Something passed to either side where my spear had struck and hammered into me, cutting and sharp. As I reeled in pain my stressed mind grasped one fact.

I hit… something, but I didn’t block it, instead it split to either side of my spear… whatever that green strike is, it isn’t entirely tangible. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the weasel swing again and I threw myself down as green light flashed, feeling a faint tugging at my clothes before an impact sliced away again at the wall behind me, jade sparks scattering. Another bolt from my Defensive Emplacement streaked out, but again it faded away, the distance too far to reach.

“Too bad, you will die-die here. Nothing escapes my sickles.” With that he lashed out with both a clawed foot and one arm, and even though I leapt aside I was still caught hard by the glowing blasts, though this time I was expecting it so managed to channel aether to create an invisible wall to block it. As I fell down, lamenting the cost in aether my defence had employed, my memory was jogged by a word my foe had said.

“Sickles… hmm.”

I remembered a story I had told my little sister and Eri-chan when we were all young to scare them. That of the Kamaitachi, the sickle-weasels that rode the wind and caused invisible injuries, like unseen knives. My sis just laughed it off, but I remember Eri-chan ended up crying and hiding under her bed. I regretted it after that…

“You’re using the wind, aren’t you?” I said as I got to my feet. “The green lights are blades of air, that’s why I can’t block them.”

“You are a smart-smart one. Knowing will not help you though.”

He was right. How was I going to get out of this one? If only my Defensive Emplacement could reach… damn, that's it! I hurriedly connected myself to my Territory Anchor and read the options that scrolled across my vision quickly, the silver letters coming and going in a blur.

Defensive Emplacement Rank 2- Upgrade cost 9000


… too expensive! I didn’t have enough ether so I blinked the info away.

Defensive Emplacement Upgrade Rank 1- Sniper Mode- Upgrade cost 800. This upgrade reduces the firing rate of your Defensive Emplacement greatly, but greatly increases range and damage. This upgrade will take an Astral day to complete.


This was what I needed. I immediately queued the upgrade, and when I was prompted if I wanted to spend more ether to upgrade it faster I screamed affirmatively inside my head and dumped my remaining stocks in. It was a gamble, but if it paid off I could salvage this dire situation…

I leapt aside once more as the Kamaitachi struck, and my leg was blazing with pain, deep wounds gouged into it in a shimmer of verdant light. I stumbled and fell, barely dragging myself out of the way of another burst of green wind. As I did so the words in my vision announced the upgrade was complete.

“Totally worth it.” I muttered, linking my mind to the Emplacement.

“Your resistance is useless. You will die here for the glory-glory of our princess.” The Kamaitachi flailed again and wind darted at me. My spear spun in a desperate block which managed to divert most of it around me at the cost of serious damage to my hands, driving me backwards.

“A good effort, but now you die-die…” it said, just as a rapid bolt of aether stabbed out, using the newly gained stockpile of ether my Territory had drained from the rest of the weaselkin invading my domain. The bolt struck home, ripping one arm clean off the Kamaitachi, sending it slamming backwards into the wall, where it lay stunned.

“No, sorry. Now you die-die!” I retorted, dragging myself to my feet and hobbling over to the grounded Kamaitachi. My spear stabbed down into its dazed face, and it exploded into a massive cloud of ether, as well as a small shining ball of green light, which hovered there in the air, wobbling and drifting…
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Absorbing the plentiful ether I converted a modest amount to repair my shredded leg, visualising the wounds closing up. It itched infernally, but seemed to be working. Once more able to bear my weight, I looked at the ball of glowing greenish light that had also came with the ether, but was now swirling around me in wind-like streams.

I guess this is wind energy? Makes sense as the sickle-weasel was using wind, but it doesn’t seem like I can do anything with it?

As I pondered that, a weaselkin was racing my way, fleeing my Territory at pace. The defeat of their leader must have panicked them. Hefting my spear I threw it, channelling a little aether so that it struck true, the knife-point piercing the skull of the retreating weasel, killing it instantly.

“Hang on, what if another comes running and grabs my spear?” Panicking, I raced over and collected my spear again, just in time as another couple of weaselkin appeared, being pursued by my own pair of remaining degraded weaselkin. It’s lucky I can somehow tell which ones are mine, or this would get very confusing.

I engaged them and quickly despatched them with a couple of sharp thrusts. They were too frantic to defend much, making it easy to win. Other weaselkin had escaped though, racing away from my Territory to the west. There were probably a dozen of them, most of them ordinary weasels, with a couple being the more elite, black-furred type.

If I still had my Defensive Emplacement in normal mode, several of those would have been shot down as they fled. The sniper version is way too slow to recharge. If I hadn’t reset the cooldown by upgrading it, it probably still wouldn’t have fired a shot yet. Of course, if I hadn’t upgraded it, the Kamaitachi would probably have diced me into pieces with its wind, so there is that…

My Territory had weaker defences now overall, as a swarm of attackers, such as the weaselkin who had just fled, would be able to overwhelm my barrier long before the Sniper Emplacement had picked them all off. Still, it had other plusses… The best thing would be if I can scrape together the ether for another Emplacement, then I would have the best of both worlds.

“All right then. Since this is the second time they have been sniffing around my Territory, it’s time I dealt with them once and for all.” I raced after them in pursuit, managing to take down several more weaselkin with swift attacks from my spear. I was definitely starting to get the hang of basic spear combat, the movements beginning to be ingrained into my body and mind.

Practice makes perfect, I guess? Some of the weaselkin tried to slow me down, turning back to face me, throwing whatever items they had on hand at me, but I easily overcame them. This continued for ten minutes or so, until I was approaching the local park. As I ran between the last of the two apartment buildings before the open expanse of the park I stumbled, something slamming into me from behind.

Barely righting myself I turned, only to see an arrow flash past my face and bury itself in the ground beside me. Pain flared as another fist-sized object crashed against my shoulder, a large, jagged rock bouncing off.

“Shit, an ambush. Cunning as weasels indeed…”

Up above on the rooftops were a half-dozen weaselkin, a couple armed with short bows, the others hurling rocks and branches down at me with great malice. As I defended myself with my spear and the occasional burst of aether I noticed that more weasels were coming out from the park, squirming out of large holes in the ground. There must have been at least twenty of them, and what was worse, I saw another Kamaitachi coming, murderous glee on its furry face.

“Crap. Time to go…” I muttered, beating a hasty retreat, taking several more hits from falling rocks and a nasty nick from an arrow which skimmed my back, drawing blood. Scything blows of wind gusted out, smashing apart dustbins and trash bags that filled the alleys between buildings, but most of the force was spent by distance and I suffered only minor grazes. I ran for what seemed like ages but was no doubt only a few minutes, and before long I was back at my Territory, safe within the slowly repairing barrier.

“Well that sucked.” I muttered to myself, using a little more of my aether on my many shallow injuries. “I had hoped that they were the last remnants of my foe. But it seems they have another force lying in wait.”

There was no way I could take them all on alone, the only reason I’d managed to beat the first Kamaitachi was because I had tricked it with a sudden upgrade of my Defensive Emplacement. I was confident of being able to handle a couple of weaselkin at once, but if they swarmed me, or ambushed me again with ranged attackers, surely the only outcome would be me dying. After all, it was always way easier to defend than to attack. Without home field advantage, I would just be a walking target, I need to think of another way…

However, the battle was not without its merits. I had levelled up, and after all of the dust had settled I had accumulated quite the stockpile of ether. The sickle-weasel in particular had released a very large amount on death. More importantly, I had found the lair of the weaselkin. Their numbers should have been quite diminished from their attempt to take down my Territory, so I likely had some time to plan my next move. It’s kind of tempting to keep farming them for ether if they keep coming, but since this isn’t a game but life or death I’d best just make sure I clear them out so my Territory is safe.

The question was, how was I going to go about that? A headlong charge would be no good, as I would get minced by the wind from the Kamaitachi. And if there was more than one of them, my chances would drop even further, so what I needed was either overwhelming force, or greater numbers…

As I pondered, announcements kept scrolling across my vision of the defensive barrier repairing itself slowly, draining a little ether. Some of my Kobolds had come to pay their respects, and were crowing about the victory. Quite a few of them looked bigger and stronger, and some of them were carrying crude clubs and other weapons they had salvaged from the fallen weaselkin.

“Good job, great job!” the Kobold miner praised. “Following you was the right choice. When the big one came, we thought we were dead, surely dead.”

“Well, I did say we would be stronger working together. I’m sorry that some of you died, I’ll strengthen the defences so it doesn’t happen again.”

“Against Seelie, it was great victory, huge win.” The leader barked. “In life always comes death, but most survived. As long as the tribe survives, some can die, be killed.”

I couldn’t help but nod at their pragmatism. I suppose that is the life of the weak. Still, they chose to join me, so I see them as my retainers, and I'll make sure that they have the best prospects I can give them. That's what it means to have troops. Unlike a game, they are real, not expendable.

“All right then, you can go back to your lair. I’ll have a think about how we can deal with the weaselkin threat for good.”

As the Kobolds left I checked what options I had available to build. It took quite a while, as I pondered each of the available choices carefully, before I settled on my next move.

Spawning Spire Rank 2 – Upgrade Cost 4000 - This Spire can create up to twenty-five Basic-class troops based on those you have defeated. The Spire can also create up to five Elite-class troops. These troops are a degraded version of their base type, able only to defend themselves, the Territory and follow simple orders. They cannot gain experience and will not rise in Levels. However they will be granted a small increase in all their Material Statistics when created. This will take four Astral days to upgrade.


With these additional troops I would have support which would hopefully enable me to invade the weaselkins' Territory. I had several options for Elite troops. Black weaselkin were probably the best option though. Still, I was missing something else as well. If my weaselkin had weapons…

Armoury Rank 1 – This Armoury can equip your troops with weapons and armour at the cost of Ether. At Rank 1 the maximum rank of weaponry and armour you can create is limited to Basic. Items that are not already a duplicate of those you possess will require additional Ether to create. Advanced equipment will require materials in addition to Ether. Cost 1200.


Most of the enemy weaselkin had no weapons, other than a few with bows and crude clubs. If I could equip mine, then I would surely have the advantage. Now, the only barrier remaining was the fact I didn’t have nearly enough ether. Despite my large gains for killing numerous weaselkin and even a Kamaitachi, I had fewer than two thousand ether in hand. I had pretty much run dry by rushing the upgrade to my Emplacement, and even after that, my Spawning Spire was replenishing my weaselkin slowly, which required more expense, as did the repairing of the defensive barrier.

So, the first order of business here was to amass as much ether as possible. Gripping my spear I headed out in a direction I’d not been in yet, and made sure to waylay and defeat every enemy I came across, draining all the lesser spirits too. Unfortunately this didn’t amount to much, as the monsters in the area around my base seemed to be diminishing in number. This left me with no choice but to enter some other buildings outside the hundred-metre radius of my Territory. As I expanded my search area and plundered various places (even finding a few red Etherite ores along the way, which I quickly converted) my stockpile of ether rose nicely.

Once my ether supply broke the four thousand barrier, I triggered the upgrade for the Spawning Spire. I didn’t have the ether available to rush the build, and hopefully it wouldn’t prove necessary. I was feeling tired, and my rate of aether drain was growing at pace as I had been in the Boundary for what seemed like a day of Material time, but I decided to push on until I had either gathered the rest of the needed ether or was forced out of the Boundary.

Charging into another building I hefted my spear, just as the denizens attacked me. They were a group of giant ants, each the size of a big dog, covered in blackish-blue chitin. Damn, almost all of the monsters inside these places are insects or other creepy-crawlies. I guess it is better, as I don’t feel good about attacking living things like the Kobolds unless they attack me first, but even so… it’s pretty nightmarish…

My spear struck chitin, only piercing through as I added a little weight with aether, the usage draining several times more than normal, probably due to my long exposure to the Boundary on this trip. The ant reared and I dug deeper, shattering it into ether. I took some of it to restock and funnelled the rest to my Silo. More and more ants swarmed in on me, but with the extra reach of my spear and using the doorway to bunch them up I enacted a massacre, and soon they were all dead. During the skirmish I managed to level up again, going from six to seven. It seemed a bit quick, but then I had cleared out a fair few buildings, and also taken out the Kamaitachi, which was probably worth a ton of experience considering how much ether it dropped.

Once the building had been cleared and I had maximised my gains I slumped down, exhausted. The battle with the ants had really taken it out of me. Luckily they were unintelligent, or I would have been swarmed and ripped apart. Despite that, I had reached my goal, and queued the Armory to be built after the Spawning Spire upgrade was finished. With a long yawn I closed my eyes, and with that I was back in the Material, once more safely inside my room.
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The first thing I felt was pain. My leg was throbbing, and the bare floor was spattered with drops of blood. Looking down I could see my leg was covered in nasty cuts. None of them were deep, but all of them were painful, my leg looking like it had been put through a blender. There were a few other aches and pains I was suffering, but this was clearly the worst. Damn, I haven’t been this beat up since that time back in my hometown, all those years ago…

“Stupid sickle-weasel…” I muttered. “It really did a number on my leg. If I was closer this could have ripped me apart.” The damage I experienced on my Material body was an order of magnitude less than I suffered in the Astral, but if my injuries were any deeper and more numerous… maybe I wouldn’t lose a leg, but if the deep cuts hit a vein or artery… shit, I could bleed out and die before I woke up again…

Shivering, I went to my desk and drew out a first aid kit I had bought from the convenience store after my last injuries. Wincing as I dabbed disinfectant on my wounds, I considered my last frantic battle and what it meant.

I was scared, I know that. Who wouldn’t be, after all, pain and death is frightening. But when the situation got serious I got caught up in the moment, adrenaline taking over, and I… I actually found it thrilling. Perhaps I’ve been broken by my past experience… it was the same then, the fear… but I stepped up because I had to… and I survived, as did Eri-chan and my sis.

It was all a bit surprising really, sure I liked games, but I was never big into anything scary. I knew some people were really into things that got adrenaline pumping, such as extreme sports like base-jumping and tombstoning, but I didn’t think I was susceptible to the same. Still, that wasn’t necessarily such a bad thing. It wasn’t like this was Sword Art Online, I wasn’t trapped in the world, I could leave it at any time. I just had to be more careful. The sickle-weasel had caught me off guard, but I wouldn’t be caught again!

Damn, like I thought earlier, sunk cost is a terrible thing. I had emotional investment in my Territory now, and seeing how happy the Kobolds were to have survived, it was no longer just about the rewards anymore, nice as they were.

I’d really like to build it up and show it off. Man, my sister and Eri-chan would be so amazed. I could finally tell my sis that all my otaku hobbies she mocked had paid off! Hmm, since I am thinking of home and my sister… Ignoring the pain in my leg as I reached over and grabbed my phone I fired off a quick email.

“Hey little sis, just thought I’d drop you a line. I hope you are getting ready for summer, make the most of it, next term you’ll really have to knuckle down and get studying if you want to get into a decent university, although if you haven’t been keeping up by now it might already be too late! The tests are brutal, trust me, I know!

But enough small talk, it so happens I’ve managed to do a little better than I had anticipated work-wise, so it looks like I should have a bit of free time to visit home during the holidays. I’m not sure precisely when, but I’ll let you know closer to the time.

Hopefully you’ll be pleased to see me! Let Eri-chan know I’ll be visiting too, we can hang out, just like old times.

Your big bro.”

With that done, I’d made a promise, and if I didn’t follow through my sis would never let me hear the end of it. Thinking about my sister and her love for scary rides had made me nostalgic for home. A visit wouldn’t hurt, after all, even with my expenditures I reckoned I would be able to finish off the stack of work Hayato-san had sent me to replenish my coffers, with enough left over for a trip home for a few days. What would be the point of getting these protagonist-like powers if I didn’t enjoy myself? It’ll be good to see everyone again. Last time was New Year, it seems forever ago…

Feeling rather cheerful, I then had to plan my strategy for defeating the weaselkin of the Seelie. The final battle would occur when I next had enough aether accumulated to enter the Boundary, so I had two or three days to maximise my preparations. If I wanted to avoid injuries which could lead to death I would need to be stronger and smarter.

Doing the physical training had definitely improved me, even if I knew there shouldn’t have been much change in such a short amount of time I definitely felt faster and stronger. But that could only take me so far. I needed actual combat skills. Turning on my computer I brought up my bookmarked pages on the various spear arts I had been training my muscles to use. With a few searches online I had managed to find some videos and guides to their basic moves.

“All right, time to start my training.” I said firmly, pumping myself up. Whether it was the adrenaline again or my pain tolerance was increasing, my leg didn’t seem to hurt too much right now, so I figured I should be good to train. Now all I needed was a simulated spear. Breaking the head off a mop and tying a kitchen knife to it was the best I could do. The balance felt similar to the spear I wielded in the Boundary, even if it was much lighter and less solid. Maybe I should order some sort of training spear online as well, just swallow the cost… oh well, no time to worry about that now.

I spent most of the day alternating basic thrusts, stabs and slashes, intermixing it with muscle training, and soon the pain of my aching muscles surpassed the agony of my slashed leg. Once I was done I levered myself up from the floor where I was sprawled in a sweaty heap, grabbed a cold drink and checked my messages. As I suspected I had one from my sister.

“Hey big bro, good to hear from you! You always make me message you first so it’s nice you’ve finally realised keeping your adorable younger sister waiting for some news is a major crime!

Great news that you can come and see us over the summer, maybe we can hit the beach or something. I know you’d love to see me and Eri-chan in our swimwear, right? Mom and dad will be super pleased too, they are always complaining you never come back and see us. I know you are living the big-city life in Tokyo, but you can’t forget our hometown, there are so many memories here! Wow, I just know Eri-chan will be super happy you haven’t forgotten her, she’ll be thrilled to see you too!

Be sure you give us plenty of notice, I want to make sure we can get some fun stuff planned. It’d be boring to just sit around at home when you’ve come all the way back out to the boonies, right?

Oh wow, I’m pretty excited, but not as excited as you are to see me and Eri-chan, right big bro?

Oh before I go, I’ve left you a little present. Talk to you soon, okay?"

Man, my sis was always so excitable. I admit it would be nice to see home in the summer, as I usually visited around New Year, but even so, it would just be for a few days. Oh yeah, she said she left me a present.

There was a photograph attached to the message. Clicking it brought up an image of my sister and Eri-chan. My sis was in her archery gear, smiling at the camera and making a peace sign, while beside her was a nervous-looking Eri-chan in her summer uniform. Even I had to admit they were both pretty damn cute, much as it pained me to say that of my sis. I’m still not sure how that is supposed to be a present though.

Putting such thoughts out of my mind I decided to grind out a few hours of work. With my newfound abilities I should be able to clear a day or two’s worth in a hurry…

Like this, the next three days went past with a lot of physical training. The wounds on my leg had scabbed over, and I was feeling confident I’d made some improvements, as it seemed my ability to learn through physical repetition had increased significantly, likely due to my greater abilities granted by reaching level seven. It was now time to enter the Boundary once more and do battle!

Once my consciousness had moved to my Territory I quickly took stock of the situation. My ether supply was low, as most of it had gone into spawning and arming my weaselkin troops. The recruitment had not fully finished, I still had four more weaselkin to spawn, but even so, my army of five black-furred weaselkin armed with long wooden staves, and twenty one weaselkin with a motley variety of clubs, hatchets and a handful of bows, seemed quite impressive.

“All right then. While I wait for the last four to be spawned I might as well practice.” I clutched my spear and began my exercises, the heavier heft of the spear feeling more natural in my hands. The spear darted here and there, the thrusts having more accuracy, the stabs more power, and the slashes more finesse. My intensive routine had definitely paid off, I definitely felt more capable in combat.

As there was still some time before the last couple of my weaselkin were spawned, I decided to round off my preparation with some Chakra exercises, so I closed my eyes and began to concentrate, wind energy swirling around me. Only when I received a message that all my troops were spawned did I open my eyes.

“All right then.” I said, linking my mind to my degraded troops so I could command them. “It’s time for battle.” I looked at the Kobolds who had joined my army and smiled. “However, you need to stay here and hold the Territory. If any invaders come, keep then at a distance and hopefully our Defensive Emplacement will slowly whittle them down. If the situation becomes too bad I’ll return, but you would need to buy me time, all right?”

“You can count on me, on us.” The lead miner said. I noticed now that several of the other Kobolds had pickaxes as well, maybe they had spawned them from the Armoury? Sadly, there wasn’t much time to consider other matters. This was war. A nervous thrill was coursing through me, both frightening and anticipatory at the same time, and I wondered if this was the feeling my sis felt before competitions.

“Good, that is all I can ask.” I smiled. Raising my spear I gestured to the squad of weaselkin behind me. “Then we move out. Our destination, the park! We will claim it for our own and end the Seelie attacks on our Territory!”

There was no response from my weaselkin, but the Kobolds cheered and barked excitedly. With that we set off, me in the lead, flanked by my black-furred Elites, with the others spread out behind in a formation to shield my few archers.

It didn’t take us too long to move under the strangely lit sky until we reached the area where we were ambushed before, bordering the park. This time I was prepared, and I had already sent my Elite black-furred weaselkin around the backs of the buildings with instructions to climb up and defeat any Seelie weaselkin waiting in ambush. My hands were sweaty on my spear, but my heart was resolute.

I am going to win this. Definitely. I’ve planned carefully and as long as I can find a way to counter the Kamaitachi, we should be victorious.

As I moved forwards several shadows fell across me, the enemy weaselkin above looming over the rooftops, armed with bows and other ranged weapons. This was the moment I had been waiting for. With a swift mental command I ordered the attack.

“Here we go! The final battle!” I roared, bounding forwards towards the steps up one building. “To victory!”


Side One – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“Phew, all done.” I wiped sweat from my brow as I started to pack my bow away in its case. “Wow it’s hot. Summer sure is starting early.” Sweat was running down under my muneate chestplate, soaking the cloth beneath. I did really like Kyūdō, Japanese archery, but doing it in the summer heat could be a little miserable.

As I shifted my chestplate someone pushed a dry towel at me. Turning I saw that it was Eri-chan, holding out the towel with her typical gentle smile. Wow, like I know we are both girls and all, but Eri-chan is really cute. She gets prettier as she gets older. Shame she is so shy though, still I wonder if that is part of what makes her so damn cute?

“Thanks Eri-Chan.” I smiled and began to mop away my sweat with the towel. My robe was turning a little transparent due to all the sweat, but luckily our traditional archery classes, like all other sporting clubs, were separated by gender. It made sense, I guess, to protect the modesty of the girls, but in a school like ours with a low population, it meant that most clubs only had a handful of members. In the Kyūdō club there was just me and a couple of other girls, one of which wasn’t even here today.

“Don’t mention it. I just arrived, so I thought you could use a towel. It’s hot again today.” She shaded her eyes with her hands and stared up at the blue sky.

Wow, yeah, totally adorable. If I was a guy, I’d totally be into Eri-chan. Of course, she only has eyes for my brother, not sure why. I mean, big bro is pretty cool, but Eri-chan could be a model or an idol if she wanted… I guess the impact of that day was too much for her heart and she’s been his ever since… his back, it was… kinda shining that day I admit… In a way they were both perfect for each other. Ever since we were kids I’d been childhood friends with Eri-chan, so naturally my big bro was the one who had to look after us, and then who played with us when we grew older, making sure we were safe, whatever happened. Eri-chan had always been super shy, but my big bro was pretty much one of the only people she would open up to. Still, she never had the courage to say what was on her mind, and of course my bro was way too dense to notice. I’m guessing he thought she just liked him as a younger sister would.

So yeah, strangely enough they are perfect for each other. If only they would realise…

My chest twinged a little. Maybe I’d be a tiny bit jealous if they got together, as they’d have something I couldn’t be a part of, despite us sharing everything for all these years, but it’d definitely be for the best. Otherwise my big bro is likely to die a virgin. I doubt very much he’s been making many female friends on his own in Tokyo.

“Well, wow, you aren’t wrong.” I replied as I cleaned myself up. My fellow club-mate was already in the changing room, no doubt hitting the showers. A cold shower sounded just heavenly to me right now as well. I couldn’t go to class all stinky anyway. Wow, I’d just die of shame if everyone thought I wasn't a clean girl. “Still, it’s super nice of you to come and get me before classes.”

“Don’t I always?” Eri-chan gave an adorable little giggle. “I don’t have any clubs to go to myself, do I?”

“No, I guess not.” Eri-chan wouldn’t get along well in clubs, and she leant more on academic activities anyway. The rare times when we weren’t together you’d most likely find her with a book in hand.

We walked back together to the changing room. Opening up my wooden locker where my school uniform was hanging I noticed the message light on my phone was blinking. Pulling it out of my skirt pocket I took a look.

“Wow, a message from big bro moonstone. That’s a rarity, he usually doesn’t contact me first.” The insensitive idiot. Doesn’t he know it’s really rude to keep an awesome little sister like me waiting for news? It’s not like he couldn’t talk to me or Eri-chan far more than he does, that jerk… As I scanned the message my eyes went wide. I couldn’t help but grin, causing Eri-chan to ask me what was up.

“Wow, just wow.” I exclaimed in response. “It looks like big bro can make it back for a few days this summer after all. That’s awesome.” As I watched Eri-chan smile shyly I couldn’t help but tease her. It would be criminal not to. “You look pretty happy to get to see my big bro again. Maybe this time you’ll finally tell him how you feel, right? He was asking after you, you know.”

“How… how… I feel?” Eri-chan stammered, flushing a delightful shade of red. “I don’t…. Akio-kun… and I…”

“Akio-kun, wow.” I interjected. “Why don’t you call him big brother like you used to?”

Somehow Eri-chan managed to blush even redder, like a ripe tomato. “I mean… I….”

Wow, this is just too adorable. If we weren’t both girls I’d eat her up myself right now. “I’m just teasing. Calm down. Besides, he might bring his girlfriend anyway, so…” I trailed off quickly after my joke as Eri-chan froze. Her head turned towards me almost robotically.

“Akio-kun… has a girlfriend… in Tokyo?” Her words came out clearly but slowly, as if she was a computer working through a difficult task.

“Uh… maybe…? Well, he has been out there a few years and…. Nah, probably not, you know how he is, right?” Wow. I backpedalled quickly as Eri-chan stared at me. For some reason I felt really nervous. I hadn’t seen her looking that… pissed off … before. She was normally so quiet. I guess I really hit a nerve.

“I … see.” Eri-chan turned that through her head. Wow, this is bad. I have to change the subject really quickly. Flipping my phone I pulled in close to Eri and grabbed her shoulder. “Come on, let’s send him a picture. If he can see how gorgeous we’ve become since he saw us last at New Years' he’ll be eager to get back here all the quicker, right?” I winked at Eri-chan, who smiled nervously.

“I don’t know…” she began, but I cut her off and made a peace sign with my off-hand.

“Too late. We are doing this. Big smile now.” And with that, the phone made a noise and the picture was taken. “I’ll send it to him now.” I quickly typed out a return message and attached the picture, ignoring Eri-chan’s shy protests.

“Uhh, you know, if you don’t get ready soon you’ll be late for class?” Eri-chan said softly, snapping me out of my reverie.

“Oh wow, you’re right. I’ll have to hurry.” I practically threw my sweaty clothing off and dashed into the shower, leaving Eri-chan to tidy up after me. Really, she is too nice for my big bro. But then she does deserve to be happy…
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As I hurried into the classroom, just beating the bell, Eri-chan behind me, I was greeted by one of the girls at the front of our small class.

“Cutting it fine Ai-chan.” The girl said with a broad grin. “And you look pretty happy. Something good happen?”

“I just got a mail from my big bro. he’s going to be back for a bit this summer.” I answered. “I don’t think I look that happy though?”

“Sure you do.” Another girl chimed in from beside her. The pair of them were dressed in our summer uniforms, but the skirts were short, and the shirts were accessorised. They were the so-called ‘fashionable duo’, with bleached blonde hair and plentiful make-up, Chihiya Yae and Masui Rika. If I was being honest I wasn’t entirely comfortable with these two. It’s not like we had any problems or anything, but we had different interests and hobbies. Still, in a rural area like ours with only a few small towns and only one school around, everyone was kind of forced to be friends.

“That’s right.” The first girl, Yae-san, said. “But then all of us here know you are really fond of your brother.”

At that comment laughter sounded from the rest of the class, girls and boys alike, and I could feel my face heating up. That just made everyone laugh harder. Wow, this is embarrassing.

“All right, all right.” Yae-san continued. “And little Ri-Ri behind you is pretty happy as well, I bet. She’s been friends with him since she was tiny, right? I don’t think I’ve even ever seen her speak with another boy than him unless forced to.”

At this only the girls laughed, and even I could see the boys looked kind of… grumpy. Eri-chan was super popular with the boys in school, not that they would get anywhere with a girl as shy as her without a miracle. Eri-chan had closed in behind me at the nickname, and only got off when we had to separate when we reached our own desks.

“Come on, knock it off.” I said as firmly as I could manage. “You know Eri-chan gets upset by that stupid nickname of yours.”

Before she could answer the bell rang and the teacher entered. Sighing to myself I switched my mind to classroom mode, wishing I was as smart as my big bro. He really ate up learning and stuff like that…
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As the bell rang for lunch and everyone started packing up around me Yae-san and Rika-san came over to my desk. I opened my mouth to speak but before I could Yae-san was talking.

“Don’t mind us earlier, we were only having a bit of fun, right? Nothing else to do here but gossip, is there?”

I let out a long sigh. “I guess you’re right. But try not to tease Eri-chan too much okay? You know she doesn’t like it.”

“We won’t. Ri-Ri is simply too adorable. If she dressed up a bit more and used the right make-up there wouldn’t be a boy alive who wouldn’t fall for her.”

“It’s a shame it’s a man she is after and not a boy though, right?” Rika-san interjected. I could see Eri-chan flushing at her desk so decided to change the subject, but before I could Yae-san ran off on a tangent.

“We should all meet up with your brother when he comes back.” she said, twiddling with her blond hair with one finger.

Wow! That was unexpected. As I wasn’t sure how to feel, she continued.

“It isn’t like many people from here ever get to move to Tokyo, let alone go to a university and get a job there. Plus he isn’t that much older than us. I bet he can tell us all sorts of cool things, about karaoke bars, shopping malls, campus life…”

Oh, so you meant that. For a moment I thought Eri-chan had a new rival. I should have known better, my big bro will never be popular with girls like these, they are way too up-front and pushy for a shy guy like him.

“Yoshida-kun’s big brother went to live out in a large town…” Rika-san interjected.

“Yeah, but that’s hardly the same as Tokyo, is it?” Yae-san pointed out, to which Rika-san nodded. “Anyway, be sure to let us know when your brother is coming back so we can plan something. Even better, get him to bring us some presents. He’s working now, right, he must have the cash rolling in, not like around here where working on farms and boring stuff like that is the only thing to do.”

“I think you may be overestimating him a bit…” Wow, this is soooooooo annoying. I know everyone knows everyone in our local villages, but even so, they never showed much interest in him before. Still, I have to admit, getting to go to Tokyo is kind of cool. If all goes well I’ll go to university there too. But then that means more studying if I want to pass the entrance exams… and then, can I actually afford it? Big bro had to work a ton to make up the fees… oh wow. So much to think about… having dreams is hard, just like bro says.

“I’ll ask him.” I allowed, ignoring the pleading gaze from Eri-chan. Stay strong and I’ll make it up to you later, I promise! “I’m sure he can tell some great stories about the big city. As for presents… well, do you think you are worth it?”

“Of course. Any guy would love to give a gorgeous high-schooler like me a gift. Maybe if he’s really cool now I’d let him ask me out for the summer festival at Chairoakitara shrine.”

“Hey, don’t you have a boyfriend already?” one of the other girls asked, laughing meanly.

“Yeah, but it isn’t like we are serious or anything. Plus he’s a bit boring. All he has going for him is he is a little bit good at baseball. All the boys around here are dull or lack ambition. I want a man who is going places, who has done things and will sweep me off my feet…”

Groaning inwardly at the glares the boys in the room directed at us I sighed. Wow, I can feel a headache coming on. Plus Eri-chan looks like she is going to cry. How did today turn into this…?


Twenty


The black-furred weasels I commanded bounded over the rooftops, staves in hand. The Seelie weaselkin turned from where they were bombarding us to react to this new threat but they were too late, as wood slammed into them with bone-crushing force. The squeals of the dying weasels rang out, shortly before they burst into ether, which I absorbed and converted to aether to make sure I was prepared for anything.

“Right, now for the hard bit…” I muttered to myself as my black-furred elites clambered down from the buildings they had just cleared of foes. “…time to attack the park.”

Gathering my weaselkin around me I looked at the open gap before the park. It wasn’t long, but charging without cover against a Kamaitachi… there would certainly be casualties. I just have to really hope there is only one of them. If there are several we are going to be shredded by their wind blasts before we can even reach them…

For a brief moment I considered calling off the assault and waiting until I had built up stronger forces and more defences in my Territory, but I quickly discarded that idea. It was a mistake to assume that the ‘princess’ the other weaselkin had referred to would be stupid enough to attack before she had made adequate preparations herself, thus it would just turn into an arms race, one I wasn’t sure I could win. No, it was best to try and end it here, while I had momentum.

“All forces, attack!” I ordered, brandishing my spear. As they raced forwards, the lesser weaselkin in front, me in the centre and my elites on the flank, attacks started flying towards us. The front two weaselkin were shredded apart in an instant, billowing blades of wind effortlessly slicing them down. Another staggered and fell, struck by slung rocks.

As expected. They are here…

The sickle-weasel was standing on top of a climbing frame, grinning menacingly, long fangs exposed. Around it were gathered a dozen lesser weaselkin, armed with what looked like slings. As I raced forwards and crossed into the park they unleashed more rocks, felling another of my weasels and wounding another. As it turned into ether I tried to absorb it, but only managed to take a portion, as the rest evaporated into the air. I suddenly felt sluggish, my aether slowly leaking from me.

Damn, invading other Territories is hard! It was no wonder I managed to fight off the Seelie weaselkin before, support from a Territory was definitely powerful.

More of my weasels exploded into ether as the wind flensed them. If I didn’t do something now the attack would fail. If the weaselkin weren’t degraded versions they might have already turned to flee. As yet another fell, slain by the slinging weaselkin, I concentrated aether and surged forwards, moving at alarming speed, or at least that was what I tried to do…

I felt aether flow from me, more than it would normally have required, but the speed I achieved, while fast, was barely half of what I had intended. I had leapt free from the pack of my weasels, but instead of reaching my foe and stabbing the spear in I was left exposed a half dozen metres in front of the Kamaitachi. Oh shit. That didn’t go as planned.

The sickle-weasel snickered, fangs glinting in the dark light of the lower Astral. “You were foolish to believe you could defeat me, first servant of our-our princess.”

With that it lashed out with its sickles and wind flew at me, glowing a baleful green. I hurled myself to the side, using some aether to give me a boost, but it was too slow, and the wind sliced into me. I raised the shaft of my spear to block, and it diverted some of the impact, but cold pain flared through me, silvery blood flashing into the air, only to be blown away by the rushing wind.

“Die-die, you vermin!” the sickle-weasel chanted, lashing out with one leg. Scythes of wind rushed at me as I staggered to my feet. The impact shook me, and I coughed blood. However the impact that should have split me in half was endurable, and I used the momentum to throw myself towards the foe. Behind me my other weaselkin had rushed in and were engaging the slingers.

Rolling to my feet I thrust with my spear, driving the sickle-weasel back. It hopped away with a look of anger on its face. “You should be dead-dead. How did… wait, the wind…” It glared at me in shock. I followed its gaze and saw that the wind energy I had absorbed from the previous Kamaitachi I had slain was circling around me. It must have diffused the blow. I guess my Fortune stat kicked in on that one, lucky… I felt sick at just how close I’d come to serious injury, or even death…

“You won’t be so lucky as to escape again-again.” It hissed, preparing to lash out.

“Oh yeah?” I retorted, spear leaving my hand, hurled at short range, guided by aether. It buried itself deep into the arm of the sickle-weasel, causing it to miss with its wind scythes, the blast shredding one of my weasels, as well as the allied weaselkin it was fighting. As it reared back in pain I leapt forwards, unsheathing a club I had tied at my waist that we had gathered from the previous battles. It whistled down, striking the Kamaitachi on its other arm which it used to hastily block. I felt the impact spread through my own arms, and it squawked in surprise, spittle drenching me.

It lashed out with a foot claw, but I saw it coming and swung away, dodging the blast that tore up the ground, sending earth flying everywhere. Another blow lashed into it as it hopped away.

“I will kill-kill you!” it raged, causing me to smile.

“No you won’t.” I merely said, as suddenly a pair of my black-furred Elites broke through and hammered it with their long staves. The sound of crunching bone could be heard as it fell limp to the ground, silver and red blood pooling underneath it.

Sorry, but my plan to buy time for my weaselkin to mop up the enemy and reinforce me was a success. Around me I could see that the other enemies had been defeated. All that was left was for me to finish this foe. I strode over and yanked my spear out, ignoring its glare as I thrust downwards and dispersed it into a glowing host of ether, of which I collected all I could to replenish myself. In addition more green wind energy swirled around me, drawn from the fallen Kamaitachi.

Looking around I had lost a dozen of my lesser weaselkin, about half of my numbers, but all of the Elites were still there. As time passed my Spawning Spire would top up the numbers, but I couldn’t count on getting more than one or two more before the battle was over. I would have to deploy my forces more carefully. Still, I had now entered the park and defeated the biggest obstacle so far, so there was a chance of victory.

“Gather the slings and suitable rocks.” I ordered some of my troops. The extra ranged attacks would be useful. Against a Kamaitachi we would just be slaughtered, but against ordinary weaselkin every foe we could drop at range was a huge help.

Ordering a couple of weaselkin to take point, we advanced in formation, me just behind the front-runners, a cluster of black-furred Elites around me. As we approached the climbing frame I could see what looked like a tunnel heading into the ground, the entrance dark and foreboding, the edges shimmering with a green glow that somehow shed no light on the interior. As I approached it I could feel the rate of drain of my aether slowly increasing. I guess this is where their princess lurks. If she is stronger than a sickle-weasel this will be one hell of a fight…

Swallowing down my fears I followed my weasels into the darkness. There was a strange sensation in the base of my stomach, near where my White Cord and Chakra node was, a weird hollow wrench, and then I was in a long earthen corridor, the walls lit by faintly glowing orbs of green and purple. As I passed the green orbs faint flickers of light pulled off them, joining the green swirls around me, dimming the orbs slightly. I had little time to ponder what this meant however, as from up ahead a mob of weaselkin armed with crude spears and rusted knives had appeared, led by a huge black-furred weasel carrying a heavy looking axe, the crescent moon of the blade glinting menacingly.

“Kill-kill all who invades the home of our princess!” it bellowed, brandishing the axe with a flourish. Before it could charge I gestured, and my weaselkin began slinging with their stones, and the couple that had bows loosed a few arrows. They weren’t skilled, the arrows missing the lead weaselkin, though one did strike down one behind him, piercing its throat, but luckily the cave was narrow, so many of the rocks did strike home. One hit him right in the skull, staggering him, and I used that opportunity to lead the charge. I barrelled into the huge foe before he could regain his senses, my spear gouging deep, and he burst apart in a short-lived flurry of ether, which was absorbed into the air. My spear swung, and it bit into another weaselkin, causing it to stagger, before one of my own slew it with a blow from its stave.

“Damn…” I said in between gasps for breath as the weight of our charge pushed back the enemy, our larger black-furred Elites overpowering the smaller, weaker enemies that barred our path. “I should be playing this like an RTS, but all I do is run around like an action RPG…” It was frightening yet exhilarating, and I now understood why people enjoyed theme parks, what with their scary rollercoasters and stuff. Maybe I’ll take my sis to a park when I go home over the summer, though that would probably mean going to the city… oh wait, no time for getting distracted. Besides, I’ve thought stuff like this before… Claws raked at my face and I barely swung back to avoid it, knowing I’d have been stabbed if I hadn’t trained my body hard these last few days. I lashed out with a kick and felt bone give under the blow. Damn, being strong is addictive. It’s like levelling up and grinding stats, just with real life progress to show for it. Damn, is this how normies feel when they go to the gym or do sports? I was getting distracted again by silly thoughts and barely avoided a biting mouth. Cracking down with the shaft of my spear I dropped the foe, stepping over it as my other weasels finished it.

The battle was soon over, with our overwhelming victory. I was feeling exhausted so had to convert more of my ether stock to aether. Unfortunately I had barely gained any from the battle, despite crushing the weaselkin in front of me. Unfortunately, the bigger problem was that my mind kept wandering in battle. Sooner or later that was going to cost me. I guess I don’t have the warrior instinct. Maybe doing some sort of martial art in a proper dojo would help me with that…? Damn, getting distracted again. I need to focus…

Clutching my spear tightly, I martialled my troops and continued my exploration. There were several more skirmishes fought against enemy weaselkin, but all ended in our victory. The last skirmish cost us a few of my weaselkin as well as one of my Elites, as it was an ambush where they had dug some pits and lined them with wooden stakes, as well as hiding in a hollow wall, but luckily with my aid and our superior numbers we prevailed. After this we advanced more cautiously, and fortunately were bolstered by the arrival of another couple of weaselkin who had made it here after being spawned by my spawning spire. It took some time, but eventually we came across a wide open cavern, brightly lit by green and purple orbs, in the centre of which was a small, blond-furred weasel, surrounded by swirls of green energy and dozens of faintly glowing balls of rippling, nearly invisible transparent light, seated on a large wooden chair, somewhat reminiscent of a plain throne. Beside her was a pair of large black-furred weasels, and another Kamaitachi.

I guess this is the princess then? The blond weaselkin looked more feminine than the others, with a leaner body and a softer face.

As if to answer me the weasel lifted a glass from the small table beside her chair and took a long swig from the contents. As she placed the glass back down she glared at me and spat out bitter words.

“Welcome, uninvited guests. You must-must forgive me for not-not being happy to see you.” she scowled, her pale amber eyes hard. “You have killed many-many of my kin, proud members of the Seelie Court, servants of me of noble blood. I must-must applaud your bravery, even as I lament your deeds. But this ends now-now, you and all the abominations, soulless husks-husks you have brought with you shall perish here and now-now, and my kin shall return reborn, knowing we have slain-slain you vile interlopers.”

“Well, I’m sorry for your losses.” I said, feeling a twinge of sadness at the obvious pain she was feeling. “However you started it by attacking my Territory first. But I don’t see why this has to end with one side dying. Couldn’t we come to some sort of alliance, or even just a ceasefire? We could respect each other’s Territories?”

“Insolence!” roared the Kamaitachi, but he was stopped by a raised paw from the princess.

“You would expect me, a daughter of the most-most noble Prince Shaetanao of the Seelie Court, to accept an alliance with someone so base-base? Your madness astounds even-even me. Were it not-not for the fight against that oaf Grulgor and his Trolls, plus-plus the stalemate against the Raven Knight, we would have swept-swept your Territory to ashes and dealt with you long-long ago.”

“I see.” Looks like there won’t be an easy outcome here, unlike with the Kobolds. “So, we have no recourse but to fight then?”

“Indeed, my royal blood will not-not accept deals with weaklings and soulless monsters. Let death-death decide it.”

At her words both sides leapt into action. Blades of wind flew at us from the Kamaitachi, and several of my troops fell, blown apart. A hail of sling-stones and arrows flew at the princess, but with a gesture of her paw she deflected them with a swirling green tornado of wind that surrounded her. Her two black-furred guards rushed out to meet my charging weasels, and a clash occurred. One of them fell, head cloven in two by the wicked axe my own weasel was wielding now, but the other pushed through, rusted blade slaying one of my Elites in return. I engaged, and the foe was quickly slain. Wind whipped past me, the blade not only sharp but seeming to vibrate in the air, generating a low hum that made my bones itch, and the weaselkin holding the axe parted, sheared clean in half, falling to dissipate into ether. Pain flared through me, and silvery blood welled out from numerous small wounds across my arm and flank, as though it had been poked full of numerous small holes.

The last Kamaitachi was being swarmed by what remained of my non-elite weaselkin, slings abandoned as no projectiles could penetrate the vortex of wind the princess was casting. It was cutting them down one after the other, and as I watched the princess unleashed her vortex, using it as a weapon, ripping three apart in an instant.

Damn, she’s good. If only I could use the wind like that… I could try and simulate it with aether, but I wasn’t confident I could maintain the image or the concentration, especially in someone else’s Territory, with the constant drain on my resources. However, if I didn’t do something soon it was going to be just me against the two of them, and then I would only have the choice of retreating, or staying to die…

Time to do or die then… I converted my remaining ether into aether, energy flowing through me, overcoming the drain, and decided on my next move. The princess was supporting her sickle-weasel, wind branching out into what looked like snarling weasel-heads of green energy, rending into my remaining forces. Several branches of this swept out towards me, devouring one of the weasels behind me as I leapt out of the way.

Time to throw the dice. If it doesn’t work I’ll run as fast as I can back to my Territory and hunker down there. With only the two of them left they won’t be able to break my defences… probably… The princess had an impressively fine control of the wind, to say the least, so I couldn’t be sure she couldn’t outrange my sniper turret.

With all my strength I flung my spear desperately at the weasel princess, using aether to keep it level, flying forwards towards her heart with accelerated force. Aether is leaving me fast, but if I can land a hit then I could still turn this around... at the sudden look of triumph in her eyes my heart clenched.

“Foolish-foolish mortal male. You think I was not-not waiting for you to abandon your weapon? Without its potent edge you will have no-no defence against my wrath.” With that her whirlwind armour formed again, stronger than before, jade weasel-heads swirling as if to devour my oncoming attack. The wind whips that were attacking us also multiplied, a dozen racing towards me.

“Shit…” I cursed, but I had expected some sort of counter, though this was more ferocious than I anticipated. One of my remaining Elites stepped in front of me, taking the brunt of the shredding winds, blasted apart to fragments, but even so I was mauled, my leg dragging and my left arm useless. Oh shit, there goes my plan to run away. I’d have thought that one blocker would be enough…

As the sickle-weasel, who was covered in blood from several injuries, was dispatching the last of my ordinary degraded weaselkin, he smirked. “Death to all-all who defy the princess.”

My spear was reaching the edge of the cyclone, and would no doubt be blocked or thrown off course. I only had two remaining Elites, one of which was charging the Kamaitachi, weeping gore from one missing arm, the other standing guard beside me with the axe it had retrieved from its slain brethren. It looked as though I was about to lose, the situation grim…

Just as planned… I thought with a wry grin. It wasn’t quite as I planned, the stakes were higher and the risk obscene, but I still had my chance. As the spear reached the edge of the wind barrier, the tip starting to deflect, I channelled my remaining aether all in one go, willing the image in my mind to become reality. I could feel my Chakra nodes freezing, my White Cord humming painfully, as I struggled to pull in what I could from this hostile Territory. It was then the spear vanished.

Form the thought. Hold the thought. Will the thought. The thought is… reality! As the dregs of my aether were consumed I felt a great weakness spread through me, my consciousness starting to fade. If I dropped out of the Astral here it was over, so I steeled my will and drew in what little aether I could through my straining cord and nodes.

The princess opened her eyes shockingly wide as the spear disappeared, and she turned to her Kamaitachi, her mouth going equally wide to speak, confused. Time seemed to slow down, everything moving for me in slow motion, and I willed the spear to reappear, which it did, inside the whirling wall of wind, having somehow moved through the intervening space.

One strike to the heart and she’ll fall. As the Kamaitachi turned to throw wind out to defend his princess the dying black weaselkin who was fighting him grabbed on with his one arm and bit down on his shoulder, halting him. As the spear flashed towards her heart my remaining weasel moved forwards, axe raised, ready to kill the immobilised sickle-weasel.

I win. The thought flashed through my dull mind. Yet a twinge of guilt was flickering. Killing a woman, even one such as the princess, didn’t sit well with me. Damn, I’m one of those beta Japanese protagonists that everyone hates… With an act of will I changed the trajectory of the spear slightly, so instead of piercing the heart it slammed into her side. Or was it even going to hit her heart anyway? It seemed a little off-target. No, that doesn't matter. It was going to be a strike that could quite easily have been fatal... She went flying backwards, a bark of pain leaving her, and she landed on her back, blood staining the floor, spear sticking up from her like a mast.

“No-no, princess!” the Kamaitachi screamed. At that moment my other weasel caught up to him, axe raised, pointed at his head.

“You shall surely die-die for this.” The princess snarled, blood foaming on her lips and dyeing the amber fur of her face crimson, trying to lever up her bleeding body but failing, her limbs without strength. “My father is a Prince of the Seelie; he will not-not rest until my killer-killer is slain.”

“I dare say that’s true.” I muttered weakly. The green energy around me was being slowly drawn into me by my White Cord. I was unable to use it, but it seemed to be staving off my return to the Material. I walked over to the struggling princess and grasped the spear. The Kamaitachi tensed, ready to attack, even knowing the moment it did my black weaselkin would decapitate it. Despite that I made no move to strike further.

“On the other hand, I’ve proved I’m not weak, have I not? Why not join hands with me, and we can walk away from this bad ending?”

“Bah.” The princess scowled. “I, the daughter of the noble Seelie Prince Shaetanao would rather accept death than slavery. I can join my kin-kin and know that you will be tormented by my father until the end-end of your days.”

“I’m not offering slavery. We can work together. You did say you had enemies, such as that Troll… Grue, or whatever you said his name was? We could claim this whole area as our own.” The more I suggested it the more I warmed to the idea. If I had an alliance with her I could create real weaselkin from a Barracks, and she and her Kamaitachi would be a devastating asset in both defending our Territory and in offence. Besides, killing her didn’t sit well with me, beta hypocrite that it made me.

The princess turned her gaze to her Kamaitachi, who was trembling in rage, but with the cold edge of the axe against his neck could do nothing. He opened his mouth and spoke a few words, beads of blood trickling down his neck where the axe nicked it. “If… if princess can survive without shame, we would wish-wish you to live on, and one day take your place at the top-top of the Seelie Court, as is your right.”

The princess sighed, arms and legs limp. Blood was still leaking from her, though the flow was slowing. For a long moment she was silent, and I feared she had died, but then she spoke quietly.

“Defeated by my own arrogance once-once again it seems. I am a very slow learner. I looked down-down on you and I was bested, shaming my father and our proud Seelie kin. Very well-well. I will serve under you, should you meet-meet my conditions.”

I was thinking a partnership, but serving under me is even better. “All right then. I can do that. What are your requests?”

“I have three, as three is the sacred number of the Seelie. Firstly you shall-shall rid yourself of those soulless copies of my kin-kin. Even looking upon them turns my stomach. Secondly, you shall help me regain my fallen kin. And third-third, if you do not-not treat me or my kin with respect, I shall rise-rise against you and you will feel my wrath.”

“I’m not sure how to help you regain your kin, but if you can tell me how I’ll do my best. The other two are easy; I’ll dismiss the degraded weaselkin when we are done here. As for the third, it goes without saying. I’ll never mistreat my friends, and together we can be greater than we were apart!” Time to roll out all the anime clichés about the power of friendship and defeat equals friendship.

“Your path to the top of the Seelie world doesn’t end here, no, this will launch you onwards to greater heights, you will see!”

The princess closed her eyes and let out a long breath. With that she dragged her paw through the gore spreading beneath her and reached out. I offered her my hand and she took it, her blood staining me.

“I am Shaeula, daughter of Shaetanao, princess in direct line of Seelie royalty. On this day I make three pledges. I pledge I shall serve you as long as my three boons remain unbroken. I pledge I shall support you in your endeavours, so long as they do not-not go against my Seelie will, and I pledge that one day I shall use your aid to reach the throne of the Seelie.”

At that warmth flared through me, starting from where her gore-stained hand touched mine, and soon it spread through me, driving away the pull of the Material plane.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Seven to Eight.
You have joined in compact with a Noble Fae from the Seelie Court. Your Fortune, Majesty and Charm have increased.
You have gained a Class. You are now a Fae-Bonded.
Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan has conceded her Territory and its Ether to you. You have gained…


As silver letters scrolled across my vision several things stood out, but the most interesting thing was… a Class?


Twenty-One


Iquickly concentrated on the new information and this was what I saw revealed.

[Level] 8 [Classes] Fae-Bonded 0/20


Concentrating on the Class brought up further information.

By agreeing a covenant with a Noble-blooded Fae of the Seelie Court of who has become your servant, you will gradually take on more of the aspects of the Fae, who are renowned for their great Fortune and Charm. ?????? will increase and ????? ????? increases more rapidly. There may be ??????????? depending on the Fae you are bonded with.


Damn, I guess my Self-Examination Skill isn’t high enough as there are still things I can’t understand. Still, Fortune and Charm… those are pretty neat.

“Oh yeah, before I forget…” I concentrated on my Territory and with that dismissed my degraded weaselkin, who dissipated, axe falling to the ground with a clang. Now free, the Kamaitachi rushed over to the wounded Shaeula.

“Princess, are you going to die-die?” he asked, frantic.

She smiled at him with as much energy as she could muster and responded “I do not-not believe so. It hurts, but I think I will live-live.”

“You definitely will.” I promised. Concentrating I made the spear vanish from her body and re-appear just above her, withdrawn from her torn flesh, and I grabbed it. With that done the blood began to flow rapidly, causing her to groan and the Kamaitachi to try and staunch the flow with his own paws. Relax; I know what I’m doing.

With that thought I channelled most of the ether that she had bequeathed me with to aether, and with that I closed her wound, pristine fur and flesh covering it. As they looked shocked I grinned wryly.

“It’s not a perfect job, restoring the blood lost is beyond me at the moment, but with some rest I’m sure you’ll be fine.” To be honest I was a little worried that I hadn’t fixed all the internal injuries, but luckily I remembered what I was taught in biology class so my imaging of injuries was decent, and I trusted that since she was a fairy of some kind… wait, they call themselves Fae… That aside, I had a feeling that once I had closed her wounds she would heal, even if the same would probably not be said if I tried the same thing on myself.

As she struggled to her feet I looked around the cave we were in. Other than the chair, the table and the glass on it, the place was bare, the walls brown dirt, lit by the purple and green glows of the light-orbs. “It’s kind of… dingy… for a princess in here, isn’t it?” I said, provoking a scowl from Shaeula.

“We wanted to establish a firm-firm control of this land before we brought over our Seelie treasures. Should any-any of them be stolen by other factions, or worse outsiders, then it would bring great-great shame to us and my father.” I got the impression she was pouting, maybe I had touched a nerve. Her gaze was wandering a little too, suspiciously at that. Oh well, I guess it isn’t my business.

“That makes sense.” I nodded my agreement, trying to soothe her. “Oh, I need to fully integrate this place into my Territory. Do you have a Territory Anchor here anywhere?”

She looked at me strangely, a bit puzzled. “I am not-not sure what you mean. But my Territory extends from this-this throne.” She gestured to the wooden chair she was sitting on earlier. It had survived the gales of wind she had called up before, which was a testament to her control.

A bit shabby for a throne… I reached out to it and as I did so silver letters once more appeared.

This Territory is too far from your Anchor to take command of. Your Territory Anchor must be upgraded to Rank 2 before you can consolidate this Territory. You currently possess 3078 Ether. It requires 10,000 Ether to upgrade to Rank 2.


Hmmm, Well damn, ten thousand ether huh? That’s pretty much what I’ve spent already on everything else. Regardless, I dare say it would be worth it long-term… It seemed Shaeula-chan had saved up a modest amount of ether, still, it was not enough. Time would build trust, and I had no intention of mistreating her, but until she understood that and we built up a better relationship it would pay to be cautious.

As I was unable to merge the Territories the throne disappeared, and in a cloud of light more ether was transferred to me as the Territory collapsed. Ignoring the message about the extra ether I turned to Shaeula-chan, who was hissing in rage.

“My throne, what did-did you do with it?” she complained.

“Calm down Shaeula-chan.” I tried to mollify her. “I needed to retrieve all the ether so we can strengthen my Territory so it can expand out to here and join with yours. That got rid of your chair as a side-effect. Besides, I’ll get you a far better throne soon. This whole place could use a redesign, it really isn’t fit for a princess, is it?”

“A new throne. See that you do-do.” She nodded, still scowling. She then paused for a second and then looked at me, irritation in her eyes. “Shaeula-chan? What nonsense is this-this? I am not-not one of you mortals. I have no-no interest in being referred to by your silly-silly conventions. Either my name or princess will serve.”

Am I weird for finding that kind of cute? I guess girls are girls, even if they are giant weasels… God, if I had known this would be my life a few weeks ago…

“As you wish, Shaeula.” Calling her princess might just remind her of her current situation and spark desires for freedom, so that wasn’t wise. Luckily I was half-British so I could do without honorifics if I needed to, though I’d been in Japan most of my life so it still felt a bit weird. “So anyway, I’m curious. Why did you come to Japan then… or at least the Boundary of it?”

Shaeula sighed. “That is quite-quite easy to explain. To solidify my position in the Seelie Court I needed to obtain Territory, and this area was-was largely unclaimed, as well as having plentiful elemental essence sources nearby. The wind energy of this place-place was so strong it formed this alternate space… I suppose you-you humans would refer to it as a dungeon. As we are creatures of wind-wind, this place was perfect for us, and we could-could secure potential other elemental sources such as earth essence also-also.” She let out another long sigh. “Of course, it was not-not as easy as I had hoped. That idiot Grulgor had a similar idea, and moved-moved to occupy the area. Then we found-found the Raven Knight, a wanderer through the lands of the Fae, who seems to hold some-some grudge against me, as well as discovering the powerful source of earth energies had a guardian of some-some might.”

“Well, nothing ever goes as planned, does it?” I said, intrigued by the idea of the dungeon she mentioned. This space did appear disconnected from the rest of the Boundary, which seemed to mirror the Material, at least superficially. In a way it was close to the way the insides of buildings seemed to be full of strange creatures, or the abnormal size of the graveyard…

“Well, this is all-all your fault!” she snapped. “You slaughtered my kin and drove me to this state. Now-now you had better assist me in fending off Grulgor and his Trolls. I have some-some kin stationed at the border between our domains, but should he come-come in force, they will be swept-swept away.”

I chose to ignore the fact she attacked me first as that would be unproductive. “Of course. I have made a pledge with you, and I will definitely keep it. On that note… just how am I going to help you ‘regain your fallen kin’?”

Shaeula puffed out her chest in pride and smiled. “I have a very rare-rare gift among the Fae. Those of my kin who die return to me as spirit lights, and they can-can be reborn when I gather enough aether and elemental essence.” She gestured with one paw to the faint, nearly transparent, glowing balls of light that flitted about her, that had been nigh-invisible to me until now. “You must-must protect me until I have recovered all-all my kin. We can then defeat Grulgor and take-take his land too!”

“Sure, that was always my plan.” I said with a smile, ignoring how tired I was feeling. The life and death battles plus the large uses of aether in hostile Territory had sapped my strength. Still, I didn’t want to drop back to the Material yet, so I was steadily topping off my aether supplies. “I might have a plan that will work.” Before that, I need to make this area secure first…

“Very well-well then.” Shaeula said. “In that case, what-what can I do for you now? Bear in mind I am injured, so do not-not treat me roughly.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” I replied. “What I would really like is if you could teach me how to use the wind like you do?”

There was a long moment of silence, and then Shaeula let out another deep sigh, longer than the others. She sure does sigh a lot.

“Well-well…” she allowed. “It is not-not as though you can not-not, you have been drawing in wind elemental energy all this time-time. But it is not-not easy to learn this.” Her eyes glowed a pale amber as she looked at me. Another deep sigh followed. “Your foundation is quite-quite terrible. Your Chakras are imbalanced, most-most of them barely active. The wind energy you have used recklessly has-has also corroded them. The network is also largely useless and full-full of damage, and strange routes and tangles. Were you self-taught? No, wait… that is strange-strange.” Her eyes went to my wrist where I had received the bracelet from Exposition-san. “It looks like that did-did something to your root Chakra, allowing it to draw in aether… But it seems a strange way to go-go about it.“ She took a harder look at me. “Your teacher was quite-quite useless. I feel insulted that you managed to defeat me-me.”

Behind her the Kamaitachi let out a chuckle, but it fell silent as she whipped her head around and glared at it.

“Sadly, I only had a very brief time with my teacher, so I suppose they did the best they could in the time they had. They did say they could have got my whole system set up, but it would have limited my growth in the long term.”

“Maybe so…” she allowed. “But still, with such-such a lopsided balance you could suffer irreparable damage if not-not lucky or careful enough-enough. There is already much-much wear and tear. I will need to train you up-up from the basics until your Chakras and network stabilise. Then you can-can support elemental energy. If you continue as you are now-now it could cause you permanent damage to your higher self. The wind energy you absorbed earlier has done some-some harm to your root Chakra, as it was treating it like the pure aether. Still, it can-can be repaired.”

“I can see asking you about this was very wise. You seem to know a lot about how to use aether and elemental energies.”

“Hmph.” She crossed her arms and nodded, snorting. “Of course, I am a princess of the Seelie court, were I not-not to know of these things I would bring shame to all-all of the Fae. But now…” she glared at me, her eyes glowing. “Your lessons will have to begin another day-day. Your weak network cannot support your Astral form any-any longer. When you next return we shall begin your training. Work-work hard, because you need to be strong enough to keep-keep our Oaths. I will not-not hear any excuses you can not-not do it or it is too-too hard.”

Tsundere much? “Of course. I eagerly look forward to your teaching. It would be of great benefit to me, and thus to us, if I could master my abilities. After all, if we are to fight off this Grulgor, who is giving such a noble Seelie as yourself trouble, then maximising everyone’s abilities is paramount.”

“Yes-yes, you speak the truth.” She allowed, pleased at my show of respect.

“I would ask that once I return to the Material you and your Kamaitachi clear out the route to the main Territory and connect it up. That will help us with defence in preparation for my Territory to merge with yours. If you can gather whatever ether you can that would also be great, as we will need it to build up our power base and speed the merger. Put your safety first though, it is more important that you remain unharmed.”

“Of course-course. I am much too valuable to risk in battle unless the need-need is great.” Shaeula agreed.

“Still, if you could clear the buildings on route safely that would help a lot. If you find any intelligent beings that will join us, take them under your control. We already have some Kobolds with us, and any extra forces will be a benefit to us.”

“Bah, dog-headed little pests. Still, I shall take-take your advice. I shall see it done.” She wasn’t pleased, but agreed grudgingly.

“All right then. I’ll be returning to the Material. I’ll see you in a few days.” With that I stopped fighting the persistent and escalating drain on my aether and let myself lose consciousness, dropping back to the Material world.


Twenty-Two


Once more I opened my eyes to pain, though my injuries were not severe and were already mostly healed. Thinking back on it, though there were many risky moments, like when Shaeula attacked with her wind-weasel snakes, I had suffered surprisingly few injuries. Maybe I’m more cut out for this than I had thought? I then laughed, shaking my head wryly. No, I definitely wasn’t some natural-born prodigy at combat, luck had definitely played a part, though my planning was also important. If I can just eliminate the lucky part from my battles with even better planning and preparation I can really make something of myself. I can’t rely on luck to survive, like now, or that day back then…

After making myself some breakfast I considered my plans for the day. I wouldn’t be doing any Chakra exercises, as Shaeula made it clear I wasn’t following the correct route for developing them. I surmised that was reasonable, as I was going by internet guides for a subject that was based on theory. I wonder if all those popping sensations I felt were signs of damage to my network? It sure would have been nice if Exposition-san gave me a decent hint on how to develop safely…

Instead, I would be building up my aether naturally, which would likely take three or four days and take me to the weekend, which was the start of the summer break for students. Sadly, there would be no break for me. I could knuckle down and really grind out the work I had left, and I would certainly have to keep up with my physical conditioning and combat training.

The next few days passed quickly, I had almost cleared the debugging work Hayato-san had sent me, which was surely pretty much at a world record pace. In addition I had got a firmer grasp on some basic spear moves, in addition to starting to practice some slightly more advanced techniques, though I wasn’t having much success with them yet. I was doing these with my new training spear, which I had finally ordered. The cost hurt a little, but I was making an investment, and it definitely felt more realistic. Other than my workouts I exchanged a few messages with my group of ex-work colleagues about how their portions of the projects were going, as well as a few more with my sis, who was elated that her summer break had started and was already bugging me about when I was going to visit.

Still, as the evening sunset leaked a ruddy light through my window I could feel the churning of aether in my body, enough to enter the Boundary. Closing my eyes I concentrated, and my consciousness shifted, and I was awake in the Boundary once more, next to my Territory Anchor in the heart of my realm.

Checking my stored ether I was surprised to see that it was just a little over nine thousand! Based on the production of my Territory and its two Ether Spires alone it should have been somewhere between five and six thousand, so the rest… as I pondered Shaeula suddenly appeared in my room, followed by her Kamaitachi.

“Welcome back, master.” She said, eyes fierce. Man, being called master makes me itch.

“You don’t need to call me master, you know.” I replied to her. “But it is good to see you again.”

“Well, you did not-not grace me with your name, did you master?” she said, a touch coldly.

Yep, definitely Tsundere. If she wanted my name she could have just asked without this delightful show of tsun. “Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot. My name is Oshiro Moonstone Akio.”

“Moonstone?” she nodded. “An auspicious name, for the Seelie are favoured by the moon-moon. I shall call you Moonstone from now-now on.”

I couldn’t help but wince. Please don’t. “That’s a middle name. Here in Japan you would usually call me by my family name Oshiro, or my given name Akio. That would probably be better.”

“I see, as you wish. I shall call you Akio then, since you so-so dislike being called master.”

“On another note, my supply of ether is a bit higher than I thought it would be. You must have worked really hard.” I threw in some praise, figuring it was the best way to soothe her tsun mood. Still, it was deserved if they had managed to gather that much so quickly.

“I am rather-rather pleased you noticed. I withdrew some of the forces keeping Grulgor’s Trolls-Trolls pinned down by the river. He is not-not the quickest of thought, so it will take him quite-quite some time to notice the pressure has been lessened. With these-these we managed to secure the areas as you desired, as well as seize some buildings from-from the surrounding lands.”

No wonder that I have so much ether then, buildings are a pretty good source of it if they are occupied. “Well, recruiting you seems to be a great decision.” I praised her some more. “Did you find anyone else willing to join us?”

“I did-did consider your suggestion carefully, unfortunately we found none worthy of joining us, so we dealt with them harshly.”

That wasn’t quite what I asked. Oh well, there probably would just have been more horrible bugs and stuff like that. What I don’t know about I can’t regret. Steeling myself I smiled again. “I see then, I’m sure it couldn’t be helped.” It would only take a little more ether and I could commence the upgrade, which would then add all the Territory Shaeula had cleared and the newly captured buildings to my control, which would be a modest boost, but I wasn’t sure that was the right call at this moment… “When you do great work like this, how can I be dissatisfied?”

“Of course you can-not be. I personally cleared out many buildings and wiped out all-all the pests that I found.” She puffed herself up proudly. Behind her I could see her sickle-weasel snicker silently. I couldn’t help but smile at the otherworldly and amusing scene.

“Well, with the resources you have gathered we can put the first stage of my plan into action.” Over the last few days I’d been giving the path forwards a lot of thought, and the conclusion I had come to, based on my RTS-playing days, was to broaden my ether base as much as possible. After all, early resource advantage would only multiply over the long term. Of course I wouldn’t be able to neglect defences as well, but with Shaeula and her weaselkin we should be relatively safe for the time being. I did definitely want to enlarge my Territory and please Shaeula, but that would also make it harder to defend, so first I had to make sure our foundations were rock solid.

You have queued an upgrade of an Ether Spire Rank 1 to Rank 2 at the cost of 7500 ether. This will take five Astral days for completion.


And with that the majority of the ether that we had collected was gone. Still, I was limited to two Ether Spires and it seemed the maximum level of each Spire at a level one Territory was two, so I had limited ways to improve my ether accumulation rate. It was surely the right call, though, as the sooner I upgraded them the quicker they would pay for themselves and start generating profit. Then I could upgrade my Territory to gain access to more and higher-level Spires, further snowballing the early gain.

“All right then.” I said, having finished the first order of business. “I think it’s time we sorted out my woeful Chakra network, right?”

“Very well-well.” Shaeula said, her eyes suddenly glowing with fierce amber light. “I shall correct your many-many shortcomings. Do not-not blame me if you find it difficult or painful.”

“I am prepared to receive your instructions, honoured teacher.” I said gravely, bowing to her. That threw her for a second, and once more the Kamaitachi giggled silently.

“Very well. We shall-shall begin. Firstly, draw aether into your root Chakra node at the base of your body.”

Guessing that this was what I knew as the root Chakra I did so, feeling warmth slowly increasing within me. I received a satisfied nod from Shaeula in return.

“Good-good. At least you can do that. Now pass it upwards in a single-single stream to your sacral Chakra.”

Doing as she asked I concentred hard, feeling the flow move upwards. As I did so I heard her make a loud sound of disapproval.

“Pathetic.” She snorted. “Your flow is not-not following the main-main circuit at all, it meanders like a stream. No wonder you struggle so very-very hard. Now move it up-up to the solar plexus Chakra.”

I began to sweat as I pushed the aether up to the third pool of warmth I usually felt. It took nearly an hour, but finally I felt the warmth there increasing. By this point though, Shaeula was pacing restlessly, uttering low growls under her breath.

“Useless-useless!” she barked. “Worse than I thought. Your flow is almost entirely missing the main circuit, and if you run-run your flow through the minor network it will break down-down over time. Now, up to the heart Chakra.”

Damn, I’ve never really managed to make my aether go that far. Oh well, here goes… For several hours I toiled to move the flow further upwards, only succeeding in feeling several of those uncomfortable popping sensations, which caused her to frown balefully. After quite some time she sighed and put an end to my struggles.

“Awful. Terrible. Pathetic-pathetic!” she barked. “If the body is a great tree you are trying to support all its weight through the branches, rather than the main-main trunk. Forcing it incorrectly just causes the flow-flow to get twisted. Without all eight Chakra establishing the flow, all that happens is your lower Chakra pools-pools energy, and it is like a lake that overfills and floods, ruining all-all in its wake.”

Eight Chakras? No, that wasn’t important right now. “So, what can I do to fix this?” I asked.

“You need-need to use the main trunk.” She came closer to me, causing me to flinch back a little. This caused her to scowl dangerously so I allowed her to close right up to me. She placed her paw against my lower body, which caused me to quiver under her touch. She may be female but she’s a weasel. Nothing to be alarmed about. I am calm. I am calm. Repeating that mantra in my head I tried not to react as she flicked out a claw and traced a path slowly up my body a few inches to the sacral Chakra. Her claw slid further up, past the solar plexus, up to the heart and it then traced a more irregular route around my body to my back, to a place above the heart. She then moved her claw around to my throat, up to my forehead and then to the top of my skull.

“This-this is the way your energies should flow.” Shaeula said. “If you direct your flow through these pathways your circuits should-should balance.”

“All right… but I’m finding it a bit hard to concentrate right now.” A weird scent of fur and girlish sweat was tickling my nostrils, and I could feel her breath on me. As she saw me flinching backwards she let out another one of her trademark long sighs. Looking at me with disdain she spoke.

“I believe you are a male-male, correct? Show some pride and dignity.” Stepping back she raised one hand and a swirling cloud of green energy formed. “We can-can do it this way.”

I twitched as a gentle crawling sensation moved up my body along the line she had traced earlier, between the root and the sacral Chakras.

“If you move-move your aether through this pathway your sacral Chakra should stabilise. Now begin-begin.”

It was still very hard to concentrate, but I closed my eyes and tried to direct the flow along the path her wind was tracing. It was really difficult, as it kept trying to go down the pathways I had already created. As I struggled I heard Shaeula bark “No-no, follow the pathway I am showing you.” I reeled as a sudden blast of air whacked me around the shoulders. My eyes snapped open and I saw her glaring at me, both hands raised.

“Do-do it right!” Shaeula snapped. “No excuses.”

Rubbing at my aching shoulders with one arm I proceeded to begin a hellish few hours of training, regularly interspersed by beatings with wind. My whole upper torso was bruised by the time I finally managed to connect the two by the proper pathway as she had indicated. At Shaeula’s brief words of praise I sunk to the ground, exhausted.

“So, can you feel-feel the difference?” She asked, and I concentrated. I could feel the change, the two Chakras, the root and the sacral, were both synchronised, pulsing gently in time with each other, sending a steady flow of aether between them. It felt much stronger and also… somehow calmer… than my previous efforts.

“I can. It definitely feels stronger and more stable.”

“Good-good. Then, get up. You have no-no time to be resting on the floor. You need to link to the solar plexus Chakra next.”

I let out a low groan. “Can’t I take a break? I’m exhausted both physically and mentally.”

“I did say I would not-not go easy on you. The only way you will succeed is through pushing-pushing yourself.” She shot me down coldly.

“All right, all right.” I think she is enjoying this. I struggled to the sitting position and began again, a line of wind connecting the next two Chakras…


Twenty-Three


“Good-good. You have finally connected to the heart Chakra. If you are to master the wind element, then the heart-heart is the Chakra you will need to strengthen.”

Feeling a bit of a warm glow at her praise I slumped to the ground. The heart Chakra had taken quite a while to link up. I had less trouble with my aether going down the wrong routes, but since I hadn’t really used the heart before it required some significant effort to use the channel. Still, now four pulsing centres of aether were beating in time within me, and I felt full of heat, like I was sitting in the warm light of the summer sun.

“You can-can have twenty minutes. After that you will-will connect the lunar Chakra.” Shaeula offered me a brief rest, for which I was very grateful, but what was the lunar Chakra? Was this the eighth one she mentioned earlier?

“I’m not sure what this lunar Chakra is. On the research I’ve done the next Chakra after the heart is the throat.” I interjected, only to be shot down by her loud snort and a sharp whip of wind across my already badly-bruised shoulders.

“Silence! Just who-who is it who has helped you connect your Chakras properly? The throat-throat comes after the lunar. Every Fae knows that-that.”

“Well, perhaps-perhaps it is because he is not a Fae?” The Kamaitachi spoke for the first time since he had joined us. “Humans might be different?”

“Nonsense, that makes no-no sense. Without the lunar Chakra his power would be pitifully weak-weak. Besides, why-why should a mortal be different?” Shaeula didn’t seem inclined to listen to her kin.

“Well-well, do you know any other humans? Perhaps it might be wiser-wiser to ask one of your siblings?” the Kamaitachi countered. “You would surely be allowed to contact them for this, if you send a subtle messenger…”

“I am not-not doing that-that! I know-know what I am doing, I will not-not have my siblings think I do not-not know basic facts-facts!” Her speech quirk was coming through stronger than ever, she was clearly embarrassed. “Besides…” she continued in a tone I could barely hear. “I do not-not want them to know I was defeated and am now-now a servant of a mortal. Not after I was already…” At those words that crept out involuntarily, she jerked her head around to me, eyes glowing fiercely. Her face twisted into a scowl and she spoke harshly. “Up you get. You do not-not have time to lie around.”

I stifled a groan and hauled myself to my feet. That was definitely not twenty minutes. I caught the gaze of the Kamaitachi who shrugged his shoulders at me, with what I was sure was a wry expression on his face.

The fingers of wind stroked me again, this time tracing a winding route along my body to where Shaeula thought the lunar Chakra should be located, and I began to cycle my aether. Despite my exhausted and bruised body I was far more proficient in handling it after my experiences of linking the other Chakras, so it gathered quickly. I then tried to follow the route, only to meet great resistance. Aether was spilling out in all directions, going down smaller, branching channels.

“No-no, wrong again!” Shaeula snapped, wind striking. “It needs to move through your main circuit. Although…” she did sound puzzled, her glowing eyes looking me up and down. “It is very-very poorly developed. Still, there is-is a route for the aether to take, so use that-that!”

I spent the next agonisingly long stretch of time forcing my aether through the pathways Shaeula indicated. Several times she was forced to change the route of my main circuit, and after each time she looked more and more confused. Even so, as I was coming up to breaking point I managed to reach the spot where she believed the lunar Chakra should be. All I needed to do was pool the energy there to activate it.

As I directed my aether I felt a great resistance, stronger even than during the early days of my self-experimentation. Still, under the barked orders from Shaeula I persevered, ignoring the strange sensation of pain that was spreading from my back until it gripped my heart. I opened my eyes and glanced at Shaeula, who was chewing on one of her paws pensively, her gaze troubled. As I opened my mouth to speak she lashed out with a rap of wind to my side, drawing a grunt of pain from me.

“Keep-keep pushing. It must surely start to fill soon. I can see the aether circling it, soon-soon it will resonate.”

With a sigh I closed my eyes, and gathering all of my remaining willpower, which I had to admit was not much, I pushed as hard as I could. For a moment there was fierce resistance, and then there was a painful tearing feeling, and suddenly aether flooded in as though a dam had burst.

“Good-good, the lunar Chakra has been linked. I told-told you it was the next…” Her words trailed off as I vomited blood, a great mouthful of red, silver mist rising from it. As I fell over, unable to maintain my balance, agony surged through me in waves. The last thing I saw before I lost consciousness was the frantic Shaeula rushing over, getting on top of me…?
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I groaned as my consciousness returned, my aching body protesting. Opening my eyes I did not see my apartment as I expected, but I was still in the Boundary. Shaeula was standing above me, a look of concern on her face, her fur covered in fresh blood.

“You woke-woke up.” She said, relief on her face. “Your lunar Chakra suddenly exploded with aether, causing great-great damage to your whole network. It would have been most-most dangerous for you to return to your Material body, so I linked my own-own lunar Chakra to yours and sustained you.”

I guess that was why she was lying on top of me and how she got so bloody. It was hard for me to think, my head was throbbing.

“I guess I don’t have a lunar Chakra.” I managed to croak, sitting up and ignoring the dizziness that fogged my head. “All the research I did says we only have seven Chakra nodes.”

“Nonsense, I can see-see your lunar Chakra with my Mystic Eyes.” she countered. “It is very-very unstable, but you have an energy vortex in about the right place.”

“Well, maybe we made one by forcing it like that?” I asked, spitting out dried blood onto the floor.

Behind Shaeula the Kamaitachi spoke. “I think-think he is correct. Humans are different to Fae or Yōkai, after all-all, our prime bodies are Astral, where they are Material. I do not think-think he has a lunar Chakra, as do you, princess. You should-should have asked one of your siblings, maybe your older brother Shaer…”

Before he could finish Shaeula cut him off. “Nonsense-nonsense. I know just as much about mortals as my siblings do! He clearly has-has a lunar Chakra, I can see a vortex with my eyes. We just need-need to stabilise it. Besides, my brother is a...” She glared at him, cutting off her words that seemed to slip out of her, before ordered him to leave pridefully. “Akio draws aether from his Territory, so make-make yourself useful and go-go and gather it. Capture a dwelling or something!”

The Kamaitachi nodded and departed, leaving us alone. I was having trouble sitting upright, but I could feel the presence of a fifth vortex. It didn’t feel like the other Chakra nodes, but it had some similarities. Before I could say anything else Shaeula shocked me with her next words.

“Well, you have rested enough-enough. It is time-time to work on connecting your throat Chakra.”

My eyes widened in shock. “I think I’m done for now. I’m exhausted, I can’t think, and I ache all over. Not to mention my insides feel as if they’ve been filled with shards of broken glass. I need to rest.”

“Did you not-not listen to me?” Shaeula said sternly, folding her arms across her chest, heedless of the way it got further blood on her fur. “It is very-very dangerous to leave you in this state, your lunar Chakra has upset the balance of your body and Chakra network, so we need-need to finish connecting the other Chakras. So we now-now need to link up the throat Chakra.” With a sweep of her paw wind traced out the route along my body, stinging my many bruises.

“Wouldn’t it be better for you if I did suffer harm or even die?” I couldn’t stop myself from saying some bitter words. My head wasn’t clear and I spoke before I thought. “After all, then you’d be free again?”

At her long, hissed exhalation of breath that answered my question, I knew I had made a mistake, even in my befuddled state. Her eyes somehow blazed ever fiercer, and I swallowed nervously.

“You gravely insult me.” she proclaimed coldly. “We swore-swore three Oaths and you promised three Boons. To the Fae such things are inviolable. I am-am your servant, and will remain so as long as the Boons are paid, or until both of us choose-choose to annul it, though this is not-not something one of the Seelie, less one of royal-royal blood, would ever choose to do lightly.”

She seemed somehow proud, angry and sad all at once. I bowed my head deeply in apology.

“I’m sorry, my head… I don’t feel so good. I would never want to insult your noble pride.” I was a little touched as her resolve.

“See that you do not-not. I am only thinking of your wellbeing. Now, the sooner you link up your Chakras, the sooner you can rest-rest.”

I had no answer to that. Gritting my teeth and gathering what little strength I had, I started moving my aether along the route Shaeula had indicated. Almost immediately I met fierce resistance, pain knifing through my whole body. This is going to be a long, torturous process, what a delight…
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Spitting more blood I finally managed to connect up my third-eye Chakra. I had been at it for what seemed like weeks, but was likely only forty-eight hours or so. Still, being awake for that long and in such pain, even with aether flowing through me, was taking a heavy toll. Even pulling all-nighters to meet deadlines for coding work was nothing compared to this. Although to be fair, if I hadn’t had such experience with that I would never have managed this…

“Excellent, that makes-makes seven. Now only the crown Chakra remains. One final-final push and you can rest.” Shaeula tried to encourage me. She had stopped with her blows of wind, knowing I was trying as hard as I could. Besides, if she hit me again I’d probably pass out…

Connecting what Shaeula called the lunar Chakra to the throat Chakra was torture, feeling as if I was tearing a route through my body. It had taken hours. Connecting the throat to the third eye had been quicker, as I had experience and Shaeula was guiding me, but it was still a long process. Now the final stage awaited me… Finally, this torture can end.

I listened to her instructions in a trance-like state, just concentrating on pushing the aether the right way, and before I knew it I felt a wave of energy pass through my skull, and then starting from my crown a tide of heat like magma pulsed through me.

“Good, well done. You have-have succeeded!” Shaeula crowed. “Your Chakra network has all linked up properly.” She rushed over to me as I slumped down and helped me up. I was too tired and sore to even care that I was being pressed against her. Besides, she may be a girl, but she isn’t human. Though some people with strange fetishes would no doubt love this. I knew I was thinking nonsense, but I couldn’t help it, I was that exhausted, sleep-deprived and in pain, my thoughts scattered and incoherent.

“I suggest you return to the Material realm-realm and rest.” she said, her tone now kind. “Be sure-sure to circulate your aether to stabilise the circuit in your Material body but go-go gently. Though it seems-seems to be working properly the lunar Chakra in particular is pitifully weak-weak. Do not-not push yourself and I will check you when you return.”

“I’ll be careful. Thanks for everything Shaeula, I really appreciate it.” I did appreciate it, even if she was a drill-sergeant of a teacher. The results were worth it, even if the mishap with the lunar Chakra nearly had terrible consequences.

“It was nothing-nothing. Just what I should do by Oath.” she said, turning her gaze away from me. Yep, now she is showing her dere side.

“Well, I still appreciate it. I’ll see you when I next accumulate enough aether to return.” And with that I let my consciousness go, finally able to rest…


Twenty-Four


Iopened my eyes once more to pain. Damn, I’m getting used to this. Blood was smeared down my chin and across my upper chest. Luckily there wasn’t a large amount, but any blood from within surely wasn’t good. My bruises ached a little, though nowhere near as fiercely as they did within the Boundary, but the greatest torment was coming from where my lunar Chakra was located. Assuming it really exists, of course.

Shaeula had certainly tried hard, and had been a good, if relentless and uncompromising, teacher, as connecting up my other Chakra nodes had gone relatively smoothly. Even now I could feel the first stirrings of warmth filling my root Chakra, and I wasn’t even meditating. However, her insistence on the eighth lunar Chakra had left me badly injured. Still, if we judge purely on results it wasn’t a failure…

Whether or not she had awakened a latent eighth node we all possessed, had created it from scratch or just caused some damage to my body, it would become clear in time. Getting up I went over to the window and drew the blinds. The bright early-afternoon sun shone brightly through my window. Glancing at my digital clock it was just gone two in the afternoon. Quite some time had passed in the Boundary, and that was reflected to an extent back here. Still, I was in there for more than two days in objective time, definitely. I’ve never spent so long in there before, but time does seem to run at roughly a rate of two or three times faster there. I’d now made more than a half-dozen trips into the Boundary, and I was starting to get a handle on how it worked.

As my muscles shifted the bruises ached. I didn’t feel like exercise or combat training in such a condition, so since it was the afternoon I decided to eat lunch and then do some debugging. After that I would do some light stimulation of my newly linked Chakra network, and see how things progressed from there. After having some food I settled into work, and for the next few hours I rushed through the debugging, completing task after task. As the light of the evening started to turn orange with the setting sun I finished for the day, letting out a satisfied groan.

“If this keeps up I’ll be done by the end of next week. That’ll be an easy month ahead of schedule. Hayato–san will be very surprised.” In this business it was more common to overrun deadlines, not complete work so far in advance. It would certainly help him out a lot. And of course it’ll earn me some sweet money. My expenses will all be well covered and I’ll have cash to spare…

My stomach rumbled again, so I decided to have some dinner and wash it down with a couple of beers. Luckily I had some suitable leftovers so it didn’t take long to put something together. Once I had finished up the beers it was fully dark, the silence of the night heavy in the still hot air. “Oh well, time to do some light Chakra training.”

I settled down into a comfortable position, trying to ignore the pain around the lunar Chakra. My bruises had faded away during the day and no longer hurt, a fast recovery. As I began to channel the aether around me into my base… no wait, now it’s the root Chakra isn’t it? … Anyway, now I gathered it in my root Chakra it quickly spread upwards, bringing the comfortable feeling of warmth. As it reached my lunar Chakra the pain intensified, causing me to break out in a sweat, needles of agony spreading from my back to my whole body.

“Damn, this hurts…” I muttered, but I continued moving aether, and it spread upwards through my throat, third-eye and finally to my crown. When it reached my crown my body suddenly felt as if I was immersed in a boiling shower, warmth cascading down my body. As it flowed the pain from my lunar Chakra diminished, fading to a manageable ache. I was buzzing with energy, in such a short time I had gathered as much aether as I would during a whole days’ effort before.

“This is so much easier…” I crowed, and as I did silvery letters suddenly sprang into my vision, causing a small drop in the aether inside me.

Your Class, Fae-Bonded, has increased from Level Two to Level Three.


Huh? I was momentarily stunned. When I last looked at it my class was still at level zero! I didn’t remember doing anything to level it up. Concentrating hard on the term ‘class’ using my bracelet that Exposition-san bestowed upon me I tried to find out more information. More aether drained from me, and words flared into being.

A ‘Class’ is gained by meeting certain criteria, the Astral energies within you resonating with some circumstance to create a unique result. They have a set number of Levels, usually ten, though classes with more Levels do exist. To level a Class, unlike your basic Level, you must gain in areas that reflect the nature of your Class. Classes provide benefits in unique areas, based on their nature. All Classes will also raise their possessor’s ???????.


Damn, more unknown text. I definitely needed to raise my appraisal skill levels. I wasn’t sure what I had done to raise my Fae-Bonded Class, but based on the fact that it went up as I was channelling aether I had a few ideas.

After a little more exercise my lunar Chakra began to ache savagely again. Taking that as the signal I’d done enough I decided to go to bed early and carry on tomorrow.
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Waking up after a short sleep, I was feeling a lot better so I proceeded to resume my morning routine of physical exercise. The bruises had gone and I was only feeling some discomfort from the lunar Chakra, so I did my usual muscle-building training, followed by some spear practice. I then decided to go for a run to work my body thoroughly. After missing yesterday’s workout I was feeling a little out of sorts. I’ve joined the world of the fitness fanatics it seems. I couldn’t help but smile wryly. Still if everyone had a way of measuring their progress and such great rewards for doing so, the world would be full of fit people and obesity would be a thing of the past.

Jogging through the early morning streets I saw people going to work, or walking their dogs. Crossing the street to avoid them I cursed the fact such… animals… were popular. I’ll never understand the appeal of dogs, I guess that is understandable, after that time…

Since it was now summer break there weren’t many children around, so everywhere felt less bustling. As I reached the red iron bridge that crossed the river I couldn’t help but slow down. In the Boundary this is Grulgor’s Territory. I found myself thinking of ways to assault the bridge. Not that it was helping much, as in the Boundary things didn’t always look the same…

Picking up the pace I decided to work myself harder, and so for the rest of my run I really pushed strongly, muscles aching and breath coming in hot gasps. As I sped through the streets at a speed that would not be out of place for a professional athlete I noticed the admiring looks of several passers-by. A pair of teenage girls dressed up in the latest fashion pointed at me and whispered to each other, while a tired-looking salaryman gave me an appreciative nod as I passed him at speed. Seeing this just made me want to push myself further, and I sped up, muscles pumping. As I did so I could feel the aether in my body move in response, and before I knew it I was going even faster, the streets a blur, all my aether draining from me, leaving me spent.

Reaching my apartment block I slowed to a halt, doubled over with the strain, taking in huge gasps of air to fill my tortured lungs. Still, for the last sprint I had done a speed that didn’t just match an athlete, it was on par with a top Olympian. Pain was winding its way through my overstretched muscles and I felt like I was going to black out, but I had managed the impossible.

“You look exhausted, Oshiro-san.” At the familiar voice that greeted me I craned my neck upwards to see Hashimoto-san looking down at me from the steps above. “That sprinting you were doing was mighty fast. Have you considered your talents might be wasted on your freelancing? That speed might get you into the Japanese Olympic team. You must have talent, as you were quite a bit slower a few days ago.”

I don’t think I could go this fast without aether, and not without consequence. The pain in my muscles was now being overshadowed by a fierce burning around my lunar Chakra, causing me to tremble uncontrollably. “You flatter me too much. I think this was just a one-off miracle, and I think I’ve done myself some damage. I’ll be taking it much easier from now on.” I forced myself to my feet and staggered up the steps towards my room. “Off to work today?” I asked Hashimoto-san as he eyed me with concern.

“Yes, I have a meeting with the top brass.” Pulling out a ratty cigarette he lit it and took a drag, sighing mournfully. “Targets, it’s always about targets. Hopefully they won’t chew me out too badly this time. I wish I could get another job, but at my age… it’s too big a risk for me. Employers don’t look favourably on quitters.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine.” I reassured him, starting to draw in the faint surrounding ether to cycle to aether to try and calm my aching lunar node. As I did so Hashimoto-san shivered, frowning suddenly.

“Are you all right?” I asked, and he responded with a nod, rubbing his arm with his free hand.

“I am yes, I just felt a little woozy for a second there. Probably just the stress. Oh well, I’m afraid I don’t have time to talk all day, Oshiro-san. Take care of yourself, but don’t let this setback stop you. It looks to this old man that you have talent. I wish I’d made more of my talents when I was younger. If you can do it once, even as a miracle from the Gods, with training you should be able to achieve it again, right?”

Leaving me with those words of encouragement he left, and I staggered back to my room. What you can do once you can do again, eh? That’s true. But I need to remember not to push myself so far my body or my Chakras break down.

Taking an energy drink I settled down and continued to cycle energy until my Chakras stabilised, the ache of my lunar node fading. One thing this proved was that I could use aether in the Material world as Exposition-san had promised, and it was as draining and difficult as they said. Finished with my exercise for the day I decided to crack on with my debugging.
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For the next two days I continued this routine, gentle Chakra-work, physical training and debugging, until on the third night I had accumulated more than enough to enter the Boundary, with far less effort than it usually took. Sending back the finally completed debugging work via email to Hayato-san, finished a couple of days faster than even I thought I would, I awaited his shocked response with a sense of amused anticipation.

Closing my eyes and getting comfortable I let my consciousness drift, and once more entered my Territory…


Twenty-Five


Shaeula was there to greet me as soon as I entered the Boundary. Observing me with her glowing eyes she nodded in satisfaction. “While there are some-some issues still, your Chakra nodes seem to have settled. The lunar Chakra is still-still peculiar, but aether is flowing to and from it normally.” She paused as her gaze fell on my right wrist. “There is also a puzzling flow there-there, but it seems to be doing no harm-harm I can see, nor interrupting the cycle.” She paused, muttering something quietly to herself after that I didn't quite catch.

“In any case…” she continued. “Complete what business you have to do-do with your Territory and we shall-shall begin more training. Before you can master the element of wind-wind your Chakra network must be stable and stronger, and your lunar node must-must be fixed!”

I thought you said it was just peculiar, not broken… With a sigh that matched her usual ones I nodded and assessed my Territory. We had just over eight thousand ether, which was a bit of a disappointing number considering it was less than last time, and in addition the upgrade to the first Ether Spire was finished.

Seeing my disappointed look Shaeula spoke up quickly. “We have already taken a number-number of the easy structures around this place-place, and we have had to spend time holding back-back the Trolls of Grulgor. We have done all we can-can.”

Thinking about it I could see she was right. While there were plenty of nearby areas to capture, our Territory was too close to the Territories of Grulgor and the Raven Knight, as well as several other areas that seemed dangerous. Our easy expansion had come to an end for the moment. While we could probably slowly raid a few more buildings, that couldn’t come at the expense of allowing Grulgor or the Raven Knight to assault us while our defences were weak.

“You’ve all done well.” I allowed. “We will have to expand our ether supplies other ways.” With that I queued in an upgrade of the second Ether Spire. The only other way I could see to improve our output was to upgrade the Territory Anchor to Rank 2, as this would allow me four more Ether Spires and a higher level they could be upgraded to, based on the limited information I was able to get from Territory Appraisal. Sadly, that would cost nearly ten thousand more ether. To gather that would take either time or some hunting… still, it was a step I really wanted to take, so we would find a way.

“All right, I’m ready.” I said to Shaeula, who nodded.

“Very well then, we shall-shall begin.” She replied. “Guide your aether through your Chakra nodes and I shall see-see if there are any issues.”

Following her advice I began to cycle the aether, converting some ether as necessary to top it up. As always it was much easier from within the Boundary, and I was marvelling at how smoothly it was flowing. As the warmth within me built to a molten heat my lunar node was sending pulses of pain through me, though this faded as the flow increased, down to just a dull, niggling ache.

Shaeula looked into me with her amber eyes. “I see-see. This is good. Your lunar Chakra is stabilising with the extra flow of aether. If this-this continues, soon you will have a fully functioning network. Continue to draw on aether for now-now.”

The more aether I channelled the hotter my body felt, and the less my lunar node hurt, though when my concentration slipped spikes of cold torment did radiate out from it. The aether within me boiled more fiercely than ever before, and I felt that I would be much stronger in combat if I used it. Time passed as I continued to train, listening to the instructions from Shaeula, until the Kamaitachi burst in unannounced, looking panicked.

“What-what is it?” Shaeula snapped. “Interruptions are no good.”

“It cannot be helped.” The weasel panted. “One of Grulgor’s Trolls is about to enter out Territory and we do not have-have the forces to stop him.”

“I see-see.” Shaeula pondered briefly, before turning to me with a grin on her face. “This will be the perfect opportunity for you-you to see what problems we face. If we are to defeat Grulgor you must-must know what we must overcome.”

All this panic over one Troll? “All right.” I nodded, gathering my spear. “Let’s go.”

We quickly moved out of my Territory and through the unclaimed lands towards the border area close to the metal bridge I had run past in the Material plane earlier. As we got closer we could hear a loud noise, a gurgling baleful cry that sounded regularly, full of anger. Moving out of the last alleyways that bordered the river area I could finally see our opponent. It was facing off against a trio of weaselkin who were trying to fend it off with a variety of clubs and staves, probably produced from our Armoury.

It was huge, nearly three metres tall, with grey, stony skin covered in craggy protuberances, which were covered in a greyish-green mossy substance. Beady yellow eyes peered out of a small face, most of which was taken up by a dripping bulbous nose that looked like a squashed vegetable. In one of its dinner plate-sized hands it was holding what looked like a torn off sapling, a crude club nearly as long as it was tall. With a bellow it swung the makeshift weapon and one of the weasels couldn’t get out of the way in time, sent flying, quickly disintegrating into ether, a small light floating from it to appear around Shaeula before vanishing from my view.

“Damn, that looks powerful…” I muttered, and she shot me a wry glance.

“It is indeed-indeed. Trolls are naturally strong and very hard-hard to kill. Amongst the Fae they are known for their resilience. If they worked together we would already have been forced-forced out of our Territory. Luckily Grulgor can not-not coordinate them, so they attack almost at a whim-whim.”

“Do we know how many Trolls there are left?” I asked, calculating our options.

“We have seen at least-least a half-dozen of them, not-not including Grulgor. We have not-not yet succeeded in defeating any.” Shaeula admitted, face twisted in shame. The roaring troll was pursuing the other two weaselkin, and if not stopped and he continued on this route soon he would be within our Territory. The barrier probably wouldn’t hold up to such might, and as for the Defensive Emplacement, it might be enough to drive him away, but if we were to fail… No, I'm not alone now. We have a chance.

“Well, maybe this time we can do it.” I said, trying to sound confident. If that club hit me… damn, it doesn’t bear thinking about.

“Very well then.” Shaeula said. “We can try-try, but I fear it will be most difficult.”

With that her Kamaitachi began to attack, green blades of wind slamming into the Troll. The wounds inflicted were minor, barely cutting into the rocky grey skin. It was enough to anger it though, and it turned to us, bellowing, while the other two weaselkin scampered away.

“Hmm, those wind blades did quite a lot of damage to me but they barely hurt it.” I observed, unnerved. Shaeula agreed, nodding silently. She let loose her own wind, and the troll staggered back for a moment, a few drops of blood scattering which scorched the ground, thin steam rising into the air. Unfortunately, this powerful attack barely halted its charge.

“They are extremely durable, and can recover from injuries over time-time. The rockier Trolls recover slower but are much-much tougher, while the slimier ones are easier to injure but recover at an annoyingly fast-fast pace. If not-not for the fact they are stupid and unmanageable, they would be-be an unstoppable force.”

As more wind hammered ineffectually at the Troll I clutched my spear tightly. “I guess it’s time for me to step in. It you can strike at its weapon with your wind that might give me the advantage I need to deal with it.”

“Very well-well.” Shaeula agreed. “But before you go…” She raised one arm, green wind swirling around it. “May the blessings of luck be upon you, in the name-name of the Seelie Court, fortunate winds blow your way.” With those words the jade winds swirled around me gently before fading away, leaving me feeling lighter and somehow refreshed.

“What was that, a buff spell?” I asked, surprised.

“Buff? I do not-not understand what you mean.” She answered. “It is my gift of the blessing of fortunate winds, which will magnify your luck-luck.”

“That sounds pretty awesome. So definitely a buff. A buff is something that increases your abilities, while a debuff reduces them.” I might as well educate her in the combat lingo of the Material. After all, we should be working together for a long time.

“I see…” she said slowly. “Well, in any-any case, let us destroy the Troll’s weapon and create an opening for you.”

Wind flared at the inrushing Troll, who was being constrained by the narrow, congested alleyways, an advantage a smarter opponent would not have afforded us. As he slowed slightly the Kamaitachi and Shaeula both attacked with the wind, and the sapling the Troll was swinging exploded into splinters, leaving him holding only a stub. As it peered down at it, puzzled, I made my move, channelling aether to boost my speed. It was smoother than ever before and I was at the Troll before it knew it.

Thrusting out with the form I had learned from my spear practice I channelled more aether into making the blow strong and sharp, and it struck home in the Troll's huge chest. The blade dug deep, acidic blood splattering out on me, causing pain to sear through me where it touched, but what was worse was the solid shock my arms endured. The wooden shaft of the spear transmitted all the impact to my arms, which felt as though I had just slammed them into a wall.

“Gah...” I spat, dodging as it swung a huge hand at me. Wind was battering at it, some striking at the wound I had made, causing it to bellow even more furiously. I thrust again, piercing its thick thigh, and then a blow struck its gut, sending more blood flying. Still, it was like trying to take down an elephant!

My arms were aching after several more strikes, hands numb. Blood was streaming from the enraged Troll, who swatted me away furiously. I barely managed to block with the shaft of my spear, which shuddered with the impact, as I was blown backwards a dozen paces. It was at that moment Shaeula summoned her weasel-snakes of wind which tore deeply into the areas the Troll was wounded. With another roar of agony it turned and ran, fleeing back towards its own Territory.

I slumped down in relief. In that brief skirmish I had used up most of my aether, and we had little to show for it as the Troll had escaped. Shaeula came beside me and looked down on me sympathetically.

“You see why-why we have struggled? Within a day or so those wounds will have fully healed and we will have to do it all-all again.”

“Damn, that Grulgor must be an idiot. If I had a half-dozen tanks like that I could rule this whole area.” I complained as I pushed myself to my feet. My body was protesting where I had been burned by the acid blood and I felt exhausted, but there was no time to feel sorry for myself. “I think I may need to rethink my plans. We need more defences as soon as possible.”

We could probably gather the ether needed to set up another Defensive Emplacement quite quickly, but setting it up towards this side so that it was in range of Trolls coming from the river would leave it vulnerable when the Trolls breached the defensive barrier, which was a recipe for having it wrecked. Upgrading the Territory Anchor would help with that issue, allowing us to better position Emplacements that could overlook enemy Territory, and also tied in with my previous plan, but would require lots of ether.

“All right then.” I decided. “It’s time to gather some ether.” I looked at Shaeula. “Do you know anywhere where there are enemies we can defeat?”

The Kamaitachi spoke up. “There is a lair of quite-quite powerful monsters. We lost several of our kin investigating it before we joined you. They are strong, but not-not invulnerable like the Trolls. It is dangerous, but-but if you are sure…”

“Having seen how strong the Trolls are first-hand I don’t think we can risk the chances that Grulgor can pull a few of them together to attack. You’ve really been impressive holding them off all this time, but trusting that to continue forever isn’t wise.”

At my praise Shaeula puffed out her chest. “Indeed-indeed, we have worked hard, you should appreciate it.”

“And I do.” I laughed, tickled by her reaction. “Lead on, and we’ll see just how much ether we can scrounge up…”


Twenty-Six


The entrance to our local Tokyo metro station was a dark void, oppressive and murky. As we approached I could feel a chill hanging in the air, not unlike the feeling of the great tree in the graveyard, the Raven Knight’s Territory.

You have entered a Territory possessed by another. The Territory level is low so it has only a weak effect on you, but your Aether will be slowly drained…


Familiar words scrolled across my vision. It was like the Territory of the zombies before. It wasn’t a properly anchored Territory like mine, nor a strong Territory that only lacked an Anchor like Grulgor’s or the Raven Knight’s. Even so, it would still be disadvantageous fighting there.

“You need-need to stay alert.” The Kamaitachi warned. “The enemies are numerous and surprisingly powerful.”

As soon as he had finished speaking a small host of foes came scuttling out of the darkness. It was a mixture of beasts. There were some spiders the size of large sheep, though instead of spider heads they had faces that seemed a grotesque cross between spider and human, with arachnid fangs in a human mouth and a pair of human eyes under the cluster of compound eyes, glaring balefully. These spider hybrids also had wickedly sharp scythes of chitin on their front legs, held up like mantises. In addition to these there were the equally disturbing scorpion-beasts, larger and the size of ponies, with eyeless human heads in place of where their scorpion heads should have been, mouths stretched wide and drooling spittle incessantly.

“Wow.” I said, unconsciously imitating my sister. “More insects, but these… ugh, my stomach hurts.” Swallowing down vomit at their disgusting appearance I readied my spear.

“Be very-very careful.” The sickle-weasel advised me, taking a defensive stance. “They are far-far more dangerous than they appear.”

“They appear plenty dangerous to me…” I muttered, eyeing huge scorpion claws and stingers, and the venom dripping from the spiders’ mouths. Several of the spiders advanced, and suddenly they were blasting out gouts of fire from their maws, the flames tinged with acrid vapour that stung on contact.

“See-see?” the Kamaitachi said, using his wind to deflect some of the flames to either side of us, where they burst in scalding explosions, spreading the toxic gases outwards. His attacks slashed towards them, glowing green, but more flames struck the wind, devouring it.

“All-all elements have weaknesses…” Shaeula said as she raised a vortex of wind to ward off the flames. “Fire consumes wind, leaving us at a rather-rather severe disadvantage.”

“I guess that makes sense.” I said as I leapt forwards through the maelstrom of flame and wind. “No fire without oxygen after all.” My spear stroke was true, piercing into the face of one of the spiders as it made ready to breathe poisonous flames again, ripping through and destroying it. As that one fell I leapt back as one of the scorpions came howling forwards, claws reaching for me, tail hammering down into the ground where I was standing, pincer piercing an impressive hole in the solid stone below.

“Oxygen…?” Shaeula asked, but I had no time to respond. Ducking under the writhing pincers, I cut with my spear, another move I’d studied online, and the stinger on the end of the scorpion’s tail was severed, black blood gouting. Leaping up I thrust down, piercing chitin and flesh. The scorpion fell, scattering into ether. Beside me the combined wind attacks of Shaeula and her sickle-weasel had managed to overcome the flames and shred a couple of spiders, but more were coming all the time.

“Time to run…” I muttered, as we were in danger of being surrounded. With one last frenzied barrage of stabs and slashes I managed to behead another scorpion as we retreated. Checking the messages about ether gain I was pleased to see we had accumulated a decent amount. Each of the monsters must have been an Elite-class enemy.

“I will cover-cover the retreat…” the Kamaitachi said, jade air swirling around him. Blades of wind lashed out, and another scorpion fell, bisected. Flames roared in response and he was driven back. The spiders were flanking us, and I stepped in front of Shaeula as flames cascaded towards her. Channelling aether I slashed my spear through the fires, scattering them, taking only minor damage. With a bold yell I charged, and the spider fell, impaled through the abdomen. I wrenched the spear in a circle as I tore it free to make the wound fatal, turning to see Shaeula beleaguered by another spider and scorpion. Her wind barrier was scattering the flames but it was fading, devoured by the toxic blaze.

“Aim for the scorpion, it doesn’t use fire so your wind will work!” I shouted, dashing at the spider.

“I know-know that!” Shaeula responded grumpily, but as she did several of her weasel-snakes of wind formed and raced towards the scorpion. There was a heavy impact, painful gusts slashing in all directions, and then the weasels bored through the scorpion, tearing open huge holes in it, stinking guts spilling before it dissipated. As that happened I overpowered the other spider, cutting off several legs and then striking a fatal blow to its head.

“Keep-keep running…” The Kamaitachi ordered, coming up behind us, using wind to fend off our pursuers. It was in a sorry state, fur burnt and blackened, but it didn’t seem to be greatly injured.

“You don’t have to tell us twice.” I said, dropping back to help him fend off another spider. As it collapsed, we reached our own Territory. The enemy forces slowed down as they felt themselves be affected by the suppression, which allowed us to counterattack. With help from Shaeula another spider and a scorpion were dispatched, torn apart by savage winds. The rest of the foes turned and retreated, scuttling back to their own Territory deep in the metro.

“That went well.” I said with a grin, as the euphoria of battle slowly drained away. I was covered in minor burns and scrapes, but had avoided any serious injury. Shaeula was unharmed, and the Kamaitachi would recover. Overall, a good result.

“Are you sure-sure?” Shaeula said coldly. “We were lucky that we were not-not fully surrounded. I sensed a baleful presence deep-deep within the depths of that place. In time, perhaps it will become a threat as big as Grulgor or-or the Raven Knight.”

“That would be a problem.” I allowed. “We already have two fronts, if a third opened our forces would be stretched thin. All the more reason we need to gather ether.”

Checking how much we had gained I was pleased. After killing a dozen or so of them we had accumulated a thousand ether. So if we do this nine more times we could upgrade the Territory…

As I was about to open my mouth I swallowed nervously. Shaeula was glaring at me, as though she could tell what I was thinking.

“Well, maybe we should take a break from this for a while, they might expect us to return. Now if anyone has any other good ideas to make ether…” suddenly I trailed off, struck by a brainwave. Damn, I can be stupid at times.

“Has anyone seen any Etherite ores about?” I asked.

“Ores? I am not-not one of your Kobolds, grubbing about in the earth.” Shaeula said, sounding insulted.

“Oh I wouldn’t expect a fine lady such as yourself to do simple labour.” I flattered her shamelessly. “Etherite ores are coloured crystals that are found in areas of high ether concentration. They are usually red or orange, though yellow and other colours can be found too.”

“I see-see.” The Kamaitachi said with a grin. “I think-think I saw some in our Territory, as well as in some of the buildings that we cleared. I can go retrieve them.”

“Please do.” I returned its grin. “The more the better. I want to enlarge our Territory to relieve pressure on your forces.”

“In that case, we should-should continue your training.” Shaeula said to me, and I nodded. There was no point getting greedy and trying to attack the metro again, not until we had gained more power…
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“I think-think this is the last one. We will search more but do not expect any-any.” The Kamaitachi said as he placed down a red Etherite ore. I absorbed it, as I had done the fourteen other ores he had brought. Of those two were orange, and there had even been a yellow one found deep within the domain Shaeula had claimed as her own. Combining this with the ether my Territory had generated over time, as well as the bounty we made from killing the monsters at the metro, and we had just under five thousand ether.

Not enough to upgrade the Territory yet, but we can make a start…

“Pay-pay attention to your training!” Shaeula commanded, seeing me getting distracted. I flashed her a smile and queued in a building, passing her the command permissions to use it when it was completed.

Barracks Rank 1 – This Building can recruit up to ten Basic-class troops based on those who serve your Territory. These troops will gain experience and have a maximum Level of 2. You can currently recruit Kobolds and weaselkin. Cost 2500.


When I queued it in it would take two Astral days to complete, so it would be ready by the next time I was in the Boundary. Shaeula looked at me, eyes wide. “With this I can begin-begin to restore my kin!”

“Yes.” I reached over and rustled her furry head, causing her to squirm and bat my hands away with her own. “And if we can upgrade it further you should be able to call upon stronger ones, even sickle-weasels.”

“Do not-not manhandle me, fool-fool.” She snapped, but she didn’t look that unhappy. “Still, I admit you are making progress on one-one of the Oaths we agreed. But enough of that. Your Chakras are starting to show signs of exhaustion, so it is time-time for you to return to the Material and rest.” She showed me some concern, but also praise, as she continued. “Still-still, your progress is very fast. Your Chakras are enlarging and stabilising at a very-very rapid rate. Only the lunar Chakra is out of balance. Soon-soon you will be ready to attempt to harness wind energy. However, that takes much study and training, so do not-not expect sudden progress!”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” I had been at my training for over a day of Astral time, so I was pretty tired. Still, feeling the tangible results was pushing me forwards. Drawing in aether was now almost as easy as breathing. I still felt pain and discomfort around my lunar Chakra at times, but as I worked this became less and less frequent and intense.

“While I’m gone, as soon as we reach enough ether to upgrade the Territory Anchor you can start spending the rest on recruiting weaselkin to bring back your kin. With the extra numbers we should be able to deal with more threats and earn more ether. It’s a virtuous cycle!”

“Bah.” Shaeula snorted at my words. “Virtuous is not-not the way I might refer to you. Still, this humble servant will follow your-your orders.”

Humble? Hardly. “Great. Together we are stronger.” With that I let myself return to the Material plane, with lingering thoughts of how quickly I would be able to return to the Boundary and continue building my Territory…


Twenty-Seven


The first thing I noticed when I woke up was the blinking of the message light on my mobile phone. Flipping it open I noticed the time was eight thirty in the morning, a bit later than I normally got up, but more than enough time to do what I needed to. The second thing I noticed was the expected email from Hayato-san. That was quicker than I thought.

"Hey man. I was shocked to get your completed work. I’ve had a quick look through and it seems okay, but until the bigwigs finish their checks your payment will have to wait. I know you won’t have done a bad job but… you finished over a month ahead of schedule. You must have pulled a series of brutal all-nighters, and even then…"

As I continued to read I felt a little guilty. It had felt awesome using my new abilities to smash through several weeks’ worth of work in just days, but I had forgotten how that would make people who weren’t aware of my changed powers feel…

"I hope you’re all right, man. If you have money worries you can let me know and I can probably scrape a loan together for you. I’m sure the others would come in on that as well. Please let me know, I can’t let a good friend like you suffer in silence. In any case, why not take it easy and wait for the paycheck? If the work is good, which I have no doubt, seeing as it's you, you’ll have earned a tidy bundle of yen.

Take care and hit me back soon, your old friend, Hayato."

I couldn’t help but smile. Hayato-san was a good friend. I shouldn’t have made him worry. It was a good lesson. I made the same mistake when I ran too fast where people could see me. Having inhuman powers was great and all, but if I was careless about how I used them and the wrong people found out… I’ll be more careful from now on.

Firing off a reply to Hayato-san apologising and saying that I just had inspiration while working on it, and while I did indeed cram a few all-nighters to grind it out, it was only because I had an awesome flow going on, I hoped he would accept it. Logically there was no way I could have done that work so quickly under my own steam, but it wasn’t something Hayato-san would likely give much thought. He was the kind of guy who would just believe what he was told, unless it was wildly implausible. He's a man who will always give you the benefit of the doubt and be supportive...

Finishing by thanking him for the offer of a loan but declining, I asked if he had any work going that no-one else needed at that point and promised I’d deliver it to him quickly. With that done it was time for my normal morning routine. The gathering of aether through my Chakras flowed smoothly, the discomfort less than before. I then moved on to my exercise routine, and after that finished another job, but this time I kept it to merely fast, without being abnormally good. See, I can learn lessons.

As I dried myself off after a hot bath to ease my aching muscles I saw I had another email from Hayato-san. It was enquiring whether I was really all right, but that if I was serious there was a couple of weeks’ worth of redraws and re-renders of some background art that had been rejected by the dev team, which he could send my way if I was serious. I guess I really worried him if he is digging so hard. I sent back more assurances that I was all right, and got back a near-immediate response, along with the work to do. Settling down into my chair with a cold bottle of iced tea, I started to work on it, my hands flying across mouse and keyboard at extreme speed. This time though I’ll sit on the work for a few days, so it doesn’t seem as if I finished it so incredibly early… That would decrease my potential earnings, but I would not upset my friends, which was important too.
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The next day I carried on with my training, but as I was feeling full of aether due to my developing Chakra network I decided to add in a further experiment, based on using aether in the Material. After several hours I had discovered the following findings. Using it within my body, like when I exceeded my limits on my run a couple of days ago, still used a lot more aether than it would in the Boundary, orders of magnitude more in fact. Despite that, I could use aether to help me lift weights far heavier than I could unaided, or even crush a spoon within my grasp. Doing so caused spikes of pain to flare in my lunar Chakra and the surrounding body, but it was bearable.

If I was using it externally it was a further order of magnitude more difficult than internal use, I could flip a coin off my hand, but anything harder than that used an unfeasibly large amount of aether. Still, if I was to grow more powerful and have a greater aether reserve, the possibilities were endless. I was just starting to get an inkling of an idea how I would solve my great need for money. There was a lot more to do and issues to solve, but if all went well… In any case, that's for later.

For the rest of the day things proceeded as usual, I did a good chunk of the work I had to do (nearly a third, in fact) and continued spear and muscle training. Compared to the form of the trainers on the videos I was streaming, I was a bit rough, but I had certainly come a long way in just a few short days. Maybe the best thing I had gained wasn’t greater strength or speed, but increased capacity to learn and improve.

As the darkness of the evening set in my aether-raising exercises filled up what I had used in my experiments and continued to pull in more and more, until I had enough to enter the Boundary. In my Territory I was quickly greeted by Shaeula, who was looking rather happy.

“Greetings, Akio.” Shaeula said brightly. “You have-have returned quicker than I expected.” Her eyes glowed amber and she nodded, satisfied. “Your network continues to stabilise. There are still-still issues, but with work you can surely-surely overcome them. In any case…” she paused, cocking her head in an adorable manner. Damn, I am not a furry, this doesn’t appeal to me, it doesn’t.

“… Would it be possible to-to upgrade the Barracks, I would like to call more of my kin back-back to life.” She finished, eyes pleading.

Checking my ether supply it was sitting just under ten thousand. At least she had listened to my instructions to wait until we had enough to upgrade before recruiting back her weaselkin. Yet, to gain seven and a half thousand ether or more while I was away for only two Material days, even with two upgraded Ether Spires, was quite a surprising amount.

“We have-have been working hard.” Shaeula said proudly, interpreting my gaze correctly. “We managed to lure-lure some of the spider and scorpion monsters to our Territory and dispose of them here-here, however after we had killed around twenty of them they started to learn-learn, and some stronger ones appeared. We had to retreat then-then, or we would have gathered more.”

Nothing like motivation to make a workforce excel, eh? Looking around I could see my Silo was surrounded by shimmering orbs of ether that it couldn’t hold. I would need to upgrade that too at some point.

“Well, first we need to upgrade our Territory Anchor to Rank two, which will take ten Astral days.” I said to her. “But while that is happening we won’t be able to do much, so if we gather ether ready we can do the Barracks upgrade as soon as the Territory itself finishes upgrading. Does that sound fair?”

“It does-does indeed.” she said, excited. I could sometimes catch faint glimpses of the glowing balls of light around her, drifting between the sometimes visible swirls of green wind energy that she gave off, but if I wasn’t mistaken there did appear to be fewer of them. “We will gather-gather as much as we can! But in the meantime if you wish to learn how to wield the wind-wind, you need more training!”

When I began the Territory Upgrade to Rank 2 I was greeted by a rather dangerous message.

During a Territory Anchor upgrade the Territory will enter a dormant state. No Building can be repaired or built, the Territory Barrier and Ether absorption will function at significantly reduced effectiveness, and Defensive Emplacements will not function. Only passive Buildings such as Silos and Ether Spires will remain active, but Ether Spires and other similar Buildings will function at reduced effectiveness based on the Rank of the upgrade being performed.


Damn, that’s... pretty shitty. There would be massive vulnerabilities while one was upgrading, with any attack being lethal and likely to lead to the loss of the entire Territory. Still, one couldn’t simply put off upgrading and make do with lower-Rank Buildings either… Fortunately, at least Shaeula and her kin are here to defend us. We should manage this time… I hope… but if the next upgrade is a hundred days like I suspect… shaking my head to clear the doubts I mentioned this blow to Shaeula, who agreed to lead the defence while we upgraded.

After that conversation I began to practice strengthening my Chakra network with the usual incisive help from Shaeula, her amber mystic eyes seeing the flow within me and allowing her to correct my problem areas. As I worked the molten warmth within me spread, until I was feeling a near uniform sensation of heat. The only island of lesser aether within me was my lunar Chakra and the surrounds, which occasionally pulsed stabbing needles of frosty pain through my back and upper body. Sadly, I was well used to this now so it barely slowed me down.

This continued for hours under her tutelage, until something seemed to snap suddenly into place. It was as if my body pushed through some sort of barrier, the heat it felt all moving to my lower body, where my White Cord connected me to my Material form. I gasped in a combination of sensations, a mixture of pain and strange pleasure running through me.

Your Class, Fae-Bonded, has increased from Level Three to Level Four.
Your White Cord has evolved into a Silver Cord. This has strengthened both your Astral and Material forms. Aether can be utilised more efficiently with less waste.


“Oh, this-this is interesting.” Shaeula said, as my White Cord began to change, fragments drifting away into the air as if it was ash from a fire, leaving smooth shining silver beneath. Once this was done my body shuddered once, power flowing through it. The world seemed to be just a step slower around me, my mind working faster. Aether was flowing through me swiftly, with barely any resistance, and this was energising me. I felt like I had powered up, like going Super Saiyan. I’m over nine thousand!

“Your Chakras have all-all changed dramatically. The energy they hold is now-now swirling like a whirlpool… all except the lunar node, and even that is larger and looks-looks more stable. You have made a breakthrough!” she observed. “With these Chakras you should be able to take your first-first steps to harnessing the wind, but do not-not expect it to be easy, it should be far-far more difficult than reaching this stage!”

I looked down at my Silver Cord, which was fading from view now that it had evolved. It was now more in line with all the literature on Chakras and Astral projection I had read, which had all talked about similar Silver Cords.

“So what my father said was true-true.” Shaeula said beside me. “The Scotsman had a Silver Cord connecting his body to our world, and it shone like a silver-silver sun. I had wondered if the Scotsman was just special, or if you were not-not sufficiently strong enough. Now I know-know.”

I’m guessing this ability to evolve and strengthen my Chakras and my Silver Cord is why Exposition-san didn’t force open my Chakra nodes before. Most likely I would have been at the same sort of strength level as I am now, but I might not have had room to grow… still, meeting Shaeula was a great stroke of luck, as without her mystic eyes giving her the ability to guide me, I would no doubt have not come anywhere near as far, I might have been struggling for weeks, months or even years to get to this point on my own, if I didn’t ruin myself first with my fumblings…

“It’s pretty much all thanks to you, Shaeula.” I praised her, causing her to fidget in embarrassment. “Without your guidance it would have taken me a lot longer to reach this stage, if I even could with my pathways not using the main route through my body.”

“It is only-only natural for me to help my master.” she said, puffing out her chest proudly, showing her dere side once more. “I did not-not do it because I particularly wanted to.” And there’s the classic tsun. Man, she is textbook at times.

With a wry smile I asked her how I could begin my training in wind elemental energy…


Twenty-Eight


“The first-first thing you will need to do is find a suitable source of wind energy. Luckily you seem to have-have some aptitude.” Shaeula gestured at the faint wisps of wind energy that surrounded me, still there from where I had slain her Kamaitachi. To which I’m feeling kind of guilty now I know her better, even though I shouldn’t as it was either them or me…

“If we return to where-where my Territory was we will find-find a rich elemental wind blowing. You will need-need to absorb the wind inside you and guide it to your heart Chakra, for the heart is the Chakra that-that guides wind and its related elements. However, without a full understanding of the wind, you will not-not be able to attune your Chakra, to create the elemental energies yourself.” She finished her explanation, expecting a response.

Knowledge of the wind? I reckon I know plenty about it, although maybe not in a mystical sense…

“All right, and then?” I asked.

“That-that is all you need to do. It sounds simple does it not-not, but the simplest things are often the most difficult. Once your heart Chakra is attuned and creating wind it will grow-grow with use, and you can also strengthen it by absorbing rare wind energies and making them yours-yours. If you are diligent, you may even-even gain a unique wind like my fortunate winds.”

“That’s the one you blessed me with before, right? The one that you said magnifies luck?” I asked, intrigued. This could aid the plan I was slowly putting together in my head.

“Indeed-indeed.” she agreed. “The stronger one’s luck, the more-more there is to magnify and the greater Fortune one has. It also helps one to know when their Fortune is at its peak-peak, and if one acts then good things are sure-sure to happen.”

Yes, this is definitely going to help. My Fortune had increased when I became a Fae-Bonded, so with it enhanced, to say nothing of the knowledge of peak luck… I couldn’t help myself, I started grinning, which confused Shaeula a little.

“Should you start-start to form such an ability, wind energies will also accumulate in your lunar Chakra, as that-that is the Chakra that governs unique powers.” She sniffed then, looking at me harshly. “Of course, with your-your feeble lunar node, asking for such might be too much good fortune, even-even with my help.”

“Don’t be like that…” I laughed, ruffling her furry head again, ignoring her weak protests. “I’ll get it sorted with your assistance. It’s a miracle I owe to you I even have it, I don’t think humans were meant to possess a lunar Chakra.”

“Bah, I know how-how these things work.” she protested once more, as we moved towards her old Territory in the park. Wind energy was visible in the air around us as a faint haze, flowing out from the dungeon in visible streams, winding high into the dark, false light of the Boundary skies. Now that I knew what I was looking for it was quite the pretty sight.

“The process for drawing in elemental energy is superficially similar to-to using aether. However, if you do just-just that, it will be absorbed as aether, usable but quite-quite harmful to your Chakra network.” She gestured expansively to the flowing wind. “No-no, you need to understand the wind to absorb it in a pure state, and if you can not-not, then you must let it flow through you and out-out without being absorbed as aether. Gradually you will understand the energies and be able to command it. Such a task will take much-much time. Even for us Fae it has been known-known to take years.”

Years huh? Don’t really have that much time… “Well, I reckon I know a fair bit about wind, so let’s have a go. I’m sure you managed to master it quicker than years, right? With you and your eyes on our side I reckon I can crack it in weeks.”

“I am not-not sure you have cause to be so arrogant.” she admonished me, shifting bashfully. “But you are right-right, I mastered the ability to draw-draw in the wind within a month. It took longer to strengthen my heart-heart Chakra to produce the energy itself though. I will guide-guide you through the process, so any master of mine-mine should have no excuses not-not to grasp it quickly!” she finished, contradicting her earlier comments about my arrogance. Her tsundere act was getting more textbook by the minute, whether that had anything to do with the fact that her kin were being restored was open to question, but after we upgraded the Barracks again, I would have to see if her moods changed further.

Shaking my head to clear away such useless thoughts I turned my attention back to the task at hand. Just what was the wind? At its most basic, wind was the flow of air, caused by various heating and cooling phenomenon around the Earth. But that was nothing like the vibrant green energy that was found here. Just thinking about the scythes of slicing wind the sickle-weasels and Shaeula used was enough to prove that. The four classical elements were air, water, fire and earth. Wind was analogous to air, so if we looked at air as the element, then in a way things made a bit more sense. Tools on Earth could produce wind drills and blades that could cut thick steel like butter, so that was closer to what I had witnessed…

As I pondered I reached out to absorb the energy, watched by a silent Shaeula, her amber eyes glowing. Faint trickles of wind flowed into me, the remainder of what I had plundered from the weasels first, and then the atmospheric elemental essence slowly began to flow towards, and then into me. At first it was a struggle to not absorb it as aether, which triggered further thoughts. Back in the past scientists thought that aether (or sometimes ether) was the mysterious fifth element relating to spirit. Nowadays there are other elements often added to the basic four, such as light, and in Chinese literature there are the five elements including wood and metal. If the heart Chakra rules wind, then what do the other six rule? I certainly wasn’t going to assume the lunar Chakra ruled an element, as I definitely believed that was an aberration that shouldn’t exist within me.

“I have-have the feeling you are thinking something quite rude now…” Shaeula complained. “Focus. Learn the wind and what it is-is, and does-does! Your control is slipping!”

I am, I am. She was right though. Wisps of the wind energy were escaping my grasp and being absorbed as aether. Still, that in itself was something I needed to understand, the relationship between aether and the other elements. Aether could create fire or wind, or bend space, or even speed things up, which was akin to time manipulation. It took more aether to produce wind effects than elemental wind would require though, so it was not all-powerful. As I manipulated the wind through my networks I considered nature. Fire was born from air, as it could not live without oxygen, and water was also air in a way, as it was made of hydrogen and oxygen, both gases, which were air. Metal and wood were both from earth and other elements, and light was given off by fire. All these things could change to other things under the proper circumstances. So what if aether was the purest version of this, able to change itself to any element?

I ignored the murmured words coming from Shaeula beside me and continued to draw in wind, guiding it. Ice melts to become water, which boils to steam, which cools to water, and freezes to ice… Therefore if aether can become an element, and an element can be absorbed into aether… I think I’ve got it. The elements could all be arranged in a delicate web, centred around aether. It was no periodic table, but it would still be possible to arrange them all in a regimented pattern. As my body drew in aether and wind I noticed that aside from the larger Chakra nodes along the main trunk of my network, there were numerous smaller nodes that were starting to fill up with energy, glittering like dewdrops shining in the sun on a spider’s web.

Some elements are opposites, some are complimentary, some will change into others if the circumstances are right, and others cannot, except through aether, which is the centre of the web and bridges them all… since that was the case, it was obvious that I could handle the wind energy properly. Using some aether to smooth the flow I continued to draw in more and more wind from the surroundings, until my body was tingling, my heart pulsing rhythmically.

“You…. you have-have done it.” Shaeula spoke, shocked, her mouth gaping open. “You are drawing in-in the wind energy, and so smoothly….”

“Well, like you said earlier, I would be a poor master to a noble Seelie Princess such as yourself if I couldn’t do this much, right?” I grinned back, though as my concentration dropped off the flow of wind energy deceased. It was the first time I had referred to her as a princess, as while I had only known her a few days I felt that my earlier fears about reigniting her pride were groundless. After all, her pride was already sky-high, and she would not debase it by betraying the Oaths we exchanged.

“Hmph. You finally recognise me as a princess-princess, do you?” she pouted, but looked happy to my eyes. “Well-well, this step was fast, but you are only drawing in what-what wind energy is around you. It is useful to be sure-sure, as the wind is powerful, but until you can create it from your heart Chakra you will be-be at the mercy of the surrounding elements and what you have within you.”

That makes sense. It’s the difference between a gun that only holds a few rounds of ammunition, and a laser that can create and fire its own bolts. “So how do I proceed?”

Gazing upon me with her mystic eyes she took quite some time to answer. When she did it was with a long sigh. “Your drawing of the wind-wind is passable. With time and the improvement of your Chakra network you will surely grow more-more adept. But to generate the wind… only-only superb knowledge of the wind will allow this, as well as a deep link-link with your heart. You must feel-feel the wind as a part of you!”

“So, can you share your knowledge with me?” I asked. “Surely that would help speed me along.”

“I can-can and I will, but knowledge told is less effective than knowledge you learn-learn yourself. Profound insight is required and such insights do not-not come easily.”

“Well, at least we can’t do too much other than gather ether while we wait for our Territory Anchor to upgrade.” I replied. “While we are doing that I’ll be more than happy to listen to all you know. If I can master the wind I think not only will it make me stronger, I think it can help with the next stage of my expansion plan.”

“Expansion plan-plan? No, never mind. I shall impart all-all of my royal wisdom to you. You had better be-be grateful that you are receiving teaching directly from a princess who is a master of the wind-wind!”

For the next few hours I listened intently to her insights as we hunted what we could to gather ether. Unfortunately other than the occupied Territories around us pickings were slim due to the great work Shaeula and her kin had done clearing out anything they could defeat, but I did gain some valuable insights on the feel of wind and how it was born, grown and used. Unfortunately her knowledge on what the elemental energy actually was seemed lacking.

“I think I’m going to return to the Material now.” I advised her, after we had spent quite a while finding little to hunt but the odd lesser spirit or mutant insect. “We can’t do much right now, and I want to master the wind as soon as possible. I’m going to gain some insights.”

“Very well-well.” Shaeula agreed. “Work hard, and we shall do the same-same and gather enough ether so that more of my kin can return. We shall also protect your Territory while-while it slumbers.”

I ruffled her head again before I departed. “I’ll do that.”

And with that I returned to my room on the Material plane, filled with both wind energy and enthusiasm…


Twenty-Nine


The feeling of the wind elemental energy inside me was different to the normal warmth of aether. This felt prickly and chilly, though the feeling was surprisingly comfortable. The area around my heart was the most concentrated, although I could feel the energy circulating within me throughout my body.

“Oh well, if I am going to put my plan into action, I need to see what I can do here on the Material.” After grabbing breakfast I pulled out a couple of hundred yen coins and some dice. Moving the wind energy as I would aether, I formed the image and released it. The flow was sluggish, and it took some effort on my part, but there was a flash of green and the coin balanced on my hand was flicked off and tumbled to the desk below.

“It does work. It seems to be less inhibited by the Material plane than aether too.” I wondered if that was because aether was a pure form, while wind was something that was already part of the Material world?

For the next few minutes I continued to experiment, until the wind energy I had stored was all gone. Noting down my results I ran the numbers and was rather pleased. Even without being able to generate it myself I could still use the wind in my plan, but if I was able to generate it consistently, the efficiency would rise exponentially.

Another benefit of this was I was getting used to how it felt to manipulate the wind energy. It worked similarly to aether, but there were definite differences. Aether responded to thought at a much higher efficiency, while the wind relied more on my moving it through my network and expelling it. This would take some getting used to, but once moving it became second nature to me it would free up my concentration, which would be very useful in combat.

“Oh well, time to do some research. If I need knowledge of the wind and air, then internet, here I come.”

I spent the next few hours going over wind and what caused it. It was mostly related to temperature differentials causing atmospheric pressure, as I remembered from classes at school. There were some other factors such as the rotation of the earth and large geographical features, but that was basically it. I felt my understanding of that was about as good as it could get. Hell, I’m even aware of super strong winds on Jupiter. Harnessing that sort of power would make me unstoppable…

But I had the feeling that wind elemental energy was also more related to air, as per the classical Greek model. I knew the relative composition of air, most people did (those who paid attention at school, anyway) but what made air… well, air? After all, air here wasn’t the same as air on Venus, or Jupiter, or those planets where the atmosphere was made of molten metal due to the heat of their sun.

Perhaps the air element is merely the ability to manipulate the flow of any gases… it might even go further and allow one to affect further the properties of any gas. Remembering the way that the wind energy had felt as I used it to move the air around me to flip the coin and push the dice I had thrown, I felt like I was nearing a breakthrough.

Closing my eyes while thinking about the wind I began to draw in aether. It was so smooth now that my network had matured, and I felt I could probably draw in enough aether in a single day to return to the Boundary now, rather than taking two or three. Of course, it was still far slower than it was in the Boundary, especially areas touching the lower Astral, but that was only to be expected, as the Astral was the realm of aether… wait, eureka!

My eyes shot open and I bolted out of my chair, mind racing. If there is aether here, then surely there is wind energy too, after all, Earth has plenty of winds. It’ll be typhoon season in a few months. Plus if it is air, we have a whole atmosphere of it!

Thinking of it another way, every human was already making use of wind energy, after all, we needed to breathe to live. We could also cause wind by exhaling, or even a little by flailing our arms. It was the difference between a pebble and a mountain in scale, but still it was there. So if I could capture the feeling that the wind energy gave off in the Boundary when I was drawing it in, as well as when I was using it, I could find the energy here!

It took a while, my day wasted in idleness for the first time in ages, no fitness or combat training done, but by the time evening was rolling in, I was able to sense the presence of wind energy around me. It was not terribly strong, but I was able to draw it in to replenish my reserves. Moving it to the heart I crossed to the final stage, which was to try and understand how to create it myself.

As the night drew in, darkness spreading outside, only broken by the twinkling of streetlights and the glow leaking from the windows of the surrounding buildings, I struggled to progress. The feeling of the wind I had grasped, and my ability to draw it in was improving slowly yet noticeably, yet I couldn’t get it to start generating from my heart Chakra. Of course there should be no surprise, Shaeula said it would be difficult, and I am already way ahead of the Fae, for example, because of my large base of scientific knowledge, plus the internet to build on that. I just needed another eureka moment to push me over the edge. I didn’t want to spend months on this, as I still needed to earn money and work on my fitness and combat skills too.

As the time approached midnight, the rhythmic ticking of my clock the only sound I could hear, I realised something. Wind energy was circulating to the heart, but then small portions of it were moving to my lunar node, which was in turn sending back the flow through the lesser branches of my network, accompanied by small needles of pain. That reminded me of the way that my circulatory system worked. My blood carries oxygen, which is air…my whole body runs on it, and oxygen is used to turn various sugars into energy… air to energy… my heart creates energy…

As I drew in my aether I visualised my heart drawing energy from the air that passed through it. Suddenly a prickling feeling spread within me, and my heart pulsed irregularly. Pain flared and for a moment I couldn’t breathe, my heart spasming, my lunar node firing off what was now daggers of agony, but as I concentrated my heart settled down, beating in rhythm again, the torment fading. With each beat of my heart the heart Chakra also pulsed, generating a tiny amount of elemental wind.

Your Class, Fae-Bonded, has increased from Level Four to Level Five.
Your Fortune and Charm have increased.
Your Chakra Network has further stabilised, more easily integrating irregular elements.
Your Crude Aether Manipulation skill has evolved into Aether Manipulation skill. This allows you to use Aether with less waste, and reduces the effect of the Material plane on your Aether usage. You can achieve stronger effects when your will and vision are firm.


As the silver letters scrolled across my vision my aether depleted. Despite that, it was a welcome sight. In games upskilling was vitally important, and every Skill I gained here would make my real life that much more exciting, and more importantly safer. Still, it wasn’t efficient to check my status using Self-Examination on the Material plane, it was too wasteful. Instead, it would make more sense to gather up enough aether to return to the Boundary. However, I could do that tomorrow, it was getting late and I was tired from all my mental exertions. With that thought in mind I pulled out my futon and went to sleep…
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The next day I finished most of the extra work I had been sent by Hayato-san, only a few more hours should see it completed. I then did my usual jogging and weight training, topped off by some combat practice with my spear. During all of this my body was slowly accumulating wind energy. It wasn’t as efficient as absorbing it yet, even from the Material plane (and I was absorbing as much aether and wind energy as I could during my other tasks, concentration permitting) yet it was something that could be trained.

After a quick evening meal of a store-bought bento, which made me think that my sister would be very scathing of my inability to find a girlfriend to cook for me, I settled down for some meditation and quickly amassed enough aether to return to the Boundary, which I did swiftly.

As usual Shaeula was waiting for me, and as she opened her mouth to greet me she paused, eyes glowing brightly. There was a long moment of silence, and then she exclaimed “You-you are generating wind energy already?”

I held in a laugh at her shock. “Yes, it wasn’t easy, but like you said, I gained an understanding of the wind and air, and here we are.” Of course, just generating the energy was only the first step, finding ways to use it effectively was even more important.

“Well, you are still-still weak compared to me.” she said, regaining her poise. “But I will-will allow you show some promise. I expected no less.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Thanks for the praise Shaeula, but you should take a fair chunk of the glory. After all, it was your teachings that led me to the answers I was seeking.”

“Quite-quite. You do well to realise this. Of course, helping you is helping me, so I do not-not need your praise.”

Although it looks like you still want it. “All right then, so what is next?”

“You must absorb more-more wind energies to strengthen your heart Chakra. Finding a unique wind would be far-far better, but I have not-not seen one since the fortunate wind I found as a child. No-no, you will have to make do with a steady accumulation. With such a swift breakthrough that you have made-made, one unprecedented in all of the Seelie, I am sure-sure you will be stronger in little time.”

Heeding her advice we went to the richest area of wind energy and I began to absorb it. The upgrade on my Territory Anchor still wasn’t finished, so there was little else to do. Ether was building slowly because of my Ether Spires, even at the reduced effectiveness, but there was still not enough for an upgrade to the Barracks yet. Hmm, Ether Spires, that gives me an idea…

Checking the data on them I noticed that they could accrue some abundant elemental resources. If I put down some new Spires when the Anchor levelled up I could probably cut out some of the tedium of gathering wind energy. Of course, I’d need somewhere to store it. A quick search found the answer.

Elemental Silo- Rank 1 – This annex to a Silo will securely store up to 100 units of one type of Elemental essence, protecting it from theft or loss. You may transfer this essence between yourself and this Silo at any time. Cost 800.


It seemed I would be able to absorb elemental wind without having to seek it out, once all the relevant Buildings were set up. The groundwork would place extra cost on my operations, but long term it was definitely worth it. Got to invest in infrastructure to win any RTS, at least ones where rushing isn’t a thing…

As I worked through my future plans and continued to absorb elemental wind we were suddenly interrupted by a weaselkin rushing in.

“Princess, bad-bad news. Another Troll has broken our lines-lines. If we do not drive it back-back our Territory could be in danger!”

Shaeula and I exchanged long glances. Shrugging my shoulders I rose to my feet and grasped my spear. “I guess this would be a good time to test out how much stronger I’ve become. All right, let’s go!” We can’t afford to let it rampage now, not with the Territory undergoing an upgrade…


Thirty


Reaching the edges of our Territory we could see the huge grey Troll, swinging massive fists at everything that crossed its path, punching craters in walls and even the ground. With one meaty thwack it struck a metal streetlight pole, bending it over at a thirty degree angle. Roaring at the pole that didn’t fall he grasped it, stony grey muscles bulging, and tore it free, the base coming out attached to a plug of concrete. Hurling it away into a nearby wall which caved in under the force of impact, the Troll looked around with bloodshot yellow eyes. It was then it saw us, and opening a yawning mouth filled with slab-like teeth it bellowed again, charging our way.

“Well at least this one isn’t armed…” I said dryly, drawing my spear.

“I would-would imagine those fists count as weapons.” Shaeula retorted. “If you are hit by them you will surely-surely die.” With that she invoked her blessing, lucky winds blowing around me.

“Yeah, well I’d really like to avoid that.” In fact, the fear of death was rising within me again, but I swallowed it down. This is a managed risk. Trolls are stupid, so I can always flee again if I can’t take it down. Besides, I have luck on my side…

Drawing upon the wind energy I had accumulated it was time to test it. Racing forwards I used my greater speed and agility to duck under the Troll’s swinging arms, using a few threads of wind energy to lower wind resistance around me, speeding my movements significantly. Score one for battle shounen anime, using wind this way works.

As the Troll howled in rage and swung back towards me Shaeula and the Kamaitachi barraged it with their own blades of wind, doing little damage to its rocky skin but confusing and distracting it. As it was torn on which way to face I stabbed out with my spear, aiming for the back of one knee. This time though I wrapped the blade of my spear in a whirling cyclone of verdant wind energy, forming a spinning drill. The impact sent a shudder through my arms, and for a brief second the Troll’s skin held out, before it parted in a gush of acrid blood. The Troll roared, falling to one knee as the windy drill ripped through, punching a great hole through the limb.

“My drill is the drill that shall pierce the heavens!” I shouted, drawing a withering glare from Shaeula. You just don’t get the reference, every man dreams of shouting that one time…

Unable to support its own weight the Troll’s leg tore, and it toppled to one side, thrashing about. One fist flew past my head, barely missing me, and I shuddered reflexively. Damn, getting cocky will be the death of me….

Leaping back I threw my spear, again wrapped in a drill of glowing green air. The Troll batted a fist at it from its half-sitting position, catching the blade. As it did so several fingers flew off, cut apart by the slicing winds that were whirling like a chainsaw. It works kind of like the Rasenshuriken from Naruto, all slicing wind. It’s definitely effective…

The blade had pierced deep through the Troll’s palm, and as the winds cycled it was shredded, after a few seconds exploding apart, drawing another roaring bellow, this one filled with pain and frustration.

“Impressive. Your-your mastery of winds exceeds mine already.” Shaeula said, amazed. “It is rather-rather frustrating indeed though. I cannot help but feel shamed by my own lack-lack of skills.”

I reassured the pouting Shaeula as I dodged around the Troll, retrieving my spear by channelling aether to bring it back towards me. “Well like I said, understanding things is kind of my speciality. I remember seeing videos of a compressed air cutter that would slice through thick steel like it was butter.”

“Videos?” Shaeula asked, and then she shook her head. “It does not-not matter. I will be asking you more-more about this later.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll be happy to explain how you can use your wind more effectively.” It would be a big help to me if Shaeula was stronger, as she could already handle more wind energy than me, so if she could use it better she would be a real asset in battle. In fact my wind energy was almost depleted, so I had perhaps one more strike left in me. It was time to make it count.

“Cover me please!” I shouted, backing away from the Troll, who was dragging himself along the ground towards me, howling in rage, leaving a trail of smoking acid blood behind. They responded by barraging the Troll with blades of wind and the wind serpent-weasels, which latched on to his injured leg and arm, tearing deeply into exposed flesh.

“Here goes then.” I raced around behind the Troll as it struggled, and with my final burst of wind energy I lashed out, using the spear as a blade, razor-sharp high-pressure winds wreathing the edge. There was a meaty-sounding thunk and the Troll gasped in surprise. Blood gouted from its slashed neck and after a few seconds the weight of the huge head could not be supported anymore and the head tore free, hitting the ground with a heavy thud.

For a brief moment the head stared at me, before it dissipated into ether, which I absorbed quickly.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Eight to Nine.


In addition to the Level-up we also received a very impressive amount of ether. As I was absorbed in this Shaeula came up to me, a complicated look in her eyes. “Well done-done. Defeating a Troll is not-not a trivial task. It is again making me feel inferior.”

I ruffled her fur again. She was pretty cute when she was pouting. But I’m still not a furry! Definitely not!

“I was just lucky, that’s all. Maybe your blessing helped? In any case, killing Trolls gives a ton of ether, it almost makes me want to find some more. But I’m out of wind energy and I don’t want to provoke Grulgor, so we had best not for now. At least not until we’ve finished the upgrade.”

Shaeula shook her head free, ignoring the snickers of her sickle-weasel behind her. “A wise-wise decision. No good will come of poking a hornet’s nest-nest. Perhaps now-now is the time to clear out the lair of those foul spiders?”

I considered that. If I was to draw in a bit more wind energy to top up, it might be worth a shot. My upgrading plans were going to take a lot of ether, so clearing out the nest in the metro station would certainly help, as each of the enemies there gave a decent chunk of ether.

“All right, that sounds like a good plan. If you can gather some of your weaselkin with bows and slings we can use them as ranged support. We three will do all the real fighting though.”

We proceeded to the station at the edge of our expansion, only to be oppressed by the greater gloom as we neared it. The area outside the entrance was covered in thick spider-webs, forming a great barrier. Smaller spiders were scuttling across it, and we could hear the chitinous rattle of larger creatures hidden from view.

“Well this took a turn for the worse…” I observed, bringing agreement from Shaeula.

“Quite-quite. It looks like whatever rules this Territory has been strengthening it. We need-need to clear this now-now, before it becomes a threat!”

“Right. Well in that case…” Drawing on my aether I formed an image. As my aether depleted I had to convert ether, the enemy Territory resisting me. After I had consumed nearly five hundred ether, an amount that pained my heart, my image was fully formed, and a swirling lance of fire ripped through the webs, engulfing them in flame.

Ether flowed into me, replacing some of what was expended, and out of the fiery hell came scuttling several hybrid-faced spiders and the big scorpions, shells ablaze.

“Fire at will.” I ordered, and Shaeula and the Kamaitachi began to attack with wind, whilst the dozen weaselkin behind us slung stones or shot arrows. Enemies were falling before us, unable to respond, and ether was quickly being amassed. I darted amidst the flames, using little bursts of wind to deflect the inferno, using my spear to take down whichever enemy was in front of me. The fight continued for nearly an hour, until the blaze had died down, leaving piles of hideous insectoid corpses lying charred amidst the blackened ruins of the web maze.

Breathing in deeply, taking in lungfuls of hot air that tasted of ashes, I had another thought. Oxygen is a part of air right, so if I could raise the concentration of oxygen in my blood, that should give me a huge boost to my physical abilities?

The idea was tempting, but a mistake could well be fatal, so I decided to put it on the back-burner until after some testing. Turning to my allies I ordered us all forwards, into the heart of the metro station dungeon. There was a brief sense of disorientation as we crossed the threshold, and we were then in a gloomy stone tunnel, sloping downwards into the inky darkness, the walls covered in thick spider webs where large spiders lurked, hissing at us, venomous spittle running from many open maws to stain the floor.

“Delightful place you have-have taken me to.” Shaeula complained. “You know-know how to treat a lady.”

“Yes, I guess this is a bit much for a princess.” I allowed. “Still, once this lair is cleared out, we’ll redecorate. In my Territory we’ll only have nice places.” Using aether I created some balls of glowing light that hovered around us in the air, shedding a dull light through the tunnel.

“Admirable sentiments indeed-indeed.” she agreed, lashing out with blades of wind and decapitating several dog-sized spiders as they crawled closer. “But that will not-not be easy. Whoever is at the centre of this maze-maze will be strong, maybe as strong as us. We should-should proceed with care.”

“I wouldn’t dream of doing anything else.” My spear thrust into a dog-sized scorpion, piercing the shell and spilling its stinking guts. “If I’m to die, I definitely don’t want it to be here, who knows what the insect monsters would do to my corpse…”

“Such-such a pleasant image…” Shaeula muttered behind me, as she swept the area with a burst of wind, slamming chitinous bodies into the bare stony walls, shattering them.

As we continued to push forwards we encountered very few of the more powerful monsters. Those we did find we triple-teamed to quickly defeat, and after some time we reached a blockage, another thick wall of webs anchored across a series of maw-like stalactites and stalagmites, each as thick as a human leg. Within the webs a dozen of the spiders with the human eyes lurked, as well as something larger and darker, a huge ball-like creature with dozens of stubby legs. As we approached the ball split open, revealing a huge toothy mouth big enough to swallow a person whole.

“Well, this looks more challenging…” I said, readying my spear once more. Leaping forwards my spear was wreathed in glittering wind energy, which pierced through one of the spiders’ torsos, the cyclonic winds blowing it apart in a welter of stinking gore. As I spun to the next target flames spewed from the arachnids’ mouths, consuming my swirling winds, driving me back, heat stinging my exposed flesh, the smell of burning hair filling my nose.

Damn, fire beats wind. I need to remember that…

As one spider that was reaching for me with bladed forelimbs fell, head sliced apart by winds from the sickle-weasel, I could see in the dim light formed by my aether-balls that a group of scorpion-beasts was forming up behind the web, and amidst them was the shape of something larger and stranger…

This is going to be a tough one. Oh well, with the rate of growth of this small Territory I can’t just leave it be… Clutching my spear tighter in my sweating hands I thought of my next move…


Thirty-One


I’ll need to burn the webs like before… that seemed the safest plan. If I could pull it off I’d roast most of the enemies alive, and we could attack those behind. Gathering my aether I tried to form the image, but it met resistance, as if I was trying to push the image physically through a sticky wall of tar. Aether was leaking out from me, wasted, so I withdrew my attempt. As I did so the larger presence behind the web let out a cry of triumph, in a surprisingly feminine voice, and it raised a couple of multi-jointed chitinous arms (or maybe legs, it was hard to tell in the gloom) in victory.

As if that was a signal the other foes redoubled their efforts, attacking faster and more fiercely, driving us back with surges of flame. Behind the web the scorpions began to shoot large bony needles through the gaps, each as long as a ruler and dripping with acrid venom. I barely managed to block one with my spear, and another grazed me, causing pain far more severe than the small injury would have suggested.

As I clamped my mouth shut to keep in a groan I stole a glance at my companions. The sickle-weasel was unharmed, although his fur had been scorched a little, and Shaeula was fighting well, her snake-weasels of wind deflecting the incoming projectiles.

I’ll have to step it up. I might have been on par in terms of strength, better even in some areas, but I definitely lacked practical combat experience. Using the wind I darted about, striking blows with sharp drills of air wreathing the blade of my spear, and several of the spiders were killed. The larger orb-like creature moved surprisingly swiftly, large fang-filled maw snapping shut a mere inch from me, drenching me in burning spittle. Jerking away I barely avoided flames spewed from the lesser arachnids, and was hit several times in the ribs and thigh by needles from the scorpions. Pain flared, and I felt a chill spreading. Shit, they are probably poisoned.

Using aether I ripped free the needles from my wounds and also spurted out the nearby blood, figuring that would work to remove any venom. Ignoring the wave of weakness I felt I channelled my wind into one sharp blade, slashing at where the webs were anchored to the walls and ceiling. The webs were strong, like steel cables, but against my vibrating wind blade that was viciously sharp they were unable to withstand the force and with several loud twanging noises the strands parted, the whole structure coming crashing down, entangling all of the spiders as if it was a net.

“How-how did you do that?” Shaeula asked, her wind weasel-snakes striking through the scorpions, now that the web that was shielding them had fallen.

“I’ll tell you later.” I answered, rushing forwards behind her wind attack, using the opportunity to stab several spiders through the head as I passed. I slew one scorpion and was wheeling to face another when suddenly I felt a nagging sensation in my head, as though something was whispering to me… to jump and throw?

All right. Leaping into the air I imbued my spear with most of my remaining wind energy and hurled it forwards into the darkness. As I cleared the ground the heap of webs quivered and then tore apart, the huge toothy orb surging upwards, snapping jaws shutting on where I was standing a moment before. The jaws closed on a helpless scorpion-beast and ripped it in half, a welter of gore spraying everywhere.

Damn, that could have been me. I shivered in the air, even as I began to drop towards the spherical beast. Suddenly a beam of darkness shot forwards from the shadows, a series of inky orbs like a string of black pearls, devouring Shaeula’s wind snake-weasels as it passed. It was heading towards me and I’d have little time to dodge. Time seemed to slow as I searched my mind for a solution, but nothing was forthcoming...

Suddenly there was a feminine screech of pain and the beam of darkness veered off course, slashing downwards and neatly bisecting the fanged orb, slicing it into two parts. As I landed between the halves, grimacing at the horrific stench, I sent forward my light orbs and I could now see the leader of this dungeon, who was clutching a pair of severed stumps, inky gore fountaining out. My spear was stuck in the ground beside it, covered in its blood.

As I landed I could feel Shaeula’s blessed wind leaving me, its power spent. Whoa, the odds of that outcome were miniscule. That blessing can be really powerful. I think it is definitely the last piece of the puzzle I need for the next stage of my plans…

Shaking my head to clear my racing thoughts I observed our foe, as Shaeula and the Kamaitachi cleared the surrounding enemies away with wind. The opponent looked like a woman, except she had… or had had eight chitinous spider legs jutting from her back. Now two of them were gone, my spear having destroyed them. Her old grey kimono was smeared with dark blood, her face pale. Threads of silk were connecting her with the spiders and scorpion-beasts, although most of these were now hanging limp, their owners slain.

“It is a Jorogumo.” Shaeula said in surprise. “A dark creature… a Yōkai from this land-land, one who controls monstrous spiders of flame. They are sometimes foes-foes of the Seelie, oft allied with the Dark Court, and powerful. We have done well-well to survive against her.”

“Well, we haven’t survived yet.” I replied, rushing forwards to grasp my spear, drawing it to me with aether, having to force it through the denial of her Territory with extra expenditure. As I approached her she seemed to shake off her pain, and she turned to me, her expression twisted into a hateful one.

“We will kill-kill her!” Shaeula insisted, sending her weasel-snakes forwards, leaving her sickle-weasel to deal with the other remaining enemies as they struggled free of the fallen webbing. Darkness gathered at the end of the remaining spider legs and the Jorogumo spat out a bitter howl as she released the orbs of darkness once more. As the wind snakes approached they were consumed, the darkness devouring them. Several orbs impacted her remaining scorpions, shredding them to pieces, and others even gouged chunks out of the solid stone walls.

Hell, that is a dangerous attack, I wonder if it would be considered dark element? Wait, no time to get distracted. Spear in hand I leapt aside as inky orbs sailed past me, sucking in the light. Charging forwards I barely avoided several of the spider legs rushing at me, silk trying to tangle me up. My spear parried one limb, cutting into the chitin, but a second slammed into my ribs, knocking me backwards.

“Holy shit…” I spat, coughing red and silver blood. It had been a while since I had taken such a beating. Flurries of blows were coming my way, as well as a cloud of sharp silken threads that she had expelled from the ends of her wicked limbs. Using aether I forced through quick movement, avoiding them, my spear slashing at her body, which she blocked with more silk, which was as strong as steel.

Damn, using aether here is difficult and costly… I had to convert ether at quite the rate, and as blasts of wind from my companions drove her back I looked for a way to beat the stalemate. Darkness consumed most of the glowing emerald wind Shaeula was unleashing, the backlash from this starting to abrade my skin, leaving me covered in blood. If I can’t rely on aether, it is going to come down to wind and my spear…

Directing my dwindling stock of wind energy to my feet I moved with such speed that my stomach lurched, feeling as if I was leaning out of a moving car, the air slamming into me. Tears were wrung from my eyes from the painful gale, but as the wind died down I used the last of my power to wreathe the knife-head of my spear with a thin edge of vibrating wind. One chitinous limb was severed, inky blood drenching me, and the blade pierced into the Jorogumo’s side. She bellowed as blood flowed out, the cries of rage swallowed by hacking coughs as she mirrored my actions from a few moments ago, blood spraying from her mouth, soaking the front of her drab kimono. The darkness she was exuding began to diminish, leaving me free to stab out again.

My spear was no longer wrapped in wind, I had run dry, but even so the blade was viciously sharp, and it scraped across one chitinous limb, ripping into it. As I struggled to sever the limb completely another whipped into me, ripping my dark-burned flesh, spilling more silvery blood. Another missed my face by inches, causing me to flinch backwards, foot sliding in my own spilled gore.

Shit. Shit. Shit! Damn it! I cursed to myself in my head as I desperately fended off a barrage of attacks from the various spider-arms, my footing treacherous, breath coming in hot pained rasps. The mad eyes of the Jorogumo were staring at me like pits of darkness, and her mouth twisted into a bitter sneer, lips stained with her own dark blood.

“Time to dieeeeeee, invading maggotttttttssssssss!” the Jorogumo howled, words slurred, darkness forming again at the tips of her remaining spider-limbs. If I was to take another hit from that elemental attack it would be the end. I would have to close in fast and strike a fatal blow quickly… knuckles white as I clutched my spear I darted forwards, adrenaline surging.

“Go-go left!” Shaeula called from behind me and I instinctively pivoted, spinning to the left. As I did wind-snakes surged past me, battering into the Jorogumo, tearing cloth and the flesh beneath. A piercing scream rang through the air, followed by a second as blades of wind cut through another spider-limb. The darkness scattered and the foe reared backwards, gouting blood.

“You have done well-well lasting this long. We shall assist you!” Shaeula said proudly, as more wind lashed from her. Driven backwards the Jorogumo let out one more baleful yell, her gaze hot and dark. “I shalllllll remember thisssss!” she spat, drawing her few surviving limbs around herself. Darkness flared, rising into a tower around her, and then she was gone, all that remained of her the puddle of blood where she was standing.

You have successfully driven out the owner of this Territory. You have claimed the area and liberated the held Ether within. You have gained…


The usual silver message scrolled across my eyes and I felt a rush of ether. The resistance I was feeling to using aether vanished as well, the comfortable feeling of being in control replacing it.

“That was quite-quite the battle.” Shaeula observed, gingerly stepping around the bloody puddles. “We nearly did not-not win. She was a worthy-worthy foe. A pity she managed to flee.”

“I can’t say I disagree.” I grounded the butt of my spear, using it to support my weight as exhaustion flooded through me. “Of course, if I could hold as much wind energy as you, I’d have finished her off before she could escape. I hope that is the last we see of her, but I doubt it…”

“You may-may be right. She did seem the vengeful sort-sort.” Shaeula agreed. “As for the elemental wind, that will grow-grow in time. You have only just begun to cultivate it. I have-have been using wind for many years. And speaking of wind… that blade of wind you used-used, it was far more-more dangerous than it should have been, with the energy it contained within. How did-did you do that?”

Letting out a tired chuckle I spoke. “It’s all about pressure and vibration. I’ll explain it when we get back to the heart of our Territory. I think we are done with battle today…”

“Hmmm, see that you do-do.” She acquiesced. “If I could do the same-same, I would be far-far more deadly in battle…”

That would be of benefit to me as well. Forcing down my tiredness and all my savage aches and pains I followed her out of the now deserted metro station. It had been one hell of a fight, but it was hard to say it hadn’t been worth it. We had dealt with a very real threat to our control of this region and obtained a wealth of ether and in addition to that, when our Territory upgraded this place would likely come under our control. It would soon be time to implement the next stage of my plan…


Thirty-Two


Ispent quite some time trying to teach Shaeula and her Kamaitachi about compression and vibration. They understood forming wind into sharp blades, which was a type of compression, but weren’t really sure how they were doing it. I don’t think she quite grasped it, but there would be time to expand on it further later. Returning to the Material plane I woke up to the taste of coppery blood, and stabbing daggers of pain all over my skin, as well as several more piercing injuries.

Touching the skin of my face I winced. It was as if I was sunburned, the skin abraded and peeling. Damn, that Jorogumo did a number on me. Blood was staining the shorts and t-shirt I was wearing when I projected into the Boundary, and though the wounds underneath had scabbed over they were still hot and tender to the touch. Going to the bathroom I rinsed out my mouth, water turning pink from the dried blood. Looking in the mirror I could see I looked a mess, my hair untidy and burned in places, my skin pale and scabbed all over.

Damn, I look like shit. I had plans today and they involved going out, but I couldn’t like this, as I looked like a homeless person. Oh well, if I consider what I gained from the battle, this is a price worth paying… I guess.

I ran a bath and spent a while scrubbing at my body, removing the scabbing and dead skin. The only areas I left were the ones with the deeper injuries. Applying some bandages I finished making myself look passable, though I would have to do something about my hair as well.

Returning to my computer I dug out the required documents and went online. My plan was to re-open an old British bank account I had when I was younger. Since my mother was British it wasn’t too much of a problem and it was quickly done. Now all that was required was transferring a suitable amount of seed funds. That would involve going out though.

Fetching a hooded sweatshirt out of my closet, I grimaced as I pulled it on. Shit, with the heat of the day I’m going to look shady as hell, and I’m going to be really uncomfortable. Still, I look like crap and I don’t want anyone I know to see me like this… I compromised by not wearing a t-shirt. Chugging an iced tea from my fridge, it was soon time to go.

The heat was as oppressive as I thought it would be, sun beating down, causing me to sweat instantly, droplets running down my back and starting to soak my hoodie. If I could use wind energy to create a breeze it would be perfect, but unfortunately I had only regained a little after my battle with the Jorogumo. Jogging swiftly into town I boarded the metro which was quieter during the midday heat and watched the scenery pass by. Damn, this place gives me bad memories…

Several minutes later I had arrived at my destination, about three miles from my apartment. It was a busier shopping district, an area that also housed my local bank, as well as various large department stores and a small handful of other facilities like a bathhouse and a couple of hotels for poor tourists and backpackers. The buildings were taller than the area around my home, although obviously not a patch on Tokyo-proper. In fact, looking into the distance the day was so clear I could just about make out the shadows of skyscrapers in the distance. Now if I was a rich man and one of those was my starting Territory, I wonder how much easier my life would be…

Wiping sweat from my brow under my hood I began walking. There were a fair few people around, either shopping or grabbing some lunch, and I was feeling very self-conscious, hidden away in my hoodie in this sweltering heat. As I moved through the streets I noticed a barber shop, which gave me another idea…

Twenty minutes later I was the in the chair, hood down, an older lady combing through my hair.

“My, my, what happened to you?” she asked, looking at the missing pieces and burned ends. “It almost looks like your head caught fire…”

“Well, it was a work-related issue.” I deflected with a faint smile. “But I know it looks stupid, hence the hoodie. I’m not really enjoying walking around in this heat all covered up.”

“Oh I know it can be embarrassing when your hair doesn’t look right, I definitely do.” She nodded. “So, how would you like it?”

“Just tidy it up a bit, that’ll be fine.”

“Tch.” The hairdresser clicked her tongue “That would be such a waste for a handsome man like you. You clearly look after yourself and work out, so your hair and personal grooming need to reflect that.”

I look after myself? Work out? Following her gaze I looked at my bare arm which was out of the rolled-up sleeve of my hoodie. It did look pretty muscular, a fair difference from the thin arm I had only a few weeks ago. Glancing sideways at the mirror I could see my face had changed a bit as well. I was hardly fat before (I didn’t eat enough for that) yet my cheeks were still a bit loose and flabby, but now if you ignored the lingering damage from the Jorogumo my face looked tighter and manlier.

Holy hell. It really is different when you see yourself from someone else’s perspective. I didn’t really notice as I didn’t pay much attention to myself, but I had definitely toned up. If I didn’t know better I’d say I had been going to the gym for months…

“Yes, I do try to keep in shape. For work and all.” I managed weakly, bringing another smile from the hairdresser.

“Why don’t you let me style you up, take advantage of your good features?” she asked, and I had no reason to refuse…
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A little later I left the barber shop with a new haircut. It suited my face quite a bit, and I was feeling pretty good. If still damn hot. The hairdresser had flattered me shamelessly all through my cut, and while I knew a lot of it was the typical banter any professional would say, I had to admit it felt good being praised for my self-improvement.

The boost from Levelling up has helped in so many ways. I really want more of it. The frightening struggle with the Jorogumo had largely faded from my memory now, the success occupying my mind. Still, that alone would not be enough. I had several tasks to complete and then I could commence my master plan. And if that worked… well, I would be a success indeed!

My bank was a smaller local one, with only a couple of branches. It didn’t take too long to see a teller, who helped me transfer funds across to my new British bank account. The currency conversion fees stung a little, but the exchange rate wasn’t too bad at the moment at least. Of course, moving roughly two hundred and eighty thousand yen across hurt, so if this went wrong… my plan does depend a lot on luck… even with my current favourable Fortune it could definitely still go wrong…

Still, even if it did it wouldn’t be a hammer-blow. I would just have to do more work to top-up my funds. Besides, it would be foolish to imagine defeat before I had even tried. Walking through the hot afternoon I stopped for a beer at a small corner pub. This quickly became several, accompanied by a few grilled chicken skewers. Once I had eaten my fill I set off back towards the station, heading down a back alley next to the pub.

“Hey bitch, don’t struggle so much. All we were doing is asking you to have a drink with us.” From up ahead I heard those harsh-sounding words, loud and threatening. I could just about make out the faint response of someone else, probably a woman, before several voices were raised in crude laughter.

This doesn’t sound good. My fists clenched reflexively. My first thought was to turn around and go back, but I quickly decided that wasn’t the right move. Pulling up my hood to hide my face I crept forwards quietly, until I came to an alley intersection, by a half-filled vending machine.

As I had suspected, there was a young woman huddled against one wall, surrounded by four men. The girl looked to be quite young, in her late teens maybe, though I was no judge of age, and she wore a grey skirt and white blouse, the typical attire of a working woman, possibly an office worker. Her light brown hair was pulled up into a ponytail, and her handbag, a large red one, was on the floor open, the contents such as lipstick and her purse spilling out onto the dirty ground.

One guy was holding her arm tightly, trying to pull her away, and the other three were surrounding her in a semi-circle, close in and intimidating. They were all wearing rough clothes such as ripped jeans and sleeveless t-shirts, and their whole appearance screamed delinquent or wannabe-yakuza, all bleached hair and piercings.

What is this shit? I thought this only happened in manga, the girl getting harassed by thugs in broad daylight.

“Come on, don’t be so rude.” The one holding her arm said, leaning in close, causing her to flinch back, her head bumping the wall. “We’ll show you a good time. Unless you think you are too good for us?”

“Yeah, are you looking down on us?”

“You don’t wanna do that!”

“We’ll show you we are plenty good enough!”

The others all chimed in with classical thug lines, designed to intimidate.

The woman stifled a groan and looked around, her eyes darting in all directions. When she saw me standing watching they went wide, and she bit down on her lip hard enough to draw a faint trickle of blood. Seeing her gaze several of the thugs turned, seeing me loitering.

“What do you think yer looking at, pal?” one snarled.

Yes, exactly what I thought they would say. Seriously, if they were any more cliché I’d have to guess this was a set-up for a TV show. Again, the instinct to run away welled within. The thugs looked pretty tough, they were well muscled, and they could easily, no, likely would be carrying weapons such as knives. Sadly, my pride as a man wouldn’t let me walk away, not now. I wasn’t a hero, not prepared to sacrifice myself for someone I didn’t know, so before… I might have walked away, cursing myself for my cowardice. But not now. If it was my sis or Eri-chan being harassed by a load of thugs I wouldn’t want any bystanders to just walk on by… even the thought of that makes me feel sick…

I swallowed nervously, driving away the feeling of sudden nausea, and then as cheerfully as I could I spoke up. “Seems like I’m looking at a group of guys harassing a girl that just isn’t interested. Perhaps you should cut your losses and move on.”

“Huh? Huh?” one of the thugs, the largest one, who was very tall for a Japanese man, even overtopping me, strolled over, hands in his pockets and back arched. Again, classic thug. He leaned into my face, which was hidden by my hood, and yawned widely, showing off his teeth menacingly.

“Did you say something pal? Best move on before you get hurt, yeah? I don’t think this is any of yer business.”

“No, I don’t think it is my business.” I said honestly. “But you know, I have a younger sister and a good childhood friend myself, so I really don’t like seeing this. Why can’t we all be nice and just let this go?”

“I’m being nice, lettin’ you walk away here pal.” The man barked, spittle flying from his open mouth. It was remarkably unpleasant. “The girl don’t mind, she’s just playing hard to get. It’s what women do, not that a loser like you would know. So clear off, pal!”

I let out a sigh, wiping my face. “I’m not an idiot. This is at best unwanted sexual advances. At worst… well, you don’t need me to tell you that do you? Just let her go and we are all good here.”

“I warned you. Looks like you’ll only understand if I beat it into yer.” The thug spat, swinging a fist at me from close range. Here we go. I guess this was inevitable. The fist flew at me slowly, almost as if it was a child taking a swing. Sliding to the side quickly I watched as the fist flashed past me, and then I retaliated, my own fist sinking into his gut with an audible thump, driving him to his knees, breath rushing explosively from his lungs.

As I stepped over the doubled-over thug his companions looked shocked. One spoke in amazement before striding towards me menacingly, his other companion following behind. The last was still holding onto the girl, who was barely upright, her legs trembling.

“Shit, he took down Takema…”

I’ll take you pair down too. The first of the two came at me swinging as well, as if all they knew how to do was punch wildly, but I caught his arm and twisted, causing him to groan in pain. The second attacked from my other side but my elbow caught him in the face, breaking his nose with an audible crunch. Turning, I kneed the first foe in the groin, dropping him with a strangled yelp. All this had only taken a couple of seconds.

Looking at me with disbelief the thug holding the woman released her, leaving her to fall to the floor, her legs giving out. She was looking at me with a dazed, dead expression, which was making me feel vaguely guilty. I did try and talk our way out of this. It isn’t like I wanted to resort to violence or anything…

My attention was diverted to the last thug, who had pulled out a switchblade, the edge glinting keenly in the afternoon sun. “You think you can mess with us, you little shit? I’ll teach you what happens to those who get in our way.” he growled menacingly.

Now it is getting serious… I swallowed nervously once more as I looked at the knife. If I was to get stabbed with that here it wouldn’t be like the Boundary. My blood would be red and the wound wouldn’t be greatly reduced when I next woke up. However, I had come this far… If I back off now they’ll no doubt take out their anger on the girl. In that case I’d just have made things worse.

“Are you sure you can?” I asked. “Your friends didn’t do so well did they?”

“Shut the hell up!” the thug roared, charging me, knife raised. For a moment I froze as the blade came towards me, an instinctive fear of being stabbed taking hold, but then I was moving, my experiences in the Boundary taking over. My hand struck out, knocking the blade aside, where it whistled past my ear, snagging on my hood and pulling it down. I jerked my head forwards, the hood tangling the knife jerking it from his hand with a ripping of fabric, and then my head slammed into his, sending him to the ground, blood spurting from his nose and mouth.

Damn that hurt. I think I was supposed to use my forehead more…

The downed thug scrambled for the fallen knife but I kicked it away down the alleyway and placed my boot on his outstretched hand, slowly increasing the pressure. Looking at the other three who had dragged themselves to their feet I scowled.

“I’d think carefully about your next moves. We’ve kept this friendly, but if you want to continue I will have to get serious.” Man I’m such a badass. That’s another line every man dreams of saying once in their life, especially in front of a woman. Lifting my foot off the thug I stepped away, towards the woman who was still sitting there dazed, shielding her.

The one who I had disarmed stood up slowly, holding one hand to his face to staunch the bleeding. Glaring at me balefully he walked over to his gang and spat bloody phlegm. “You’ll regret this.” He said coldly. “Ya think you can mess with us and get away with it?”

“Are you sure you want to do this again?” I asked. After all, I had beaten them quite easily, so my confidence was high.

“Tch.” The man spat more red, staining the pavement. “Just watch yer back pal.” With that they fled the scene, causing me to sigh in relief, my adrenaline fading, leaving me oddly exhausted. That was pretty nerve-wracking. Still, I doubt I’ll run into them again so there should be no problem. Who knew there were so many stereotypical thugs in Tokyo, eh?

Turning to the cowering girl I spoke gently, trying to reassure her. “It’s all right. They are gone now. I bet that was pretty scary, right?” I smiled kindly and held out my hand to her, ready to help her to her feet. She looked at me, then at my hand, and finally back at me. She then let out a panicked yelp and grabbed her handbag, not even caring that her purse and other contents were scattered around.

Leaping to her feet she ran, not even stopping as one heel snapped off her shoe. Before I could react she was off around the corner, lost from my sight.

“What the hell?” was all I could say, puzzled.


Thirty-Three


Trying to ignore the slight sense of hurt I felt at her reaction, I gathered up her scattered belongings. Her purse was small, and opening it up I could see her identification. I’m really trying not to think about how much of a creeper this makes me look. Her health insurance card and student ID were both in her purse. She definitely shouldn’t have run off without these.

Looking at her student card I was surprised to have got her age roughly right, as she was nineteen. Her name was Konoe Ichika, and she didn’t live too far away. I could drop them back to her, but the way she ran off… she’s either not that good with men in general, or she’s traumatised by this whole incident… which isn’t that surprising.

I supposed I could drop it into the police, but then they’d probably want to know what happened, and they might have to talk to her… thinking about it I had a good idea. The safest thing would probably be to give it to a woman I knew to return it. That would be easy for her and she wouldn’t have to worry about reporting the incident or anything else like that.

Having resolved to get Watanabe-chan to help me out I headed back to the metro, picking up a case of beer and some snacks along the way…
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I spent the afternoon finishing off the last of the work I had for Hayato-san, which left just a little time to work out and do some spear training. Once that was done it was late evening, so I grabbed my case of beer and snacks and headed outside.

Pausing outside Watanabe-chan’s door I felt a touch nervous. Steeling myself I reached out and rapped on the door with my knuckles a couple of times and then stepped back, waiting. After a few moments I could hear the lock turning and the door popped open a few inches, Watanabe-chan peering through the gap. On seeing me her face twisted in curiosity, and she opened the door fully.

“Oshiro-kun? Isn’t this a surprise?” she said. “What brings you here?” Her gaze went to the supplies I was carrying.

I struggled not to stare at her, not sure where to look. She was wearing casual clothes, not her business attire I usually saw her in. She was wearing a loose t-shirt and a pair of shorts, showing off her pretty admirable legs and decent chest. As I floundered she let out a laugh.

“So, what can I do for you? Or were you here to ask me out?” she grinned.

“Oh sorry.” Her joke snapped me out of my daze. “I was hoping to ask you for a favour, and I figured the least I could do when asking for one was to reward you suitably. Besides, I owe you a drink or two.”

“Oh that’s a shame.” She pouted, but I was pretty certain she was just messing with me. “Still, a favour you say? Do tell.” She joined me out on the balcony by her door and pulled out a cigarette. Lighting it she took a deep drag, dirty grey smoke drifting out into the evening air.

Steeling myself I began to explain, hoping she would be able to help…
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“… so I was thinking she wouldn’t want the police bringing up what happened, but there was no way I was going to take it to her myself after the way she ran off, so I figured I’d need a girl to take her purse back, and you fit the bill.” I finished telling her my story (a slightly amended and less boastful version, anyway), waiting for a response.

Finishing her can of beer Watanabe-chan sighed. “You do know you could have handed it into the police and said you found it on the street. You didn’t have to mention about the incident.”

“I… didn’t think of that.” I admitted, bringing a snort of laughter from her.

“Well don’t worry, girls like dumb boys. It’s kind of endearing. Still…” she continued. “I can’t really see you fighting off a couple of thugs. It doesn’t fit the image I have of you.”

“Me neither.” I had to agree. “Still, my sister is pretty athletic, so maybe it’s in the blood.”

“Oh well…” Watanabe-chan examined the ID card. “She doesn’t live so far away, so I can help you out. But I think we’ll need more beer for when I get back. Doing favours is thirsty work after all.” She winked at me, insinuating the reward she wanted.

“I can certainly handle that.” I agreed, and with that Watanabe-chan went back into her apartment to change into something more suitable for going out. I left her to go to the local store to pick up more beer, and we would meet back at her place when she was done…
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“Now wasn’t she a cutie?” Watanabe-chan said after she returned. Cracking open another beer she sat down beside me on a folding chair she had dragged out of her house. The neighbourhood was quiet, faint traffic sounds drifting through the still, muggy night. “I guess seeing a pretty young girl like that in trouble was enough for you to leap to her defence, eh? I guess guys do like younger women.”

“It wasn’t like that.” I protested, drinking my own beer, in between handfuls of snacks. “I couldn’t walk on by and pretend I didn’t see it. I have a sister, and I’d hate for her to be in the same situation, with nobody helping her. I also have a childhood friend who is super shy, and she always used to get harassed by other neighbourhood boys due to her looks. I guess it reminded me of that.”

“I’m only messing with you, don’t be so touchy, Oshiro-kun.” She grinned, crossing her arms under her ample chest. She was wearing a long sweater over her t-shirt and shorts, but it didn’t do much to hide her curves. I looked away reflexively and her grin intensified. “You know what she asked me when I showed up? She asked if I was your girlfriend.”

“Sorry about that…” I muttered, face feeling hot. Damn, I hope I’m not blushing or she’ll keep teasing me forever.

“Don’t be sorry. Who wouldn’t be flattered to be asked if she was the girlfriend of such a heroic guy, who fends off four thugs, one armed with a knife, beating the hell out of them and sending them packing like some TV superhero?” Her tone was amused and gently mocking, but I’m sure I heard some respect in it too.

“I got lucky is all. I have been working out a bit, but they were all talk. The only scary bit was the knife…” I trailed off at the expression on her face.

“Don’t be so modest. I have no idea why your version of events was so… boring… in comparison.” She opened another beer after finishing the last one off, her face hot and flushed under the building lights. “Still, maybe you did make the right decision after all, she hadn’t even noticed her purse was missing by the time I had arrived, she was still so shaken up. She passes on her thanks, anyway, and apologised for running off.”

“I can understand it.” I allowed. “All’s well that ends well I guess. Still, I was surprised to see such a stereotypical gang of delinquents harassing a woman. I thought that kind of thing only happened in manga.”

“Yeah it’s crazy. To think that happened only a few miles from here.”

“It’s probably a one-off, I doubt they’ll try that again, but you should be careful nonetheless. I’d hate for something to happen to you.” I said.

“Oh you would, would you?” Watanabe-chan replied quietly. Downing the rest of her can she let out an unladylike belch. “We are running low on booze. You want to hit up a pub and get a few more?”

“Don’t you have to work tomorrow?” I couldn’t help but smile myself. “If we drink all night you’ll get in trouble.”

“Who cares about that? I hate my job anyway…” she said, opening one of the last beers and taking a big chug, foam splattering the front of her pullover. “Besides, it’s still early yet.”

“Fine.” I sighed. “Just a couple though. I’d hate to be the cause of you getting fired.” After all, she did help me out, and it isn’t like I have to work tomorrow…

“That’s the spirit. Are you sure you don’t want to go out with me?”

When my mouth gaped open, unsure of a response she burst out laughing.

“Only kidding! Now come on, let’s go!” She downed her last beer noisily and pulled on my arm, leading me away. I hope she doesn’t eat me alive…
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The next morning I opened my eyes to the sun streaming through the window, feeling fresh and rested. Which is a miracle considering how much we drank. I guess my increased stats are good for that too.

The night had gone on much longer than I had planned, so much so that I was concerned Watanabe-chan would… wait, that’s right, she asked me to call her by her first name… Karen-chan would not make work. Happily she had seemed to enjoy herself, becoming more relaxed as the drinks flowed, talking non-stop, a stream of complaints, questions and general banter.

Of course I’d rather forget when she asked me if I’d fallen asleep under a sunbed with the way my skin looked… Still, she had also complimented my haircut and improving physique, so I couldn’t say I was too displeased. Getting out of bed I splashed some water on my face and looked in the mirror. My skin was all healed up, and the greater wounds I had suffered were well on the mend, scabs fallen to reveal new pink skin underneath, merely a little sensitive to the touch. Stats again, no doubt…

Since time generally flowed at roughly twice the pace in the Boundary, I figured by evening it wouldn’t be too far off the time for my Territory Anchor to upgrade to Rank 2, giving me more options and pushing me a step closer to the next stage of my plan, as well as calming my nerves, as it was hell to know that my Territory was in such a vulnerable state. To that end I decided to concentrate on my Chakra network and wind energy once I had done my morning workout. That way I would have enough to enter the Boundary later.

That evening I did so, and on checking it was just under five Astral hours until completion. Shaeula was waiting for me of course, looking quite excited at the thought of an upgraded Barracks that I had promised her after the Territory upgrade concluded. We spent some time practicing our respective wind elements, and while she still didn’t fully grasp the concepts I was trying to teach her, the sharpness of her wind had increased a little. As for me, I could feel a modest difference in the flow of wind around my heart Chakra. It was small but noticeable, and if I kept it up… if I could use wind like Shaeula, I would be a lot safer…

Suddenly I felt a strange sensation, as if my consciousness was expanding, spreading out over my Territory, and silvery words spread across my vision.

Your Territory Anchor has been upgraded to Rank 2. This increases the control you have over your Territory and weakens intruders. This effect is limited in the Material by the lack of control you have of your Territory there. The area covered by your Territory has expanded to 1,000 metres and its defensive strength has increased. Defensive Emplacements will exert greater offensive power. You will draw more Ether from your Territory, and may now construct an additional four Ether Spires. Your Buildings can be upgraded further. You can now construct or upgrade two Buildings at once.
You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Nine to Ten.


Perusing the text I was elated. Not only had I levelled up (though with all the monsters I had killed in the metro station that wasn’t so surprising) but my Territory had a multitude of new benefits. I could feel many areas and buildings we had conquered previously now coming under our control. Looking at the ether I had stored up it was time to get started. Trying to ignore the expectant gaze of Shaeula from beside me I began to queue in new Buildings and upgrades…


Thirty-Four


Returning to my room and looking at my stored ether, which was piled haphazardly around my Territory Anchor, the Silo having overflowed a while ago, I decided on my course of action. The first thing was to drop the four Ether Spires I was allowed, in the park area that was Shaeula’s lair. Not only was the ether density higher there, and so would bring me more ether, I would be able to absorb the rich elemental essence of wind. That would require storage, so I would have to build an Elemental Silo as well. And now that I was dealing with larger quantities of ether, upgrading my Silo was also a must.

Of course, I cannot neglect the Barracks, Shaeula is eyeing me with a pleading gaze, and she has been really helpful… long term it’s necessary anyway.

Once I had spent pretty much all the ether we had I checked the building queue. It was split into two now, which definitely made things easier.

The first queue would build two Ether Spires, taking two Astral days, and then at a cost of twelve thousand five hundred ether it would upgrade my Barracks, over ten more Astral days. The second queue would build two more Ether Spires over two Astral days, and then an Elemental Silo and an upgrade to my Silo, taking four more Astral days. Once I had accumulated enough ether I would then drop an upgrade to the Elemental Silo into the queue, it then finishing one day earlier than the Barracks.

Easy come, easy go I guess… I felt sadness as my ether was consumed, but the infrastructure was essential, especially with the extra Ether Spires. Once the Barracks are done, I’ll upgrade the new Spires to Rank two as well. The quicker they can start generating me profit the better. Then I can think about Rank three now my Territory has been… holy crap!

The cost of upgrading an Ether Spire to Rank 3 was seventy-five thousand ether, and it would take fifty Astral days! Checking the Barracks I saw that it would take one hundred and twenty-five thousand and one hundred Astral days to reach Rank 3. Each of those is pretty much more than I’ve spent on everything else so far… It looked like when my Territory was upgraded the new levels of buildings cost way more than before…

I guess I’ll be sticking to Rank one and two Buildings for a while… though getting the Ether Spires to Rank three should be a priority, as I bet they generate a lot more ether and elemental essence… The only plus side was the Building I needed for my master plan, which had seemed ruinously expensive at fifty thousand ether for Rank 1, was now looking cheap in comparison.

Shaeula was still looking at me anxiously, so I ruffled her fur and grinned. “Relax. The upgrade is in the queue. The Ether Spires come first, but in a couple of days the Barracks upgrade will begin, and in ten more after that you can restore more of your kin."

After a moment she shook my hand off. “Hmph. I expected no-no less from you. I am pleased you appreciate the need for me to reclaim my kin-kin. Besides…” she continued. “If we are to defeat Grulgor and claim his Territory too-too, to say nothing of the elusive Raven Knight, then we will need-need stronger forces.”

“That‘s right, and to that end I have a plan as well.” I agreed. “But before that, we need to train. If we improve even a little it will increase our chances of staying alive and becoming victorious.”

“Of course-course. We should return to my lair and continue to work on the elemental wind-wind!” she declared, seeming eager to get back to her studies.

She’s such a good student. I wonder if my sis pays enough attention at school? Unlike Eri-chan she’s not exactly a model student, and her entrance exams are soon... Oh well, no use worrying, as it’s too late to change anything now anyway…
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“… I see-see.” Shaeula declared, amber eyes narrowed in concentration. “So that is what you mean-mean by compression. It certainly seems-seems powerful.”

I had used what little ether we had coming in to create some transient objects to aid in my explanations. A can of rocks, a can of water and a can of air, all with a sealed lid that could be pushed downwards, squeezing them. After some experimentation with this I had then recreated the classic experiment of the can with a flame inside that is crushed by air pressure, and shot several ball-bearings some distance with an air gun.

As the remnants of these creations faded back into the wider Boundary I nodded. “Air, if property compressed can hurl huge objects, rip apart steel and create huge explosions. Wind is just the movement of air, so most of your power will come from compression. If you can then add vibration as well then it can cut through most things, just like I did with the Jorogumo’s webs.”

“I shall master it, have no-no fear.” She said proudly, puffing out her chest. “I must experiment with this-this until I can compress my wind properly.”

“Yeah, and I have plenty to be getting on with, thanks to your advice. It will be interesting to see who masters their task first.” I teased, igniting her competitive spirit.

“It will-will clearly be me. I am a noble princess of the Fae, pure-pure-blooded royalty of the Seelie Court.” She declared. “While you have talent for sure-sure, you can not-not match my pedigree and experience.”

“Well then how about we make it interesting? The winner can make one request of the loser. Sound fun?”

“Hmph. The nerve-nerve of you! Prepare to kneel and kiss my feet-feet when I win!” she proclaimed.

“All right. Let’s both do our best.” I ignored her grumbled retort and began to draw in the elemental energies around me, stimulating my heart Chakra, trying to strengthen it and its generation of wind energies. I did this for a fair few hours, gently stimulating my Chakra. When I built up some energy I would use it to practice various attacks, as well as using it with my spear to come up with combat moves that mixed spear combat with wind energy.

Beside me Shaeula was also hard at work, her brows furrowed as she struggled to compress her wind correctly. Letting out a soft chuckle I turned back to my training, only to notice a change in the surroundings.

Pretty. The usual dark light that pervaded the Boundary, whether indoors or out, was now streaked with glowing ripples of rainbow colour, coming and going like raindrops sliding down a window. Faint flakes of white were falling, seemingly passing through the cave ceiling overhead. They shone brightly in the light, glittering like shards of multi-coloured jewels. Reaching out I tried to catch one, expecting it to be cold like snow, but it merely dissipated without a trace.

Beside me Shaeula piped up “I see-see. An Etheric tide is coming.”

“An Etheric tide? Is it dangerous?” I asked, concerned. Damn, that would be bad timing. We are just about to get our Territory in shape…

“Dangerous? Not-not directly I would say.” She answered after a moment’s thought. “You already know how time-time flows faster here in the Boundary, as opposed to your mortal realm, correct?”

I nodded in agreement. At this she continued, seemingly pleased I was listening to her so intently.

“Well then, you know that it is not-not so different, two or three times as fast-fast? Yet there are many-many tales of travellers entering the lands of the Fae, spending but a day or two there and emerging in a hundred years, or even-even before they entered?”

I had indeed thought about this before. It was a staple in tales, especially Western ones like from Britain.

“Well, quite often the responsibility for this-this lies in the Etheric tide. It washes in from the higher Astral and time-time quickens or slows depending on the tide. Most are calm, yet-yet rarely a great storm rages, and time itself quakes.”

“Do you think this one will be a storm?” I asked, concerned, and she shook her head.

“Unlikely I believe. More-more likely it will be a minor change. Still-still, there is no way to say for certain. We should keep-keep our guard up, for when the ether density increases, things best left-left alone from the deeps can stir. More monsters and creatures will-will no doubt appear. The lower Astral will touch the Boundary in many-many more places while the tide endures, and in some-some aberrant cases even the higher Astral may-may be felt, though lightly.”

Fascinating. Though I hope we don’t end up anywhere near the higher Astral. Knowledge is power, and Shaeula certainly had a fair stock of knowledge regarding the higher realms. “So, we need to be alert for rampaging monsters attacking our Territory, swimming in on the Etheric tides?”

“It is-is a possibility.” Shaeula agreed. Her amber eyes glowed as she peered into the glittering streaks of light snaking through the darkness. “We may also have-have to manage without you for longer as time quickens here. Time-time you spend in the Material may pass quicker here-here for now.”

I see. This was not necessarily a bad thing, as it would speed my construction and accumulation of more ether. However it would mean I wouldn’t be able to respond to problems in a timely manner. Damn, this is where I really need that Building…

“Well, just do the best you can. It’s a shame you can’t queue Buildings for me right now, but at least you can reinforce our weaselkin from the Barracks. If things look like they will get difficult I can always build some Defensive Emplacements next time I am here when we get more ether.”

“I will-will defend our Territory, have no fear.” She asserted. “But enough of this-this. We must continue our duel. I am close to grasping the compression, I am sure-sure!”

“All right.” I laughed. “We can keep going…”
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“All right, I think this is a good time to stop.” I said, sweat dripping from me and vanishing. The announcement of my first two Ether Spires having been constructed scrolled across my vision, meaning that I had been training for a solid day without rest. I wasn’t physically tired, but my mind definitely was exhausted, and my lunar and heart Chakra nodes prickled and burned uncomfortably.

“You could well-well be right.” Shaeula conceded, slumping down, exhausted. “It is hard-hard indeed to match your compression.”

“True.” I agreed, looking at the wall which was gouged with long narrow cuts. “But I find it hard to match your boundless wind energy. Of course, I am confident we can both succeed. Me first, of course.” I teased her.

“Are you that-that eager to make me submit to your demand?” She scowled. “Rest assured if you ask-ask for anything improper my father will have your head-head.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” I chuckled, causing her to cross her arms and scowl harder. “Anyway, at least you can practice while I am gone. But don’t forget to defend the Territory against any new threats that may arise.”

“I would not-not make such an error.” she stated coolly. “We will-will continue to gather ether. It will be-be easier during the tide. Those crystals, the Etherites you mentioned before, more are always found-found after every tide. The palace at the Seelie court has a treasury full-full of them. I had thought them just pretty baubles to look-look at, but if they have use…”

Well isn’t that something? The Seelie court interests me more and more… “I really need to get going now. Try not to miss me too much.”

Not hearing her retort I let my tired consciousness sink and woke up back in the Material plane.

The first thing I noticed was it was still dark. Glancing at my clock I saw that it was very early Wednesday morning. I had entered the Boundary late evening on Tuesday, and spent around thirty or so hours of objective time there. With the usual pace of time, that should have taken me through to Wednesday proper, a few hours from now. Was this the effect of the Etheric tide?

If so, that has interesting implications and applications. Should I take two days to return to the Astral, which wasn’t too taxing with my current Chakra network, then would six days or even more have passed for Shaeula? Assuming she can defend the Territory, which I can hope she will, assisted by what troops she has and my new stronger barrier, then my ether stocks should be starting to fill again…

Dragging myself out of bed I made a few quick calculations based on various guesses about the rate of time dilation. Interesting. This could work for me. Looking at the calendar on my phone, on which I had marked a few potential dates for various important activities, I made up my mind. It was time to start putting my expansion plan into motion!


Thirty-Five


The first thing I decided to do was have a nap. My body was rested from my time in the Boundary, but the fatigue was still piling up mentally, especially after all the intensive concentration required to train my Chakras. Setting my alarm for ten in the morning I quickly settled back into my bed and closed my eyes, drifting off into a peaceful sleep…

… To be woken by my alarm what seemed only minutes later, though several hours had passed. Yawning I dragged myself out of bed and had some breakfast. Once that was done I went for my usual jog and then did several hours of practice with my training spear and weights. Once that was done it was lunchtime, so I had some rice balls and tuna, before doing a few more hours of raising aether through my Chakras, as well as gathering what wind energy I could.

Once this was complete I settled down at my computer with a bottle of iced tea and some snacks. It was time to take a risk. Configuring a Virtual Private Network to set my location to The United Kingdom rather than Japan, I opened up a gaming site and registered. Entering my bank details from the account I had set up on my trip to the bank, I transferred out my funds. This was technically illegal in Japan, which had very strict rules on gambling, but I didn’t feel too bad about it, as it wasn’t hurting anyone, and was perfectly legal in my mom’s country. So it is only half a crime at best.

Clicking on the window to load up a roulette application I swallowed down nervous spit and waited for it to start.

Man, this is risky, but if it works…

The key here was my Fortune statistic. When it was at two I found it was roughly a four percent boost in games of chance, but now after levelling up my Fae-Bonded class it had reached five which in theory should be around a ten percent increase in my chances of winning luck-based games.

Ten percent doesn’t sound a lot, but in games like roulette and blackjack, where the house edge is only a few percent… I would be the one with an edge, so if I kept playing long enough I should show steady profits. Of course, luck was hardly absolute, and spiky clusters of random events did happen frequently, so without huge sums of money to smooth these out I could still lose everything. There are no guarantees. But with success I can cut down the time I need to work dramatically, which allows me more time to train my other skills…

The first thing to do was to take it slow. I had a bit under two thousand British Pounds to play with, with each pound currently being worth roughly one hundred and forty yen. In wasn’t a small sum, but it was one I could afford to lose, even if such would hurt me. Of course I can only think that due to the extra work Hayato-san passed my way…

I had run over the calculations earlier. For example betting on red or black there were eighteen numbers out of thirty-seven that would double my money, or a forty-eight point six chance of winning. This meant the house had an edge of one point four percent. With my ten percent boost from my Fortune though, my chance of winning would be roughly fifty-three point five percent, which was an edge of three point five percent, more than twice what the casino enjoyed. On paper this meant I should clean up, but the table limits and capital limitations I had compared to the casino made it anything but a sure thing.

Still, nothing ventured, nothing gained. I placed five pounds on black and watched the computer spin the ball. The result? Number eight, Black. Five pounds was mine.

A good start. But I am a man of logic. I know that odds-on doesn’t guarantee a win. Replaying the bet I watched the ball start spinning again, taking a mouthful of tea to steady my nerves…
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An hour later I was mopping sweat from my brow. My balance stood at two thousand six hundred pounds, which meant an hourly profit of around eighty-four thousand yen, which was pretty amazing. The only problem was twice I had been two failed spins away from losing. With the table limit of five hundred on a double-up bet, that meant if I started with a five pound wager, there were only seven chances to win before I started losing money whatever happened on the eighth spin.

And the other problem was that even when I won on the sixth spin, risking significant losses, the only profit was the original stake, of five pounds. There is a better way, although my chances of losing are higher…

Betting on which third of the table the ball would land on rather than near fifty-fifty bets, my chance of winning with my Fortune was actually thirty-five point six percent, to triple my money. The edge was less, so I had more chance of losing, but on each subsequent double wager if I won I would make money only a little less than how much I had gambled, a much higher return. This would in turn allow me to reach my target goal far quicker. Swallowing more tea I moved my shaking hands to the betting chips and I threw down a five pound token and set the roulette spinning once more…
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“All right, I’m done.” slumping back in my chair I looked at the funds. Five thousand, four hundred and eight pounds. I had reached my target with a little extra to spare. Doing it had been bad for my heart though, as I was one spin away from defeat once and two spins away a half dozen times. Without my Fortune I was pretty certain I would have been left with nothing, my efforts and money wasted.

In only another hour I had made nearly three thousand pounds, or around four hundred thousand yen! Not wanting to push my luck any further I closed down the application, removing any temptation to continue. Feeling wrung out and drained I decided the best thing to do to clear my mind would be to practice increasing my wind energy again. After all, I am sure Shaeula is hard at work to win. Who knows what she’ll have me do if she triumphs…

Expanding my mind I felt the energy of the wind. It was faint, but ever-present, just as one would expect from an element based on air, which surrounded the entire planet. Drawing threads of power towards me I absorbed them, letting them run through my body until they coalesced around my heart. Each pulsing beat of my heart then dispersed this energy, passing it around until it returned to the heart once more.

The cycle was repeating endlessly, and not just with the wind energy I drew in. Aether was flowing through me as well, the flow still weak after returning from the Boundary, yet it had strengthened due to my earlier meditation. If the flow of wind was a trickling rivulet, the aether was a babbling brook, thicker yet still weak. Concentrating on these two flows, especially in the area around my heart, I strained all my senses, especially my self-appraisal ability. As I did so the flow of aether began to diminish, absorbed to power my observations.

The flow of aether and wind reached my heart and it pulsed, sending it out again. However with my deep inspection I noticed a discrepancy. The flow of aether had diminished a tiny amount as it spread from the heart, and the flow of wind energy had increased, also by a tiny amount, yet significantly more than the amount of aether that disappeared should create. Hmm, it’s kind of like the aether is catalysing the wind energy. Although if that was the case there should be no loss of aether… Still, thinking along those lines might potentially prove useful to my understanding in the long term. I continued working on raising my levels of wind energy until it was time to sleep.
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The next morning my body was humming with aether and wind energy, far more than I would usually have accrued. I wondered if it might have something to do with the Etheric tide, though I would have no way of proving it right now, so I put those thoughts aside.

After a quick breakfast I went for a jog in the blistering heat outside, really working up a sweat. I then ran through my strength-building exercises and combat training, before having a long cold shower to cool down afterwards. I then spent a couple of hours gambling. After a near miss (which admittedly earned me a fair chunk of money) I decided to ratchet down my initial bet from five pounds to one pound, giving me two extra spins before losing, although this would also slow down my rate of profit.

Once several hours were done my pot stood at seven thousand, two hundred and twenty pounds. Deciding to call it quits for the day I continued with meditation on wind energy, until it was time to enter the Boundary…

When I arrived the sky was riven with glimmering flecks of rainbow light, with what looked like coloured lightning shooting through it at a rapid pace. The white flakes were falling like quite the snow-shower, not thick enough to obscure vision, but definitely enough to be distracting. It was certainly beautiful in an eerie way. As I was checking my Territory to see how construction had progressed Shaeula arrived to greet me.

Hmm, it looks like nearly eight Astral days have passed. Time has really sped up here… the secondary queue is complete and the Barracks has just over three days to go. My ether stockpiles have shot up too. Etheric tides are great!

“Akio, are you listening to me-me?” Shaeula grumbled, and I snapped back to reality.

“What was that, sorry? I was just admiring our ether stocks.” I apologised.

“Bah. You should-should listen to me when I am talking.” She complained. “There has been-been trouble on our border with the Raven Knight’s Territory. The Etheric tide-tide has stirred up some predators, and one attacked his lands. They beat it off but it may-may return.”

“I see. That would be troublesome. Do you think we should fortify that border? We can use that as a staging point for an invasion later anyway?”

“I think that would-would be wise.” Shaeula concurred. “I fear the predator is beyond our means to kill-kill right now, so driving it off is the best-best we can hope for. As the tide deepens, more-more may descend as well.”

“Is the tide going to get much deeper?” I asked, interested. Time was tight if my plan was to reach fruition while leaving me time to visit my sis and Eri-chan back home as well.

“Us Noble Fae have a sense-sense for these things.” She replied proudly. “It is a relatively shallow tide, but its peak will be a little deeper, within a few-few days. It will then decline and fade-fade away.”

So if I assume a couple more days of acceleration… hmm… running the numbers in my head I came to a decision. “All right then, time to get building.” The upgrade to the Elemental Silo was next as planned. I then queued in a couple of Defensive Emplacements to be built on the chokepoints near to the graveyard that served as the Raven Knight’s Territory. I topped this off with the upgrade of two of my new Ether Spires, leaving me with just under a thousand ether left in the Silo.

That left both queues running at ten or eleven days, roughly, and if the tide was deepening and I took two more days to return in Material time, they should be finished by the time I made it back here. That was still a little wasteful though. Ideally I could save up enough to queue in one or both of my last two Spire upgrades, to maximise efficiency…

If time is running at roughly four to five times the Material at the moment, that means by morning on Earth two to two-and-a-half full days will pass here. It’s going to be an endurance marathon, but I can do it…

Smiling a wicked grin I turned to Shaeula. “I hope you’ve been practicing, because we are going to be veeeeeeery busy now…”


Thirty-Six


“You-you… are… a slave-driver.” Shaeula panted as the winged creature in front of her burst into sparkles of ether, which was quickly absorbed and sent to the Silo. Slumping down on her haunches she drew in long rasps of breath. “I think-think… we should rest… a bit…”

“We’re fine.” I chuckled, though I was feeling rather drained myself. We had been hunting for well over a day of objective time, the hideous human-sized owls with wolf faces we had just dispatched the latest creatures to have descended near our Territory. “Not only are we raking in the ether it is excellent training in how to use wind. Your last attack was particularly good, using rotation to drill into the enemy. If I’m not careful you are going to win our little wager.”

“I am starting… to understand what-what you mean.” Shaeula’s breathing had calmed down after the rest. “Compression, rotation, vibration… all-all are ways to enhance the destructive force of the wind, without much-much greater usage of elemental energy.” She looked satisfied. “With the wind energy drawn from the Ether Spires we can-can fight all the harder and longer, so we learn-learn at a rapid pace.”

“Yeah, it’s a real crash course. I am sure my heart Chakra is generating wind faster after all the usage. And in addition to that we make sure our Territory remains safe.”

The intensity of the Etheric tide was still increasing, the sky awash with blazes of colour. In the distance large shapes could be seen, such as snake-like shadows many metres long, or tall thin giant-like beings striding across the land. Fortunately none of them had strayed our way yet, but flocks of lesser creatures were common, and some of them were surprisingly powerful. “If this is a relatively shallow Etheric tide I’d hate to see one of the deep ones…”

“Some-some of the most devastating tales of ruin-ruin are based on the deeper tides.” Shaeula agreed. “The Moon-devouring Wyrm for one. Many nobles of the Seelie Court perished last-last time it appeared. There is also the Chimaera Swarm, The Frost Wraiths and many-many others.”

“They all sound pretty strong. Let’s hope we don’t see any of those for a long time. Oh well, that’s enough rest. We press onwards. We nearly have enough ether for our goal of queuing in the last two upgrades to the Ether Spires.”

Things had progressed more smoothly than I had imagined they would. With the extra draw for my Rank 2 Territory, which was significantly larger than before, plus the four new Ether Spires being in a more ether-dense area, the rate of gain was greater than I had planned for, to say nothing of the large surge of ether generated by the Etheric tide. This had been supplemented by the high number of creatures the tide had dragged up, which we were blasting through at a rapid rate. I had even reached Level eleven recently due to the large influx of enemies.

“Monster…” Shaeula muttered, but she followed me as we circled our Territory.

“By the way, now you are starting to master the destructive wind techniques, how about the stealthy ones?”

“Stealthy? I do not-not quite understand what you mean.” she replied, tilting her head, which I secretly found rather cute.

“Well, why do we have all the glowing green light when we use elemental wind? After all, air and wind is usually colourless, right?”

“Wind energy is green-green. That is simply the way it is. Every elemental energy has its own-own colour.”

“Maybe so, but the air itself doesn’t have a colour. How about you try this…?” As we continued to patrol our Territory I demonstrated the technique I was thinking of. It wasn’t flawless by any means, but it could definitely be a useful trump card. However Shaeula’s amber eyes quickly glazed over at my explanations, and she rapidly became downheartened. Resolving to find a better way to explain it, the patrol continued…

After several more objective hours of time we had scoured our Territory clean. We were still a few thousand short of our goal of ether, but after doing some quick calculations based on the increasing rate of ether gain due to the Etheric tide I figured we would have just about the required amount if I could last out long enough before returning to the Material plane. Therefore the obvious thing to do would be some training!

Ignoring the muttered protests from Shaeula we began to practice some more, leaving the Kamaitachi and the weaselkin to patrol our Territory in our stead. My focus was on increasing the flow of wind energy my body could handle, as well as fine-tuning my new trump card, while Shaeula… She seems a bit down, but I’m sure she will get it soon… she was to work on improving her compression and rotation, as well as trying to understand what I meant about the colour of wind.

Many hours passed, until my brain was aching from all the concentration. Unfortunately the rate of my ether drain to remain in the Boundary was now prohibitive, higher than I had anticipated, so I was not quite going to be able to meet my target. Queuing one upgrade of an Ether Spire I reluctantly bid farewell to the relieved Shaeula, and with some parting words on keeping going with the training, which caused her to scowl, I returned to the Material, opening my eyes in the darkness of early morning.

Damn, that’s disappointing. Chances are a day or two of the secondary queue will be wasted, lying dormant, but next time I return… I suppose I could push it and really gather ether and try and return tonight… Shaking away those thoughts I let out a sigh. It wasn’t a disaster, so it would probably be best to keep up with my standard routine. After all, I had many demands on my time…

Since it was still early I grabbed a couple of hours of sleep to take the edge off my mental weariness. Once that was done it was time for another quick jog. Being the weekend there were less people going to work, but I did see a very tired looking Karen-chan on her way out. Man, overtime is rough. I remember the huge amounts I used to pull back with Hayato-san and the gang… when I get a chance we really need to have a get-together, like the old days, but everyone's busy with their own careers now...

Feeling a pleasant sense of tightness in my muscles I then went through my spear training. My movements were definitely becoming swifter and more precise as I worked through the basics. It would soon be time to look at more advanced techniques. I then did some muscle workouts and a little basic martial arts.

Once this was done I had a cold shower, finished off by a light lunch and some ice-cold drinks from the fridge. As I had been training with Shaeula and working on my energy, I had come up with, or rather borrowed, a few creative ideas from various manga and light novels I had read. Some of them I could implement somewhat easily, but others… If I was able to channel pure oxygen throughout my lungs and blood I should gain an explosive boost in power and speed, but just how am I going to do that without doing something very bad to my body? I’m not a doctor…

I would definitely have to put a plan in place before I could use some of my ideas. Anything such as body reinforcement-style would have great benefits, but equally great risks to pull off. Clearing my mind of such distractions, I decided to take some time gambling to build up my pot…

… only to find four hours later I had barely increased my money at all, by a mere hundred and sixty pounds in total. Indeed, at one point I was well over a thousand pounds down on the start of the day. Damn, this gambling lark isn’t fun… losing definitely makes me feel the pressure. As a daily wage it was by no means terrible, but in terms of my goal it was lacking. I have a great need for money, far more than this.

Taking yet another shower, this time cleaning off sweat that was more fear than exertion, I returned to my room and began my Chakra and wind exercises…
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The next day was a Sunday so after my usual training I decided to take a bit of a break and treat myself to a few hours of relaxation. Picking up a couple of manga magazines from the local shop I spent a few hours reading them and forgetting my worries. I also answered a few emails from Hayato-san, as well as my sister, and let her know the timings of my return home. I planned to return on the twenty-second, and stay for five days, returning home on the twenty-seventh. Hopefully she would also be free on the weekend of the thirty-first, before the holidays finished, not that I mentioned that, as I wanted to surprise her. To that end I fired of a message to my mom, asking her to make a few preparations.

Time was passing, so with a heavy heart I bit the bullet and started to gamble once more, hoping my bad luck had passed. To start with it seemed like my rotten luck was continuing, with spin after spin losing, but as I spun with a heavy heart I had a win, dropping a profit of over two hundred and fifty pounds on just one bet. After that I played for another hour, never losing that many spins in a row, steadily building profit until my pot stood at just over nine thousand pounds.

Based on the numbers I had ran during my internet research while devising my master plan this wasn’t going to be enough, so over the next week or so I would have to double that to be comfortable. I also had to perfect my control of fine invisible wind… Damn, I have all this spare time since I’ve finished all my freelance work, but somehow I’m busier than ever. I had a broad grin across my face though. All the challenges were worthwhile, as they produced tangible results I could actually see and feel, be that my Statistics rising, my Territory expanding or my bank balance blossoming.

Gathering both aether and wind energy slowly from the surrounding atmosphere, it wasn’t long before I was returning to the Boundary, to see how my Territory had developed…

The first thing I did was observe the building queue. Roughly ten Astral days had passed, the Etheric tide still deepening, so as I had anticipated, one of my build queues was empty, the other with about three days to go to finish the last Ether Spire upgrade. My stored ether was similarly impressive, with around forty-thousand in stock. My newly enlarged Silo couldn’t hold it all and it was glittering in a silvery halo around it like the rings of Saturn. Under the vividly bright colours of the Etheric tide and the constant fall of reflective white flakes it was quite the stunning scenery. My sis would love this. It’s a pity she can’t see it. Eri-chan too. She always liked pretty things. I remember taking her stargazing a few times, up on the mountains back home. Happy memories…

As I was considering this Shaeula appeared before me, flanked by her Kamaitachi and a group of black-furred Elite weaselkin. Her face was positively beaming with joy as she greeted me.

“You look pleased.” I observed.

“Of course-course.” She said excitedly. “More of my kin have returned to my side-side. How long-long before we can upgrade the Barracks again?” She spoke at a rapid pace, closing right up to me, face peering intently up at mine, causing me to flush and step back reflexively. Too close. Too close!

I could see that most of the lights that had surrounded her, the spirits of her kin, had gone, only a small number of the larger lights remaining.

“My Kamaitachi need to return to me-me.” She continued. “They would also be-be valuable assets to you. I think-think this should be your priority.”

“It is a priority, just not the priority right now.” I countered. “The cost in both ether and time is massive. A hundred and twenty-five thousand ether and one hundred days. It will come, but instead we first need to build the last Ether Spire upgrade to take advantage of the Etheric tide to amass resources, and then I have to make good on my promise to you.”

Shaeula looked downcast, making me feel a little bad, but she looked pretty cute as she cocked her head to one side in puzzlement. “Promise? What-what promise?”

“Why, to get you a new throne worthy of you, of course!”


Thirty-Seven


“Oh, yes-yes, you did promise me that.” Shaeula agreed. “I would rather-rather have my kin returned to me though…”

Man she’s cute. But I’ll say it again, I’m still definitely not interested in furries! “Don’t worry, I promised I would help you return your kin and I mean to keep that promise. But first we need your throne. It’s an important next step in the plan. Long term I plan to use the second build queue to work on longer builds such as the Barracks upgrade, while the first queue works on quicker lower-level buildings.”

“I see-see.” She shrugged sadly. “I suppose it can not-not be helped. Besides, I do feel better now that many more-more of my kin have been reborn.”

“I’m curious…” I had to ask a question. “When all your kin are restored, can you still create more weaselkin from the Barracks?”

“I can-can.” She agreed. “It is not unheard of for lesser Fae to be born-born from the fabric of the Astral itself, though no Noble Fae such as myself would be created in such a vulgar manner-manner. This is little different.”

“Good. That way we can build a great host. That’ll surely impress your siblings, right?” I teased.

Shaeula grew flustered, so I changed the subject. “How goes your training? Have you made any progress?”

“Some-some.” Shaeula answered. “I can not-not grasp your stealthy ways, but in terms of compression…” Green light flared around her and her weasel-snakes appeared, all knotting into one huge mass which then shrank down to the size of a single snake. It darted out and detonated in the air, the rushing force hitting me like a club, making me take a step back.

“Nice.” I applauded. “And if you combine that with rotation and vibration you might even be able to take down Grulgor. A Troll should surely be no trouble now, right?”

“Carelessness is the great-great enemy.” she replied primly, but I could tell she was pleased, her eyes shining.

“I know, I know.” I had to laugh. “But soon your power will be strong enough, without question. Anyway, have we had any problems while I’ve been gone?”

“Nothing of note-note. The tide is reaching the peak-peak, and after a few more days it should start declining. Then we can-can relax. Some beasts drifted into our Territory, but we dispatched them without much-much problem. Larger beasts have been spotted in the Territory of the Raven Knight, and in the far-far distance, but none-none have come to bother us.”

“That’s good. By the way, have we found many Etherite ores during the tide?”

“Some-some.” She allowed. “All are the red-red ones though. This tide may not-not be deep enough or we may be too far from the centre to find-find many.”

“No matter. Every little helps. Fifty-seven and a half thousand ether is the goal, so we need just under seventeen and a half thousand more.” That doesn’t seem so much now, yet when I started this a few weeks ago such sums were nearly unimaginable. Still, Rank three Buildings cost a ton and take ages, so I daresay I’ll have to start spending further ether on speeding up construction…

“There are few monsters remaining from the tides-tides…” Shaeula said, pondering. “I do not-not feel it is wise leaving our Territory now-now to go looking for more. While the tides are still shallow, anything could wash up-up.”

“Yeah, you are probably right.” I ran the numbers in my head. Ten Astral days had generated a bit under forty thousand ether, so at around four thousand a day, plus the gathered Etherite ores… yes, we can do it, the Throne at least. I want the upgraded Anchor, but it can wait a little if necessary…

“All right. We’ll go back to training for now, but first I need to have a word with the Kobolds. I have a task for them.”

“Those-those… beasts.” Shaeula scowled. “I am not-not sure what purpose they could have…”

“Don’t worry, it isn’t something you need to be concerned about. Go fetch the Etherites and I’ll meet you in a couple of hours.”

As Shaeula departed with some muttering under her breath I made my way over to the Kobold Den. As I arrived the Kobolds came out to greet me, barking excitedly. Is it just me or are there more of them? The group was probably half as big again as before, with another couple of the Kobolds being miners.

The biggest one (who was still pretty small, I had to admit) came up to me with his pickaxe slung over his shoulder. He knelt down and passed me a small pawful of sparkling gems, mostly diamonds, but with several others mixed in. None were particularly large, but they sparkled prettily in the light of the tide.

“Are these for me?” I asked, and the Kobold miner barked his agreement. “Some gems, we found, we discovered. We give to you in thanks for keeping your word and keeping us safe. We are safe here.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it. You kept some for yourself I hope?”

“We did, we have. Kept some shiny gems and metal. Not much to be found here, only a little to be found. But we will look, will search.”

“I see. Well, when we expand our Territory further, if you can find a suitable spot let me know and I’ll build a mine for you. In the meantime I have a little job for you if you don’t mind?”

“A job for us? A task for us?” the leader asked, and I smiled reassuringly.

“Don’t worry, it isn’t anything too hard. I just want some building and carving work done…”

[image: image-placeholder]


When I returned Shaeula was waiting, a pile of nearly twenty Red Etherite Ores in front of her.

“Nice going.” I approved, as I quickly broke them down for ether. “We are that much closer to our goal now. If any more appear be sure to grab them.”

“Of course. I know what-what to do.”

“I know you do. In that case we might as well continue with our training while we wait for the ether to pile up.”

“How-how delightful.” She sighed theatrically. “Very well-well. But you need to explain better.”

“Sure, I think I can do that.” I answered. “I think I might be able to show you, at least a little bit. If you watch carefully…” I gathered wind energy around me. I was unable to suppress the jade glow, that was as Shaeula had insisted, but the attack with the wind energy itself, that was possible. Shaeula felt the wind rush past her, ruffling her fur.

“Damn, that was way too weak.” I complained, but Shaeula touched her fur in wonder.

“I see-see. The elemental energy moves the air. Yes, it was-was weak, but if one can not-not see an attack, one can not-not defend against it.”

“That’s right. Imagine your most powerful attacks hitting an enemy with no defences raised. It would be an easy win. There are other ways to use it too. But of course, first we’ll have to get it to a state where it is effective. Even I can only manage a small gust of wind without the glow of elemental energies.”

“We could-could compress the small wind and vibrate it. A hit to an eye or throat then-then would no doubt prove damaging.” Shaeula suggested, bringing me a feeling of pride in her. With a warm look I smiled at her.

“Well done. That’s the fruit of your training coming out. I really need to step up my game or you’ll leave me behind.”

As we bantered back and forth we continued to train, Shaeula working on combining her new techniques with the invisible wind, me working on manipulating the wind in more complex ways, while increasing my generation. Time passed, nearly a full day of objective time, until we were taking a break, relaxing our tired minds and spirits.

“Hmm, the ether is climbing steadily. Etheric tides are great. It’s like a compound effect, I get more time, and more ether is generated per unit of time. I wonder if all the other candidates for Astral Emperor are taking advantage of this too? If they miss out it’ll hamper their growth quite a bit. I’m going to run into another one sooner or later…” Ideally I’d like to make an alliance with any candidates I find, just like I have with Shaeula, since the Earth is supposedly in grave danger, but that is obviously going to depend on them and their natures and ambitions…

“You should not-not be so flippant. The risks of tides are…” As Shaeula began berating me a shadow passed across us, long and massive. As I looked up the Territory shook, an impact slamming into the defensive barrier over my Territory with great force.

Your Territory is under attack. Immediate response is recommended. The strength of the defensive barrier is currently at eighty-seven percent. If the barrier…


Silvery words flared across my vision as beside me Shaeula spoke urgently.

“See-see? Your mockery has brought trouble down-down on us.”

The Territory shuddered again, a flash of rainbow light hammering down into the barrier, dropping it by another ten percent. My Defensive Emplacement with the Sniper Mode countered, sending a lance of aether up into the flying shadow, exploding with a bright flare, bringing a loud bellow of anger which hurt my ears, even at this distance.

Taking hits like that the barrier isn’t going to last. We need to do something now…

“What should we do? What do you think it wants?” I asked Shaeula as the shadow descended. It was a long eel-like creature, with dead-white scales and rainbow eyes. It must have been twenty metres long, and as wide as a car. Shit, that’s scary.

“It looks like-like some sort of Wyrm. Usually they want to eat-eat.” The barrier rocked again as the Wyrm opened its huge mouth and let out a blast of light. “It might-might have been attracted by the ether we have here.”

Damn. I did wonder why the Silo was necessary when the ether was kept within my Territory anyway. There goes my dream of queuing up the Throne of Heroes today… I accessed the Territory menu and added the last upgrade to the Ether Spire, seven and a half thousand of the over-spilling ether disappearing immediately. The Wyrm paused for a moment, looking confused, before slamming its massive, sinuous body into the barrier shimmering over my Territory, knocking it down further.

“Whatever you are doing-doing is working!” Shaeula shouted.

Hardening my heart I scooped up the remaining ether that wasn’t protected by the Silo and channelled it into aether. My body was overflowing with force, my Chakra networks humming with power, my lunar node flaring with sudden needles of icy pain. The gaze of the Wyrm swung to me, more ear-splitting bellows of rage erupting. Yes I know, your ether is gone now. But you’ll have it shortly…

Merging the aether with my abundant wind elemental energy I formed it into a great spear, and with a yell launched it high into the sky. With a whipping gesture of my hand I started it rotating, and it accelerated as it flew. The Wyrm turned, but before it could the spear struck it low in the belly, ripping deep, scales flying, thick silvery blood raining down on my Territory, hissing and steaming. Screaming in rage it turned to bite at the stake tormenting it only to lose teeth and have its jaw shredded by the rotating winds.

Howling in rage it let out one more blast of light, this one missing my Territory and soaring off into the distance to impact an apartment building with an explosive glow, before turning and fleeing, soaring up across the sky and into the distance, fading from view.

Goodbye, over ten thousand ether… Exhaustion ran through me as the huge rush of ether and elemental energies left me, coupled with the mental anguish of expending such a huge sum of ether on an attack. All that was left was the twenty-five thousand ether that was protected by the Silo, although as spent energies rained from the sky some of it was absorbed and re-condensed, giving me a couple of hundred more ether back.

Even so… damn that hurts me. Still, trying to see the best of it I considered that it was good practice in seeing the massive scale of aether-powered attacks. If an enemy Astral Emperor used that on me… I’d die. I’d definitely die…

“That was most-most impressive. Even my siblings would be praising that attack. The rotation made it very hard-hard to defend against.”

I nodded weakly. I’ve been too cocky with things going so well and me getting stronger. Death can still come with a moment of carelessness. “You know I think I need to return to the Material and rest. I’ll be back tomorrow to hopefully queue in the Throne of Heroes when we rebuild our ether stocks. Looks like the Barracks will have to wait a bit as well I’m afraid, as our first Rank three building will need to be a Silo. We don’t need this happening again…”

That Wyrm was on an epically different scale than anything around here. If we consider ourselves at Rank one or maybe two, that Wyrm was surely a three. To feel confident about taking on something like that I would need to be far, far stronger than now.

“Very well-well.” Shaeula agreed. “I shall set my kin to gathering up all the scales and teeth that have-have fallen. I will make sure our Territory remains safe-safe in your absence.”

Ruffling her head absent-mindedly I nodded. “I know I can count on you. Later.”

And with that I returned to the Material, waking up shivering in the dark.


Thirty-Eight


By the time I had calmed my fearful heart it was morning. The combat itself had not been particularly frightening, the Territory barrier absorbing all the attacks, but the scale of it was what had unnerved me. It was one thing to clash in combat with similar-sized opponents, fighting with spear and wind, but to face such huge foes that could annihilate me without me being able to respond… Damn, that’s just like those old-school MMORPG’s that used to mix in high-level aggressive mobs in low-level areas…

Cracking open a beer I downed half of it, feeling the warmth in my stomach. Still, it’s only the tide that has brought such things to my door… the chances of running into something like that around here is slim otherwise… besides… I needed to construct the Throne of Heroes. Even was I to choose to stop now, if I managed to get that built I wouldn’t have to worry about living a pretty decent life ever again… besides, I made promises to Shaeula, and she’s really grown on me… I can’t abandon her now. It’s too soon to panic and give up. Countermeasures… that’s what I need…

I spent a few more hours thinking while sinking beers. I should have been pretty drunk by the time I had finished, but probably due to my enhanced Statistics I was merely a little tipsy. I had largely buried my fears, my mind working on plans. The first thing I needed to do was return as soon as the requisite ether had been gathered. Leaving it to build up more than I required could attract some dangerous predators. Since time was running at around a fivefold rate in the Boundary at the moment I couldn’t really leave it more than a day here on the Material.

To that end I decided to spend the entire day gathering aether, which should give me enough to enter my Territory. I quickly got to work, noticing that the flow seemed larger and smoother than normal. Energy was flowing around my lunar Chakra in particular, and also spreading to my heart node, generating noticeable wind energy. Since the accumulation of aether was going so well, it wasn’t even nightfall before I had accumulated enough to comfortably enter the Boundary. Around sixteen hours had passed, so at a five-fold rate of acceleration a bit over three days should have elapsed in my Territory, assuming the tide had not declined. It might even be a bit more if the tide had not fully peaked.

With that thought in mind I re-entered my Territory, to be greeted by the surprised Shaeula.

“You have returned quickly. I must-must say I am surprised. You looked rather-rather shaken from our encounter with the Wyrm. It was sadly-sadly disappointing. My master must be made-made of far-far sterner stuff if he is to keep-keep his Oaths with me.” As usual when she was annoyed or disappointed her repetition of words had increased noticeably. Patting her head, causing her to flinch back, I apologised.

“What-what are you doing…?” she began, but I cut her off.

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t as brave as your master should be. The scale of the enemy caused me to lose my nerve a little, but I’m all good now. I’ll step up my game and be worthy of your loyalty, I promise.”

“Hmph. See that you do-do. It is not-not like I care for your sake, it would inconvenience me greatly should you not-not show some backbone.”

And there’s the tsun. I missed that.

“I know.” I said wryly. “Anyway, have there been any more attacks? I was worried the large build-up of ether may lure in more predators from the tides.”

“There were some-some incursions.” She allowed. “However they were merely scavengers. Most-most of them we managed to lure towards the Defensive Emplacements on the border to help us deal-deal with them. The others I handled.” She puffed up her modest chest in pride.

“Good going. I admit to being worried.” Checking on my Territory I could see there was only one and a half Astral days left until the upgrade of the last Ether Spire, the other queue was empty. In terms of Ether we had just over forty thousand again. Back to where we were before.

“I don’t feel comfortable with this sort of ether lying about. If that Wyrm comes back I don’t want to have to waste it all again. I wonder if there is anything we can do?”

“I can not-not think of anything. Such predators can find ether in many ways, by smell, taste or even by sense-sense. By the way-way Akio, your Chakra network seems to be working in good order, especially your lunar-lunar and heart nodes.” Her eyes glowed a pretty amber colour as she appraised me.

“Yeah… I admit it felt pretty easy gathering the aether this time, even back on the Material. I think I’m finally getting the hang of it. If you don’t hurry I’ll win our bet!”

“Hardly-hardly. I am well-well placed to win. While you were away I have been honing my skills, which proved far-far too deadly for those who attacked us.”

“I look forward to seeing them in action. But don’t count me out just yet. Anyway…” I transferred my gaze to the bright halo of ether that was circling my Silo, pondering our best course of action. “Can you detect large concentrations of ether?” I asked Shaeula.

“I must-must admit I am not-not an expert in this.” She said. “Wind elemental energy I can sense, and extremes of power my Mystic Eyes can-can divine, but ether… if it is large enough maybe-maybe, but here in our Territory any presence would be masked.”

“Damn, no good huh?” I lamented. “Oh well… I suppose all we can do is guide away any scent and hope that is enough.”

I quickly outlined my plan. Beside me the Kamaitachi gathered his wind energy and blew a gentle breeze outwards, sending the air around the ether blowing to the distance, away from our Territory. Once that was done I demonstrated how to fold a current of wind around the Silo in a sphere.

“If you take over, this should stop any scent getting out, and the wind we blew away earlier should hopefully lure anyone that tracks ether by scent away from our Territory. We only need to buy enough time to reach our ether goal.” I considered our options, and rather than waiting, it seemed it would be better to try and go out and find more enemies to defeat and Etherite ores to break down. Damn I’m regretting turning the last lot to ether. This time I’ll keep them until we are close to the goal.

“All right then.” I said, hefting my spear. “It’s time to go ether collecting. Do we know where there are any targets?”

“I saw some-some winged creatures earlier, towards Grulgor’s Territory. They looked like they were not-not too strong. Our elemental wind should clearly have-have the advantage!” Shaeula exclaimed.

Aww she’s getting all pumped up. How cute. “All right, we’ll head that way then. We need to stay wary and not provoke Grulgor or his Trolls yet though. There’ll be time enough for that when the Throne is built.”

Calling for support we had five Elite weaselkin with us, armed with bows, slings and staves. That was quite the reassuring retinue. Of course, the Wyrm would sweep us all away with ease if it caught us out in the open but… damn, I guess I’m not quite over the fear yet. Still, in the open we can see it coming and hide. Worst case, so long as Shaeula and I survive we can restore her Elites from the Barracks and… that train of thought didn’t make me feel good, but it was pragmatic. I was aiming to be an Astral Emperor, so I would need a measure of ruthlessness to succeed, no doubt.

It didn’t take too long to find a Red Etherite outside of our Territory. The falling shining white ‘snow’ sometimes left a small ore behind when it vanished. A second soon followed, but we were in the disputed zone between us and Grulgor, so I was feeling rather tense. Maybe I’ll drop another couple of Defensive Emplacements here when the Throne is queued up…

Still, my fears proved unfounded as a third ore was uncovered by Shaeula. As I took it from her my eyes widened. Something was coming. In the far distance there was a big sinuous shadow. It was hard to tell through the vividly lit haze, but it was likely the Wyrm…

Luckily it is still far away… aside from that distant threat, there were numerous other dots closing in through the skies, getting bigger. I count ten, no… twelve…

Shaeula gazed through the bright tumult with her amber eyes. “Flying beasts. Not-not the ones I saw earlier… but we should-should still have the advantage.” With a gesture she attacked at range, tight javelins of rotating wind lashing out from her hands and soaring through the sky. “How-how is that? I think I win-win our wager.”

“Not yet.” I chuckled, as the javelins missed. “But damn, you are definitely close. As I am forever saying, I need to step up my game.” The flying monsters were clearly visible now, looking like large bats. Most of them were a dull grey colour barring their red eyes, but one was larger and covered in coarse black hair. “So here’s my attempt.” My own javelins of air shot out, and one bat disintegrated as it was pierced, flaring away into ether. The others scattered instantly, two of the grey bats protecting their seeming leader.

“Damn, I wanted to get two with that.” I complained, but the bats were manoeuvrable and agile. Arrows and sling stones from the Elites were flying out, but the bats evaded them effortlessly. Shaeula managed to down one with a slashing wind blade, and I dispatched a foe with another lance of air, but now they were close enough to fight back.

“Scatter-scatter…” Shaeula ordered, but her kin moved too slowly, and one fell, decapitated by an emerald blast of wind.

“Curse-curse you!” she roared, killing the attacker with her wind snakes, which were now more like tentacle drills, leaner, faster, more flexible and rotating cruelly. Two more perished with dying squeals as she ripped them apart.

“Don’t worry, you can bring him back…” I soothed, deflecting several blasts of wind that were aimed at her with my own elemental energies. Pushing back I shredded the wings from one bat, which fell with a pitiful wail, only to be bludgeoned to death by the remaining black weaselkin. I was about to attack again when the lead foe attacked, drawing in a breath and releasing it.

“Holy shit… is that a combo attack?” I channelled wind energy into a wall, shielding Shaeula and myself as best I could as the bat belched out a stream of wind energy… which was being consumed by fiery elemental energy, boosting the flames to a torrent. The sea of yellow and green energy pushed against my own green barrier, starting to eat into it, wringing drops of silvery sweat from my brow, vanishing as they fell to earth.

“I could… use some help…” I grated, as the remaining attackers swerved to engage the other weaselkin, one of which was already screaming in pain as the fires crept round my defences to burn him. With a wail his pain ended, a blade of verdant air slicing through him.

Shaeula gritted her teeth and let out a rather menacing growl. Eyes flaring amber her wind drills condensed together into one and pierced through my barrier and the oncoming storm. Just as it looked as if it was going to fell the foe, the two bats guarding the leader threw themselves into the blade, being ground apart like mince. This bought enough time for the boss to flit away, flames dying down.

“Oh no you don’t…” I snarled, drawing in the wind barrier and converting it to numerous nail-sized small vibrating spikes. Sending them screaming forwards I barraged it like I was using a shotgun, punching numerous holes in its wings and drawing vile blood from its body. Injured, it fell from the sky, and I was there to meet it, my spear plunging deep.

Behind me Shaula finished off the now leaderless bats, and we paused to take in our victory, which was hard fought. Two weaselkin had perished and another was injured. Regardless of the losses, in terms of ether we had made roughly three thousand. I guess those bats were Elite and the red one was a Leader class, like the Kamaitachi. It made sense, as they could use wind and even fire, plus they could fly… It’s just a shame we couldn’t persuade them to join us, if we could set up a Barracks for them we could have an air force…

There was no use crying over what we couldn’t have, so I shook my head, discarding that futile idea. Dismissing the weaselkin, allowing them to take the injured one home we spent some time hunting for Etherites and dealing with lesser enemies we encountered. We never ran into a pack as fierce again, nor did we see Grulgor’s Trolls.

In the far distance we could hear faint howls and roars, and could occasionally see the shadow of the Wyrm, but fortunately it never came our way again… and then it was time. Breaking down Etherites I accessed the build queue, silvery letters across my vision.

Finally, the last piece of my puzzle is queued. In just ten Astral days, we can move to the next stage…


Thirty-Nine


After grabbing a couple of hours of sleep to clear my racing mind I woke up and got dressed. It was still early morning, but already some of the more industrious of my neighbours were heading off to work.

I’ve done my hard work for the day last night. The Throne of Heroes was finally in the queue. Now all that remained was to wait for it to be built and then ride out the Etheric tides until things went back to normal. Until then the best course of action would be to keep up with my training. Going out for a jog I waved at Karen-chan as she headed off to work, looking ashen-faced and hungover. She returned my wave wearily, greeting me as I rushed past her, picking up the pace.

I headed down to the Troll bridge and then along the river, running up the hill towards the local shrine. As I took it at pace (though still remembering to keep it merely to the boundaries of what a normal person could do) I passed a group of girls dressed as shrine maidens, who were sweeping up and setting out charms and trinkets on several stalls that had been laid out. That’s kind of a nice sight for a summer morning. Of course they were all a bit young for me, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t admire them, since they were certainly pretty enough, and their youthful vibes brightened up the drab, old-fashioned shrine.

Passing by the torii gates I began my descent, picking up speed. This training is good, and I’m definitely improving, I barely feel winded at this pace now. But I really need somewhere private to practice where I can really stretch myself. My body had gone from thin and weak to lean and muscular due to a combination of the exercise and my raised Statistics, but I couldn’t help but wonder just how far I could improve were I able to use my full potential…

Oh well, no point worrying about that. If I draw too much attention to myself that would be bad… Reaching my apartment block I barely paused for breath before bounding up the steps to my room. Since I wasn’t tired I spent a few hours working my body and practicing with the spear. My form was improving. Comparing my thrusts and strikes to the videos online I was getting pretty close to them. The more advanced videos were still beyond me though, as stringing together moves into combos or more complex attacks was proving too much. I could do them, but not at a speed that would be useful in combat.

Still, practice makes perfect. I’ll get them eventually. Checking my messages while enjoying a cold iced tea I clicked through the usual ones from my sister. There were also a couple of small job offers for me, which I accepted. They would hardly make me much money, but I could bash them out over the next couple of days without too much trouble now. Keeping my regular clients sweet made sense, even though now my bank account was fairly full from the gambling. Once that was done I still had a bit of time, so I went back to practising with my elemental wind, trying to draw it in, increase it, and use it in the Material. Using a set of dice of varying weights and several types of coins I tested manipulating them while trying to show as little of the green energy as possible. By the time I was done with this it was getting dark, and my brow was covered with sweat, my mind exhausted.

Man, I’m tired. It really takes it out of me manipulating aether and elemental essence down here on the Material plane. I think it is doing me some good though, like lifting heavy weights is more of a workout than dumbbells…

Most of my energy was now drained, used in my experiments, and while my gathering speed was now significantly faster than in the past, it would still be tough to work up enough aether to return to the Boundary tonight… I guess I’ll just relax, drink a few beers and rest up. Then tomorrow I will return, hopefully around the time the Throne finishes construction…

Mind made up I reached for a beer and opened up an old browser game on my computer. May as well have some fun. I’ve been so busy lately. Strangely, as I enjoyed myself I couldn’t help but think I’d been forgetting something recently, a thought niggling at the back of my mind…

[image: image-placeholder]

The next morning I was feeling full of energy, no doubt gathered from my Territory. I went through my usual routine and quickly cleared the work I had been sent by my contacts. There was easily a few days worth of effort there, but I squared it away in only four hours. Most of it required redraws and touch-ups, which normally took quite some time, but I was limited only by as fast as the computer could process my changes, making it incredibly swift. Of course it is too soon to send them back, I’ve learnt from my mistakes with Hayato-san. I’ll stockpile for a few days and return them when I send back his…

I passed the rest of the day with some light aether and wind manipulation, focussing on the stealthy aspect of using it near-invisibly. It wasn’t there yet, but some small progress was being made. Still, I didn’t want to deplete my stores, as it was getting close to the time…

Returning to the Boundary that evening I was greeted once more as usual by Shaeula. “Welcome back-back Akio. Your timing is excellent.”

Checking the building queue I couldn’t help but agree. The Throne of Heroes had less than twelve Astral hours remaining. God damn I love this tide. Without the speed boosts and extra ether this would not have been possible. I pity any Astral Emperor-candidate who hasn’t been able to take advantage of this…

In addition my stockpile of ether was once more over-spilling. I quickly used the empty queue to lock in the upgrade of the Silo to Rank 3. The cost was twenty thousand ether and it would take forty days, so it was no short commitment, but when completed it would boost its protection and hold one hundred and fifty thousand ether safely. That way we won’t have to worry regarding attracting attackers for a while, though of course the Etheric tide will be on the way out long before it gets done…

“So, by my-my calculations, this fitting Throne for me is almost-almost complete. I can expect great things, yes-yes?”

“That you can.” I laughed. “Can you send one of your weaselkin to fetch me the Kobold miners, I want to check if they managed their task?”

Shaeula grumbled about them being pests but one of her black weaselkin ran off and returned a few minutes later with one of the Kobolds. Seeing Shaeula it shivered in fear, but at her glare it bowed nervously, bobbing its dog head. “I greet the lord, the master.” It barked. “Your request has been done, task completed. The chamber is prepared.”

“Great work.” I approved, causing the Kobold to brighten. “You can go back to your other tasks now. I’ll send for you if I need you again.”

The Kobold exclaimed in joy before retreating, pointedly not looking at the scowling Shaeula. She turned to me and asked what was on her mind. “So-so, just what task have you set those dirt grubbers to this-this time?”

“You’ll see… in about… hmm... eleven hours or so. Until then we might as well practice our skills. I’ve made a little headway while on the Material. You?”

“Of course-course I have improved. I am a princess of the Seelie Court!” she gloated. “I feel I soon-soon will have mastered the four arts of the winds.”

Four arts, to match the four winds of earth? Poetic. “Four arts?”

“Yes-yes. The first art, Compression, folding the strength of many-many winds into one, like the spring gusts. The second art, Vibration, cutting-cutting through all like the winds of winter. The third art-art, Rotation, piercing all like-like a summer storm. And finally, the fourth art, Invisible, as undetected as-as the onset of autumn.” Finishing the long speech she struck an adorable pose.

“Nice.” I had to laugh. “Well, so long as you understand it, you will surely master them all. But not before I have a wellspring of wind energy within me that makes you think I’m the king of all the Fae.”

“Bah. You would have-have to shine far more brightly than you do now-now for that. Still, my master should strive for no-no less.” she snorted sourly and laughed off my boasts.

After those words we began training, and she had improved. Her rotation was still the best, and she was starting to get vibration a bit more. Her compression was still weak, but even so was quite the power boost for her, but her weakest point was ‘invisible’, as she called it. She hadn’t had much success with it, though maybe the glow of jade was a shade less noticeable.

In terms of my progress, when she eyed me with her amber eyes she was quite approving, saying that the wind energy building from my heart Chakra was growing nicely, and that my lunar Chakra was also starting to attract wind properly. In addition my Chakra network was looking stable, aether flowing smoothly. Of course, she had to add an epilogue that of course I was nowhere near as good as she was. In her classic tsun fashion of course.

As we settled into another bout of training we continued to practice, until the words I had been waiting for scrolled across my vision. The Throne of Heroes was complete! Finally. It all begins now. This is where I can make everything happen!

There was of course a part of me who worried about my safety and thought that now might be a good time to call a halt to this Astral Emperor lark, leaving saving the Earth to other people, if it was even necessary, but despite the Wyrm attack being fresh in my mind, to say nothing of the other risky battles I had endured, I had to admit that I was addicted to this life, as if it was some sort of role-playing game. Which I guess it kind of is. Besides, Shaeula… I don’t want to disappoint her. Plus… if I didn’t have the strength, and those I cared about, like my sis or Eri-chan came to harm… could I ever forgive myself, knowing I had the chance here to gain the power to protect them, despite the risks?

“All right, it’s time.” I said grandly. Using some of my remaining ether I dropped an upgrade to the Armoury and a couple of Defensive Emplacements, to go on our border with Grulgor’s Territory, into the now vacated queue, with an ETA of nine more Astral days for completion.

“Lead on, then.” she said, sounding excited. It didn’t take us long to reach her old Territory, the park. Entering her cave she gasped in shock. The once-drab underground dungeon had been transformed with the walls having been quarried and carved by the Kobolds into arching vaulted pillars. Sitting in the centre was a wood and iron throne, imposing yet tasteful.

“It is-is… impressive.” Shaeula admitted, eyes shining.

If you think that’s impressive… reading the silvery words in my vision I grinned.

Do you wish to confirm Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, Princess of the Beastkin Fae as a Chosen Hero?


Without hesitation I selected yes, causing both her and the Throne to glow brightly, the light outshining even the Etheric tides.

“Just what-what is happening?” she asked, sounding panicked.

That was simple. Based on the description of the Throne of Heroes which was thus.

Throne of Heroes Rank 1 – This Building empowers the Chosen Heroes of the Territory Ruler, granting them multiple benefits. They can exert greater control over the Territory, allowing access to the Territory build queues and other features. They will gain a small boost to all of their Statistics, which is greater within the Territory proper, and have a maximum Level of Five. They also have a slight chance to develop new special abilities and Skills. They can also manifest a Material body, or an Astral body, if they do not possess the ability to do this. Cost 50,000.


It was easy to see that she was being empowered, and more importantly, gaining the ability to exist on the Material plane!

After several seconds the light died down, and Shaeula was standing there, the energy within her greater than before. Even I could sense it.

Your Class, Fae-Bonded, has increased from Level Five to Level Seven.


As her glow dimmed this welcome message scrolled across my vision. Two Levels at once, that’s massive. Maybe I’ll max out this Class yet…

“I feel-feel… power brimming through me, and knowledge as well. I can-can see the whole Territory and the build queues you talked-talked about. So that is how-how it works. I want-want the Barracks, but…”

As she rambled on I smiled like a proud parent. After a few minutes she quieted down, her excitement spent. “Feel calmer?” I asked.

“No, not-not really. I feel so much stronger, and my blessing of wind has multiplied. Now that I can see what your Buildings do-do I can see why… but more importantly…”

I cut her off, patting her head. “I know what you want to say. But why don’t we just test it instead?” I can hardly wait to see her in the Material plane. It’s a shame she’ll have to keep hidden, since we don’t have any talking humanoid weasels in Japan, but even so she can enjoy eating and drinking mortal food, as well as enjoy all the technological delights modern Japan can offer…

“So shall we go?” I offered her my hand, which she took gingerly. And with that, we returned to the Material… together…


Forty – Contains Status – Akio 4, Shaeula 1


Waking up in darkness I felt the warm softness of a hand in mine. Turning my head to the clock beside my bed I could see that it was coming up towards midnight. I guess we only spent about ten hours in the Boundary this time… Reaching for the wall I pulled the light cord with my free hand, flooding the room with light… only for my mind to go blank for a moment.

What the… hell…?

Holding my hand was a short girl, a few inches under five feet tall, with long pale blond hair that had a faint golden-orange tinge. Her hair was framing a pretty, doll-like face, featuring a small nose and mouth, and a pair of pale amber eyes that were especially striking. Her body was small too, just a hint of a chest hidden within the folds of her bright yukata, a pale off-white colour covered with a series of golden weasels. This was topped off by delicate feet tucked into a pair of sandals and a large purple bow and sash around her waist.

Releasing her hand I scooted backwards. “Shae… Shaeula?” I managed to get out, causing her to snort in that familiar fashion I knew so well.

“Who else would it be? I am here-here as expected.” She paused and looked around my apartment. ”I must say, this is far too shabby for my master to live in. I can not-not help but feel rather disappointed in you.”

It was her voice as well, but she looked so human. I mean, that’s way better, she can go out like that, not having to worry about attracting attention… no wait, she’ll definitely attract attention anyway… she’s… well, pretty damn cute! I know my thoughts were racing, but after all I’d just been holding hands with a really cute doll-like girl. The fact I knew what she looked like in the Boundary was irrelevant.

“Well…” I said, trying to get my thoughts in order. “Yeah I’m not rich yet. But it’s only a matter of time. One of the reasons I called you to the Material was to help with my plan.”

“Very well. I have no objections.” She replied. “But first, it would be nice-nice if you could get me something to drink. I find this Material body is giving off some strange-strange sensations”

“Oh of course, I’m being rude. Why don’t you sit down?” I got out of my chair and let her sit, which she did gracefully, her platinum-orange hair cascading around her. Going to the fridge I opened it up. “Did you want alcohol, juice or tea?”

“A good question. As a Fae I can exist on the aether, yet as a noble princess I did enjoy the wines and other delicacies of the Seelie court-court.” She paused for a moment. “Bring me one of everything and I shall try them all-all. When I have decided what I like best I shall have more-more of that.”

Demanding, aren’t you? “Of course, princess.” I pulled off a passable bow then brought out some iced tea, orange juice and a six-pack of beer. Digging out a stool from my closet I sat down beside her and handed her the fruit juice. I need to get more furniture. Watching her face twist in pleasure as she took a swig I opened a beer and took a chug myself.

“This one is sweet, like the fruits of the many-many gardens of the Seelie Court. But you look like you are enjoying that. Give me some-some.”

Wordlessly I handed her a beer. For a short while she stared at it, before remembering how I had opened it. One delicate finger popped the ring-pull, and she eyed the foaming beer warily. When the froth subsided she took a swig. “Ugh. It is a little bitter. But it is not-not entirely unpleasant. I shall try some more-more.”

As she drank more I finished my own can and started another. Getting out some rice balls I passed her one. She took a bite and smiled. “Not bad. The mortal world does have its charms I see-see.”

Hmmm something is off here. Wait… that’s it. “By the way, your verbal tic, the repeated words, they seem to be less common?”

Shaeula flushed, her pale face going red, all the way down to her neck, visible in her yukata. Nope, I’d better not look there, that’s dangerous.

“I do not-not know what you mean.” she replied primly. “I talk as I always have, with grace, elegance and charm-charm.”

“Three words that describe you well.” I conceded. “Anyway, now that you are here I find my room is way too small. I’ve no idea how my sister thought that she could stay here with me if she goes to a university in Tokyo. It’d be way too cramped.”

“Hmm, your sister. You have mentioned her quite-quite a few times. Her and that Eri female.” Shaeula spoke, holding out a hand for another can of beer. I gave her one and she opened it quickly, having mastered the ring-pull. “They must be good females indeed if they can put up with the likes of you. Yet perhaps sadly too kind for their own good-good.”

“She’s certainly a character.” I agreed. “Anyway, now you are here you might as well relax. I’m going to check everything is in order and then we can begin the next phase of our long-term plan.” I turned on my PC and set the monitor to streaming some anime I had on the hard drive. Shaeula was drawn to it, watching in surprise and asking me questions about how it all worked. I brushed all that off with a brief description of it only being a series of moving images to fool the eye, and left her watching while eating rice balls and drinking beer.

Damn, she’s cute. But I won’t fall for her furry charms… wait. Is she a furry now? Not while she's here, it seems… ah damn, no time for this right now. Time to assess my status and Territory and go from there…

Looking at my status I was really pleased with how it had grown since the start. If this was an RPG I had graduated from newbie status.

[Material Statistics]
Might            46 83
Fortitude       43 80
Intellect         75 102
Resilience     71 106
Alacrity         51 78
Precision       72 99
Aether           93 159
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune              2 5
Majesty              1 2
Charm                1 4
???
???
???
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
White Cord Silver Cord Rank 2
Root Chakra Rank 1
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 2
Crude Aether Manipulation Rank 2
Aether Manipulation Rank 2
Aether Combat Technique  Rank 1
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 1
Wind Manipulation Rank 4
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spear Technique Rank 3
Combat Technique Rank 1
Wind Spear Technique Rank 1
[Practical Skills]
Ether Crafting Rank 2
[Perceptive Skills]
Self-Examination Rank 4 Rank 5
Self-Examination, Territory Rank 3 Rank 4
Kin Examination Rank 2
[Unique Skills]
??? Rank 0
??? Rank 0
[Level] 3 11
[Classes] Fae-Bonded 7/20
[Territory Rank] 1 2


The first thing of note was that all my Material Statistics had increased hugely. I knew this already from the way I could work so efficiently and fast, to say nothing of my world-record setting pace at running, but to see it in hard numbers… in several areas I’ve surpassed maximum human potential. Does that make me a super-human? My Aether stat was particularly noteworthy, having gone up by an enormous amount, although this made sense as I’d finally mastered setting up my Chakra network and my White Cord had turned Silver.

My Intangible Statistics had all increased too, my Fortune and Charm rising noticeably, and my Majesty a little. I wonder what effect my higher Charm will have on women. Karen-chan did seem rather flirty…

In terms of Skills, most of the ones I possessed before had evolved, and I had gained many new ones. My Self-Examination Skills had gone up a bit, and I had gained a new one, which I would look at later. But first it was time to check out my other new and improved Skills.

Silver Cord- The connector between the Material and Astral bodies. This allows smooth transition of Aether between forms. Travelling a large distance from the physical body is possible, but if the Silver Cord is damaged harm will occur to the Material body as well as the Astral body.


This was a huge improvement. This was much more in line with the Silver Cord I had read about in various articles online. The ability to travel long distances meant I wasn’t bounded to my Territory and its surrounds, which was great, though I would have to be wary of damage to the Silver Cord…

Eight Moons Chakra Network- A complete, stable (largely) Chakra network, made up of eight nodes, supported by a trunk pathway and numerous branches. Despite the form not fitting the human Astral body, this system is working at high efficiency. Ether is drawn, converted to Aether and circulated around all eight nodes, magnifying the power that can be drawn from it. The lunar Chakra node accumulates Aether and Elemental essence, converting it to ????????? and giving it the ability to ?????????.


Ignoring the snarky (largely) that the Self-Appraisal Skill interjected, the network was hugely more powerful now all the nodes were connected. My Skill still wasn’t high enough to understand everything about it though. I guess that’s no surprise, as humans should only have seven Chakras anyway… I surmised that the hidden abilities were positive though, as Shaeula had said the lunar Chakra was responsible for the Fae’s special powers.

Heart Chakra of Wind- The ability to generate Wind Elemental energy from your Chakra heart node. This is also instrumental in the effective usage of Wind Elemental energies.


That was pretty straightforward. I’m guessing that now I’ve actually obtained the Skill my generation is at an acceptable level. Of course I daresay I have a ways to go before I match Shaeula. Paired with that was the Wind Manipulation Skill, which was basically a measure of how effectively I could use the elemental energy I absorbed or generated. It was one of my higher-levelled Skills, which made sense as I had picked it up fast and had a pretty high understanding of air and wind compared to Shaeula, who was a natural user.

Aether Combat Technique- A measure of the ability to use Aether effectively in combat.
Spear Technique- A measure of the ability to use a spear and similar weapon types in combat through purely physical means.
Wind Spear Technique- A measure of the ability to combine Elemental Wind with physical spear attacks.
Combat Technique- A measure of the ability to fight based on purely physical limits.


These four were rather self-explanatory. Though having them appear formally as Skills meant I had probably reached a certain useable level in terms of combat. Yeah, damn I’m such a badass. Looking at all this character growth was triggering my inner geekery.

As I continued to check my Skills Ether Crafting sprang out at me. Checking the Skill I was pleasantly surprised.

Ether Crafting- A measure of the ability to create, modify, enhance and combine items, creating new and improved constructions that have a fixed, tangible presence in the Boundary and Astral plane.


This was a great Skill, with almost unlimited possibilities. I’m guessing this has to do with my spear, as I made it out of several items, and it has stuck with me ever since and been super useful. I wonder what I could do with the Wyrm materials we gathered…

Putting aside thoughts of becoming a crafting genius I tried checking the unique Skills, but I couldn’t get any information on them. Since they were Rank 0 I wondered if they were even useable? Still, if they aren’t now I can always Rank them up. Of course, that’ll be difficult without knowing what they are…

The last skill was Examination, Kin, which was similar to my own examination Skills, but I could use it on those considered my ‘kin’ which seemed to be a concept similar to Shaeula and her weasels. Well, I might as well try it out. My aether was draining fast as I used all the examination Skills, but as we left the Boundary early I still had enough left.

[Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan] [Noble Fae] [Wind Aspect]
[Material Statistics]
Might                   32 (+5)
Fortitude              30 (+5)
Intellect               65 (+5)
Resilience           28 (+5)
Alacrity               67 (+5)
Precision             46 (+5)
Aether                 304 (+5)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                 5 (+0)
Majesty                 0 (+0)
Charm                   5 (+0)
???                        1 (+0)
???
???
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord                                    Rank 1
Eight Moons Chakra Network      Rank 5
Aether Manipulation                     Rank 1
Heart Chakra Of Wind                  Rank 4
Wind Manipulation                       Rank 2
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eyes Of Perception           Rank ???
Kin Restoration                             Rank ???
Blessing Of Fortunate Winds        Rank ???
Blessing Of Befuddling Winds     Rank ???
[Level] 0/5
[Classes]
Wind Fae 8/10


The most interesting thing about her Statistics was that her Aether stat was twice mine! The rest of her Statistics were modest though, especially her physical attributes. On checking the +5 and +0 bonuses I could see they were granted by the Throne of Heroes. It wasn’t huge in terms of her Aether, but since her physical stats were weak it was quite the buff there. I wasn’t able to look at her Skills, but I knew what all her Aetheric Skills did from my own versions of them. I also couldn’t get information about her Class or the Intangible Statistic she had that I didn’t. Still, it was enlightening.

Looking up I saw Shaeula had turned away from the anime and was looking at me, shifting restlessly. “What are you doing, Akio? I feel quite-quite uncomfortable all of a sudden, like you are staring intently at me-me.”

“Oh sorry.” I apologised. “I was just using my new Skill. It’s nothing to worry about, and it’s over now.”

“I see.” She said, looking at me with suspicion before turning back to the screen, taking another sip of beer. “Ask next time before you use whatever skill that is. I did not-not like the feel of it.”

“I will do.” I promised, contrite. I was done with her appraisal, so the last thing was to take stock of my Territory. Breaking it down, it had a Rank 2 Territory Anchor, Six Rank 2 Ether Spires, a Rank 2 Spawning Spire, Rank 2 Barracks, Rank 2 Silo, Rank 2 Elemental Silo, three Rank 1 Defensive Emplacements (one of which had a Sniper upgrade), a Rank 1 Armoury, a Rank 1 Throne of Heroes and a Rank 1 Special Kobold Den.

In addition there was an upgrade to the Silo to Tier 3 queued in, an upgrade to a Rank 2 Armoury, and two more Defensive Emplacements planned.

When you look at it, I’ve built up quite the little empire. Where I go from here though… There were still many Buildings I wanted, as well as the obvious upgrading of the Ether Spires and so on. It was time to take stock of just what I had in hand.

Barracks Rank 2 – This Barracks can recruit up to twenty-five Basic-class troops and five Elite-class, based on those who serve your Territory. These troops will gain experience and have a maximum Level of 5. Troops produced from the Barracks will start at Level 1 rather than 0. Cost 12,500.
Barracks Rank 3 – This Barracks can recruit up to fifty Basic-class troops and fifteen Elite-class, based on those who serve your Territory. These troops will gain experience and have a maximum Level of 9. Basic-class troops produced from the Barracks will start at Level 2 rather than 0. Elite-class troops produced from the Barracks will start at Level 3. Cost 125,000.


From the perspective of pure numbers ten Rank 2 Barracks would produce far more troops for the same building cost, but as the Barracks increased in Rank there were other bonuses, such as greater Level caps and higher starting Levels, which would boost their average strength. Besides, I wasn’t sure if there were a maximum total number of Buildings I could construct at each Rank of Territory Spire, as Ether Spires were limited. I would consider building a few lower-level Barracks later for variety and backup, but once I had finished upgrading a few of the Ether Spires to buff my production I would then go for the Barracks upgrade. Plus Shaeula is asking me too, how can I refuse?

Armoury Rank 2 – At Rank 2 the maximum Rank of weaponry and armour you can create is limited to Normal-grade. Items that are not already a duplicate of those you possess will require additional Ether to create. Advanced equipment will require materials in addition to Ether. Cost 6000.


I wasn’t too sure about the differences between Basic and Normal-grade gear, but it seemed to be an improved Rank so should be better. It was already queued in, but at some point getting it to Rank 3, which also gave other bonuses would be sensible.

Damn, I’m going to need a shit-ton of ether for my plans. When the Etheric tide subsides the rate of incoming ether will drop significantly too… I’m going to have to think outside the box for this one…

Next was checking the upgrade to the Silo, which would be reaching Rank 3.

Silo- Rank 3 – This Silo will securely store up to 150,000 Ether, protecting it from theft or loss. It has greater security than a lower Rank Silo. You may transfer Ether between yourself and this Silo at any time. One additional Annex may be added to the Silo. Cost 20,000.


The ability to build an extra Annex was useful, as I had my eyes on a store for Etherite Ores. There were also other storage Buildings that didn’t link to the Silo, such as the Warehouse and the Treasury, which I also wanted to build. As for the greater security, that was good, but it did make me think that maybe having a Silo wasn’t total protection for stored ether. I’ll be sure to spend it as and when I can rather than hoarding.

Elemental Silo- Rank 2 – This Annex to a Silo will securely store up to 200 units of one type of Elemental essence in each of three storage units, protecting it from theft or loss. You may transfer this essence between yourself and this Silo at any time. Cost 3200.


With this I could store multiple elemental essences (not that I currently had any but wind) or just load it with a ton of wind elemental essence to fuel my and Shaeula’s attacks. A Rank 3 version would also be desirable, but it was a low priority until I started finding more elements to procure.

With all this assessed I turned back to Shaeula, who was looking at me with an expectant expression, having finished off all my beer. I couldn’t help but sigh. “All right, I’ll go out and get some more…”


Forty-One


We spent the whole night drinking and eating, until the first light of dawn peeked through my window. Stifling a yawn I stretched, loosening stiff muscles. I wasn’t particularly tired due to my high stats, so it wasn’t a problem but… there are other problems…

Shaeula was pretty drunk, lying on my futon, watching the anime on my monitor still. Every so often she would let out a cute giggle or an exclamation of surprise. What was worse though was that the way she was lying her yukata had rucked up, exposing a good expanse of her lithe legs and her tiny feet. Shit, I barely know where to look. From an objective point of view I had hit the jackpot, and if any of my fellow otaku could see me now, they would be shouting at me to die. However… life isn’t quite as simple as that. It was pretty awkward as she was my subordinate, and was also really a Faerie weasel. Still, I suppose that doesn’t stop me from looking a bit… no, this line of thought is dangerous…

I needed some exercise to clear my head. “I’m just going out for a run to work on my fitness.” I said. Shaeula replied without even turning around.

“I will leave the physical tasks to those best-best suited for it. I am too noble to work up a sweat-sweat.”

How noble indeed. “All right then. I’ll only be a short while. Will you be all right?”

She waved one small hand lazily in my direction. “I shall be fine. While you are out can you bring me more snacks? I am running low-low.”

Damn, you’ve gone through tons of food. Where does your small body put it all? “Yes, your Highness.” I said with a smile. After that I jogged around my usual route, watching as people started heading to work, ready for their Friday commute. I feel sorry for the poor suckers working in this heat. Alas I’ll be working too later… It may not have been typical work, but I was still going to earn money… and it was fairly nerve-wracking. I’m not really cut out for gambling, but even so…

It didn’t take too long for me to return to my house, having also jogged along to the local store and purchased a few bento boxes and some crisps and other treats. The toll to my wallet was a little annoying, as her appetite was huge, but she would certainly pay for herself with her blessing of fortunate winds…

“I’m home…” I said, stepping through the door and mopping my sweat with the towel I had left there ready.

“Welcome back.” she drawled lazily. “Did you get me what-what I asked for?”

“Of course.” I passed her a bag of crisps and a bar of chocolate. “This should keep you going, but for now we really need to get on with work.”

“Oh?” she raised one thin eyebrow. “I am sure I mentioned I would not-not stoop to physical labour, delicate as I am?”

“I know, I know. All I need from you is your blessing of fortunate winds to increase my luck. Then I can work. You can do it here, right?”

“Of course-course I can, I am a noble Fae princess.” She waved her hand and I felt a shiver as a breeze blew over me. “Though I must admit it takes far-far more of my strength to summon the wind-wind here.”

“As long as you can, that’ll be perfect. I’m sorry but I need to turn off the anime for now. If you want me to buy a place more suitable to your royal station I have to work. No money means no luxuries. You have fairy gold or something like that, don’t you?”

“We do, yes.” she agreed, shaking her head. “But that is merely trash to fool-fool greedy mortals for our amusement. But I do understand the concept of wealth. I am-am a princess after all.”

“Well, this is gambling.” I said as I pulled up the roulette website. “Normally a fool’s endeavour leading to poverty as it is all based on luck, but as it is based on luck…”

“I see.” Shaeula exclaimed, closing in beside me to peer intently at the screen, her hair tickling my face and nose. Too close, too close! I held in the urge to sneeze as she continued.

“So with your innate Fortune and my blessing, your chances are far-far greater.”

“That’s right. I ran the maths and while I can still obviously lose the odds are in my favour and so far despite a scare or two I’ve made profit. With your blessing stacked on top my odds go up a great deal and the chance of a disaster shrinks a lot too. It’s no certainly, but it should be all right.”

I spent a little time explaining the ins and outs to Shaeula, before I began to spin. As expected I could notice an immediate difference. It was impossible to be certain, but if I was to estimate that it basically doubled my luck, then an extra ten percent chance of winning was around three percent more edge for me. Over five or six spins that mounted up rapidly. The only downside to this, if it could be called one… which it really shouldn’t be, or gamblers everywhere will lynch me… was that the rate of profit was a lot lower, as I was winning on earlier spins much more frequently, giving it less time to double up. Of course, this was much better for my heart, and I wasn’t going to get greedy and increase my base stake. Even with this well over a thousand pounds had built up quickly enough.

Shaeula had wandered off and was lying on my futon, aimlessly eating. She was interested to start with, but after a while had grown bored with it all, which was fair enough as it wasn’t particularly exciting to watch. I had broken down in a moment of weakness and promised to buy a television should my winnings exceed my goals today. That way she would have something to occupy her while I worked. As this thought faded from my mind I felt a stirring of the winds around me. I could feel that the next number was going to be seventeen. It was just like that time against the Jorogumo.

All right, time to be bold and go all in. I need to test just how lucky I can be when the wind calls.

Swallowing the saliva that was building in my throat I started piling up chips. I had made just over a thousand, but that quickly went on the maximum bet of one hundred pounds on seventeen itself, as well as five hundred on the thirteen to twenty-four split, and five hundred more on odd. If I lose this spin today's profits will vanish like dust in the air… no, I need to have faith. It worked before… feeling pain in my chest I started eating into my prior winnings, stacking five hundred pounds on black, and just under two thousand more on all the doubles and fours around number seventeen. Now this is scary as hell… I could recover from this loss with my luck I had no doubt, but it would still be a hammer blow. Fingers cramping I moved the mouse and the ball was spinning. I closed my eyes, barely able to look… until… Black, Seventeen, Winner. As the winds left me the computer announced the result and I could barely believe it as my winnings piled in. In one spin I had made over twenty-five thousand pounds! Holy shit, that’s… three and a half million yen!

I had not only reached the overall profit I would need for the next stage of my plan, I had smashed past it like a lightning bolt. With shaky hands I closed the application. I really need to open up an account with another couple of online casinos to spread the burden, lest they suspect me of hacking or something…

Turning to Shaeula I spoke. “Come on, we are going out. It’s time to buy a nice TV. And have something great for lunch.”

Shaeula’s eyes glowed as she examined me from where she was lying. “The wind has died-died down. Were you lucky?”

“Very.” I offered my hand and Shaeula took it in hers. As I pulled her to her feet I was grinning broadly. “Your blessing is the best. I have crushed my target for this stage way ahead of schedule. Of course more is always better, but I don’t want to be greedy. No, now is the time to celebrate!”

[image: image-placeholder]

As Shaeula slurped away at the large steaming bowl of ramen I looked at the pile of bags around us. There was one large box, a rather nice HD Television, fifty inches, which was probably too large for my apartment, but I had been talked into it by the salesman, who knew how to cut a deal, as I had also bought a games console and several games I thought Shaeula might enjoy, as well as a couple of new top-of-the-line phones, one for each of my sis and Eri-chan. My sis has been saying her phone is old-fashioned for quite a while. Buying one for Eri-chan might come across as a bit forward, but I don’t want to be a miser, and besides, I was offered it all at a significant discount for buying in bulk…

All told after the discount my purchases had come to three hundred and eighty thousand yen, which was an unimaginable sum to waste on luxuries for me even a few weeks ago. Still, this would definitely be the last time I spent recklessly for a while, as the more I had for the next stage of my plan the better it would work. The blessing of fortunate winds had after all proved my plan could succeed brilliantly…

As I was watching Shaeula devour her meal happily the old man who worked at the ramen shop tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to see him grinning broadly at me. “Your girl, she sure can eat for someone her size.” He said. “She’s awfully pretty too. You’ve really lucked out there son, haven’t you? Be sure to keep her happy, a man mustn’t let the good ones get away!”

Well, it isn’t that she is my girlfriend… still, explaining that would be annoying so I merely nodded. “Don’t worry, I’m quite aware of how fine a lady she is.”

“With all the presents you’ve been buying you’ll keep her happy. But take it from an old man that knows, son. Flashy technology is nice, but girls appreciate clothes and jewellery a lot more. You don’t often see those girls who wear the traditional clothing all the time, but I bet they must like fashion even more, right?”

“You could be right.” I agreed, finishing off the broth in my own bowl of ramen, which was now empty. Pushing the bowl to one side I pulled out some money to pay. “I’ll have a think about what might suit her.” It wouldn’t hurt to get her some more modern clothes. Although I have to wonder, can she even take her yukata off, or is it a part of her Material form? Damn, this line of thought sure is dangerous.

“It must be hot in here, because you look awfully red.” The shopkeeper grinned. I smiled back sheepishly as Shaeula brought her own empty bowl over.

“That was quite-quite good.” she said, pleased. Looking at my embarrassed face she raised one eyebrow. “So what-what is going on here then? Have I missed something?”

“Just a chat between men. Nothing for you to worry about, young lady.” The old man said smoothly. “Be sure to have your man carry the bags on the way home.”

“Of course, a delicate noble like me should not-not be subjected to manual labour. I thank you for the food, this… ramen, was it? It was certainly quite-quite pleasing to me.”

“You sure do carry this old-school style to its limit.” The old man chuckled. “Noble indeed! Anyway, thanks for your patronage and I look forward to seeing you in my store again soon.”

We said our farewells and went out onto the street, me laden down with a variety of bags and boxes. Damn, I feel like a pack mule. Even with my massively boosted strength it doesn’t help with the awkward size of the television box… oh well, it isn’t far to the station. There should be a shortcut down these back streets…

As we passed down a narrow street, the back ends of various small stores and houses pressing in on us, we started hearing angry voices. Turning a corner I saw a group of familiar-looking thugs harassing a likewise familiar girl….

Oh come on. Stuff like this doesn’t happen…


Forty-Two


“You’ll be sorry for last time….” the lead thug was saying, his nose looking rather crooked, as if it had been broken and then poorly reset. He was holding a switchblade, though it didn’t seem to be the one from last time. Around him was a motley assortment of seven delinquents, in a variety of styles, sporting piercings, bleached hair, Mohawks and even one with a facial tattoo, which was really rare here in Japan. What was more concerning though was that unlike last time they were all armed. Some had baseball bats, there was one with an iron pipe, and another even had a length of chain, like a biker from some old drama.

I guess they’ve learned to be more intimidating? Still, who would do this after last time? I mean, come on…

Shaking my head in disgust, annoyed at people who didn’t learn obvious lessons I observed the girl that was cowering against the wall, clutching her familiar red handbag to her chest, making herself as small as possible, like a frightened fawn.

Is she the most unlucky girl in the world, or does she enjoy this? Stepping forward, Shaeula behind me, I coughed loudly then called out to the delinquents. “Man, you guys really aren’t good at learning lessons are you? I am sure I told you not to do things like this again.”

As most of the thugs turned, the leader with the broken nose glared at me before recoiling in shock. “Fucking hell!” he spat out. “It’s you. I’m going to make ya pay for bustin’ up my nose.” He eyed me carrying all the bags and boxes with the logo of a large local electronics store. “Those will do for starters. Then I’m going to stomp in your face like ya did to me.”

Putting down the heavy TV box and bags I was carrying I turned to Shaeula. “Look after these for me will you? I’m going to teach these idiots a lesson, and hopefully it will stick this time. Can you buff me with your wind again?”

Shaeula nodded as she took the bags from me, a swirl of green energy flowing through me, barely visible under the fading daylight of the evening. As I turned back I noticed the thugs leering at Shaeula, who glared back, her amber eyes fierce.

“I tell ya what. I’m feeling generous.” The leader said, licking his lips in a way that really made me want to punch him in the face. “Leave your stuff, wallet and that girl behind and we’ll call it even for last time. But if ya don’t, we’ll beat the hell out of ya and take her anyway. Make the smart choice.”

“That is most-most disgusting.” Shaeula muttered behind me. “Does that worthless scum really think he can-can touch me?”

“Don’t worry about it.” I reassured her. Taking a step forwards, causing the gang to tense up, I smiled, though there was no warmth in it, my eyes like silver ice. “Trying to extort me is one thing, but if you think I’m going to let you hurt Shaeula or that other girl then you are sorely mistaken. And will soon just be plain sore. It won’t just be your nose that gets broken this time.”

Man I’m pissed off. I really hate scumbags like this. Once could be excused as a mistake, but doing the same thing again… besides, upsetting Shaeula is worthy of a beating. They were armed, which was giving me pause, but none of them looked particularly muscular or trained, whereas after checking my most recent stats I knew I fit the famous phrase ‘peak human’ to a tee. Besides, I have the blessing from Shaeula as well. So I should have Fortune on my side.

Even so, it was quite scary to face a mob of armed villains. Five of them moved towards me, leaving the broken-nosed one and one other surrounding the cowering Konoe-san. They spread out as much as they could along the cramped alleyway into a loose semi-circle. One knife, two baseball bats, a metal pipe and the old-school with the chain…

“Get that fucker…” the one with the chain spat. With his studded denim vest with the ripped sleeves as well as parachute pants I had no idea what style he was going for. His hair was bleached a messy blond and gelled up into spiky whorls. I couldn’t help but leak a little chuckle, which infuriated them more.

“You think this is funny?” One of the thugs wielding a baseball bat snarled, his red Mohawk giving him a dangerous look. “See if you laugh when your girl over there is crying as we are riding her in front o…. gah!”

Shut the fuck up, scumbag. Boiling with anger I moved quickly, a breath of wind leaving me, moving aside the air in front of my hand which had snatched a metal lid from one of the bins beside me. It soared through the air at an astonishing speed before smashing into the face of the one that was speaking such filth. There was a resounding crunch and he fell, bat spilling to the ground, alongside the now unconscious man and several of his teeth, which scattered from his loosely hanging and broken jaw.

“Crap, he took down our bro!” the chain-wielder cried in shock. He wasn’t there last time I think, so he doesn’t know…. A couple of the others remember though. The one guarding Konoe-san, with the broken nose, was looking a bit scared, as was another who was covering most of his face with a mask, like a classic school delinquent, or someone suffering from a cold, anyway.

“It won’t be just him.” I snarled, moving rapidly, ducking low to snatch up the fallen bat and clashing against the masked one with the pipe. He blocked my first blow, but the impact jarred his weapon from his hand with a clatter. “Stop… wait…” he protested, before my bat slammed into his side, and my foot hammered into his groin. With a spray of vomit he passed out, tumbling to the ground in a heap.

That’s two. I turned, just in time to see the chain whirl through the air, missing my face by inches, the heavy links ripping chunks of stone from the wall behind me. The old-school delinquent whipped his chain around again, and I barely blocked it with the bat. Beside him another with a bat of his own was coming for me, with the one with the knife circling to my other side. Behind him a fourth foe was coming, wearing garish knuckledusters.

“Get the fucker! Mess him up!” broken-nose was yelling, while he held onto the arm of the limp and petrified Konoe-san. “Break his fucking legs and arms and let him watch as we ruin his girl.”

Yeah, we are long past forgiveness for you pieces of trash now. Harassment is bad enough, but rape… I can see I was way too lenient last time. A mistake I don’t think I’ll make again…

Blocking a swing of the baseball bat I forced myself to remain strong as the one with the knife feinted in on me, spitting gobbets of dirty phlegm in my face. A punch from knuckleduster-guy whipped out at me, missing my face and clipping my shoulder, bringing a jolt of pain. Behind them the old-school with the chain was looking on, no room to swing but waiting for an opening. Even as I was observing this I had to dodge another swing of a baseball bat and took a minor cut in my arm as the knife ripped through my t-shirt, drawing blood from the skin underneath.

Crap, I can’t fight three or four easily in this narrow area, they keep surrounding me. But no way am I going to lose. Blocking another swing of the bat I let go of mine, darting forwards. My fist hit him in the stomach, and as he doubled over I jumped, my knee impacting his head hard, flipping him over to land in the garbage bins around with a resounding crash, lying still and limp, blood drooling out from his shattered face.

There’s one… shit…. Pain lanced through me as the chain lashed my back, sending me reeling forwards into a hard punch from the knuckleduster guy, my ribs creaking from the blow.

“That’s it, that’s it! Get the fucker!” broken-nose roared, excited.

As the one with the knife closed in, a wicked glint in his dark eyes, I skittered backwards, dodging the chain by a few inches again. This was getting bad…

“I have had quite enough of this sad display. Time to end it here and now-now.”

I forgot Shaeula is here. Though even with her buffs from the Throne her physical abilities are pretty poor. She could probably handle one of them if she had a weapon... huh?

I felt Shaeula pull in wind elemental energy and ether from all around us, seeing a momentarily flicker of green around her outstretched hand. It was then that all of the thugs staggered, suddenly going dizzy.

“Hey… I feel… weak all of a sudden…?” the knifeman muttered as he stumbled. Taking the opportunity I leapt forwards, raining blows down on him until my knuckles screamed in pain. Behind me the chain-wielder went flying backwards, arm struck by an unseen force that I knew was a compressed bolt of wind from Shaeula, back slamming hard into the wall and leaving him rolling around on the ground in pain, arm hanging broken at an unnatural angle.

“Tch.” Shaeula pouted. “It is so hard-hard to use the wind here, even doing this little has left me drained-drained.”

“Still, it was really well timed. Thanks a lot, you’re the best.” I praised her. Now it was just me and the one with knuckledusters, who was backing off warily.

“Going somewhere?” I asked before darting in on him, my foot shattering his kneecap. He went down with a cry of pain, joining the others on the ground. Turning to the last, the broken-nosed leader, I glared menacingly at him. “You seriously doing this?” I asked dangerously, letting out the boiling rage I felt.

“Back the fuck off, if ya know what’s good for ya!” he snarled, flick-knife held at the throat of the limp Konoe-san, who had squeezed her eyes shut and was muttering under her breath, possibly praying.

“I thought you guys were just small time trash last time, but I was wrong.” I took one slow step forwards. “I realise now I thought too highly of you. You are actually irredeemable garbage. Maybe I should clean you up right here so you don’t pollute the city anymore.”

“Take another step and this girl’ll be bleedin’ out.” He menaced.

It’s a good job Konoe-san has her eyes shut. I also drew in ether and wind around me, causing the thug to tremble a little. Now it was me doing it I could see I was pulling ether not only from the air around me but also from him and Konoe-san, drawing out a little of the tiny amount of aether they possessed. Not that she could be shaking any more than she is already.

Deciding to think about the ramifications of this later I let out a burst of air and the broken-nosed thug staggered, yelping as the fingers on his knife-hand shattered, turning into a bloody mess.

“Ahhrgh! The fuck is..” He didn’t have time to say much else as I was upon him, chain that I had snatched up with air lashing down, breaking his other arm satisfyingly, the loose end of the chain whipping up and laying open his cheek to the bone, stunning him.

Ignoring the groans and wails from the delinquents who were still conscious I went over to Konoe-san. “It’s all right now. We’ve handled them.” I said softly. “Surely this will be the end of your bad luck. They won’t be doing this again.”

Konoe-san opened her eyes timidly. Seeing me standing a safe distance from her she let out a shaky sigh of relief. “It’s … you again. I don’t see how this can happen to the same person twice…”

“Yeah I find it really surprising myself. Hey Shaeula, can you help her up? I want to do something about these scumbags.”

“You can leave her to me.” Shaeula said as she approached, casting disgusted glances at the felons that had threatened her. Walking past Mohawk guy who had planned to assault her she ‘accidentally’ booted him in the groin, her tiny foot wreathed with vibrating wind energy that ground into his vulnerable areas, drawing blood from numerous painful hairline cuts, causing him to groan brokenly through his ruined jaw in his unconscious state. “Everything is fine-fine now. Akio has taken control of this situation.”

As I roughly rounded up the fallen scum and tied them into a bunch with the chain, Shaeula was awkwardly comforting Konoe-san, who had begun to throw up noisily as she took in the scene of carnage around her. She was patting Konoe-san on the back while making soothing noises, which I had to admit was very cute.

“All right, done.” I had finished chaining them up, seven back to back, half of them still unconscious, the other half trembling in pain and fear, letting out moans and stifled screams of agony as their broken bones grated on their nerves. “Now we’ve got to work out what we are doing with these moronic scumbags.” Turning away from them I walked over to Konoe-san. She flinched backwards as she saw me, but after swallowing nervously she raised her eyes to look at me.

“Umm… thanks for this… again. I’m sorry I ran away before but…” she trailed off weakly.

“Don’t worry about it.” I smiled as non-threateningly as I could. “It’s Konoe-san right? I had to read your ID to find out where to return your purse to last time, I’m sorry.”

“That’s all right.” she said, wiping her mouth. “I’m really sorry. I know I must look a fright…”

“Don’t worry about it.” I repeated. “It’s been an experience that would scare anyone. Still, you’ve managed to get through it unharmed, and there’s no chance of a third time with these thugs.” I glared at them, causing the few who were still conscious to leak out groans of fear.

“Oh yeah, I forgot to introduce myself. My name’s Oshiro Moonstone Akio. Please ignore the stupid middle name, I’m a half so that comes from my mother.”

“And you may call me Shaeula.” she piped up from behind Konoe-san. “I do not-not need any honorifics, for I am not-not from this country.”

“Oh…” Konoe-san nodded slowly. “I did think you looked foreign, but your Japanese is really good, if it wasn’t for the doubled words I’d never know the difference…”

“Doubled words?” Shaeula looked puzzled, and I had to laugh, remembering the same conversation I had with her not that long ago. As they both turned their gaze to me I held up a hand in apology.

“Sorry, I just found that funny. Anyway, we have to do something about these trash. But I’m guessing you don’t want to be bothered with going to the police or anything like that, right?”

Konoe-san nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry Oshiro-san, but I don’t think I could handle that stress. I’m not having a good time right now, and most police are… men…” she trailed off quietly, looking downcast.

“Yeah, I can see how you would find that a bit stressful. Well, how about this. I’ll call the police anonymously and let them know there was an incident. Then you guys will tell them the truth, right?” I glared at them. “You would definitely hate me to find out that you didn’t come clean. If I was to find you guys next time…” I drew a line across my throat with my finger. The only issue is that we used wind attacks here. Most of them would be nigh-invisible, but I did snatch up the chain in plain sight. This is a problem… they may have noticed and might talk…

As I pondered that I could feel Shaeula gathering the wind. It washed over the thugs invisibly, seeping into them similar to the way the blessing of the fortunate winds did with me. “I believe they have-have learned their lesson. They will be honest about their crimes and will never harass women again I am sure-sure. They will also say nothing about us.”

“Yes.” One of the conscious thugs said, huddled in the chains. “I think I might be gay. I never want to see a woman again.”

“Yesh, mhe thoo.” slurred the other with a broken jaw, and the final conscious one nodded his agreement. “I’ll give up women and come clean to the police. I’ll start over and stop being a delinquent.”

Well that’s going a bit far, but if it works… I exchanged a glance with Shaeula, who shrugged. “In that case I’m going to the payphone back at that department store and I’ll phone it in. I’ll take Konoe-san with me. Can you stay here and watch them?”

Konoe-san looked at me, then across at Shaeula. “Are… are you sure you should leave her there with them? What… what if they get free?” She was also slowly inching away from me. I’d feel offended if I didn’t know she just went through a frightening experience again.

“Don’t worry, Shaeula is tougher than she looks. Besides I roughed them up pretty well. I doubt any of them are in the mood to fight any more. Most of them need a hospital. They are doing a real good job not screaming in agony, I’m pretty sure most of them have broken bones.”

The wind swirled around them, tinged a faint, almost unnoticeable green in my vision, and they fell over themselves to offer up declarations that they would not resist and were waiting patiently to confess their crimes to the police. Hmmm.

“But… what if…” Konoe-san continued, so I cut her off gently.

“Don’t worry. I assure you it’ll be fine. After all, they may have looked scary, but they can’t have been that tough as I managed to handle them, right?”

Konoe-san blinked in surprise, as if noticing me for the first time. She took in my injuries, minor though they were, my torn and cut clothing where I had been punched and nicked by the knife, the sleeve of my t-shirt stained with a little blood that had flowed from my already scabbed over cut, and the shirt on my back ripped open revealing bruised and torn skin underneath where the chain had scored me, and she bowed her head so low it was almost horizontal to the ground.

“I’m so sorry. You got hurt because of me.” Her voice was trembling with tears.

“I’m not too bad. Nothing that a few days rest won’t fix. Besides, any man worth the title would want to save a woman in distress right? Besides, I have a sister and a close childhood friend, so I really hate the thought of something like this.”

As we walked back towards the department store I was at earlier to find a payphone, leaving Shaeula watching the thugs with a sour expression on her face, Konoe-san spoke again. “You also have such a cute girlfriend to look out for too. I bet you just wanted to show off in front of her.” She managed a weak smile.

“Oh, she’s not my girlfriend, we are kind of like work colleagues I guess?” I replied, hoping I wasn’t blushing. I’m a grown adult, not some teenage boy!

“Oh really.” Konoe-san managed. “And you just happened to be out shopping together during your day off?”

“It did indeed happen that way. Still, I have to admit we get on pretty well.” I smiled. “Anyway, once I’ve placed the call to the police and got an ambulance for those scum we’ll take you home. You don’t live too far away if I remember rightly.” Oh shit, I think that might have come across as a bit stalker-ish.

“You don’t have to do that.” she refused, as I expected she would. We didn’t speak any further until we reached the department store. I quickly entered and placed a call to the police, advising of the incident as if I was a witness who had come across the scene.

“All right then, all done. While I’m here do you want to exchange phone numbers, just in case you run into any other problems?” Oh damn, that just slipped out. I was trying to be helpful but coupled with the comment before now I sound really creepy.

“I’m… not sure I’d need to…” she began shyly, but as she glanced at my face she must have seen something in my expression as she smiled weakly. “But all right. I am grateful to you, Oshiro-san. I can have Shaeula-chan’s number too, right?”

“Uhh… yeah, sure.” Now that’s an oversight. “While I’m here I just have to get something really quick.”
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Returning to where Shaeula was keeping an eye on the thugs I noticed first how quiet they were.

“Uhh, they aren’t dead I hope?” I asked, causing her to scoff.

“Hardly. I just told them to quiet down-down as their wails were annoying me.”

“I see. In any case we need to get going, I don’t want to be tangled up with the police and Konoe-san wouldn’t want the hassle either. By the way, here.” I handed her the item I had bought at the store, a brand new phone that matched the ones I had bought my sister and Eri-chan, only this one was in orange as close to amber as I could find.

“Oh, this is one-one of those mobile phones you mentioned. As your loyal servant it is about time-time you rewarded me properly.” She seemed pleased as she opened up the box, a tiny trail of wind energy slicing through the packaging.

“So she is a work colleague. I guess you are her boss then?” Konoe-san giggled shyly. “She seems like she is quite fond of you despite that though. Her Japanese is great but her word choices can be a little odd at times…”

“She’ll fit in soon enough. She’s a big fan of Japanese history, as you can tell by her dress sense.” I explained it away as best I could. “Anyway, I think we should be going.” Gathering up all the bags and boxes I had bought earlier we left behind the now silent delinquents, as the wailing of sirens could be heard in the distance…

Seriously, how did no-one else come running with all the shouting and screaming that those stupid thugs did? I know they were in the back alleys but still… has public order in Tokyo really got so bad…? Oh well, no time to worry about that now I guess.


Forty-Three


On returning to my apartment I slumped down, exhausted. Putting the TV and games console to one side I rolled out on my futon and yawned. It had been quite the day. Beside me Shaeula was playing with her new smartphone, slowly typing out a text to Konoe-san, probably. In the end we had managed to get her phone number when we took her back to her apartment. She had even invited us in for a brief while.

Shaeula wasn’t shy though, she devoured the tea and snacks that Konoe-san laid out, and complained there was no beer. I was mortified. Still, it was quite cute seeing the two pretty girls chatting together. Even if one is really a Faerie weasel…

Besides, now I have another couple of girls’ numbers in my phone. My sister would be pretty proud of me, once she stopped making jokes at my expense, that is. Eri-chan would no doubt be amazed, too.

Stifling another yawn I pulled myself to my feet and turned on my computer and scrolled down to the local daily news. Sure enough, there was a brief article on the incident with the thugs and Konoe-san, stating merely that the police had received an anonymous tip and found a group of men in an injured state chained up in an alleyway, surrounded by weapons, some with blood on them. It said that they would be making enquiries after they had questioned the men once their conditions were stable, and that they would ask for witnesses and review CCTV footage. Wait. CCTV footage? Were there any cameras in the area?

I hadn’t thought of problems like that. Fortunately, while I had certainly been rather rough with the thugs, it wasn’t like any of them were dead, and they were armed and I wasn’t, so it was clearly self-defence. The only issue was the couple of attacks by wind elemental energy Shaeula and I had unleashed. Still, even if there were cameras it was unlikely they would be in the right position and of suitable quality to pick them up… Oh hell, no point worrying about it. If the police find me, I’ll come clean about what I can. I acted to save a girl, I shouldn’t get into much trouble… besides, there were more important issues to discuss.

I went to the fridge and pulled out a pack of beer. Opening up a couple I took a long swig from one and passed the other to Shaeula, who had reached out without turning. As I drank the cold beer I suddenly started trembling, feeling dizzy. Slumping back to the futon I felt nauseous, barely keeping in bile that was rising in my throat.

Shaeula, sensing my discomfort, turned to look at me. “Are you well-well? You look quite pale.”

“I just feel… pretty shaken all of a sudden.” I replied, trying to control my trembling body. “It’s… damn, I don’t know what's wrong.”

“Perhaps the events of the last few-few hours have caught up with you, Akio?” Shaeula came over and patted my hand reassuringly. “You did not-not have to put your life at risk for a female you did not-not know, though I am pleased you did, for such savage males repulse me. Still, you are not-not used to fighting here on the Material, are you? Perhaps this experience has proved quite trying?”

Washing down my nausea with beer I nodded. Yeah, to be honest… it was pretty scary. When I got into it I forgot about the consequences, but now my adrenaline has run out and I’ve calmed down. I was tense all the while we were with Konoe-san, and I finally just relaxed.

However… I let my eyes drift over to the picture standing on my table. “It wouldn’t have sat right with me. Leaving her to fend for herself, I mean. Like I said before, I have a sister and a good friend I care for a lot, and I wouldn’t want them to go through such an experience. My sis might have been able to run away, she’s quite athletic and no shrinking violet, but Eri-chan…” The picture of them was a year old, my sister had sent it to me saying I needed an updated one. Despite the age, it really showed their differing characters, my sister outgoing as ever, while Eri-chan was timidly behind, though still looking lovely, having grown taller over the last few years, her beauty only growing with that. “…Eri-chan is an extremely shy girl and doesn’t get on with people, especially men she doesn’t know. That type of situation would have crushed her.”

“And of course you do not-not like the thought of that, do you?” Shaeula said knowingly, also peering at the picture. “She is very cute, is she not-not?” She smirked, eyeing Eri-chan. “You sister too, I see-see a little resemblance between you.”

Really? I think Aiko got all the looks in our family. Though I've never been called plain, I guess. It's the eyes...

“So, is that the type of female you like-like?” Shaeula asked, finishing off her beer with a little burp and taking another can. “She seems very demure and pretty, but if such-such is the case, perhaps I had better be wary?”

“Oh come on. I’ve known Eri-chan ever since she was born. I see her as a little sister. Of course I worry about her, why wouldn’t I?”

“A little sister, hmm?” Shaeula raised one eyebrow as she eyed me quizzically. “I see-see. And are you sure that she feels the same way? Perhaps she has other-other ideas of how you stand?”

Eri-chan, and me? Being honest the thought had crossed my mind a number of times. After all, there were plenty of manga about childhood friends and romance, but… Nah, no way, surely not. Eri-chan wouldn’t be interested in that sort of thing, right?... although… My sister and family did make jokes about it sometimes, but Eri-chan always looked so uncomfortable…

As I was considering this idly Shaeula patted me on the shoulder. “All better now, master?”

Huh? Realising that while I was lost in thought the shaking and nausea had stopped I gave Shaeula a grateful glance, causing her to flush a little.

“I find it is best-best to take one’s mind off their fears. Once more-more my royal wisdom was proved accurate.”

Thanks Shaeula. She was always thinking of me. Really, I had found such a good ally. Embarrassed, I tried to change the conversation to something else that had been on my mind.

“So, changing the subject… I wanted to ask about a couple of things.” I enquired as she took a swig of beer. Popping her can down she went back to typing, but she nodded her consent.

“Firstly, when we draw ether in from the surrounding area, are we pulling from people too?”

“All living beings need-need aether, for it is the energy of the spirit. Even you mortals, who have a Chakra network so puny and inefficient, will draw in some-some ether unconsciously and convert it, though this amount is but-but a trickle.” She finished her message, gave out a pleased sigh and rolled over to face me, taking another gulp of beer, foam on her lips. “Those of us with a stronger ability will take some-some from those whose network can not-not hold onto it. It is natural and we Fae and others have been doing this since the distant past-past.”

“But is it harmful? I’m a bit concerned.” The way the thugs went dizzy and lethargic when we drew in ether made me worry. After all, I had been drawing in large quantities of ether constantly around my apartment…

“Over time, it could-could be.” Shaeula conceded. “Long term aether deprivation would damage their Chakra networks and even cause-cause injury to their subtle bodies themselves. Still, such events are rare-rare, usually caused only be evil Fae who stalk their victims for months, draining them dry-dry.” She finished most of her can noisily, and wiped the leftover foam from her delicate mouth. “In most-most cases some draining would just result in lethargy, weakness and an aching within-within the body at the active Chakra nodes.”

While I’m glad that I’m not putting them in danger… probably… no wonder my fellow apartment block residents are having a hard time. I’ve been contributing to their tiredness though my own ether drawing exercises. I feel pretty bad about that… Resolving to do my practice in the Boundary or in areas where no-one else was about, I sighed loudly. “Oh well, that’s good to hear. I also wanted to know about your wind. What did you do to those punks earlier? Was that your new blessing?”

“Indeed it was, a blessing worthy of the noble-noble princess of the Fae that is me.” She boasted, finishing her can and holding out a hand for another. Careful, or you’ll become an alcoholic. That’s your third already… Once I had passed her one she continued. “The wind carries my voice, and those with weak-weak wills will listen and find their mind fogged, agreeing with and submitting to what I say-say. It works best-best on those who are already confused, be that by persuasion or by being in pain or fear-fear.”

Damn, that’s awesome, it’s like charm spell. “That sounds incredibly useful. How long do you think it will last?”

Shaeula shrugged. “A second or many-many minutes. It is rather hard to be certain, as it depends upon the strength of mind of he who heeds my words and winds, as well as their condition at that-that moment. Once the wind has taken root I dare to say that their minds will try-try and justify the decisions they have made though, so modest requests or those that they have no-no reason to oppose would remain.”

Okay, so in fact it is more like some sort of super-hypnotism in the end. Still, it is pretty damn useful. I can think of one of my problems that I may be able to make some headway on with that ability...

“That explains the thugs then. They were in no state to resist you. But do you think they’ll really confess?”

“Who can-can say?” Shaeula shrugged again, turning back to her phone as it beeped. “A message from Ichika. I must-must reply to this.”

First name and no honorific. You really are not Japanese… and proud. “All right then, I’ll leave you to it while I get everything set up.” It didn’t take me too long to unbox the television and games console. Plugging it all in I went through the configuration and tuning, and soon the TV was working, displaying the news.

“All right then, you can watch on this, there are also games to play.” I had explained the concept of video games to her earlier, and while she didn’t quite get it, I knew she was smart and would pick it up quickly. “You have a choice of puzzle games, fighting games and role-playing games to choose from. Or you can just watch TV. At least you won’t be bored while I gamble.”

Shaeula nodded in agreement. “I shall watch for now. This button changes the… channel, is that correct-correct?”

“That’s right. Have a play around with it for now. I’m going to get started.” I had spent quite a bit of money today, and while I was still well above target for what I needed to enact my plan, recovering some of the expenditure would make me feel better about the splurging. The blessing of fortunate winds had faded from me, so Shaeula re-applied it while looking for anime on the television…
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I yawned and stretched, half-listening to the young magical girls speaking from the television. Shaeula had found some anime and was watching it intently, only stopping to respond to the frequent texts coming from Konoe-san. She says a lot more than I would have thought. I didn’t even really expect her to reply to Shaeula at all, never mind exchanging long streams of texts….

Closing the roulette app on my computer (from a new, second site) I considered my winnings. There had only been one scare, my Fortune working well, and in total I had recovered a bit over two thousand pounds. Still not what I’ve spent today but not too far shy of it. I am best stopping here, no need to get greedy and blow it all…

“It’s getting pretty late.” I observed as I sat down beside Shaeula, who was rolled up in my futon. “It got dark hours ago.”

“Yes, it has been quite-quite the day.” Shaeula agreed, yawning cutely, wiping her mouth with one sleeve of her yukata. That reminds me…

“Don’t take this question the wrong way…” I asked. “But can you remove that yukata or is it a part of you? I don’t mean anything lewd by this question, I promise!”

“I can of course-course remove it.” Shaeula said, arching an eyebrow at me in surprise. “Though you are correct in that it is a part-part of my Material body, so it would vanish when removed.” She paused for a second. “Why, have you fallen for my many-many charms? Should you try anything perverted, my noble father would have you nailed-nailed to the great Tree at the heart of the Seelie Court and tormented for eternity!” she smirked. “Eri would no-no doubt be heartbroken too, I surmise.”

“I assure you my intentions are strictly honourable. I just thought you might like to buy some clothes, to have a few options. Girls like that sort of thing, right? Besides it would look odd if you wore the same outfit all the time. Unless you can change your yukata yourself of course?”

“No, I believe I can-can only dismiss it or don it anew.” she replied. “So if you wish to treat your loyal and powerful servant to suitable attire, I would of course-course accept. I assume your work has gone well?”

“Not bad.” I agreed. “Most of what I spent today was recovered, so we are ahead of our minimum needs for the next stage. We won’t push our luck too far, but hopefully we can add a bit more, with a little change to treat you for your assistance.”

“It is good to see you recognise that you have the most-most powerful and helpful of all servants you could have, a princess of such beauty you can hardly-hardly wait to spend your money on dressing her up.”

“Yeah yeah, enough teasing.” I laughed. “In any case I think it is time to return to the Boundary and check on our Territory. I’m a bit light on aether as I’ve not been gathering and we used some up earlier, but I can supplement my supply from what our Territory has accumulated. It’s a bit inefficient, but I don’t want to cause more trouble for my neighbours.”

“I doubt-doubt the amount of ether that you are drawing would have much-much effect over the short term. But if that is what-what my master wishes, who am I to argue?” Shaeula shrugged. Putting away her phone she turned off the TV. She’s got the hang of that quite quickly.

“It will be good-good to see my kin again. But I will miss this television thing. Perhaps there is a way to bring one to the Boundary? It would make passing the time there far-far more pleasant. Besides, my siblings would be most-most jealous…”

She muttered the last sentence at a barely audible tone. “What was that?” I asked, only for her to dismiss it with a wave of her small hand.

“Oh well, I can imagine there would be a lot of problems with that, such as not having a power source, or even a signal, but maybe if we paired it with a Blu-ray player… hmmm.”

“So you do not-not think it is impossible?” Shaeula brightened up. “If you could work on it, I would be most-most grateful.”

“All right, I’ll see what I can do.” I ruffled her hair playfully, causing her to squirm a little. “But it is low on the priority list for now. I want to get through the Etheric tide first and get things back to normal before worrying about things like that.”

“Very well then. We should waste little-little time and depart immediately. My kin are waiting!”

Shaeula was pumped up for this, bringing a smile to my face. “All right then. Off we go!”

And with that we departed for our Territory once more…


Forty-Four


Returning to the Boundary we quickly checked the status of our build queues. The upgrade to the Armory was nearly done, only a bit under a day remaining. In terms of ether we had accrued a decent amount as well. I added a Warehouse and then queued in an upgrade to take it to Rank 2 too.

Warehouse Rank 2- At Rank 2 the Warehouse can store non-treasure items up to a volume of 3m by 3m by 3m. It will protect them from theft or loss.


With this I’ll be able to store the various parts of the Wyrm from earlier. They will no doubt come in handy.

“All right then.” I said to Shaeula after finishing my business. “How about we find some monsters the tide has washed this way and get you levelled up?” Wait a second. ”Hmm, aren’t you going to go back to your weasel form?” I asked, curious. She was still the Shaeula that had joined me in the Material.

“I can if that is what-what you desire. But I have no need to do so while you are around. I have no-no doubt you find this form pleasing, yes?”

“Well, your other one was pretty cute too I suppose… but whatever makes you happy will do for me.” Although I feel bad for admitting it.

“When I am alone with my kin I shall-shall resume my prior form I have no doubts. But until then there is no-no need. This body is suitably strong.” Looking up at the sky her eyes glowed, shining amber. “The tide is beginning to abate I see. It is still quite high but has passed its peak. Soon-soon normality will return to the Boundary so we should make-make the most of this chance.”

“All right, I like that eagerness.” We joined up with her weaselkin and began to hunt. The problem was we didn’t have many areas to expand to, as we were bounded by Grulgor’s Territory and the Raven Knight’s, and didn’t want to provoke them. Beside those threats there were a few open locations to move to, and the weaselkin had slowly been expanding our Territory in the safer directions.

Heading that way we ran into a group of giant spiders. They were the size of horses and dripping venom from their open maws, looking quite intimidating. Still, size was all they had going for them, so we barraged them with blades and drills of wind, slashing through limbs and torsos in clouds of dirty ichor, blowing them apart into clouds of ether. Shaeula quickly Levelled up, the silvery notification entering my vision, and she must have been notified too, as she exclaimed in excitement “I am growing stronger! I have reached-reached the first Level.” As she spoke she continued to attack, compressing air down into a vibrating edge which chopped through the necks of two spiders who rushed us. “And again. Now-now I have reached the second Level. As expected from the noble princess of the Seelie court, I am surely-surely a natural!”

“Sadly it gets harder as you gain Levels. I’m afraid I haven’t managed to Level up.” I warned as I boxed in the remaining spiders with a spray of vibrating air blades. These spiders are not as big as a threat as the human-faced ones with the Jorogumo. They are elite-class at best, maybe even strong normal.

“You will gain a Level in time I am sure-sure.” Shaeula said condescendingly, bringing a laugh from me. We continued to mow down the spiders, and then a small group of giant ants that had been attracted by the fighting. When we were done we rested, Shaeula proudly declaring that she had reached the third Level. Level three eh? I wonder how much she has grown. On checking her status it looked like most of her Material Statistics had gone up by around eight for each Level. Overall it was a really good boost to her power. That will make her safer in combat. That sets my mind at ease a bit. Although if she keeps up that growth rate she will surpass me! I would really hate for Shaeula to get hurt now, I had grown very used to her. Besides, now she could come to the Material plane as well I would no doubt be spending a lot more time with her.

Looking up at the beautiful rainbow-coloured skies full of glowing sleet I yawned. Starting to get a little tired, though I reckon I can keep going a fair while longer. Just as I was about to suggest pressing on into the unclaimed areas for more hunting I was cut off by a warning flaring across my vision.

Your Territory is under attack. Immediate response is recommended. The strength of the defensive barrier is currently at ninety-one percent. If the barrier is breached then…


I blinked away the warning. Shaeula had bounded up beside me, looking a little panicked. She too must have received the message, since I had delegated her the new additional functions that the Throne Of Heroes allowed. Before she could speak I nodded. “I know. We have to go. Something is attacking.” I could feel where the attack was coming from, around the area bordering Grulgor’s Territory, down by the river. It is Grulgor? Or…

We led the weaselkin that had accompanied us back towards the river, constantly seeing messages about the barrier dropping. Damn, it’s going down quite fast for a Rank two defensive barrier. If only I’d constructed the Defensive Emplacements on this border faster…

As we rounded on the river a Troll was in front of us being held back by the shining light of our barrier and being peppered by sling stones and arrows from a few weaselkin up on the nearby roofs. It let out a foul bellow, dirty saliva dripping from slab-like teeth. It swung warty green fists the size of my head, striking sparks of light from the barrier, which shrunk inwards by a dozen centimetres in an instant.

“We had best-best hurry before the barrier is breached. Though I do not-not see how one mere Troll can be doing so much damage.” Shaeula proclaimed, an assessment I agreed with.

“We’ll hit it from either side. With our wind we should be able to win.” I ordered, going left while Shaeula went right, accompanied by her Kamaitachi. I gathered the wind that was flowing through me, feeling an abundance despite the heavy usage earlier as I drew it in through my Elemental Silo. Time to die. No-one gets to attack my Territory and threaten my allies.

Feeling the swelling wind I forged it into swirling vibrating blades, firing them from all directions. Beside me from the other flank Shaeula and her sickle-weasel also sent forth glowing jade volleys of blades and drills, shrieking through the air. The Troll watched the oncoming assault with dull yellow eyes, fists still pounding on my barrier, before shifting to avoid some of the incoming attacks.

There was a sickening series of squelching thuds as the leathery green skin of the Troll exploded, gouts of fuming blood smoking as it splashed across the barrier and the pavement. The Troll howled, but he did not stop punching and kicking the barrier, causing it to shrink in further, flickering weakly where it was struck hard. Even as I prepared for another attack the Troll was healing, skin covering the raw wounds.

“It is a regenerating-type Troll.” Shaeula warned. “They heal much-much faster than the stone-types. Our only good fortune is that they are far-far easier to injure.”

“Not much luck but I’ll take it.” I said as I compressed air into a narrow vibrating blade some three metres long. Lashing downwards from behind the barrier my blade struck the Troll on the shoulder, boring deep with the whining of a chainsaw through meat and bone. Gore flew in all directions and the Troll wobbled, howling. Flesh tried to regrow around the wound, but the rotating air blade shredded new growth apart as soon as it formed. My stomach lurched unpleasantly at the gory scene and I swallowed down bile. Damn, don’t want to look uncool in front of Shaeula and her kin. Wow, this is draining on my wind… I need to work on my wind energy generation like Shaeula, she has barely drawn any from our Silo yet.

The Troll reared back as Shaeula took her lead from me and conjured a similar blade, digging into the other side of the foe. Blades of wind from the sickle-weasel were striking it in the face, and one eye exploded with a gloopy pop. The arm I was attacking tore free from the shoulder, flesh bubbling, and the Troll turned to flee. Oh no you don’t.

Aiming the blade at the legs of the panicking Troll I slashed through the back of his knees. As he fell Shaeula’s blade pierced deeply, and with one final cry of anguish the Troll disintegrated to a heap of ether, which was promptly absorbed by our Territory.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Eleven to Twelve.


“I have reached the fourth-fourth Level!” Shaeula said with satisfaction. “I have grown much-much stronger. Now we can fight against Grulgor’s Trolls and win!”

You aren’t wrong. “It looks like we might have to I’m afraid.” The barrier was still taking damage, and even as I watched several more Trolls of the stone type were rushing over, accompanied by another regenerating type, carrying a large branch as a club. “And how do you think we’ll do against Grulgor?”

Behind the Trolls loomed an immense figure, which must have been getting on for four metres tall. He had thick stony grey legs and arms, his barrel-like torso green and warty, covered with patches of jagged stone-like grey protrusions. But it was his head that was the most intimidating, stony tusks jutting from a huge maw like daggers, eyes burning red with rage.

At the sight of him Shaeula stepped back reflexively, going deathly pale. “I fear … not-not well. It shames me to admit it but Grulgor outmatches me greatly in terms of raw-raw power and his tireless stamina. Were he alone and you joined with me, along with all-all our kin…” shaking her head she let out a bitter sigh. “… It would still be very-very hard. As for him and his Trolls…” She didn’t need to say any more, her expression stricken. Seeing her so sad I took her hand in mine, squeezing it gently. It may be time to flee. We could return to the Material and try and rebuild the Territory afterwards… but wait, what will happen to Shaeula if Grulgor destroys the Throne? Shit, this is bad…

I drew my spear from where I was carrying it on my back and began converting ether to aether. Sweat was running down my neck and my breathing was starting to speed up. Putting myself in front of her I made ready to hold back the onslaught, when a blinding flash filled my vision, the air filled with a huge roar.

What the hell?

I threw Shaeula down, cradling her from the impact, which was a wave of wind washing over us. No damage?

The strength of the defensive barrier is currently at fifty-two percent.


The last time we saw drops in strength like that… Looking up from where I cradled Shaeula I saw what I had feared, hanging in the sky over Grulgor’s Territory was a huge white Wyrm, rainbow eyes glittering with malice. It swooped down, jaws biting, and suddenly it was dragging a stony Troll into the sky, fangs biting deep into it. White energy flashed, and the troll exploded, the aftermath of the energy slamming into my defensive barrier, dropping it another six percent just from the leftover force.

Well shit. The situation had turned to the worse by far. Fighting both the Trolls and the Wyrm would be impossible. Below me Shaeula was shaking, and the other weaselkin were panicking, looking to us for orders. Holding my spear tight I pointed it at the Wyrm, catching sight of the jagged scar that ran across its body, where the scales had been torn by our previous huge attack. Of course it’s the same one. Our ether stocks can’t have attracted it this time, it is probably here for revenge.

“Well this is pretty bad. I don’t suppose we have a choice but to fight.” If it looked terminal I would flee with Shaeula and risk the destruction of the Throne. It might be all right… of course, that is if Grulgor or the Wyrm give us a chance to flee…


Forty-Five


The Wyrm roared again, white energy slamming into the defensive barrier, shattering into glowing shards of light that bounced off the shrinking wall, several ripping into the attacking Trolls, slicing through rocky flesh and drawing foul blood. This barely caused their attacks to falter however, and they continued attacking my weakening barrier with frenzied strikes. Behind them Grulgor was glowering at the huge Wyrm, teeth bared in a grimace of rage. Reaching downwards he ripped up a solid chunk of ground that must have weighed near enough a ton, and hurled it upwards towards the monster. I don’t think that’s going to work…

Sure enough the mass of earth and stone only travelled up a few metres before crumbling apart and falling to the ground, showering Grulgor with debris. He’s strong, but not very smart. Of course, there isn’t much they can do against an opponent that flies…

“What do we do now?” Shaeula asked from beside me, her hand still in mine. “This is very-very bad indeed. Soon our barrier will crumble and we will be overrun.”

“I guess we only have one choice. We need to team up with Grulgor and drive off the Wyrm. Worst case after that we fall back to the heart of our Territory and use the defences there to fend off the Trolls until we come up with a plan to counterattack.”

“That will not-not be easy.” Shaeula lamented. “Grulgor is not-not one to negotiate, for he only understands violence.”

“Well we definitely can’t fight both at once so I have to try.” I said, resolute. As we were talking rapidly a few more Trolls had come from along the river. The Wyrm turned towards one of them and unleashed white breath, a streak of light gouging out the ground and blowing the Troll into a million glowing fragments. Swallowing down my doubts I strode forwards at pace, spear at the ready.

“Grulgor! We must speak!” I shouted towards him. “We need to join forces to drive off this Wyrm!”

The huge Troll turned to me, mad eyes glaring. “Who you, little man-thing? Grul says he needs no help from puny man-things, nor little weasels.” He glowered at Shaeula who was nervously cowering beside me, pressed close.

“Oh really?” I snorted as the Wyrm sent out another beam, this one towards the bridge which made up Grulgor’s Territory. Metal warped and twisted as the energy mauled it, and a cloud of flame exploded up on the other side of the river. “And how do you propose to bring down something flying so high before it melts you all to nothing? Throwing the rock at it earlier didn’t do much now did it?”

Grulgor spat, gobbets of sizzling acid burning the ground. “Grul says big talk from little weak man. Grul strong, Grul tough, Grul angry. Grul will fight until big snake is dead, then Grul will eat it!”

“I told you there was no-no point speaking to Grulgor.” Beside me Shaeula sighed bitterly, exasperated yet unsurprised. “He has a brain made of rocks. He will not-not understand the urgency of our situation here.”

Grulgor looked at Shaeula beside me, who reflexively shrunk back under his fierce gaze. For a second Grulgor looked puzzled, then he barked a harsh laugh.

“Is that you, little weasel? Grul says he thought you died when your soft little kin stopped coming. Grul says they are easy to break. Grul would really like to break you too. Duke Formor would smile at Grul then.”

Duke Formor? “Who’s that?” I asked Shaeula, whose expression had darkened.

“He is one of the lords of the Seelie Court, though not-not as great as my noble royal father. He is one of the most-most dominant leaders of an opposing faction, that Grulgor is also a part-part of.”

“Bah, Grul says Duke Formor far greater than your weak weasel-father.” Grul spat again. “You want Grul to work with weaklings, you show Grul you stronger than he!” Light cast Grulgor’s scowling face in deep shadows as behind him a flower of white radiance blazed, a massive crater blasted into the ground by the wyrm. Several of his Trolls staggered, blown by the gusting breeze, and my defensive barrier dropped another few percent from the shockwave.

“Grul says you fight me now, weak man-thing, little weasel. If you stronger than Grul then Grul will pledge to you. Else Grul says he will eat you both!”

Grulgor… he’s insane! I’m so grateful the first of the Fae I ran into was Shaeula, if it had been Grulgor… ugh, just thinking about it makes me sick.

“All right then.” I said, as confidently as I could muster. Beside me Shaeula paled, eyes going wide.

“I do not-not think this is a wise idea, it…” Shaeula began urgently, but I squeezed her hand again reassuringly. Cutting her off I spoke.

“However, we don’t have to fight each other directly.” I said to the huge Troll. “Why not fight against the Wyrm, and then we can clearly see which of us is stronger. The one that slays the Wyrm is the strongest. If you don’t find the result satisfying, then we can always fight each other after that. That way you could have twice the chance to work out which of us is the mightiest. Sounds good, right?”

Grulgor paused, looking confused. White light flared anew and the ground exploded not too far from him, pelting him with debris, but he didn’t even flinch. Shit, my barrier is bottoming out. Hurry up and make your decision.

“Grul agrees to your challenge, little man-thing.” He said finally, ignoring the scream of one of his Trolls as the Wyrm dived, fangs ripping off an arm in a welter of gore. “Grul will kill the white snake and then eat you both.” He let out a great bellow, to which his surviving Trolls responded to with roars of their own. Those that were hammering against my shattered barrier stopped and turned towards the Wyrm, eyes wild.

“Are you sure-sure this is a wise idea?” Shaeula was deeply worried. “Grulgor only thinks with his muscles, he has no-no room for a mind. He will likely forget what he is doing and attack us if we get too-too close.”

“It’s a risk, I know, but we need to handle our problems one at a time.” And in the worst case I’ll take you and flee back to the Material. Even so, I couldn’t deny there was huge danger involved in this. After all, one direct hit from the Wyrm’s breath and we would be done… putting that aside I smiled bravely and continued. “If we kill the Wyrm then we win. If not… we worry about it then.”

“Reckless as ever I see-see.” Shaeula muttered. She squeezed my hand back before extracting it and wiping her sweat-slicked brow.

Damn, that’s cute.

“I will stand-stand by your side, my foolish master Akio, as I have pledged. May we not-not regret this!”

I’ll do everything I can to make sure we don’t. The rest is up to luck. And we usually have that on our side! As I prepared to give my instructions Shaeula was barking her own orders to her kin.

“Split up and spread out in all-all directions, and then try and draw the Wyrm’s attention.” Shaeula ordered all her kin except the Kamaitachi. “We need-need to pull the Wyrm away from our Territory.”

At her words the weasels and black-furred elites scattered in all directions, rushing out of the faltering protective barrier and towards the river. As they went they fired arrows and slung stones towards the looming Wyrm, futile attacks that would do no damage to its iron-hard scales.

“Are you sure? What about your kin?” I asked as we passed through the barrier ourselves, moving towards Grulgor and his Trolls who were ripping up chunks of earth and stone and turning them into makeshift projectiles.

“I feel pain for their sacrifice, but thanks to you I can-can restore them quickly with the Barracks. Their deaths will not-not be meaningless nor-nor permanent.”

“Yes, their sacrifices will not be in vain.” I promised, as the Wyrm annihilated several with a burning stream of light. Luckily this was angled away from us, grazing the edge of my Territory, crumbling more of the rapidly failing barrier. “As for us… we need to bring the Wyrm to the ground. We stand a chance then, especially with Grulgor and his Trolls.”

“And how-how do we go about that?” Shaeula asked, deflecting some debris with a flare of verdant wind energy. “Last time we could only wound-wound it with your huge attack.”

“We’ll use our wind energy to bring it down. Call wind from above and direct it to the head of the Wyrm. That should naturally force it lower.” I turned to Grulgor and his Trolls. “We are going to force the Wyrm down. When it gets low enough grab it. If it keeps flying it’ll just kill us from a distance.”

“Grul says do not tell me what to do! Grul is strong, Grul can kill the snake without weak man and little weasel.”

“Prove it then when we drive it to the ground with our own mighty powers.” I baited him. Grulgor turned away with a scowl, so I ignored him and turned back to Shaeula. Hopefully the idiot will do what I tell him. This is a serious gamble, but since we can communicate, we can work together…

“All right. We’ve done what we can there, time for us to act. You are much better at using wind energy efficiently so you keep moving the wind down to his head from above. Draw out as much of the wind energy left in the Silo as you need.” I wish I hadn’t wasted so much farming those spiders earlier, but maybe the extra strength Shaeula has gained will offset that.

“And you?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“I’ll compress it and direct it. I’m a bit better at understanding the way the wind works, though I can’t deny you’ve made progress. It will be a combo attack, just like that magical girl anime you watched. If it goes well, we might just pull this off.” I glanced at the Kamaitachi. “And you… if you see an opening, aim your wind blades at its eyes. If we can blind it we can use that to our advantage.”

“Very well, master. I shall begin-begin the attack!”

I felt the flow of wind energy as Shaeula coalesced a swirling vortex of wind above the Wyrm, who was dive-bombing the trolls, sending them flying. The sky, which was a riot of rainbow colours shimmered green, like the northern lights were burning brightly. Sweat was running down her face, and her breath was coming in laboured gasps. This must be hard for her, she looks pretty fragile in her human form.

“I can… do this. I can! I have listened to your lectures on the wind many-many times now. I know what the air is-is!” She let out an impressive howl as she drew in yet more wind from the Silo, draining it nearly dry. She was also pulling in wind energy from all around us, the sparkling motes of white faux-snow that were falling due to the Etheric tide turning green and being sucked in. Interesting. But I have no time to speculate now…

“You are doing great. Now it is my turn.” I ignored the burning of my heart and lunar nodes as I overstressed myself, drawing in what little wind energy was left in the Silo and converting what aether I held to bolster my powers. Reaching up with my free hand, fingers spread, I made a grabbing gesture, closing my fist. As I did so the emerald waves of energy in the sky began to shrink inwards, collapsing into a spinning column of air rotating at a fierce speed. As the pain continued to build I pushed more and more air together, until I could hold it no longer.

“Now!” I cried. “Jupiter Descending!” My tribute to the fierce winds of the great red spot. No-one else here will get it, though. Eri-chan certainly would, and I think it would make her smile...

Thinking inane thoughts I joined with Shaeula to direct the spinning vortex of compressed wind energy and air downwards. The Wyrm must have sensed something was wrong, as he stopped his attacks on the Trolls and fleeing weaselkin long enough to look up.

Too late though… Pulling ether from the Silo I burned it to wind energy, turning the tip of the massive flow of wind into a thin drill. The gale struck at the base of the neck of the furious Wyrm, driving it downwards, blood and scales scattering.

The impact of the blow caused Shaeula to lose control, staggering backwards, her strength spent. I struggled to keep the force together, slamming the Wyrm to the ground with a deafening crunch, dirt and rock exploding everywhere. Shit, if it hadn’t moved then we might have decapitated it. Still, mission accomplished, the Wyrm is down.

As I opened my mouth to shout to the Trolls to attack, the strain of keeping the Wyrm pressed down causing me to cough silvery blood, the Wyrm turned to look at me. Rainbow eyes shining brilliantly, it opened its mouth wide, and a surge of white light leapt forth…

Oh… shit…


Forty-Six


My body and Chakra network screamed as I forced the wind pinning the Wyrm down to one side, turning its head. White light flared past me, detonating spectacularly, the force throwing me over, where I landed painfully. My grip on the wind energy was fading, air starting to escape, but I held on for dear life, blinking away the silvery notification that my defensive barrier had been destroyed.

Shaeula hurried over and dragged me to my feet, her amber eyes radiating concern.

“I’m all right…” I groaned, spitting more silver blood, feeling it running down the side of my face as well. Retrieving my fallen spear I looked over at the Wyrm, who was being jumped on by the Trolls, their fists pounding. Grulgor had ripped up a mangled lamp-post and was using it as a club, shattering scales wherever he struck.

At least they are following my plan, even if I doubt it was because I said so… Glancing behind me I saw the smoking crater where several apartment buildings were before. My Territory had suffered damage. Lucky that none of my constructed Buildings were hit, otherwise my Territory would have taken a real beating. Of course, with the barrier currently inactive the Wyrm could do untold ruin…

I forced the wind I had remaining, which was probably just over half of what we had called down, to turn the head of the Wyrm away, keeping it pinned down. More searing light was unleashed, dissolving half of a Troll that foolishly got too near the head, but the blast went wide of my Territory, back towards the river, fountaining steaming water skywards, forming pretty rainbows in the air momentarily.

“I can only hold the wind for a short while longer.” I said. “We need to keep it focused away from us and kill it then. I’m going in. You look pretty tired, wait and recover a bit, then back me up okay?”

“I do want to fight by your side… but I admit I am feeling rather-rather exhausted.” Shaeula said wearily. “I shall remain here for now, gathering wind energy. Do nothing foolish, and I shall re-join your side for the end-end of this battle.”

Gripping my spear in sweating hands I rushed in, taking care to attack the side away from where the Wyrm’s head was pointing. My spear struck off the iron-hard scales, doing little damage, merely gouging the armoured Wyrm a little. Levering all my weight behind my next blow I thrust again, this time the spear penetrating a few inches, drawing blood, yet it was a mere pinprick to the huge Wyrm.

This isn’t going to do it. My grip on the wind keeping it pinned down is fading, and it’d take forever to kill it like this. I need to attack somewhere more vulnerable… There were several options, the scar where I had wounded it last time was a good idea, but it was close to several Trolls. There was also the injury where this wind attack had gouged it. Then there was… damn, I don’t like this.

Gripping my spear I raced around to the front of the Wyrm, my spear aiming for his face where the scales were weaker. My blade pierced six inches deep, sending blood spraying. The Wyrm reared and tried to shake me off, fighting against the wind that was oppressing it, but it failed, as I clung on for dear life, my arms screaming. Wrenching the spear free I thrust again and again, gouging open its cheek to the bone.

The Wyrm finally managed to turn its head back against the force of our dwindling wind, mouth gaping open towards me, when a precise blade of air struck, ripping into its eye with a hideous squelch. Blood and vitreous fluid splashed everywhere and the Wyrm thrashed, damaging itself against the remaining wind holding it down, shedding scales and blood everywhere.

I turned around to see the Kamaitachi grinning at me, the glow of elemental wind fading around him. Damn, that’s a good shot. Looks like I’ll have to step up my game. Grulgor had inflicted quite significant damage on the Wyrm as well, scales shattered by the frenzied blows he was dealing with the now unrecognisable lump of metal he was using as a mace. The other Trolls were doing their best too, holding down the struggling Wyrm as much as they could. One had even managed to clamber on top of it, but as it moved towards the head it was thrown off by the wind that was holding the Wyrm down.

White light was building in the throat of the Wyrm again, prompting me to hurry. If the Wyrm’s blast hits the wrong part of my Territory now the barrier is down… Using the blind spot created by the Kamaitachi’s well timed attack I began to draw in ether from the surrounding area, converting it to aether. I supplemented this with what was in the Silo, overflowing with energy. My Chakra network was throbbing, pain spiking from my lunar Chakra as it quaked under the rapidly building load. No time to be frugal here. Winning is what matters. If I hit the Wyrm with an attack like the last time we drove it off, then we might even finish it in the state it is in.

I would not be able to muster quite the same force, but even so with the ether I could convert I could still manage something powerful. The aether began to form a shape in the air, a shimmering white shaft that ended in a sharp point. I continued to pull in more, the falling rainbow snow being sucked into my body, breaking down into aether at a rapid rate. As I worked the Wyrm breathed out once more, though due to the battling Trolls it barely skimmed my Territory before exploding in the distance. Pulling in more ether I tried to work faster, as the last of my wind energy was evaporating and the Wyrm was pulling free, rising off the ground, one eye staring balefully at us who were hurting it, defying it.

One Troll landed a fierce blow and was rewarded by being decapitated by closing jaws. It swallowed the head and let out a cry of triumph, rising further, great droplets of blood flowing from its many wounds, striking the ground like a putrid cascade of gemstone rain. Grulgor threw his mangled metal, striking it in the skull, causing it to stagger, and I knew my one chance had arrived.

There are two spots to aim for, the old wound I caused last time, and the new one the wind has gouged in its neck. There are also areas where Grulgor has battered, but they are on the wrong side… Thinking quickly I raced behind Grulgor and his Trolls, the aether spear following me. Once I was behind Grulgor and lined up with the wounds I concentrated, the spear beginning to rotate, drawing in the etheric snow and growing larger and sharper. Sorry about this Grulgor, this is an extremely crappy move, but this is a battle, and I have to look out for Shaeula and everyone else under my care. A lot of weaselkin were dead again, having served as distractions or being caught in various blasts from the Wyrm, so we could ill afford to play fair…

With a great shout I willed the rotating spear of aether to fly forwards, and it pierced through the back of Grulgor, shattering through his tough stony flesh, shredding one of his legs and severing one of his arms. A huge crater was formed in his stomach, exposing his innards, and a great fountain of dark blood gushed forth. Grulgor toppled over with a strangled howl, striking the ground hard, causing all the nearby Trolls to turn in dull surprise.

Ignoring the chaos I focussed my will on the spinning lance as it ploughed forwards, feeling both my mind and my network smouldering with effort. The blade of the aetheric spear slammed into the rising Wyrm where I had wounded it before, shearing through the bare scar missing its scales with a horrid squeal of tearing flesh and grinding bone. The Wyrm reared and tossed in agony, jaws agape. It’s not enough though…

If the spear continued it would pass through the Wyrm, doing heavy damage, but by no means inflicting a fatal wound. That Wyrm is frustratingly tough. Fortunately, I had considered this possibility. Releasing a breath I focused the last dregs of my willpower and aether and shouted a name I had just invented. “Blossom, Aether Sakura!”

Hell, that is embarrassing, but you have to yell out your special moves. The spear drilling through the Wyrm shuddered and then with a whisper detonated, converting its remaining energy into a shockwave, which propelled glittering petal-shaped blades of aether outwards, dyed pink with the blood of the Wyrm. Just like cherry blossoms, sakura petals.

The force of the internal shockwave striking at the Wyrm’s unprotected innards drove blood and tissue out from the massive neck wound, as well as showering gore from its throat and ruined eye. The Wyrm coughed once, bloody petal-blades of aether fading away to dust as they were ejected, and then it fell, smashing into the ground with an audible thud, scales and teeth flying off in all directions.

For a long moment there was silence, and then the Wyrm began to dissolve into ether, faint silver orbs rising into the air, like upwards-falling silver snow. I slumped to the ground, exhausted and aching, slowly drawing in what ether I could take from it to banish my bone-weariness.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Twelve to Fourteen.


Well that attack was a success. My previous one had much more power, but it used far more ether and even a large amount of wind energy. Still, power wasn’t everything. This attack was designed to work from the inside, and no matter how strong ones defences were, being shredded from the inside would do serious, most likely fatal, damage. Two Levels at once. I think that’s fair. Killing that Wyrm was far harder than any other thing I’ve battled up to now.

My racing thoughts were interrupted by the angry growls of Grulgor, who was lying on his back, squirming towards me, remaining arm outstretched. The massive crater in his body was bubbling, new flesh forming even as I watched. A handful of undamaged Trolls were charging my way too, faces twisted with rage. “Little man-thing struck hard, Grul says.” He growled, coughing inky blood. “But Grul says he stronger.”

So, not accepting the fact I killed the Wyrm then. Not that it surprises me, it was just a way to get him to help with the battle. Now what do I do? I accelerated the pull of ether from the dissolving corpse of the Wyrm, turning it to aether as fast as I could. There were also several wounded Trolls who were recovering, so if this dragged out any longer the situation would get even worse for us…

A voice suddenly rang out from behind me, proclaiming loudly “Emerald Wind Prison!” The trolls in front were swallowed up by a verdant wall of circling, swirling winds, leaving only Grulgor and I free from the barrier. I turned and saw Shaeula standing proudly on top of a ruined building, drawing in wind energy not just from the surroundings and the etheric snow, but her Kamaitachi, who was releasing his own wind energy into the air for Shaeula to absorb, giving me a toothy grin.

“Now is the time to defeat Grulgor and put an end-end to this. I believe you can-can do it, Akio.” Shaeula said, pointing at me imperiously. Though I do note her ears and cheeks seem a little pink. I guess she ripped off that name from the magical girl anime she was watching, and it embarrassed her. Damn that’s cute. Giving her a thumbs up I turned back to Grulgor, who was still closing in fast, despite the fact he had not yet managed to climb back to his feet. Though he wouldn’t be down for long, as his wounded leg which was only held on by slivers of bone and muscle was regenerating before my eyes.

Shit, this isn’t going to be easy. At least if I can beat Grulgor here there will just be the Trolls to worry about, and we can always wear them down with hit and run attacks… it would be better if he admits defeat and joins us, but that might be asking too much… Even as I was thinking Grulgor was dragging himself along. He suddenly leapt, heedless of the way his regenerating leg tore, more blood spurting. Reflexively I moved my head, the huge fist narrowly missing me, but even the shockwave from the punch bit into my cheek, drawing lines of blood.

As a counter I lashed out with my spear, but it merely chipped some rocky flesh from him, dealing little damage. I sprang backwards as he snapped at me with his slab-like teeth, nearly taking a chunk out of my leg. No time to think. I have to do this…

Using what aether I could gather I imagined the blade of my trusty spear sharp and vibrating, fixing the image firmly in my mind. I also imagined myself as fast and agile, meeting no air resistance, my movements crisp and clean. Keeping all those facts and images fresh in my mind at all times was proving extremely fatiguing, my head hurting and back screaming, but I was just about managing. Darting forwards I went low and slashed at where Grulgor’s leg was barely connected, severing it. I used the momentum to kick it away from him, ignoring the ache in my toes from the impact.

“Grul says you should die, little man-thing!” the Troll howled. His brethren were howling too as they slammed and punched at the wind barrier, which was now turning brown with spilled blood, but they couldn't break through to come to his aid. Nice job Shaeula.

“Sorry, not dying today. I killed the Wyrm, but I guess you still aren’t satisfied. To be fair, I did sneak attack you so I understand. But strength is about winning, right?”

I punctuated my words with a fierce attack, my blade aiming for his good arm from above. It bit deep, blood scattering, and Grulgor roared again. His leg came flying at me from behind but I expected that so leapt over it, striking down and inflicting another wound. I followed this up by aiming for the arm again. Blow after blow fell, surpassing the rate of regeneration. I struck blows at the stump of his other leg and arm too, slicing through hideous bubbling flesh as it tried to restore itself.

Damn, his endurance and recovery is amazing. If he wasn’t unable to walk he’d have killed me for sure. With that thought I struck a final blow, severing the arm I had been attacking constantly. My spear was covered in gore up to the shaft, and was smoking lightly from the acid in his blood. More had splattered on me and I had been forced to use aether to flick it off, as it burned fiercely. Still, it’s over now.

Panting heavily I dodged the flailing leg and snapping jaws, pushing my spear towards his eye. I doubt even Grulgor can survive being impaled in the brain…

As the blade descended there was a moment of silence, and then Grul spoke a few bitter words, stopping my spear mid-descent.

“You win, little man. Grul yields.”


Forty-Seven


“You win, little man. Grul yields.”

As Grulgor surrendered I stopped the blade of my spear. Looking at the limbless hunk of savaged meat that was my opponent I let out a long sigh.

“Are you sure?” I had to ask.

“Grul says you are strong. Grul cannot beat you now, therefore Grul will do as promised and pledge to you as master.” His beady eyes were looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite identity. “Grul needs three Oaths. Grul says you must not oppose Duke Formor, for Grul is loyal. Grul says you must bring Grul and his kin foes to fight, crush and eat. And Grul must serve a master who is strong. No weak little man-thing can be Grul’s master.”

Three Oaths for three Boons, just like Shaeula. “Very well. Strong foes such as the Wyrm I have no doubt we will find in plenty, but keep the killing and eating to our enemies. I want no trouble between you and Shaeula. As for my strength… I intend to get much stronger. I need to if I am to protect those who rely on me and I care about.” The third oath to Grulgor was trickier. Still. “As for Duke Formor, I will not go against him unless it is to defend those who are under my protection, or should he go against me first. And should that happen my response will be proportionate. That is the best I can offer I am afraid.” I would need to avoid a situation where Duke Formor could attack us at will and my hands were tied by my pledge to Grulgor.

For a long moment Grulgor thought it over, and then he nodded his head. “Grul says, I am Grulgor, mighty fist of Duke Formor, Seelie Lord. Grul makes three Oaths. Grul will shatter your enemies, Grul will slay your enemies, Grul will destroy your enemies, from this day until Grul is dust, so long as you are strong!”

Once he had spoken the words I felt a shiver run through my lunar Chakra, cascading down the rest of my network, filling me with power. A message blinked up on my vision in silver, and it was welcome.

You have joined in compact with a powerful Fae from the Seelie Court. By agreeing a second covenant, you will more rapidly take on more of the aspects of the Fae, who are renowned for their Fortune and Charm. Your ?????? will increase and your other Intangible Statistics increase more rapidly. Due to your Lunar Chakra you find it easier to acclimatise to the aspects of your bonded Fae, and have a higher chance of manifesting ?????????????.
Your Class, Fae-Bonded, has increased from Level Seven to Level Eight.


Not only had my Class increased in Level, I now understood more of the message that had been blurred last time, when I bonded Shaeula. Having my Intangible Statistics rise seemed a really good deal, and by ‘other Intangible Statistics’ I guessed that the first ?????? was an intangible statistic I wasn’t aware of yet. Maybe the one Shaeula has?

Turning to Shaeula and her kin I shouted out some reassurances. “It’s all right. Grulgor has submitted. You can release the wind barrier now.”

Shaeula was looking rather pale, sweat streaming down her as she had struggled to keep my enemies contained. Beside her the Kamaitachi was already slumped on the ground, spent. With a sigh of relief she released the wind, joining her kin in sitting down. “It is about time-time you won. Those Trolls have such barbaric strength, it took a great-great effort to keep them penned in. You should be vastly grateful to me for my labours.”

As the winds dissipated, revealing the bloody Trolls, who were now milling there uncertainly, making no moves to attack, I continued to shout to Shaeula. “Oh I do appreciate it, you definitely saved us from disaster. That was some really quick thinking. You are getting really good with handling wind.”

“I know I am. If you are not-not careful, it will soon be time to declare me the victor of our wager, will it not-not?” She puffed out her chest with pride.

“No need to get ahead of yourself.” I had to laugh. Turning back to Grulgor, who was quietly lying there, bubbling flesh regenerating slowly, I asked him if he needed any assistance.

“Grul is fine. Soon Grul will be as strong as before.” He turned to his Trolls and bellowed an order for them to come haul him up, and one of the least injured ones came and pulled him from the ground, supporting him so he could move with his one leg. Hmm, that reminds me…

I turned back to the corpse of the Wyrm which had mostly dissolved. What was left was a large amount of gore-soaked soil and grass where its blood had poured out, as well as heaps of polished white scales and fragments, plus some long curved fangs. This should be a jackpot for crafting materials.

“Shaeula, can you get your kin and the Kobolds to come and dig up the bloody mud and plants around here and take them to the Warehouse when it is finished?” I then turned to the Trolls and asked if they could carry the heaps of scales and fangs. They looked at Grulgor, who nodded, and they then set to it.

This battle has shown we are not strong enough. My spear is good, but if I had a better one… and as for armour… As I mulled over the ideas in my head Shaeula had joined me, standing on the opposite side of me to Grulgor, eyeing him coldly.

“Pay close-close attention, Troll.” Shaeula said imperiously, her face tilted in a haughty manner. “I am the first servant of our master Akio, and you would do well not-not to forget this!”

Grulgor snorted in return, spitting gobbets of destroyed flesh onto the ground. “Bah, Grul thinks just because you were first does not make you best. Soon Grul will crush all our foes beneath his fists. Then Grul be the favourite.”

“I doubt Akio has much-much use for such brute force you can offer him. My elegant winds are far-far more useful to him in his other tasks. Soon you will see this!”

I can see this is going to be a pain. Not that I didn’t expect this. Still Shaeula sure is dropping my name a lot, I wonder if it is some kind of authority thing? I left them to bicker for a while before stepping in and restoring order, earning an irritated look from Shaeula.

“All right, now that we have resolved our quarrel we can take stock of the situation.” As we discussed our plans, the Trolls and weaselkin working on moving the scraps of the Wyrm, the barrier protecting my Territory finally shimmered back into life. It was at a low ebb, just ten percent, but over time it would repair itself.

I feel a bit more secure now. “We didn’t get any Territory capture notifications when Grulgor surrendered, so I guess his Territory was lost. The Wyrm probably wrecked it. But it shouldn’t be hard to reclaim, and that will open up the area over the river for us to conquer. Of course, I don’t think we should push too fast in case we run into any more powerful adversaries, not while the Raven Knight is on our other border.” There is also the shrine on the hill as well. I get the feeling that … something… might be there.

“That is a wise-wise decision.” Shaeula approved. “The Raven Knight is an unknown, a dangerous one. I would feel safer if we turned our efforts to defeating him next-next.”

Grulgor also assented, rumbling threateningly. “Grul knows the Raven Knight is strong. To destroy him would prove your strength, little master. Grul will help you break him.”

“Excellent. I’m glad everyone agrees. In that case we will take some time to recover our Territory and get Grulgor and his Trolls back to fighting strength again. I don’t really feel like any extra combat after that draining encounter. Besides, I think that after that serious life-or-death battle and all the powerful attacks and even the combination attack with you, Shaeula, I’m on the verge of a breakthrough. I think if I can hold onto what I felt during the fight against the Wyrm I can improve.”

“It was indeed a most-most enlightening experience.” Shaeula agreed. “Though you pushed-pushed me to the limits as ever, Akio. I too shall practice my skills. I can not-not let you get ahead of me or my pride as a princess of the Seelie Court would surely-surely weep!”

We returned to the centre of my Territory. Several of the wounded Trolls had largely recovered by this point, sprouting new limbs and filling in bloody craters in their bodies with new flesh. Grulgor now had stumps where his missing limbs were, growing steadily, and the huge gouged hole in the centre of his body was filling in. It really is remarkable how durable these Trolls are. I can’t help but feel that the weaselkin are lacking in comparison…

As I eyed the Kamaitachi, Shaeula smacked my shoulder with one hand. “I feel you are thinking something rude about us. This does not-not please me.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I had to laugh. “I was just thinking those Trolls really are something. Still, a tough foe can be stopped in many different ways rather than pure force. It is comforting to have them with us though.”

“Hmph. I can not-not argue with that. Still, you will find my worth will outshine that brute Grulgor’s like the difference between the sun and a star-star. After all I reached the fifth Level during the battle with the Wyrm.” She spoke so proudly I was forced to pat her head in praise, causing her to squirm and blush. “Stop-stop that.” She shrugged off my hand, but I couldn’t help but notice she let me do it for a few seconds first. “If I am to grow stronger, which I must, if I am to realise our goals-goals, then you must upgrade the Throne Of Heroes so that my Level can increase further. With each increase I feel so much more-more powerful.”

Yeah, I do really want to upgrade the Throne. I could spend fifty thousand ether and get Grulgor to the same state as Shaeula with a new Throne, except I'm capped at building one Throne for now, so long term…. Damn, but a quarter of a million is a ton of ether…

“I’d love to, but what with needing to upgrade that Barracks as well… I think we are better off focusing on Ether Spire upgrades for now. After all, the huge bounty of ether the Etheric tide has brought us will not last much longer, as the tide is dropping, right?”

Shaeula scowled. “You are quite-quite correct. Conversely, when the tide recedes our Territory will be safer, so there surely is-is balance…”

With that decided I took a look at our stocks of ether. Even with the bounty from the Wyrm we had a pitiful amount, as I had used what we had to attack the Wyrm with my finishing blow. Our supply of wind elemental energy in the Elemental Silo was pathetic as well, as we had constantly been using that up too. But as a trade-off we got Grulgor and a half-dozen or so Trolls, which is worth it.

“In any case, we might as well get to training, while the tide lasts.” I began to concentrate, drawing in ether and elemental wind from the air around us, working my Chakra network hard. Flecks of the rainbow snow were drawn in and converted, filling me with power at a rapid pace. My network was stinging and prickling, like a muscle tired from overuse, but I ignored it as I gathered power.

Beside me Shaeula was doing the same, though she was pulling in ether and wind at a far more rapid rate than I, probably due to her more developed Chakra network and skills. As I watched it was almost as if I could see a nimbus of power around her. As we gathered ether the Trolls and weaselkin kept bringing the piles of Wyrm parts ready for the completion of the Warehouse. Since we had defeated Grulgor and brought him to heel there was no point having the Defensive Emplacements on that flank until we had expanded further, so I cancelled them. I got back most of the ether, though some was lost. Using that I rushed the Armoury upgrade and finished the Rank 1 Warehouse instantly. The power of pay-to-win strikes again.

As the Wyrm loot vanished into the Warehouse I turned back to Shaeula, who was channelling wind into fine compressed blades, sweat beading her brow, I suddenly had an idea.

“Hey Shaeula, you want to train together with me? I’ve just thought of something good…”


Forty-Eight


“An idea?” Shaeula asked, losing concentration, her blades of wind scattering into the air in a flash of verdant light. “You do have an excellent grasp of the power of wind, so I shall-shall listen to your plan.”

I called over the Kamaitachi as well, and we sat in a circle. “I saw you sharing wind energy between each other during the end of the fight with the Wyrm. That was a genius move, not that I would expect anything less from you, Shaeula. So that got me thinking… elemental energy and aether is a limited resource that we seem to have more of during this Etheric tide. But we need to gather and use it to improve our skills. So I thought, if we cycled the energy between us, like you two did, then we can train that much harder. It would surely improve our skills too, as our combined attack on the Wyrm was challenging, but I felt my talents improving as we used it.”

“Hmm, I see. Yes, that does-does seem like an excellent way to increase my proficiency in wind handling, while you can benefit from my greater ability to refine and produce the wind-wind energies.” Shaeula nodded her approval. “A cunning move indeed, not-not that I would expect anything less from you, Akio.” She returned my words with a cute grin.

While Grulgor watched, disinterested, we began. I would start, drawing in and generating as much aether and wind energy as I could. I would then shape it into compressed blades and drills, trying to keep the shining green light of the elemental energy as faint as possible. I quickly discovered I could mask it by using aether, but it was much harder to make it invisible without that crutch, even knowing that the air itself I was compressing and shaping was colourless. Once I started to lose my grip on the energies I would reshape it to a mass of pure power, trying to reduce wastage as much as possible, which was even harder, bringing sweat to my brow as I struggled. Shaeula would then absorb it from me, and do similar exercises, before passing it to her Kamaitachi, who would then return it to me once more. Those that weren’t currently using the energy would work on absorbing and generating more, to keep the flow topped up.

Factory line-style training. It’s tough but better than training alone…

After many hours of this I was drenched in sweat, and my whole network was prickling even more painfully, but it felt good, similar to the tightness in my muscles when I went jogging or worked with weights. In a way it was quite an addictive feeling. The Kamaitachi had bowed out several hours earlier, exhausted, but Shaeula was still going strong, and was currently trying to make her compressed blades of air invisible. She could do it by using aether as well, though she found directing it a struggle, as Fae had aether flowing through them like mortals such as I had blood and air flowing through us, so they didn’t really understand the concept of using it for specific purposes, rather they just used it instinctively. However, being able to form a Material body allowed her to feel it in a different way to her more ethereal kin.

With my guidance she has begun to see the ways she can manipulate it consciously. That should magnify her prowess. Maybe I was doing her a disservice comparing her to Grulgor in terms of strength. Properly used Shaeula could be a beast in combat…

“Not bad.” I applauded, as several blades shimmered out of existence. “Still, don’t get too comfortable with using aether for this. We should be able to do it with just the wind energy, as the air we are manipulating is transparent. I wouldn’t want to stunt our growth by relying on easy shortcuts.”

“Easy?” Shaeula complained, starting to lose her grip on the highly compressed wind and the aether shrouding it. Jade wisps were rising, fading away, so I tried to draw in as much of it as I could. “This is hardly easy. None-none of the Seelie that I know would use the natural energy of the Astral in this way. Still I can not-not deny that it is effective. It will prove a trump card for me should I ever need-need to battle other Fae.“ She struggled to regain control, cycling her wind into a compressed ball, the light of aether shimmering.

I watched her shape the wind into drills, blades and vibrating strings, before she finally released her grip, passing the torch to me. Closing my eyes to concentrate I wrung my tired mind and body out, drawing in what elemental energy and aether I could, though about half of it had escaped, lost to us. Combining what I had salvaged with the energy I had gathered while Shaeula struggled, I formed an image of a series of fine wires composed of extremely thin vibrating wind. The image was difficult to maintain, requiring me to spend aether to stabilise it in places, but after some struggle I had the near-invisible wires around me.

“I think I’ve got it.” I panted, the stress of keeping the wires intact intense. “At least if the area is small I can largely suppress the glow.”

Shaeula applauded, her eyes glowing amber. “Very well done. I can not-not see the wind unless I use my mystic vision. Were I to charge you recklessly then I would be shredded to pieces. Now you must-must learn to draw out as much wind energy from your heart Chakra as I do, as the drain of elemental energy you are using is great-great.”

I had to agree. I doubted I would be able to maintain the wire defence for more than a few minutes. As I went to reply a great snort came from behind me.

“Bah. Grul wonders what you are doing. To be strong you must work your body. Grul says you should be fighting to grow stronger.”

Turning to face Grulgor, who had largely recovered over the many hours we had been training, I sighed. Yes, he’s a muscle-brain all right…

“I would not-not expect a brute like you to understand the subtleties of combat.” Shaeula scoffed, crossing her arms in a haughty fashion. Turning back to me she smiled slyly. “Our master Akio will demonstrate just how effective this can be. A mock battle will be a good-good test of his control.”

Damn, that’s cold. Shaeula had no hesitation in provoking him, and I wasn't sure who was getting the worst of the deal, me or Grulgor.

Grulgor smirked in pleasure. “Grul is always ready to battle. Very well master, show Grul what you have done while Grul was bored.”

He surged forwards, though at least he was unarmed, and the rocky armour on his limbs and torso had not yet recovered. Thinking fast I used aether to accelerate backwards, and I lashed out with several blades of wind, shining a verdant emerald as they hummed through the air.

“Useless, useless, useless!” Grulgor roared as he dodged the first blade and swatted aside the second and third, taking minor injuries in the process.

Got you. As Grulgor surged at me he suddenly stopped, blood bursting from his body, one arm coming clean off at the elbow with a whine like an industrial bone-saw. Damn, it’s lucky he can regenerate…

As that thought crossed my mind many of the strings vanished, the stress of holding them against the weight and power of Grulgor too draining, but to my relief he had halted, blood spraying down his neck. Another step and the vibrating string cutter would have severed his windpipe and spine.

Grulgor backed away slowly, acrid blood pooling from the many deep cuts across his body. As he did so I let the last of the strings disperse, my energy spent. Either we need to stockpile tons of energy in the Silo or I need to improve my heart Chakra. No, really we need to do both if this attack is going to be usable more than once…

Grulgor bent down on trembling legs and picked up the fallen arm, holding it to the stump. “Grul says that attack was strong. Grul is confused.”

“Well, an invisible attack isn’t going to surprise everyone, but an attack that is masked by visible attacks will often land.” I explained. “You saw the wind blades and that distracted you from the invisible wall surrounding me. Strength isn’t just in physical power, though you are right, I do need to improve that too.”

“With strength like this Grul thinks you should have sliced up the big snake.” He grumbled, wounds slowly sealing.

“It wouldn’t have worked, the Wyrm was too large, and I hadn’t practised this enough. I’d have done a lot of flesh wounds I’m sure, but then we’d be helpless. Knowing when to be subtle and when to break out the powerful attacks is also an important part of combat. Anyway, you should heal up again. Sorry about that.”

Grul shrugged. “Grul will be fine. But Grul will not fall for cheap tricks next time.”

Shaeula laughed loudly. “I doubt that very-very much, brute. Our master Akio is as wily as any weasel.”

As they began to bicker again I yawned. Using such complicated techniques had really drained me. “I think it’s time we take a break, right?”
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“That’s it, I can’t do any more.” I slumped down, the last of the energy leaving me. “We’ve been at this for what must be days.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula agreed, looking similarly worn out. “I am not-not used to such rigorous practice, though I feel it has been worthwhile training in the abundance of the Etheric tides. Shall-shall we return to the Material?”

“I think so.” I turned to Grulgor, who had woken up from a long rest a short while ago, looking almost whole again. “Shaeula and I are returning to the Material plane. I leave you in charge of the defence here until we return. Liaise with the weaselkin led by the Kamaitachi and try and reclaim your old Territory by the bridge for us. Don’t push out too far and leave us undefended though. Who knows when the Raven Knight might strike?”

“Grul will handle it.” He slammed a huge fist against his now rocky chest. “Come back safe, master.”

I nodded, and with that Shaeula and I returned to the Material plane. The light of early dawn was streaming in through the window, showing just how long we had spent in the Boundary. No wonder I’m so tired.

Beside me Shaeula stifled a yawn, looking around with bleary eyes. “So, I have returned here-here.” She muttered.

“You want to grab a couple of hours’ sleep? It should clear our heads and refresh us.” I asked, and she nodded. Ignoring the fact that a girl was lying beside me I closed my eyes, and due to my mental exhaustion I was soon slumbering peacefully…
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I woke up about three hours later, and it was now early morning. Feeling more refreshed I got up quietly, leaving the gently snoring Shaeula to her rest. Turning on my computer I decided to finish up the last few jobs I had outstanding and get them all sent back to my employers. I was just finishing this up around an hour later when Shaeula finally woke up.

“Morning, princess.” I said to her as she yawned, sitting up. “Do you want some breakfast?”

She nodded so I cooked something up quickly. She wolfed it down, washing it down with orange juice. It’s too early in the day for beer. I had some myself, and then went back to finishing my work. Shaeula had turned on the TV and was changing the channel, looking for something she would like.

“You know, maybe you should try out the games console. You might find it fun.” I had set it up previously, so it didn’t take long for Shaeula to be sitting in front of it, controller clutched in her small hands, at the title screen of a very popular modern RPG.

“So what do I do with this-this?” she asked, tilting the controller one way then another in her hands.

“You’ll soon work it out.” I chuckled. “Basically it’s a fun game where you build up your skills and magic through battles and training. Really it’s a bit like what we are doing in the Boundary. It’s got some fun characters and interesting set-piece battles, so have a go and see what you think. But before you do, can I have the blessing of fortunate winds? I’d like to make some more money for our plan.”

Shaeula nodded and the wind enveloped me, seeping into me through my Chakra network. As she began to play, occasionally asking me questions about what to do, I opened the roulette app and began spinning…


Forty-Nine


Several hours later I had won around two and a half thousand pounds, with only a single scare. The effect of the blessing of fortunate winds was definitely intense. However, since we were now ahead of my target I didn’t want to be greedy, so I thought it prudent to take a break. Shaeula was engrossed in the game, as I suspected she would be, so I decided to do some exercise, and then go shopping for ingredients for dinner.

Working on my muscles and spear techniques, I passed several more hours. Shaeula was taking a break too, her fingers sore from the unusual stresses of using a controller for such a long time. She was currently drinking a beer, lying on her back on my futon looking up at my sweaty, topless figure.

“You are looking more muscular, however do not-not overdo it, I would not-not like it if you became the same sort of muscle-bound brute as Grulgor. It would not-not suit you.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not planning on becoming a bodybuilder. But I do need to be in good shape if we are to win against powerhouses like Grulgor. We can’t solve everything with aether and wind, overspecialisation leaves one vulnerable. That’s a hint for the game, by the way.”

“Oh I see.” Shaeula nodded. “I will bear that-that in mind and diversify my party.”

This is pretty much every male gamer's dream, talking RPG’s with a super-cute girl. If I was my past self right now I’d be shouting at myself to ‘die normie!’, no doubt about it.

“I’m going for a jog and I’ll buy some things for dinner. Do you fancy anything in particular? I made decent money again today thanks to your blessing, so we can treat ourselves.”

“I am not-not really sure what foods this mortal realm has to offer, but I would appreciate more alcohol. I find it very-very pleasant and calming.”

“All right. But you have to drink in moderation; it isn’t good to drink too much.” Although it might not have much of an effect on her constructed body…

“I am a princess of the Seelie, I can drink what I like-like.” she pouted. We exchanged a bit more back and forth banter before I left, jogging my normal route. This time when I passed the bridge I stopped to admire it. Soon this will be part of my Territory. The other side of the river was full of blocks of housing, all of which would no doubt yield decent ether when the inhabitants were dealt with. There may even be some more occupants who might join us, especially now we have the muscle of the Trolls on our side. I decided to stop on the bridge and take in the view for a while, watching as people passed by going about their business. It’s the weekend, I’ve done all the paying work I’ve had come in, and things are going well in the Boundary. I think we can take it easy this evening…

I remembered there was a larger supermarket over the bridge. It was a bit out of the way compared to our more local store, but it had a wider selection. Jogging there would be a breeze for me now, and good training. I loped through the back streets, running at a frankly inhuman pace when there was no-one around, only slowing on more major roads or populated areas. I quickly reached the supermarket, and began to purchase food and drink. I soon went overboard, buying beer, shochu, sake and even a quite expensive bottle of imported whiskey. I can afford it. Maybe I’ll spend a few minutes winning this back with my luck anyway… for food I bought snacks, some decent meat, vegetables and even some cookware to prepare it with. I also got some chocolate, figuring that would please Shaeula.

The supervisor at the checkout asked me if I wanted any help carrying all the bags to my car when I was done, but I declined. I don’t have a car after all. Looking at the pile of bags I held in a grimace. The weight was quite impressive. Having a thought I remembered that this supermarket had a camping section, so I apologised to the cashier and picked up a backpack as well.

Once I had paid for that and packed the heavier items into the backpack I was ready to go, though my arms were still full with bulky bags. Leaving the store I waited until I had left the main street, and then I began to run again. The extra weight and the irregular load made it awkward, affecting my balance. Still, it was excellent training, forcing me to use other muscles that weren’t normally stressed to keep my balance. Even so heavily laden I was running at a professional pace. Soon I had reached the river again, and once across the bridge I slowed my speed, having learned from my mistake before. I was soon at my apartment block, and as I approached I saw that Karen-chan was out on the stairs, a can of beer in hand, looking rather disconsolate. When she saw me her expression brightened a little, and she gave me a wave.

“If it isn’t Akio-kun.” she said as I approached. “Been shopping, have you? You look rather weighed down, like a poor mule.” She took a gulp of beer and then wiped the sweat from her brow. “Are you having a party? I see new kitchenware and a lot of food.” She looked down at the pans and packs of meat sticking out of the carrier bags.

“Not really.” I said, climbing up the stairs, also dripping with sweat. Damn it’s humid this time of year. No wonder she wants a cold beer. “I’ve just finished a big project successfully, so one of my co-workers on it has come over so we thought we’d treat ourselves.” Bringing Grulgor and his Trolls under our umbrella is definitely a big success so it isn’t a lie.

“I see.” Karen-chan smiled wearily as I took off the backpack and lowered it to the ground with the chinking of glass and metal. “Must be nice to get on with your colleagues. I was supposed to be doing overtime today but I couldn’t face it. My co-workers are all …. Bleh, I don’t want to talk about it.” She sighed once more as she finished her beer, her expression bitter.

“Sounds rough.” I commiserated. “Maybe you need a new job.”

“I definitely do. I hate my boss so much.” she grumbled. “Sadly, we are both old enough to know that quitters don’t get hired nowadays. They always ask why you didn’t stick it out or it couldn’t be that bad surely and then they think you’ll ditch them too. Sometimes I think our country is broken.”

She looked as if she was about to cry so I rummaged around in the backpack and pulled out a can of beer and offered it to her. “It isn’t that cold, but it’s better than nothing.”

She took it with a faint smile. “Thanks. You are pretty considerate for a man.” She opened it up and took a swig. “Maybe I should have gone into a different line of work. You seem to have done pretty well for yourself if you are buying that.” She gestured towards the now-open rucksack and the expensive whiskey and sake inside.

“Well, I do live in the same crappy apartment block as you, so I wouldn’t say I’ve been all that successful. It’s just recently I got a break and things have really gone my way. I guess if you don’t give up, good things can happen.”

“I would love a lucky break myself, but I don’t think it is coming.” She continued to drink. “Anyway, tell me about this co-worker of yours? You work as an IT freelancer, if I remember, right?”

I nodded. Not like I can explain what Shaeula really does, so IT it is. “Yeah, the pair of us were working on quite the important project. To be honest it was probably way out of our league, but we managed to square it away and make a significant profit. Plus when you get a reputation for handling things like that word gets around, which means we’ll probably be working together on big projects for quite some time. Unless we drop the ball and screw up, of course!”

“I’m pleased for you. So, is your colleague waiting in your apartment then? Sending you to buy all the supplies is a bit mean. You’ve really had to carry a lot in this heat.”

“Yeah they’re waiting for me inside. As for the carrying it’s pretty good exercise you know, so I don’t complain.”

“You have been working out a lot recently, haven’t you, Akio-kun? You never did before. Still, I can see you are looking in pretty good shape.” I couldn’t help but flush as she eyed me up and down. “Anyway, I’d love to have people to party with. I hate it when I have to go drinking with work, they are all so… bah!” She let out a mournful moan and drowned it with more beer. “So anyway, Akio-kun…” She looked at me with an unreadable expression, her face suddenly going blank.

“Your colleague is a girl, right?” she asked, causing me to freeze momentarily.

“Uh… what makes you think that?” I hedged.

“Well Akio-kun, she is rather loud. I heard her as I walked past your door earlier.”

Damn, I never thought of that. These old apartments are hardly soundproof. “Well, yes, she is a girl. But the IT industry is pretty diverse nowadays.”

“I’m not so sure that’s the issue here, is it?” she said pointedly.

“I tell you what, why don’t you join us for a few drinks?” I conceded, seeing the way it was going. Let it not be said I couldn’t read the mood. Now I just need to hope Shaeula doesn’t say anything too strange.

“I thought you’d never ask.” Karen-chan perked up suddenly. “I need something to take my mind off my own troubles, and if you’ve struck it lucky I hope some of your luck might rub off on me. Here, let me help you.” She bent down to pick up the rucksack, and I had to be a gentleman and look away as the t-shirt she was wearing gaped at the neck, revealing an expanse of pale skin and the white strap of her bra. “Wow, this is heavy. How much did you spend on this anyway?”

“Probably too much.” I laughed. “But my colleague has taken quite a fancy to alcohol recently, and I wanted to celebrate.”

“Oh, a big drinker eh? I’d like to meet her, maybe she’s someone I can enjoy a drink with now and then.”

There’s no way I can leave those two alone together. Shaeula hasn’t really grasped the common sense of the Material plane yet… in fact, the more I think about it, the stupider this idea sounds. But there’s no backing out now. My sister had always told me I was weak to the requests of women, always indulging her and Eri-chan, and I was starting to think she was right.

Opening up my door I spoke loudly. “I’m back, Shaeula. And I’ve brought a guest over.”

She was lying on my futon, legs in the air, yukata rolled up exposing a ludicrous expanse of her thighs as she continued hammering away at her controller with one hand, eyes on the screen, her other hand holding a bag of potato chips.

“Oh, you have returned? That is most-most excellent timing.” she said without looking away from the screen. “I need-need another drink. And can you tell me what I need to do to defeat this boss enemy? I have tried-tried everything but it keeps wiping out my party.” She paused for a second, and then turned her head our way. “A guest, you say? I was not-not expecting that.”

As she looked at us I could feel a chill from beside me. Shivering I turned to see Karen-chan scowling at me, her phone in hand.

“I’m calling the police, you pervert!” Karen-chan said coldly.

What the hell?


Fifty


“Wait, what?” I asked, confused.

“You know what!” Karen-chan snapped. “That girl is clearly underage. She doesn’t even look old enough to work, never mind be your colleague. And you are plying her with alcohol, even hard stuff like whiskey? I’ve sorely misjudged you. No doubt when her guard is down you’ll take advantage of her and do all sorts of criminal things.”

Uhh… shit. Didn’t see this one coming, but I guess I should have.

Ignoring Shaeula, who was looking at the situation with interest, I hastily explained. “Hey, you have it all wrong. I swear she is older than she looks, she’s twenty, she really is! Besides, she is my colleague; she helped out a lot in the big project we just finished.”

“Yes, we have certainly won a great victory, have we not-not?” Shaeula said proudly, drawing a quizzical look from Karen-chan, whose hands had paused on her phone.

“She’s foreign, so while her Japanese is really good she does say odd things occasionally, but please don’t hold that against her, after all, she’s learned our language, which is more than we usually do, right?” I explained her comment away.

“Twenty?” Karen-chan looked sceptical. “She’s so cute and small if she was in a high school uniform she wouldn’t look out of place. Maybe even a middle school one in the right light.”

“I won’t deny she’s very cute, but I’m not doing anything bad to her, I swear! I’ve not taken advantage of her at all, I wouldn’t even think it.”

Shaeula sneered, amused. “I should say not-not, or my noble father and my siblings would have you executed, as well you know-know!”

The tense atmosphere was suddenly cut by a burst of giggles from Karen-chan, her tense face loosening. “Oh my, she is just so hilarious. Executed!” She laughed harder, almost choking. When she finally regained her calm she looked at me. “Sorry about that. But you can’t really blame me. Anyone would think that you were imprisoning a young girl in your room and keeping her occupied with games, ready to get her drunk and have your way with her.” As I nodded to accept her apology she turned back to Shaeula.

“Sorry about that. It’s nice to meet any colleague of Akio-kun’s. My name is Watanabe Karen, but since we’ve met under such circumstances I think you can just call me Karen.”

“Very well then Karen. You may call me Shaeula. I am not-not from your country, so these… honorifics … do not-not sit well with me.”

“I’ll do my best.” Karen agreed. “Shaeula. That’s a pretty name. Your eyes are a really unusual colour as well. You could be a model with those looks. I’m not sure why you would want to work in IT, you could do so much better.”

Now that the conversation was moving onto safer topics I relaxed. Though I shouldn’t be too relaxed. Shaeula is smart enough to not say anything too weird, but she doesn’t have a full understanding of how the Material world works yet to know everything that is weird… To distract them as they chatted I pulled out the bottles of sake and whiskey, opening up the expensive single malt I had purchased. The rich aroma filled the room, causing Shaeula to stop her embarrassing explanation of how great the feat we had just achieved was and to turn to me, eyes bright.

“That smell… it is rather divine. Is it better than your beer-beer?”

“That’s an adorable verbal tic you have there Shaeula.” Karen giggled. “So cute!”

“I do not-not understand quite what you mean.” Shaeula answered primly. “I talk with perfect grace, as befits my noble-noble status. But enough of this. I was asking you about the drink, Akio.”

I also took out three whiskey glasses which I had also purchased, made from rather nice patterned glass, and slowly filled them up with the amber liquid. Once I was done I handed a glass to each of the women, keeping one for myself. Lucky the glasses came in a set of four or I’d have been embarrassed here.

“I should say it’s a lot nicer.” I grinned. “Although it is a lot stronger, so you savour it by taking sips, rather than the gulps you usually take. Enjoy the flavour. Besides… the colour matches your eyes so well, doesn’t it?”

Karen-chan made fake retching noses. “I knew it, you are trying to ply her with alcohol and have your way with her. That was totally flirting right there!”

Ignoring Shaeula, who had cocked her head quizzically, I rebutted, my face flushed. “Hardly. She’s my cute junior co-worker after all. I’d feel bad if I didn’t compliment her when she worked really hard. Anyway, cheers everybody!”

I took a large sip of the whiskey, feeling the rich flavour and fiery glow. Shaeula and Karen-chan did as well, Shaeula almost purring in delight. “This is indeed-indeed excellent, worthy to be served at the court of my father. You have made a most-most excellent choice!”

“This tastes really expensive.” Karen-chan said, though she made no move to stop drinking. “You must have had a really big result if you are drinking this to celebrate. That or you really want to get into that yukata.” She eyed me sternly.

Taking another large sip I unpacked the various pans and other items I had purchased and began to start the preparations for dinner. “I’m pretty sure I told you that isn’t it. What senior would hit on their junior so callously?”

“You would be surprised.” Karen-chan said darkly, her hand white around her glass as she gripped it tightly. She gulped down the rest and held out the now empty glass. “More please.”

Damn, I must have stepped on a landmine there. I refilled her glass, and then topped up Shaeula, who was looking at me like a puppy. “I’m going to get dinner started. You two chat and enjoy yourself. There’s beer there too if you want it.” I also passed around some snacks, with a warning not to eat too much and get full.

As I laid out some fine high-quality meat into the pan and started sizzling it, I then began to work on the side dishes and rice. I couldn’t say I was the world’s best cook, but everyone in my family had learned. My parents insisted if I was going to live away from home I would need to know how to keep healthy. Not that I usually bothered, it was cheaper just to have cup ramen or rice balls. It was funny that I was a better cook than Eri-chan now though. She looked like she would be a girly girl, from her cute, timed appearance and demeanour, but when it came to household chores she was rather lousy. Just part of her charm I guess, it makes people want to do things for her…

“Oh, I have received a text from Ichika. I must-must answer this.” Shaeula said suddenly, as her phone beeped. She quickly began tapping away, causing Karen-chan to laugh once more, her dark mood fading.

“Ichika? A friend of yours?”

“Yes. Akio came across her when she was being accosted by some low-low scum, and he promptly aided her by crushing them with admirable ruthlessness. After that-that we became friends.”

“That story sounds awfully familiar…” Karen-chan said. Turning to me I nodded with a sigh.

“Good guess. I don’t know how the same person could be so unlucky, or how the same thing can happen to me twice, but we ran into her being harassed again by the same bunch of thugs. They won’t be doing it again though.”

“That’s amazing.” Ignoring the beer, Karen-chan had topped up her and Shaeula’s whiskey. Her face was getting noticeably red. I did want to ask her to slow down, but decided against it. Maybe venting will get it off her chest. It’s Sunday tomorrow anyway so she shouldn’t be working.

“Maybe it’s destiny.” she continued, amused. “A guy saves a girl not once but twice from danger. It really sounds like fate.”

“I don’t think it is anything that impressive.” The scents filling the room were quite enticing, and Shaeula was eyeing the meat greedily. “I just stepped in. A lot of people would do the same.”

“But not-not just anyone could crush those scum like you did Akio. I was quite-quite moved at the way you dispatched them so thoroughly.”

“Dispatched them?” Karen-chan snickered, her voice a touch slurred. “It sounds like you killed them. You didn’t, did you Akio-kun?”

“Of course not.” I scoffed. “Though to be honest I did really kick their asses.”

“You are like some kind of action hero. I’m jealous. I wish someone would do something like that for me…” Karen-chan continued, emptying her glass and waving it for a refill.

“Yes, Akio is quite-quite the warrior in battle.” Shaeula agreed, also draining her own glass. “His recent performances have been encouraging to me.”

“Are you sure?” I asked Karen-chan, ignoring Shaeula’s praise. ”You’ve had quite a bit.”

“Don’t be stingy Akio.” she said without an honorific, though whether that was intentional it was hard to tell. She looks a bit drunk. She has been downing it quickly… “A glass more won’t hurt, and it isn’t often I get to drink the good stuff.”

“Well, if you are sure. Don’t blame me if you are horribly hungover tomorrow though.” I topped up their glasses and left them chatting as I continued to cook dinner…
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Shaeula finished her glass, lying on her back, looking up at me. “That was most-most pleasing. We should do this more often. As a princess I am accustomed to such luxuries, poverty does not-not suit me.”

“Sure. If we continue to succeed we can.” I said, gulping down the contents of my own glass. Beside us the bottle was three-quarters empty, and a likewise empty bottle of sake that we had drank with dinner accompanied it. The soft snores of Karen-chan who was lying in my futon were a background noise to our quiet conversation. I knew she drank too much. I didn’t have the heart to move her. Let’s hope she doesn’t wake up and think I did anything weird to her though. I was a perfect gentleman. Not that I could be anything else with Shaeula watching…

“This one was rather amusing. I have not-not known many mortals, but they are certainly… passionate indeed-indeed.” Shaeula commented. “I feel some shame I was so-so dismissive of their value.”

“Well she’ll probably be really embarrassed about this in the morning, but it seemed she enjoyed talking with you. And you didn’t let anything too weird that I couldn’t explain away slip out, so we are all good.” I began to clean away the remains of dinner, impressed at the volume the two girls had eaten.

“Of course I would not-not. I am as wise as I am beautiful.” Shaeula boasted, her face flushed.

And as drunk as you are cute, too. Shaeula could handle her drink, whether that was due to her Material body or natural talent I couldn’t be sure, but even so she was feeling the effects. As for myself, my head was feeling a little fuzzy and I was pleasantly buzzed, but I felt fine otherwise. Guess my superhuman stats help my body take care of the alcohol.

Once I had finished tidying and taken the bottle of whiskey away from Shaeula before she finished it all, I turned on my PC and opened up the roulette application. It only took twenty or so minutes to recover the funds I had spent on all of the shopping I had done today. I continued for another twenty, adding a few hundred more pounds to the pot, before closing the application.

“No need to get greedy. I’ll try again tomorrow.” I turned back to Shaeula. “Well, we may as well head to the Boundary for a while. With the way Karen-chan is snoring I doubt she will wake up any time soon.”

“Very well. I am curious to see-see if those musclebound idiots have managed to understand your orders. I would not-not be surprised if Grulgor has done something foolish.”

“Nah, I think it’ll be all right. Your sickle-weasel is there to keep an eye on him anyway. In any case, we need to take as much advantage of the Etheric tide as we can before it ebbs out. I want to continue our training as well, it is really helping, and I feel a breakthrough is near.”

“In that case, shall we go?” Shaeula asked, and with that we entered our Territory, leaving me feeling vaguely uncomfortable that my Material form would be sleeping next to not one, but two women. I guess this is my time in the sun. Now if only it didn’t make me so stressed…


Side Two – Detective Kato Reiji


“Well, that was a distinct waste of our time.” Reiji sighed, pulling out a battered cigarette case from his pocket and removing a dog-eared roll-up. As he fumbled for a match a scolding voice from beside him cut in, causing him to wince.

“You know you can’t do that, Detective.” The young woman said, gazing at him sternly, her eyes cold. “This is outside a hospital, you have to respect the health of the patients. Besides, smoking is a filthy habit.”

Reiji bit down on another sigh, as he looked at the junior officer who was accompanying him. She was young, in her late teens or early twenties, and pretty much fresh out of training. Her hair was bunched up into a short ponytail, giving her a stern look, her suit that she was wearing in lieu of her police uniform giving her a bit of a childish look, like she was still at school.

“When you’ve been at the job as long as I have you’ll need to unwind. Smoking helps me do that. It helps me think too.”

“Well Detective, I haven’t been at this anywhere near as long as you, but I’ve been doing it long enough to realise this is a ‘nothing’ sort of case. Some street punks got the tables turned on them. No-one died and their injuries will all heal with a bit of dental work, so why concern ourselves with this?”

Damn, she’s cold. A bit of dental work? One of them will have to spend a fortune on having implants to replace numerous missing teeth. Still… “On the surface you are correct, Officer Usui. Normally this case wouldn’t be of any interest. But there were a few things that caught my eye.”

“Ugh.” Usui protested. “Being so formal with me, it feels unpleasant, like I’m itchy all over.”

“Hierarchy is important in society, and even more so in the police. If you get promoted to my actual assistant, rather than just being here for training, then we can loosen the formalities.”

“If that’s how it has to be Detective, then that’s how it is. So do enlighten me, just what about this fascinating case caught your eye?”

Damn, cold and abrasive. My daughters are practically angels in comparison.

“At first glance I agree it looks like nothing out of the ordinary. A group of perpetrators, most known to us, starting with petty misdemeanours and gradually becoming more serious, moving from shoplifting and graffiti up to street robbery. Though stepping up to assaulting women is a big jump for them. Of course, when you take a second look the discrepancies become clear. A large group of troublemakers, armed with a variety of weapons, all left with serious but not life-threatening injuries. What does this make you think of?”

Usui thought about it for a minute before speaking. “Maybe some sort of gang turf dispute? Maybe the girl involved had protection, or was related to some bigshot in the yakuza?”

“Very good. We will make a detective out of you yet.” Reiji approved. “That was my first thought as well, especially as the girl has not come forward to us. Gangs would be unusual out here in the suburbs, and we don’t have any problem with yakuza or anything like that. Having such a group of troublemakers out here is unusual enough. But if it was the case it would require us to deal with it, so I felt it was worth looking into. The last thing we need is gang warfare or yakuza moving in out here. But of course there was one problem with this theory, muddying the waters further.”

“Oh, and what was that?” she asked, actually curious.

“The phone call we received notifying us of the incident. That would be an unusual move for a turf battle. And the information in the call indicated that a passing vigilante had dealt with them and rescued the girl. Considering the weapons and numbers involved, doesn’t this seem… suspicious?”

“It definitely does.” Usui nodded, thinking. “It stretches belief to say that one person could defeat that many armed opponents, unless they were also armed themselves, I guess?”

“Exactly. We as law enforcement cannot have armed vigilantes spreading chaos throughout Tokyo. I would say it is even more pressing to catch such a problematic and lawbreaking individual than it would be dealing with petty criminals. Therefore this case caught my interest.”

“I see, Detective. That does make sense now you’ve explained it. I should have thought of that.”

“Well, your insights will increase with experience. This is why you are paired up with me. As a force we like to make sure the more promising officers have a chance to gain experience with more seasoned professionals.” Plus it might help to smooth off the rough edges of your character. Your grades were excellent during your year of training, but some… issues… were raised about your abrasive personality.

“So, being as that was the case, why was this trip a ‘waste of time’? Were your speculations wrong?” Usui asked pointedly.

“Not exactly. If anything I am now certain that it was only one, maybe two attackers at most. But the strangeness of the situation keeps piling up. You would think punks like those would be eager to spill their guts to get revenge on their enemies, but all they would say is that they were very sorry for attacking the girl, and that a man had chanced on them, proceeding to defeat them all quickly and violently. He was accompanied by a ‘scary woman’ who had convinced them to never do such things again.” Reiji sighed. “No matter how I pressed them they wouldn’t tell me anything more, or even describe their assailants, or even the girl they were trying to assault. It doesn’t fit the established pattern of behaviour for such perps, and that makes me both curious and uneasy.” Heck, one of the men is now insisting he has realised he is homosexual and won’t even look at a woman again. That isn’t normal, no matter how you look at it.

“So what’s the next step?” Usui asked. “Without any evidence to go on this is going to be a tough investigation.”

“You are not wrong.” Reiji finished smoking. Looking around for a suitable bin he couldn’t find one, so with another sigh he tucked the used end back into his cigarette case. “I managed to get clearance for fingerprint analysis of the weapons, as some of the wounds to the victims appeared to be from their own weapons that were snatched from them. Although…” Reiji paused for effect. “… There were several injuries that have so far defied explanation as to how they were caused. The whole situation is like one big puzzle box.”

“It sounds it.” Officer Usui agreed. She then brightened, having had an idea. “Well, can’t we trace the call to the police to whatever phone made it? That shouldn’t be too difficult.”

“Of course. That was covered in your training. That was one of the first things we did. The call was placed from a nearby department store. Even looking at around the time the call was placed the store was quite busy, with people coming and going all the time. There wasn’t a camera on the payphone either. I suppose they had no reason to have one, they are more concerned with shoplifters.”

“If that’s the case… they must have had some by the doors?” His trainee was showing signs of interest, the puzzle getting her excited. “If we checked the footage around the time of the call…”

Good instincts. “Yes, we did try that. there is a camera pointing towards the doors, though the angle is more suited to view those leaving, which makes sense from a crime prevention view.” He paused, shaking his head. “Unfortunately the angle is not great, and several people around that time were looking away from the camera, talking to others or on their mobile phones. There were also a few people we couldn’t get clear images of, and those we could match had no entries in our database.”

“Damn, that’s a shame.” Usui pouted. “It would be difficult to get a warrant to pull information on them anyway… have you sent for fingerprinting on the payphone too?”

“Of course. Though expecting clear prints on a public phone is a long shot. I know far fewer people use them now that mobile phones are in widespread circulation, but even so I am not holding out much hope.”

As he finished speaking his phone rang. Excusing himself he took the call.

“Oh, I see. Just matches for the victims. A couple of unidentifiable partials? I see.” He kept listening. “And on the payphone too? I’ll be honest I wasn’t expecting much. Thanks for your hard work.” With a sigh he rang off the call.

“As expected we could only pull some muddy partials. There isn’t even enough to run through our database I’m afraid.”

Officer Usui frowned. “So what now? Unless we can persuade the thugs to talk we seem to be all out of leads. And while the fear that is keeping their mouths shut may fade over time, even then all we are likely to get is a description. That isn’t a lot to go on.”

“You are not wrong, Officer Usui.” Detective Reiji fished out another cigarette, ignoring her glare. “Still, my gut tells me there is more to this case than just a vigilante attack. Still, without further evidence we can’t spend more time on it. I’ll come back and interview them one last time before they are released. Other than that, all we can do is keep our eyes and ears open. Sometimes a case can be cracked by simple chance or an innocent mistake.”

There is definitely something going on here. All my instincts from over twenty years in the force are screaming. I will uncover what lies beneath the façade and reveal the truth!


Fifty-One


Shaeula and I returned to the Material after a significant amount of time in the Boundary, waking in the early morning. Karen-chan was still sleeping, snoring away, which was good. You know, I’m not sure what would happen if Karen-chan tried to wake me while I was in the Boundary. I guess it’s a good thing we didn’t have to find out.

Shaeula yawned beside me, then spoke quietly. “Working this hard is not-not entirely becoming of a noble princess of the Seelie, however I can not-not deny that the results are worthy.”

“You aren't wrong.” During the gradually diminishing Etheric tide we had continued our training with wind and aether as before, working ourselves until we were exhausted. Still, our abilities were improving noticeably, and I felt that much closer to a breakthrough in my skills. It’s close, but I just need something… like an insight… to push me over the edge.

Grulgor and his Trolls had fully recovered, and as ordered had recaptured their old Territory and cleared several buildings further outwards from there. They had also battled enemies who had been washed up by the tide, earning us a modest amount of ether in the process. The Rank 2 Warehouse had also finished construction, and so we queued in a Rank 1 Treasury as well to hold the small number of gems and other treasures the Kobolds had gathered. It would be a building that looked like a cross between a vault and a treasure chest. It started small, at fifty centimetres a side, but had excellent security options, supposedly.

The other build queue was still filled with the upgrade of the Silo to Rank 3, but it was slowly getting closer to completion now.

Looking at the time it was still early, so there was no point in waking Karen-chan up. Having nothing else to do, I decided to go for my regular jog to exercise my body. I can probably push myself a bit harder at this time of day as well, there should be few people about.

Shaeula saw me off with a little wave, rummaging around for snacks, and I headed out into the warm early-morning dawn. I ran for longer than usual, covering multiple loops of my usual course, sprinting at a breakneck pace, muscles burning, breath rasping in my lungs. By the time I had finished the sun had risen and there were a few people going about their business, even on a Sunday. Opening the door to my apartment I found Shaeula and Karen-chan sitting on my futon, Karen-chan looking hungover and embarrassed.

Turning to me when I opened the door Karen-chan flapped her mouth like a goldfish a few times, struggling for words, going bright red, flushed even to the ears and down her neck. “Uhh… Akio-kun… well, I…”

I stifled a laugh. “Don’t worry about it. You had a lot on your mind. It does good to unwind sometimes.”

“My God, I feel so embarrassed.” Karen-chan almost whimpered. “Showing such a shameful side of myself in front of you and Shaeula. I wish the ground would open up and swallow me whole.” She clutched her head in her hands, which I found kind of adorable. The fact that her ample chest is straining against her shirt while doing that is... No, mustn’t think of that now. ”Plus I drank so much of that expensive whiskey… “

“Like I said, don’t worry about it.” I tried to placate her. I wasn’t great at handling panicking women. “If it was a problem I’d have said so, Karen-chan. We are neighbours after all, who both know the hardships of work. We should look out for each other.”

“Neighbours huh?” Karen-chan said a few moments later when her hysteria started to calm down. “If you are able to buy expensive whiskey and sake like that, to say nothing of decent beef, then maybe you’ll be moving out soon and we’ll no longer be neighbours.”

As she talked I produced a glass of water and some painkillers for her, which she took gratefully, having largely calmed down. That was fast. Maybe I’m finally learning how to handle women other than my sister and Eri-chan. “Well, there is a long way to go yet before I would consider that. Still, things are looking up. Who knows, maybe your situation will improve too?”

After having taken the painkillers she gave me a wry, sad little smile. Shaeula saw this, and patted her reassuringly on the back. “If my master says so, then I am sure-sure things will improve for you Karen. It will surely be just a matter of time-time.”

“Thanks for that. I really do hope so.” Karen-chan said softly. “Oh God my head aches. I really did take advantage of your hospitality far too much. I’m going home to bed. Thanks again Akio-kun, Shaeula. I needed to blow off some steam. Maybe next time I’ll return the favour. The booze’ll be cheaper though!” she smiled, but I felt that it was a little forced.

“We should invite Ichika as well.” Shaeula agreed. “I am sure-sure my master will be happy to pay for more expensive alcohol. He would be surrounded by beautiful flowers after all.”

Damn, I wish she’d stop calling me ‘master’. Luckily Karen-chan is excusing it as her being unfamiliar with the language, but still… “I’m not sure Ichika would come, she doesn’t seem comfortable with people she doesn’t know.” Or men. “Still, when we get back from our trip I’d be more than happy to bring another bottle of the good stuff to your place, Karen-chan.”

“Oh, you did say you were going home next weekend. But Shaeula is going with you?” She smiled slyly, before asking a pointed question. “That sounds rather more than co-workers to me. Are you sure there isn’t more going on?”

“Positive. With the nature of our jobs we can work from anywhere. Momentum is going our way at the moment so we want to keep plugging away on the big projects while we are getting them.”

“I suppose I’ll accept that explanation for now.” Karen-chan kept smiling. “But now I really need my own futon. I am so hungover…”

After exchanging goodbyes Karen-chan left for her own apartment, leaving Shaeula and me alone.

“I like her. She is rather fun, is she not-not? We should definitely do this again. That whiskey was rather-rather pleasing to me. I can not-not deny every day is interesting with you, master.”

“Well, maybe I’ll get another bottle or two to take back home with us. My father would definitely enjoy it. Anyway, I have to look up some information today for our plans going forwards. What will you be doing?”

“I still need-need to defeat that boss in the game you bought for me.” Shaeula declared firmly. “And that anime I enjoy is airing later.”

“All right then.” I agreed. “Just keep my blessing topped up and I’ll earn us some money while I research. Tell me when you get hungry and I’ll make you a snack, all right?”

Shaeula nodded as she reached down for the controller. This seems a little like a man home alone with his girlfriend… no, definitely not. She is my precious servant and colleague. Shaking off the mildly impure thoughts I had I booted up my computer, opening up the roulette app, as well as my browser.

While I did research on medieval armour, mainly chainmail, scale mail and plate mail, as well as the maths and physics behind them, I continued to gamble away steadily. My luck had ebbed though, and I was quickly around a thousand pounds down. This was a sum that would have broken my heart only a few weeks prior, but now it was merely an annoyance. I continued to research, making notes and working through calculations, settling on scale mail, and as I did so I gambled more, my luck rising and falling. Still, by evening due to the large edge I had from my Fortune and the blessing the losses were reversed, and nearly five thousand more pounds were added to our pot. It might be time to open a third account with a different online casino. Diversifying is important, as my luck is too good…

That night we returned to the Boundary, to find less time had passed than I was expecting. The faster time in the Boundary was slowing down again, the Etheric tide diminishing at an increasing rate. Shaeula estimated that in a few days the tide would have ebbed out completely. She also explained that usually after a tide there would be a calm, where the world would be quiescent and peaceful.

Which sounds lovely. Hopefully things should be quiet and easy for Grulgor to handle while we are back at my hometown.

“All right then. We should get down to training. I’m going to be doing something else as well though, during the gaps.” I announced, as I summoned a pile of Wyrm scales, teeth and bones from the Warehouse. They piled up in front of me, eliciting a question from Shaeula.

“What are you going to do-do with those dregs?” Shaeula asked.

“Crafting. My spear has been of great help, but I realised our defence is lacking. I’ll be practising keeping some energy back to work on this while we train in our usual fashion.”

“That sounds rather tiring.” Shaeula said. “Are you sure-sure you can handle it, Akio?”

“If it doesn’t go well I’ll rethink it. But practising fine control is as important as working with large volumes of wind and aether. Everything we can do to improve ourselves is vital. We have the leeway because Grulgor is with us now, but we don’t know when we will need to fight the Raven Knight.” Ideally I’d like to defeat him before we head to my hometown, but that’s just a wish, not a necessity.

I started the practice, gathering what wind I could from the Silo, and then drawing in as much as I could from the diminishing etheric snow, I began to shape and compress the wind, rotating it while trying to keep the olivine glow as invisible as possible. The task was difficult, straining my mind and my Chakra network to their limits, yet it did seem slightly easier than before. I guess all our hard training is paying off. Still, it is unrealistic to expect us to improve our Skills too quickly. But every little helps in a life-or-death battle. I know a breakthrough is near, but it just keeps eluding me…

I impressed myself a little at how I accepted there would be more life-and-death battles like the Wyrm and Grulgor now. I also wonder at my sanity. For a while longer I controlled the wind, before the strain became too much. Now it’s time to move to the next stage…

Releasing the compressed energy to Shaeula, who tried to take in as much as possible before it was wasted and dissipated, I made sure to retain my grip on a portion of the energy, pulling it back into my Chakra network, the wind energy swirling around my heart Chakra. Ignoring the prickling burn of my lunar node I began to focus, directing the wind into a thin cutting wire like I had used on Grulgor.

Taking a large scale into my hands I began to cut it with the wire, shaving away at it until I had a small leaf-shaped shard. I repeated this over and over, taking up new scales when each was processed, using aether sparingly to correct the wind when my control slipped. Damn, this is hellishly hard, using a different type of skill to our main training. It would probably have been easier to just use aether alone to do it, like I had with the metal railing from the graveyard to make the spear, but then that wouldn’t have been as effective as training.

My thoughts were interrupted by the Kamaitachi passing the energy over to me, his strength exhausted. I dragged in what I could and continued, sweat dripping from me and evaporating into silvery mist…
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Looking at the huge pile of leaf scales and thin bone needles I had carved from the bones and teeth of the Wyrm, I exhaled a long breath. Shaeula was currently using the majority of the energy we had left, her eyes blazing with amber light. She was holding up well, her control skills far better than when we had first met. Sadly, I had no time to be impressed.

Summoning the little wind I had remaining I compressed my vibrating wire of wind into a single point, like an oscillating dot. Using this I bored hole after hole into the small leaves. As I did so I threaded them onto the bone needles, forming a layered shape.

The next bit I have to use aether for, as I’m not skilled enough to do it with wind yet. Turning my attention to the pile of Wyrm bones remaining I concentrated, picturing the image clearly, turning them into spools of coiled bone wire, just like I had when constructing my spear before it. Using the wire I anchored together the pile of pinned bone leaves, and after much painstaking work I was finished…


Fifty-Two


As Shaeula passed the now much smaller bundle of wind energy over to her Kamaitachi she slumped down beside me, panting heavily, obviously exhausted.

“I am not-not sure that even the guards of my noble father train as much as this to be strong-strong. You are a cruel slave driver, master.” Shaeula complained, though I was sure she looked a little happy.

“True, but that is why you’ll soon surpass them. Talent is important, but hard work can either make up for a lack of talent, or polish talent until it shines brightly. Just think how surprised your family will be when you return to the Seelie Court so much stronger than before.”

“That thought is indeed-indeed pleasing to me.” Shaeula agreed, her eyes glancing constantly at the white heap beside me, agleam with curiosity.

Taking the hint I picked up the bundle and passed it to her. “Here, for you. I did say I wanted to get you some new clothes. It isn’t quite the same but consider it a start.”

Shaeula unwrapped the bundle, shaking it out, to see that it was a sleeveless dress of linked white leaves, forming a sort of scale-mail made from the durable Wyrm scales.

“I call it the Wyrmscale mail.” I said proudly. “It was a pain to make and I had to use quite a bit of aether to smooth out the rough edges in the design, but I think it’s turned out rather well. It should protect you from damage and it looks pretty good too if I do say so myself.”

Shaeula hurriedly put the mail on, draping it over her yukata. “So, how does it look-look, Akio?” she asked, excited.

I guess all girls, Fae or not, love pretty clothes. “It looks good on you. Admittedly I reckon you could carry just about anything off well though, with your grace and figure. Well, except maybe a low cut dress, you don’t have the body line for that. Not that I’d be foolish enough to say it. The white scales seemed to shimmer around the edges in the light as she moved, and overall it was a tidy design, looking rather elegant.

“I accept your gift with approval.” Shaeula smiled. “It is a dress worthy of a princess of the Seelie Court-Court.”

“We will have to get you some nice clothes in the Material plane as well, though cuteness rather than defensive merits is the priority there. Anyway, your Kamaitachi is pretty much done, so bear with me a while…” I snatched the remaining energy from him, continuing our practice…
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“Oh my God, I’m so tired.” I grumbled, back in the Material, the early morning sun shining through the window. We had spent effectively a couple of days there without sleep again, though this time a bit longer had passed in the Material. “Maybe we should have a quick rest?”

I did have plans for us for today, most of which should be simple, but one of which was causing me some concern. Still, we could spare a little while for some sleep.

“I agree. The training has exhausted me greatly. We should rest while we can-can, lest we be found-found wanting should an emergency arise!”

Since we both agreed, we napped for several hours, which refreshed us. I was still a little bothered by sleeping next to a cute girl, but maybe because I had done it a few times now it didn’t embarrass me quite as much. Besides, there were two of them yesterday…

We had breakfast and then I went for a quick run and did my weights and combat training, until early afternoon.

I was soaked with sweat and ready to have a shower. Turning to Shaeula, who was once more playing her RPG, eyes glued to the screen intently, I was about to open my mouth when my phone rang. Hmm, that’s unusual, I wonder who it is… ack!

Answering the call I spoke as cheerfully as I could muster. “Hey Shiro. What’s up?”

“Don’t you what’s up me, Aki!” Her voice came loud over my speakers, as for some reason I must have left it on speakerphone mode last time I used it. “I haven’t heard from you in weeks, and this is after you begged me to give you some stuff to do. Have you even done any at all? Is this some sort of neglect play to get me interested in you? Oh, and that’s Shirohime to you!”

Yeah, I admit I forgot to do any recently, I’ve had other stuff going on… still…

Beside me Shaeula piped up, still not looking away from the screen. “Shirohime? White princess? There is only one-one princess worthy of your attention here, Akio. Do not-not forget that. This fake princess is not-not worth your time.”

Before I could respond to this my phone piped up. “Woah, fake princess? Hurtful. Anyway, you’ve got a girl there, Aki? Is that your sister you always used to go on about? Everyone said you were a total siscon. Or wait… no, nooooooo it can’t be! Is that your girlfriend? That childhood friend of yours? I always thought you were after me! I’m so disappointed. Sob sob!”

“She’s just a co-worker…” I replied, well used to her antics by now. “And as for you, who’d be after you? Sure, you look beautiful, but your personality isn’t cute at all.” And saying you are sobbing doesn't exactly carry the weight of actually crying.

“Bleh…” Shiro made some fake retching noises. “Seriously, this is why you are single. You can’t tell a girl her personality sucks… even if you compliment her appearance she won’t be happy. Besides, I’m not just beautiful, I’m totally gorgeous, best in the world!”

Shaeula was snickering loudly behind me, causing Shiro to complain and ask for a picture of my ‘co-worker’ if she was so confident. Shaeula agreed with a shrug so I snapped a pic and sent it over.

There was a long moment of silence over the phone before Shiro answered. “Well. Yeah, she can laugh. So… that’s your type eh? Guess I’m too stacked for you then. But it’s a little… lolicon-ny, isn’t it? Go out to a bar with her and you’d get arrested. With me you’d get complimented and envied.” Her tone seemed a little offended. I must be misreading it. Shiro's always enjoyed mocking me.

“Firstly, like I say, she’s just a co-worker.” Man, talking with Shiro can be tiring. Her moods change as fast as her brains work… “Secondly, if I went to a bar with you, I’d only end up having to carry you home after you pass out like Aimi-chan usually does. I haven’t forgotten that time you dropped from exhaustion just walking across the dorm building….”

“Well, do forget it!” she replied. “And now you reveal the truth of your master plan. You were going to get me blackout drunk and carry me back to your place and do this-and-that to me, all sorts of lewd and unspeakable things…”

“Seriously, can we stop this now?” Shaeula was rolling on her back, cackling uncontrollably and I was just mortified. Shiro was very beautiful, but was definitely not the elegant lady her fragile bearing would suggest. “I have to go out shortly. I’ll send you over the manifest of what I’ve done so far…”

Opening up email on my computer I sent across the spreadsheet labelling what I had done, which luckily was a reasonable amount, thanks to the stuff I had done early to test my abilities.

“Okay cool, so you have been working on my project.” Shiro conceded. “Though it would be great if you could go a bit faster. I know I can’t pay you yet, but I’ll let you buy me and that cutie there a drink as a reward. A real man would agree.”

“Yeah yeah…” the rest of our conversation devolved into banter, me dodging questions about Shaeula and why she was at my place, her jokily flirting inappropriately. Finally I hung up.

“She seemed… interesting. Though I do not-not approve of her being a princess. We should all go to this ‘pub’ she mentioned, us, Ichika, Karen and her. I imagine it would be rather-rather amusing.”

I had to laugh at the thought of that, me surrounded by all those women. Maybe my spring has come? Shaking my head I told Shaeula I was going to freshen up before we went out.

Once I had my quick shower we headed out on our errands. The first was to buy suitable clothing and necessities for Shaeula. If she was going to be coming to my hometown there was no way she could only wear her yukata the whole time, it would attract suspicion, as well as being too pitiful. Girls have to have a lot of clothes and accessories. It’s just the way it is. I remember my sis and my mom both telling me that. Not that they said it in front of Eri-chan. Money was too tight for her after all…

We went to a large local fashion store, spending quite some time picking out a number of outfits for Shaeula, ranging from summer dresses to more casual clothing, as well as underwear, and for some reason another yukata, this one in white decorated by red and yellow orchids. We also picked up some make-up and a hand mirror and tools for her, as well as a make-up bag and suitcase. With that she would have enough female necessities to blend in. As for me… the experience was rather stressful.

Not only did I have to put up with the stares of the largely female clientele of the store, I am sure the shop assistants were judging me too! Shiro wasn’t kidding about getting arrested… As adorable as Shaeula was, she looked young, so when she asked me in a loud voice to come into the changing room to see if the underwear looked right on her, the stares I received were very cold indeed. I had hurriedly explained to Shaeula that was not appropriate, so I managed to dodge the proverbial bullet. I still had to assess her other outfits though. Not that it was such a hardship. I was right earlier, Shaeula looked great in pretty much anything, and it was somehow fresh seeing her in more casual clothes such as summer dresses and shorts.

Still, now the fun is over. Time for the task I am not looking forwards to. We were walking to a destination I had not been to before but had researched, pulling the large suitcase we had bought, which was stuffed full of the purchases for Shaeula. Man, girls’ clothes are damn expensive. I had dropped a ton of money on everything, although of course compared to yesterday’s winnings it was still only a portion. The cashier had certainly seemed pleased when she saw the total cost of what we had bought, and for the first time I saw a look of approval in the eyes of the staff there and the other women who were shopping. I guess they finally saw me as a big-spending boyfriend then huh. If only they knew…

Shaeula was humming cheerfully beside me, wearing her new summer dress, which was a soothing white with blue accents on the cuffs and hem. She could re-summon her yukata whenever she wanted, so she had decided to wear something new for the rest of the day. It gave her a different appeal, that was for sure. Her yukata gave her a more refined image, like an antique doll, but this dress gives her the air of a young girl.

Shaeula saw me looking at her and grinned. “Have you been struck down-down by my beauty Akio? I am sorry but I am a princess, so there is no hope for you if you would seek-seek my body.”

I ruffled her hair playfully. “Don’t worry I wasn’t thinking that. I was just admiring how different you feel in that. You picked out a good dress.”

“Hmm.” She pouted, cheeks puffed. “Of course I know what looks good. It is not-not like I bought it because you would like it. I only wanted you to check that it would-would be suitable to blend in, like you wanted.”

There we go. It’s been a while since the tsun. Shaeula went even redder at my knowing smile so she changed the subject. “So, where are we going next? Do we need to buy more-more things?”

“No, we are going to see about getting you a family registry, a koseki. Once we’ve got that we can get you a passport so you can travel between countries here.”

“That sounds like it would be difficult, after all, I am not-not human, I am a noble Fae from the Seelie Court. Surely they would not-not accept that?”

I had to sigh. “Yes, you are right. I’ve been wracking my brains for a way around this. I had considered you travelling in the Boundary to meet me rather than leaving the country here on the Material plane, but that strikes me as not possible and way too dangerous. I wouldn’t want you to take that risk. I was stuck, until we saved Konoe-san that time.”

“Ichika? What does she have to do with this?”

“Well, your befuddling winds could solve our problem. If you use it, if we play it right we can probably persuade a clerk. Once we have your koseki sorted then we can easily get you a passport quickly if we pay for the express service. Once you have those you have a solid existence here on the Material plane. Then we can do all manner of things. It doesn’t have to be perfect, just good enough, and you can use befuddling winds again to smooth out any issues down the line.”

“Do you think it will be that easy? It sounds to me as though this … koseki?... is very-very important here.” Shaeula questioned me, seemingly nervous just as I was.

I sighed again, feeling sick in the pit of my stomach. Somehow this is more scary that fighting for my life in the Boundary. Dealing with real life problems just seemed more real. Still, while making a false statement for a koseki was most definitely a crime, I was certain that even if we couldn’t persuade the clerk to do what we wanted, the befuddling winds would probably be enough to make them forget our attempted fraud. In the worst case, Shaeula really doesn’t actually exist here, so I could claim I was being misled myself… damn, this sucks.

“I wish we could have a drink beforehand to steady my nerves, but that is a lousy idea…” I trailed off as Shaeula took my hand in hers, the warmth of her skin reaching me.

“Relax, Akio. No master of mine should be so nervous at dealing with a mere-mere functionary. You forget that I am a princess! I shall persuade them with my royal majesty, have no-no fear!”

Damn, that’s cute, her reassuring me like that. We continued to banter until we reached the local registry office. Taking a deep breath we went in and checked in for our appointment. After a tense twenty minutes it was time, and we were finally called in.

Seated behind the desk was an older woman, maybe in her late thirties, wearing a charcoal business suit and white shirt. Her black hair was short and tidy, and perched on her nose was a pair of round glasses. Damn, she looks like a schoolteacher. I’m not good with authority figures, that’s one reason I went into freelance work.

As Shaeula and I went to sit down she gazed at us expressionlessly. “Oshiro-san and Dannan-san, is it? I see you are here regarding the koseki for Dannan-san. We have of course done some preliminary checks, and I must say we have been unable to find anything regarding her family register. Quite displeasing.”

Yes, the schoolteacher vibe is even stronger now. Any minute she’ll purse her lips disapprovingly. I gently patted Shaula on the leg, which was the signal we had agreed upon to start using the befuddling winds. Damn, I need to hope our Charm and Majesty stats are going to pull their weight.

Putting on a smile I hoped was both charming and sad at the same time I spoke. “Yes, I can imagine. Dannan-san is a distant cousin of mine, like me she is half-Japanese. Her family moved to the area around Nishimorioka town when she was just a baby and we grew up as childhood friends. Unfortunately due to a fire her parents were killed recently. All the documents for the family such as passports, koseki, juminhyo and bank details were lost as well. It was quite the tragic time.”

Remembering the plan we had hastily discussed earlier Shaeula put on a sad expression, even managing to wring out some tears. “I had always left those matters to my parents. They were rather-rather overprotective as… I look so young.” Shaeula stumbled over those words a bit. “But to think that I would need my family registry so soon afterwards, and to not-not have it. The fire took-took everything….”

“I understand how this might be distressing for you, Dannan-san, however there should have been records on our database in your locality, to say nothing of banking and school records. However when I did a preliminary search none of these were found.”

Of course they weren’t. This was the main stumbling block of my plan, so now was the time to be bold. Feeling the wind blow stronger around Shaeula and the clerk I played my hand. “Yes, when we went to our local registry office in our hometown first, they said there had been an issue in updating some of the registries and data was accidentally wiped during a changeover from paper records to digital storage.”

“That would be a significant problem.” The clerk pursed her lips, unconvinced. There we go, just as expected. “In a rare situation like this, the official contingency plan is for there to be a notification of this on the system and measures taken to…”

“But you have already seen notification of this-this.” Shaeula said, the power of the wind spreading through her breath, faint jade light flickering. “We had just-just been discussing this, and you have seen-seen the copy of the document the local office gave me.”

It was a barefaced lie on every level. Fortunately, we only needed to convince her to create the record, and then her mind would rationalise away what she had done, based on our experiences with the thugs harassing Konoe-san.

“I have…” she said slowly, scratching her head, eyes looking a little glazed. “I don’t remember seeing…”

“You were just-just about to enter the replacement registry details.” Shaeula interrupted her.

Holy shit this is scary as hell. If this goes wrong my reputation is going to be ruined. I’ll be a damn criminal! I could feel the energy pouring from Shaeula, it being far harder to use wind here in the Material plane. Still, she had strengthened her control due to our training, so it might be enough…

My hopes suddenly took a blow as the clerk shook her head. “I… think I need to call for a supervisor, I feel light-headed, perhaps I am coming down with a summer cold? What did you say about a database error, I don’t…”

Shaeula’s face was stricken as she struggled to befuddle the woman in front of us. Seeing her so tense sparked something within me. I could feel my lunar Chakra pulsing, beating in time with Shaeula’s. Maybe I can…

My own wind energy cycled through me, moving from the heart to the lunar Chakra. There it split into two rushing streams, one of which flowed into Shaeula, reinforcing her own wind. The other twirled around the clerk, trying to replicate the flow Shaeula was using. It was crude, but... if this doesn’t work we’ll use it to confuse her into forgetting this whole thing. Since we wouldn’t be forcing her to break the rules and law that should be far easier to achieve…

“We have the details for the koseki here, as well as the family crest for her seal, and the postal order for her new residency record as you requested. I thank you very much for your hard work.” I passed over the paperwork that I had made earlier.

The clerk took them, but she was struggling against us, her common sense telling her that this was wrong, clearly suspicious. Damn, it’s going to take one more push. I started drawing in ether from around us, pulling from the clerk as well. As I gathered it I used it and the reserves I had within me to strengthen the wind, my enhanced mind picturing the effect clearly. Aether gushed from me, vanishing rapidly, having only a fraction of the effect it would have in the Boundary. “Thanks for verifying the incident.” I gave it one last push. “Dannan-san has suffered so much since she lost her parents. It is reassuring to know that the Japanese civil service is efficient and compassionate during her time of crisis.”

“We do strive… for excellence.” the clerk agreed hesitantly, hands moving slowly towards the computer. I continued to draw aether from her, guessing that Shaeula would tell me if it became harmful to her.

“I feel… rather unwell…” the clerk muttered. “I must not have had enough sleep last night…” Her words were becoming fainter, but she had begun to type.

“I thank you for this.” Shaeula pushed out every ounce of her own aether now, adding a tiny trickle of extra strength to the befuddlement. “The sooner you finish, the quicker you can get some-some rest.”

The clerk nodded, eyes glassy as she continued to work. Several minutes later she went to the printer, official papers in hand. When it was printed and sealed, she finished inputting it to the computer and saved the data. Handing the certificate copy to Shaeula she spoke slowly, almost robotically. “Dannan-san, your koseki has been updated on our system. Your juminhyo registry is updated to the same address as Oshiro-san here. I am sorry to hear about the death of your parents and the loss of your seal. Please apply for your replacement seal as soon as possible.”

“I am most-most grateful.” Shaula said. “Now I suggest you forget about this trying visit and carry on with your day-day. Remembering this would only fatigue you further. By tomorrow all this will be-be is a faint dream you had.”

“That sounds wonderful.” The clerk agreed vacantly, and we showed ourselves out.

As soon as the door shut behind us I let out an explosive sigh, sinking down against the wall. “Man that was nerve-wracking. And now I’m really spent after using all my aether and wind energy. You look exhausted too.”

“I am indeed.” Shaeula nodded, certificate clutched to her chest. “But your plan worked. Somehow-somehow. I hope you have now-now seen how difficult it is to manipulate the strong-willed into doing something they know-know is wrong.” She smiled a bright smile tinged with fatigue. “So it is no-no use you trying to use the blessing to make females fall for you. That would take more power than you possess!” Her tone made it clear she was joking at my expense, and my heart felt warm at the bond we had, made from shared trials and spending time together.

“Don’t worry, I have enough of a time with just you.” I laughed back, causing her to blush. “Now we just need to pick up your seal, and then we can submit your application for a passport…” Issues might come to light further down the line with the system alterations, but the Japanese civil service is renowned for their scrupulousness, so foul play is less likely to be suspected than simple error, and if we already have a passport issued by then it should be fine… I hope so, anyway.
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The long day was almost over, so I finally relaxed as we sat on the metro on the way back to our home. Shaeula was admiring her new seal, amused at the family crest, the kamon that I had chosen. In comparison to the wretched, stressful time we had getting the koseki created, ordering a passport was simplicity itself, as Shaeula was now an officially registered Japanese citizen, with a family history. Of course it probably wouldn’t stand up to intense scrutiny, as her now sadly deceased parents were fake and thus only had their own barebones record we had forced the clerk to create, but looking into a routine passport application would rarely require that much research. Luckily almost all Japanese people were extremely law abiding, so they would be unlikely to suspect anything amiss with what was a valid koseki registered on the national system.

We had paid the fees for an accelerated service, and it would be ready for collection when we returned from my hometown. Looking at the exhausted yet happy Shaeula I had a thought. “Hey, want to stop off for something to eat and drink? I’d say we’ve earned it today, right?”

“That is a most-most wonderful idea, master.” Shaeula agreed. “I quite-quite wish for a drink. Perhaps we should have some good-good whiskey to celebrate?”

“A nice try! We’ll see.” We got off at the next stop, which was the one before our usual station, and headed for a nearby pub. We were just about to enter when a sweet-sounding voice called out “Hey Big Bro, wait up, wait up!”

Eh?


Side Three – Izumi Kana


“Ithink those guys are checking us out.” Her friend said suddenly, going a little red. The other girl with them, a decently pretty girl with her brown hair cut boyishly short turned to look, watching the group of older guys across the street.

“I think you are right, Mio-chan.” The second girl agreed. “They are definitely looking at us. They are probably checking out Kana-chan though, rather than us.”

Gods, what a pain. Kana smiled sweetly at her two friends, ignoring the group of men across the street. “Come on now, don’t be like that Asami-chan. You and Mio-chan are plenty cute. I’m sure any guys would be happy to hit on you. But I think we can do better than them. We should just ignore them.” Uhh, gross. If I was going to let some older men try and pick me up, I’d expect them to be rich businessmen, not some poor college students or the like. Besides, they are all too average looking. They should know they don’t have a chance with me.

Showing none of those thoughts on her face Kana led her two friends away, chattering about what they planned to do with the rest of their dwindling summer break. A couple of the guys looked like they would come over, but Kana shot them a dirty look, her eyes hard, and they turned away.

Know your place. I mean, come on. I am by far the most attractive girl in my school. Hell, I’m probably the most attractive girl in this whole suburb. She didn’t think she was being prideful either, just stating facts. Ever since she was a kid she had been praised for her beauty, just like that of a traditional Japanese maiden, with her long black hair, perfectly balanced features and slender body. Though not too slender. Damn, do I need to go shopping again? I keep growing…

“So, do you want to do karaoke or something?” Mio-chan was asking, snapping Kana out of her thoughts.

“I’m sorry, I can’t.” she apologised, clapping her hands together to beg for forgiveness. “I have to work at our shrine tonight. There’s a big meeting coming up in a few weeks, and my father and grandfather need help to get everything ready for our visit.”

“Oh, that’s kind of cool and unusual. Are you going somewhere?” her other friend Asami-chan asked.

I bet you aren’t really interested. I know I’m not. I hate having to do this shrine maiden stuff. I’m always told we have a great lineage going back a thousand years, but why couldn’t we be one with money as well? Again, showing none of her inner thoughts on her face with practised skill, Kana spoke.

“Yeah, we have to go to Kyoto. Apparently it’s a really big deal for shrines and temples, pretty much everyone across Japan has been invited. You should see my father and grandfather panic. Still, I’m just an apprentice so I don’t have to go.” No, I’m stuck looking after the shrine with a few other unlucky girls. Way to ruin what remains of my damn holiday. I wish I was rich, then I could leave all this crap behind.

“That’s a shame.” Her first friend Mio-chan commiserated, idly pulling on one of her cute pigtails, that made her look younger than she was. “I hear there is a lot to see in Kyoto. I didn’t get to go on our school trip because of a family matter, so I missed out…”

“I didn’t go either.” Kana commiserated. Why would I want to see more damn shrines, no matter how grand? The whole shrines, Gods and Kami thing is total crap. Okay sure, so we come from a long lineage which has mystical powers, but they aren’t worth a damn. So our ancestor managed to fend off a roving gang of bandits by calling down a lightning strike on them, but considering that took all the spiritual energy he had gathered for well over a decade, it’s hardly worth it. If I wanted to kill someone I could just buy a damn gun!

Mio-chan and Asami-chan (who had been on the Kyoto trip) were chatting about what she had seen, causing Kana to grind her teeth. And as for my father, so proud that he can conjure a flame that is only good for lighting a cigarette after meditating for hours. Get a lighter, you damn moron. Her own gift was suitably meagre too. When she was a young girl she had dreamed of being special, a magical girl or a hero, but as she was smart, unlike those idiots who spent all their free time meditating, she had quickly realised her gifts were useless.

So I can tell if things are abnormal, and sometimes get a hint of what other people are thinking. Big wow. Anyone with half a mind can learn to understand others, and the only abnormal things I’ve ever seen have been my idiot family and a few other shrine maidens and priests. Although… There was one time when she was very young she had seen an incredibly pretty sight, a rainbow presence that had illuminated the centre of the shrine. Of course, right after that my head was splitting, so it was probably just a migraine.

Rubbing her temples she interjected into the conversation her friends were having. “Anyway, I really have to go. I’ve had a lot of fun hanging out today, but if I don’t help out with the preparations my father is going to be mad at me. I don’t want another lecture.”

“Aww, that’s a shame.” Mio-chan said. “But yeah, we wouldn’t want to get you in trouble. Say hi to your folks for us. Maybe we’ll come and visit your shrine again soon. You look so beautiful in the traditional outfit.”

Please don’t. It makes me cringe to think of you looking around our ramshackle dump. “That sounds nice, we are really busy right now but I’ll let you know when I’m free. I’ll text you two later, okay?”

As her two friends left, discussing what they were going to do that evening, Kana set off for the train station, her face cold. Sometimes I think I’m the only sane person in this world. Since there was no-one she knew around she let out a long sigh. “Damn, my life is awful. I put such effort into being the perfect girl. My grades are decent, if not spectacular, I’m always looking beautiful, I do well at sports, I’m kind to everyone I meet, I have cute friends… so why am I stuck out here in the suburbs having no fun and no money?”

Trudging towards the station in a foul mood she spotted a couple walking along, chatting happily, and barely choked down a curse. Damn pervert. Looks like he’s on a date with a younger girl. She can’t be any older than me, but he has to be in his mid-twenties. Even I have to admit she’s pretty though. She has a good vibe going, that summer dress looks fresh on her. The guy… at least he looks like he works out a bit, but his fashion sense is awful. I guess he must have money if she is hanging around with him. He was carrying a brand new suitcase. Lucky. A new suitcase probably means they are going on holiday somewhere. I wonder if it’s abroad. I’d love to go to Hawaii or somewhere else exotic…

Chewing on her lip with envy Kana watched them head towards a series of cafés and bars at the side of the road. Unable to take her annoyance any further she was about to turn away when a jolt of pain flared through her head, as though something hot was just jabbed into her eyes. She blinked away tears and then suddenly stopped, eyes going wide in shock.

What in the world? Her vision was filled with bright rainbows. The man was leaking a brilliant light, energy radiating from his back like wings of white and green, a shimmering energy constantly being absorbed into him. And the girl beside him… it’s just like that time when I was a child… her whole body was suddenly composed of rainbows, green energy surrounding her like an aura, similar wings of green and white extending from her back too. She rubbed at her eyes and looked again, but it was no different, their abnormalities clearly visible to her heightened senses. This… this is huge. When she looked at her grandfather, who was the strongest spiritualist at her shrine, all she could see were the occasional sparkling flecks of light around him. This was the difference between the stars and the sun!

I should… her thoughts racing she called out despite herself. “Hey Big Bro, wait up, wait up!”

For a second the man paused, but then he carried on walking, talking to his female companion.

Damn it, ignore me will you? Picking up the pace she hurried after them, cursing that she was wearing heels. “I said wait, big bro! Wait a minute, don’t run off!” she shouted, her voice as girly as she could make it.

At that the man stopped again, turning to her. When he did so she waved, tilting her head innocently. “Hey big bro, I asked you to wait, why didn’t you stop?” she pouted. Let’s see if you can ignore me now.

“Do you know this female, Akio?” the young girl asked. Now that she was getting a good look at her Kana had to admit she was a real top-tier in terms of looks. She’s almost as pretty as me. No wonder this creep picked her up. Still, that doesn’t matter right now…

“No, I don’t. When would I get to know any schoolgirls? You know how busy I am, right?”

“Well, you do know Ichika, do you not-not? She can not-not be that much older than this girl here?”

Why are you ignoring me? It’s pissing me off. Do you think I want to talk to you?

“Hey, I don’t know big bro at all, but there’s something I really need to talk to him about super urgently. Is that all right?” She fluttered her eyelashes and asked in the cutest way possible. Bleh, I make myself sick sometimes. Leaning over to give a hint of cleavage through the fashionable t-shirt she was wearing she looked at him, eyes moist. “It won’t take long big bro, how about we grab a parfait in that café over there? I’m sure your gorgeous girlfriend would love it too!” If I flatter and charm him enough he’ll bite, the pervert. All men love cute schoolgirls.

“I do want-want to eat something nice, Akio. We have been working hard all day-day. I want something sweet to eat and some alcohol.”

This guy is seriously a predator, giving a girl like that alcohol. I’d better be careful… but the abnormality around them is showing no signs of vanishing. This can’t be a headache coming. Everything else around looks just fine, like normal.

“I know a great place. Come on, come on!” She took the hand of the girl, not wanting to touch his, and led them to a rather cute café she frequented with her friends. Luckily there was no-one she knew there, so she led them to a corner table. I’d die if someone I knew saw me with him. Maybe I could pass him off as a cousin or something. Damn, I forgot, my purse is pretty light.

“Oh I’m sorry big bro, I forgot I don’t have much money on me. Could you please get me a parfait? I don’t need a big one.” She crossed her slender jeans-clad legs in front of him, showing off.

“I want this one and that one. Since they do not-not have alcohol I will have one of those as well-well.” The young girl pointed to a brightly coloured drink. “Get the girl something, compared to our expenses today it is nothing, is it not-not?”

The man held back a sigh and nodded. “All right then, you can order whatever you want.”

Whatever eh? Don’t mind if I do. “I’ll have the deluxe jumbo seasonal parfait with the extra side treats and toppings then. Oh, and I’ll have the same drink as your girlfriend, that one is really good! Thanks big bro.”

The man agreed and the waitress took their orders. What I ordered was nearly two thousand yen. Nice. Still, that isn’t why I am here. Time to ease into it gently…

“So, did you take your girlfriend out shopping today? That suitcase looks brand new. Are you taking her on holiday? That’s so lucky big bro!”

The man looked a bit confused by her boisterous attitude but he answered anyway. “Yeah, we were doing some shopping for clothes. We have a business trip planned so needed to pick up a few things.”

Business trip? “Oh cool, can I take a look…. Oh, I don’t know either of your names. Mine is Izumi Kana, but you can call me Kana-chan, big bro!”

“Uhh, go right ahead.” The man said, passing her the suitcase. “My name is Oshiro Akio, and this is Shaeula. She’s only half-Japanese so she doesn’t do honorifics. As for me…”

“I’ll keep calling you big bro, that suits you best!” she jumped in. Unzipping the case she was greeted by the sight of a huge pile of clothing and underwear, all of which looked decently expensive. “Wow, you really know how to treat your girlfriend! I’m jealous.” I’m certainly jealous of how much you are spending on her. I need someone to treat me like that…

“Yes, Akio knows how-how to treat me right, as the princess I am.” The girl, Shaeula said. Now that I look at her, she has the most gorgeous hair and eyes. Still, a princess? How old is she, twelve? I’ve half a mind to tip off the police… “Still, I fail to see-see why you called out to Akio. I believe you should explain yourself.”

Now, how to phrase this… “Well… you know. I saw big bro walking along the street and he just seemed so interesting I knew I had to talk to him. You are pretty interesting yourself Shaeula-chan.”

Shaeula-chan and Akio-san looked at each other, their expressions strained. Akio-san turned back to Kana, looking rather nervous. “I’m not quite sure what you mean. I know Shaeula stands out a lot, but I’m just an average guy. I’m flattered by the attention, but I…”

Bleh, he thinks I’m hitting on him. Men are such pigs. “No, no big bro, you misunderstand. My family runs a shrine you see, and I’ve always been sensitive to people’s auras. And your auras are quite magnificent. I wanted to have a talk with you about them, but it’s kind of embarrassing bringing it up.”

Kana looked downwards, just the hint of a blush on her cheeks. Perfect. No man can resist this look.

Akio-san and Shaeula-chan shared another silent moment. Way to be annoying. Shaeula-chan turned back to Kana, and suddenly the abnormalities around Shaeula were flushed with amber and gold, the white lights dyed, her eyes glowing like miniature suns. Suddenly feeling uncomfortable, Kana squirmed. What is going on here, I feel as though she is looking deep inside me. I don’t like that at all…

Nodding once Shaeula-chan smiled, though her eyes were a little scary. “You do indeed have good eyes, do you not-not Kana? Akio, I believe we need to have a longer discussion with this girl. Get us more-more drinks and snacks. This may take-take a while.”

Swallowing nervously Kana cursed inside her head. Damn, what have I got myself into here? I thought I could score some points with my father and grandfather if I brought them news of such abnormalities, especially with the big meeting coming up and the rumours that are flying about. Who knew I would end up so cornered? Well, I’m committed now. I can always rely on my charm to get what I want, especially with men…

Putting on her best charming smile Kana spoke brightly once more. “Oh in that case order the crepe selection plate. It’s pretty good to share with cute girls like us.” I need to ingratiate myself. An abnormality like this… I don’t want to be hit by lightning… not before I’ve enjoyed all life has to offer. “So, what did you want to ask me?”


Fifty-Three


Man, I’m not sure how this has happened to me… The girl sitting in front of me at the fancy café was super attractive. She looks mature too, though still young, somehow. Very fashionable. Is she around Eri and my sister's age? I would rate her as good-looking as Shaeula or Eri-chan, if in a different style. Her legs are so slender and look great in those jeans, and … I swallowed nervously and looked away. I am not a pervert interested in hitting on high-school girls. Most definitely not. I am the perfect gentleman.

Ignoring the awkward thoughts that had been repeating through my head since we sat down I looked across at Shaeula. “So, what do you mean she has good eyes?”

Shaeula grinned, finishing off her drink as I signalled over a waitress to order the crepe plate Kana-chan had requested. “I mean she can see the aether. Not-not perfectly, I would wager, but enough to notice that we are constantly drawing on it.”

I finished ordering and turned back to them. “I see. So I guess shrine maidens are special, eh? I always thought it was a job young girls did to earn a bit of pocket money, not that it was genuinely spiritual.”

“Sure, it is like that for a lot of girls, big bro. But my family has run the local shrine for generations. You may have heard of it. Shirohebizumi shrine.”

Woah, when she calls me big bro it feels itchy… I mean, I know my sis calls me that all the time, but that makes sense. Eri-chan did too, but we’ve known her for ever. This girl I’ve only known five minutes, plus she’s hellishly attractive, despite her age… no, keep it together.

Trying hard not to stare I continued the conversation. “Shirohebizumi? That’s my local shrine. Quite the coincidence.” Damn, that was a stupid thing to say, we are only a metro stop away from it, so it makes sense…

“Isn’t it? You must come and visit us, big bro. It isn’t just me, we have lots of cute shrine maidens. You’d really like it.” She was fluttering her eyelashes and looking at me coquettishly. This was out of my area of expertise, as I was more used to the mocking banter from my university friends. Luckily I was saved from answering by the return of the waitress with the crepe plate and more drinks.

“I am very-very sure he would indeed enjoy looking at attractive young females.” Shaeula slandered me, in between delicate bites of the newly arrived sweets. “But that is not-not important. What is important are your reasons for accosting us. Curiosity, or-or…?”

She trailed off, her amber eyes hard. The bright expression of Kana-chan slipped for just a second as she met her stare, but then she was smiling as if nothing had happened. Maybe it’s my imagination.

“Well, as a shrine maiden to a distinguished lineage, we have our fair share of tales about spiritual abnormalities. And to see two just walking about as though nothing was unusual…” She leaned closer, conspiratorially, not seeming to care that she was showing quite the cleavage under her t-shirt. “… There’s a big meeting coming up between all the true shrines in Japan. It’s a really big deal. Lots of rumours are flying around. And then I see you two. It makes me wonder, Shaeula-chan, big bro. You can’t blame me for that, can you?”

“Hmm. Drop that –chan, I find it rather-rather unbecoming.” Shaeula grumbled. “I can understand your interest, but have you not-not considered we may be trying to keep our presence secret?” She scowled momentarily, before her expression changed to one of pleasure as she ate another bite of crepe. Feeling my wry look on her she flushed and went back to her interrogation. “Do you not-not think perhaps confronting such … abnormalities… as you called us, might perhaps be rather-rather dangerous?”

“No way!” Kana-chan said brightly. “Big bro looks like the dependable type, and a girl as cute as you couldn’t possibly hurt a kindred spirit such as myself. I just knew you were going to be friendly. You even treated me here, right?”

That’s a lousy reason. She’s either super confident, or a total airhead. Either way, looking like she does with those character traits, I bet she must be popular with both guys and girls…

“Dependable?” Shaeula continued. “Well I must-must admit he has proved useful up to now. So, the more pressing concern is what do you want-want from us?”

“I’d like to know more about this aether. Is that like what we call spiritual power? My father can create a flame using only spiritual energy, though it is only enough to replace a match. But your abnormalities blaze far brighter than his.” Her eyes were gleaming with interest.

“I see.” Shaeula nodded slowly. Turning back to me she sighed. “So Akio, it is your-your decision what we do with this female. I fear-fear that the timing of her discovery is rather vexing though.”

That’s true. We had used up the majority of our wind energy and aether on the clerk earlier, and while our natural recovery and the transfer from our Territory was topping us up, we didn't have enough to use Shaeula’s befuddling winds. And it might not even work on Kana-chan, as she has some ability herself... still, this is the first time I have found anyone who has any sort of powers like me here on the Material plane. This is both a risk and an opportunity…

Kana-chan was fidgeting as I pondered, though she wasn’t forgetting to eat the crepes, competing with Shaeula to grab the choicest morsels. Making a decision I looked at her intently, and her face flushed.

“All right then, if we were to show you how we use our aether what would you do with the knowledge? Obviously as you can imagine we don’t want to draw attention to ourselves. After all, we didn’t know anything about your shrine having people with magical abilities either, so you obviously keep it to yourselves too, right?”

Kana-chan nodded in agreement, looking a little relieved. “Of course, big bro. That only stands to reason. Being able to do things other people can’t is only useful if the abilities you can use are powerful. With the meagre things we can do we’d just end up in a research lab somewhere, getting dissected like we were aliens.” She shuddered cutely, wrapping her arms around her decent chest. “Not the way a pretty girl like me should end up. I’ll only tell my father and grandfather at the shrine.”

“All right then, that’s one issue.” I took a drink, wincing a little at the sweetness of the mixed juices. “The second is… what do we get out of it? Even if I was to believe you wouldn’t tell anyone, I fail to see what benefit it is to us?” Beside me Shaeula nodded her own agreement.

“Indeed, it would be quite-quite the foolish move to reveal our hand without compensation.”

“I’m not sure what you are looking for, but you can spend time with a lot of cute shrine maidens like me, big bro. Surely that’s worth it, no?” She giggled charmingly, but this trailed off at Shaeula’s harsh gaze.

“All right then.” She continued, more serious. “I don’t know what you need, but the shrines and temples of Japan have far more influence than you think. We all communicate secretly and as I said earlier there is a big meeting going down soon, where all the representatives will be there. I’m not sure whether this has anything to do with you, but there are rumours going around of changing times… it wouldn’t hurt you to have us on your side. It could smooth out a lot of problems.”

I nodded despite myself. Influence in the Material was definitely something we were lacking, that and money. We have had to shoulder a huge risk setting up Shaeula’s koseki and getting her passport. Allies with influence could smooth issues like that out…

Shaeula glanced at me. “It is your decision.”

“So, Kana-chan, are you sure you can promise this? It seems like your father and grandfather hold all the power in the shrine, and there is no reason to assume that they could convince other shrines to support me, is there?”

“That’s a bit hurtful, big bro. you’ll make me cry.” She pouted charmingly, bending again, giving me a further glimpse of her cleavage. Damn she’s either unguarded or doing this on purpose… either way I worry.

“My grandfather heads the shrine, and he adores me. He’ll listen seriously to what I have to say. I am sure he would want to meet with you, and even if you couldn’t come to an arrangement, we get no benefit in saying anything about you, do we?”

That’s true. Oh well, there are risks, but I think the potential rewards outweigh that. If we recharge our energies before the meeting we can likely befuddle our way out of it…

“All right then.” I nodded, bringing a cute ‘yay’ from Kana-chan as she clapped her hands together. “Bear in mind though we’ve used up quite a lot of our power earlier, as we were doing something important. I’m not at my best.”

“I get it. Using up spiritual energy is a pain, it takes so many boring hours and days of meditation to gather it again.” Kana-chan seemed to understand.

“All right then.” I began to draw wind energy and ether from around us, making sure to exclude Kana-chan from the drain. Cycling the energy to my heart and lunar Chakras I raised one hand about a foot off the table. Channelling wind the knife that was sitting there suddenly sprang up, flipping into my hand. I guess all my practicing with coins and dice paid off. But damn, lifting an object as heavy as a knife is tough.

“Wow, that’s cool big bro.” Kana-chan approved. “Moving objects with spiritual power is a really difficult thing.”

I merely smiled in response, flipping the knife towards Shaeula, who caught it with her own wind, keeping it motionless in the air for three or four seconds before letting it drift gently to the tabletop.

“It’s not really moving objects with our minds.” I explained. “Though we can do that with aether. This is manipulating elemental energies of wind. Really there’s quite a bit more to it than this, but since we’re all tapped out for today you’ll have to take my word for it, give us a day or two and we could do something far more interesting.”

“Oh really?” I could see her looking impressed. “You can gather spiritual energy that fast, huh? I’m sure my grandfather would like to know about that.” She smiled at me brightly, causing my heart to skip a beat. Damn she’s hot. But I need to stay focused. Shaeula is glowering at me.

“Yes well, I’m not sure if we would be able to teach what we do, but I am open to an exchange of ideas.”

“In that case big bro…” Kana-chan said, taking her mobile phone from her pocket. “How about we swap numbers, then we can arrange a time for you to visit our shrine? The bonus for you is you get to have a hot schoolgirl’s number in your phone, so it’s win-win for you, right?”

“If I want to get arrested, possibly…” I muttered, but we exchanged numbers anyway. Shaeula also took her number. As Kana-chan put her phone away she smiled at her. “I would think you would already be in enough trouble with Shaeula-ch… with Shaeula here.”

“I’ll have you know she’s actually twenty-one.” I protested. I need her to be twenty-one for the business trip. “She just looks young because she’s small and pretty.”

“She is pretty. Now you know two of the prettiest girls in Tokyo. Still, twenty-one eh? If I put you in uniform you’d easily pass in my school.”

I decided to change the subject, as it was really embarrassing. “So, when do you expect I’ll hear from you?”

“Hard to say, but I expect it’ll be soon.” Kana-chan said, finishing off her drink and moving for the last of the crepes. “Are you that eager to get a text from me, big bro? I won’t be sending you any selfies…” She grinned teasingly, clearly enjoying herself.

“Sure, whatever.” I gave up. “Just let me know.”

As I paid the bill the two girls finished off the last of the crepes, and after a little more uncomfortable banter I saw her off…
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“Phew, I’m beat after today.” I said to Shaeula as I slumped down in my chair. She was already on the futon, turning on her games console.

“I agree, it was quite-quite the tiring day.” Shaeula yawned. “We should unwind a bit before we enter the Boundary again-again.”

“I was thinking the same thing.” I nodded. As I did so my phone beeped. It was a text from Kana-chan. Damn, she’s quick. Scanning it I shook my head this time, unsure of what to make of it and her.

I’m going to talk to my grandfather now big bro. Expect a reply soon. Hope you aren’t missing me too much! Teehee ~_^ ~_^ ~_^

That’s so… girlish a message. Leaning back in my chair I booted up my PC. Might as well kill some time until we get an answer…


Side Four – Izumi Kana


The shrine was humming with activity when Kana returned, several other shrine maidens sweeping up with traditional brooms, while another couple were washing down the torii gates and steps with blessed water. Ignoring them Kana passed through towards the main building, treading along the meandering gravel path, her footsteps crunching beneath her. As she neared the temple building she noticed one other shrine maiden there, her younger cousin, who was hastily applying red paint to several faded areas of the building.

Damn, why go to all this trouble now? It isn’t like they are holding the meeting at our shrine now is it? Such a waste of everyone's time…

As she approached the main entrance her cousin turned to her, her brownish-black hair braided into pigtails, making her look even younger than she was. I can’t help but notice you’ve managed to get paint in your hair. Who even does that?

“Hey there Kana-chan. You finally made it back?” she said with her typical cheer. “Your honoured father was looking for you. He seems pretty mad.”

Isn’t he always? I wonder what he is bitching about now? “Thanks for letting me know Keomi-chan. But I don’t have time to speak to him now, I have to talk to grandfather urgently. By the way…”

“Yes?” Keomi–chan asked, tilting her head to the side, managing to drop red paint on her shrine maiden attire. Lucky it’s already red…

“How did you manage to get paint all over you? Even in your hair?”

“Uwa?” Keomi-chan exclaimed, turning to look, only managing to get more paint on her, this time over the white part of her uniform. As she twisted and turned, paint flecks flying everywhere, Kana sighed, stepping back to avoid being soiled.

Seriously, if I was as air-headed as that I wouldn’t dare to show my face in public. Still, I bet the boys just eat that kind of thing up… “Just be more careful, alright?” Kana said gently. “You don’t want to earn the ire of my grandfather, do you? His temper hasn’t got any better as he’s aged.”

“You're right.” Keomi-chan said, eyes tearing up as she began to sniffle. “The honoured head of the shrine can be a bit… sharp. If you have to speak to him you’d better go. He’s very stressed with everything that’s going on.”

“Well if I’m lucky what I have to say might cheer him up. Maybe.” Kana replied. “Anyway, try not to make too much of a mess, all right?”

At Keomi-chan’s embarrassed reply Kana waved her hand in acknowledgement, and she entered the shrine, going through the ornate yet weathered doors. The interior also had a few younger shrine maidens that she didn’t recognise, hurrying about on varying errands. Did we have so many shrine maidens? I’m sure we only had Keomi-chan, oh and the sisters sometimes? Has the old man dug into his pocket and hired us some more for this meeting? I don’t get it…

Kana walked across to the dilapidated building towards the back, where her grandfather’s private quarters were. If I’m lucky my father will be elsewhere… but when am I ever lucky? A girl as smart and beautiful as me deserves better…

She forced her expression to remain calm as her father ducked out from a curtain over the door to her Grandfather’s abode. When he spotted her his face hardened, his dark eyes grim. Running a hand through his black hair, which was starting to thin at the temples, he spoke harshly.

“Kana, where have you been? You knew we needed all hands to prepare the shrine as soon as possible.” He continued, his tone sharpening. “I do hope you were not out playing with your friends. You are of the age to be responsible now, daughter. You have no time to be messing around when duty calls.”

Oh great, when he starts calling me ‘daughter’ he is really pissed. But I am not in the wrong here! I was playing around, but I did it to gain information Grandfather would want, not just to get free sweets.

“Of course I wasn’t.” Kana tried to look simultaneously offended and hurt. “I know how important this time is to the shrine.” Well no I don’t, not really… “I see there are a lot more shrine maidens here today. I didn’t think we had so many…”

Her father frowned sternly at her as she changed the subject, but he answered slowly. “Indeed, we have had to get in some additional hands on a temporary basis. Your cousin was helpful in finding us some students in need of money who could do simple tasks such as cleaning and spreading the consecrated water.”

Oh just wonderful, spending more money we don’t have. If it was up to me we’d sell off the spare land the shrine has. Even here on the outskirts I bet we could make enough money to do up this dump and still have enough to live on comfortably… but no, our land is precious and full of historic value…

Not showing the irritation on her face Kana responded. “I was on my way here to help out like you instructed, but on my way back I found some information grandfather will want to know. I was just going to see him now.”

“Father is extremely busy right now.” her father warned her. “He doesn’t have time for any foolishness. This is a critical time for the shrine. Such Conclaves as this come about barely once in a century. The stock of some shrines will rise and others fall. The times are changing and we must be prepared to seize our place in it. All the other shrines throughout Japan will be thinking the same thing. A lineage such as ours that goes back more than a thousand years should have respect befitting our weighty history. Before the Conclave we need to renew connections with other local shrines. We cannot be the only shrine looking run-down and faded.”

This again? As I thought before, I’d much rather have cold hard cash befitting our weighty history, but alas I fear that is a dream. Maybe I’ll quit and become a model. I’ve got the looks, but then I hear it’s really hard work…

Her father’s hash glare snapped her out of her thoughts. Smiling as confidently as she could she spoke once more. “I understand, father. I do listen to you, I promise. But today I’ve found out something grandfather really needs to know about as soon as possible. It might affect our preparations. Can I go talk to him now, please?”

“If this is one of your little jokes…” her father began, but she cut him off earnestly, her expression honest.

“It isn’t, I promise you.” she swore.

“In that case…” her father said. “Follow me.”

He led her towards the back, passing through the white curtain tooled with gold kanji that separated her grandfather’s quarters and the most sacred part of the shrine from the rest.

Still as crappy-looking as ever. Looking around she glossed over the faded white coiled stone statue that was so weathered with age it was barely recognisable, and the red and gold ropes that twisted around the walls, hung with faded hangings. She spotted her mother over by the statue, wearing an outfit similar to an ordinary shrine maiden, yet more richly decorated and embroidered.

Mother’s still got the looks. I get them from her, not my father, that’s for sure. If I do take up modelling, I guess I can expect a long career. Still, she wasn’t here to talk to her mother. Her grandfather, dressed in ornate vestments that he rarely wore was standing by a small shrine next to the statue, applying blessed water with a silver ladle. As she entered, her father following, her grandfather looked up from his ceremony, his steely gaze causing a chill to go through her.

Grandfather can be tougher to talk to than father. Damn, he’s always so stern and overbearing. It doesn't matter, I am sure the news I am bringing him will please him… For a moment Kana remembered when she had been only a young girl and was actually interested in what went on at the shrine and wore her shrine maiden hakama with pride. Grandfather had smiled so warmly then, rubbing her head with a big hand. Why am I thinking of this now? I’m not a kid anymore, I’m a beautiful young woman…

“What brings you here in such attire, granddaughter.” He said, his voice not cold exactly, but with no warmth either. “Do you not know how critical a time this is for us?”

I’ve heard, yes. “Forgive me, grandfather.” She bowed contritely. “But I had good reason for my lateness. I found some information that you simply must be made aware of. It could prove vital to your preparations.”

Beside her grandfather, her mother shot her a reassuring smile. You are the only one on my side.

“I see. Well, speak then.” he ordered, brusque as ever.

“You are aware that my gift is that I can see the abnormality in things, of course.” Kana began carefully.

“Yes, it is quite the blessed talent, one that you seem surprisingly displeased with.” Her grandfather said, her father nodding behind her in agreement. “After all, the greatest priests and priestesses have all been able to see and commune with the Kami and the greater Gods. To even have a portion of that talent is good fortune indeed.”

Yeah, whatever. “So anyway, I was hurrying home to come help out here, since I know we are in the midst of a major event, when my ability woke up. I found two people with a powerful abnormality not too far from here.”

“I see.” Her grandfather scratched at his bearded chin, contemplative. “It is probably several priests on their way to their own shrine. Although I am not aware of any other shrine near here with a history as deep as ours, that still has true faithful…”

“You misunderstand me, grandfather.” Kana interrupted. “When I speak of abnormality these two were on a scale so far ahead of us it is like comparing a priceless diamond to a chunk of glass. They were shining like the sun, so bright it almost blinded me.”

“And this was no mistake?” he answered, sharing a glance with his son, who looked perturbed. “Such powerful spiritualists… other than those who maintain legendary shrines like those at Kyoto or the Grand Shrine at Ise… why would they be coming here, at this time? This could bode ill…”

“It’s no mistake. I spoke to them, that’s why I am so late.” I best not mention I was gorging on sweets at my favourite café though… “I saw them demonstrate the power of what they called ‘elemental wind’ to move a knife through the air, flipping it off a table and holding it in place.”

“Impressive.” her father burst out, breaking her silence. “Such feats that go against the laws of the world are difficult to achieve indeed. To think that you could persuade them to drain such huge reserves of spiritual power like that… you have done well indeed, Kana. We must discuss this with our nearby shrines. Which shrine or temple were they from? We must prepare…”

Kana interrupted again. “They weren’t from any temple. They were a man and a girl out on a date. Yet they were much stronger than any of us. They said they had already used most of their ‘aether and elemental wind’ that day, but if we waited a day or two for them to recover they could show us far more impressive things.”

“Nonsense.” Her grandfather said coldly. “I know not what this aether is… but the spiritual power to defy gravity and move objects is not so easily replenished. If it were then one could achieve truly miraculous feats and we would not have to hide our gifts…”

“Well, they didn’t seem like liars.” Just a young girl and a pervert. “But I would imagine it would be easy to prove. I got their phone numbers, see!” She flourished her phone with a cute ‘taa-daa!’. “I’ll drop him a text.” She quickly typed one out and sent it. “So since there is a meeting going on with all the shrines soon, don’t you think the timing of finding such abnormalities is suspicious? Maybe they are connected?”

“That… is a good point.” Her grandfather conceded. “Go and get changed into your shrine maiden hakama and re-join us here. I will convene a meeting with the other local shrines so we can form a united front on how to proceed.” He smiled, the frost in his eyes melting away. “It is good to see you taking an interest in shrine matters at last. As your grandfather I am most pleased.”

I can’t say I’m sure why I approached them, it was just the shock of seeing such an abnormality I guess. It was… very pretty. Still, if you want to keep my interest why not treat me to lots of delicious sweets like they did…
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Kana stifled a yawn as the conversation around her went on and on. My legs hurt. Sitting in seiza on this hard floor sucks. I’m regretting getting involved now.

“None of the major shrines of Tokyo were interested, as you knew they wouldn’t be.” A thin man in priestly vestments said sullenly. He was flanked by a pair of young shrine maidens who looked as bored as Kana was. There were also several other heads of local shrines, each accompanied by maidens. “I find it hard to believe someone with such spiritual energy could be wandering about so conveniently.”

You old windbag, are you calling me a liar?

“My granddaughter would not be mistaken about this, not at so crucial a time.” Grandfather leapt to her defence. “We are all aware of the great Conclave coming. Every shrine in Japan that has kept our legacy of faith is being invited. The last time this happened was a hundred and seventy years ago. There is no doubt that momentous times are here. To dismiss such portents as ‘hard to believe’ is insulting.”

“But such a thing…” another priest began, only to be interrupted by yet another. The hour had grown late, the shrine lit by flickering lanterns, and nothing had been achieved. Except to give me a headache. These morons have been arguing for hours. Maybe we should have monopolised the knowledge ourselves rather than calling in the local shrines who grandfather trusts.

As the argument continued Kana shared some commiserating looks with the other shrine maidens who were likewise suffering from the long period of seiza, when suddenly her head ached and her talent activated. Flecks of light were drifting around the priests and some of the shrine maidens, but around the weathered snake statue… rainbow light was blazing…

Silence descended on the room as the still air was shifted by a sibilant hissing breeze, flapping the cloth banners attached to the ropes adoring the walls. It was faint, but within the susurration was a faint, inhuman voice, one dusty with age and slurred, though still somehow comprehendible. “caaaaaaaaaalllllllllll theeeeeeeemmmmmm.”

With that the wind ceased, and Kana slumped in relief as the blinding glow, which was a match for the one she had seen Shaeula sport earlier, faded away without a trace.

“An oracle… it has been so long.” her father whispered beside her, voice choked with emotion.

“I feel that closes this discussion, does it not?” her grandfather declared firmly. “Could you not feel the presence of the Divine, our Great White Snake-sama?”

Murmurs of agreements and nods spread through the chamber, and her grandfather turned to Kana. “Kana, you said you had their number. You have done extremely well. Please contact them at once!”

Well this wasn’t quite what I expected. I thought he might have been able to get support from my grandfather in exchange for knowledge, but this… oracle… I’m going to demand he treat me to more sweets for this. Or maybe a new handbag… if he can buy Shaeula all those clothes he won’t mind rewarding me for this…


Fifty-Four


Shaeula muttered to herself as she controlled the large flow of elemental wind, twisting it into a drill shape, forcing the edges to be as dense and sharp as possible. Her tiny frame was trembling with the effort, yet her face was resolute, her eyes burning with willpower.

“A mere… fraction more and… I shall-shall master it!” she said between breaths, a jade glow surrounding her. The wind drill shrunk further, compressing, and droplets of sweat were blown off her to disperse in the snow-flecked air of the Etheric tide.

“Yes, that’s it, you are doing great!” I encouraged her, ignoring the weariness I felt myself, using the remaining fragments of wind and aether I held to shape our second set of Wyrmscale armour, this time a sleeveless shirt for me. I had become faster and more precise with the drilling and carving, but even so it was exhausting, meticulous work. Still, it would definitely be worth it in battle. Plus it looks kind of cool. I admired the scale dress Shaeula wore, as it fluttered gently in the great breeze she was raising.

“I feel I am nearing a… breakthrough.” she said through gritted teeth. “It is distant, yet I can barely make it out, so… tantalisingly close-close to me.”

I feel the same way. “Yeah, I know what you mean. My body and Chakra nodes feel like they are on the cusp of some sort of change. I can feel wind rising within me.”

Our normal training regimen continued, leaving the challenge of expanding our Territory, defeating enemies and gathering any Etherite Ores found to Grulgor and his Trolls. Having more personnel sure is helpful. I would like to gather even more if I can…

After some time I finished the Wyrmscale shirt made for me, and after putting it on I practised a few poses with my spear, earning an amused snort from Shaeula. Looking good, if I do say so myself.

I had finished just in time, as it was my turn to practise with our gathered elemental wind energies. Taking it from Shaeula, concentrating on minimising the loss, I began to shape it into thin, almost invisible wires of wind blades, similar to the attack that had worked on Grulgor previously. As I worked up my own sweat in the fading Etheric tides Shaeula was sitting down watching me, her eyes glowing amber.

“I have not-not been able to master that technique you are using.” Shaeula pouted, watching intently. “I can form a blade that is sharp and deadly, but stretching it into such thin-thin shapes and still making it sharp is beyond me yet.”

“I think a lot of it is the visualisation. I’ve seen demonstrations of cheese cutters and other fine cutting tools, so it’s easier for me to force the wind into the shapes and thicknesses I want. When we return, search the internet for monofilament cutters, seeing some videos might help you.”

As we bantered back and forth time passed. Our stocks of ether were rising nicely, and it would soon be time to queue in an upgrade to an Ether Spire. The cost was significant, but it was necessary to increase our rate of ether gain. Our training was interrupted though, Grulgor and a couple of his Trolls rushing back to us with worried looks on their large, lumpy faces.

“Is there a problem?” I asked, reaching for my spear.

“Grul says he is not sure.” Grulgor said slowly. “But a visitor has come, one Grul says we cannot ignore.”

“A visitor?” I asked, and Grul nodded. “The big snake from the blessed ground on the hill has come down with servants. Grul says they wait at the border and want to speak to the ruler here.”

“I see.” Turning to Shaeula I asked her advice. “What do you think? It seems like it could be a big deal.”

“Yes, you are quite-quite correct.” Shaeula agreed. “There were three of us from the lands of the Fae here, Grulgor and I from the Seelie Court, and that wanderer the Raven Knight, but the fourth corner of power in this area was the shrine, but they did not-not get involved in our battles, so we left well-well enough alone.”

“So if we can get them onside, or at least keep a neutral stance, we would only have to worry about the Raven Knight. I’d love to secure our Territory from local threats so we can expand with less worry.”

“True.” Shaeula nodded once more, agreeing with my sentiments. “However do not-not forget that this snake will not-not be of the Fae, they will think differently to us. The Three Oaths and Boons will not-not be an enticement or a binding for them. I have little understanding of how the so-called ‘Gods’ of this land think-think.”

“So caution is the watchword. Got it. Still we can’t just ignore this. Japan may be lousy with Gods, the eight million Kami, but most of them would be closer to the Fae in terms of being spirits of nature or folklore. Barring the major Gods I feel we would be decently matched. Yet, a snake… I just hope it is no relation to the Wyrm we killed…”

Turning back to Grulgor I spoke again. “Very well then Grulgor. Lead us to this snake-God. Bring all your Trolls as well. I hope we can resolve things peacefully, but if it comes to violence…”

“Grul says he understands, if the snake causes trouble, Grul says he will break it and eat it.” Grulgor gurgled darkly.

It didn’t take us long to reach the boundary of our Territory at the base of the hill. Waiting there for us serenely was quite the sight. A large white snake, much smaller in scale than the earlier Wyrm, but still massive, standing as high as me despite being coiled up, was waiting, wrapped in ceremonial priestly vestments, a crown made of snake fangs resting on its brow. It was accompanied by a half-dozen smaller snakes, wearing less flashy vestments, carrying an assortment of rods and sceptres on velvet cushions. Well this is a sight you don’t see every day. How the hell do they move in those robes, it isn’t like they have arms or legs?

Putting aside my meaningless thoughts I smiled brightly and bowed respectfully. “It is my honour to receive you, oh great snake of Shirohebizumi shrine, one of the eight million Kami of this land, Japan.” It never hurts to have good manners and show proper respect. “So what brings you to our Territory? I hope we have done nothing to inconvenience the Gods?” Like killing your kin… oh crap, maybe we shouldn’t be wearing the scales in front of the God…

The snake flicked out its long tongue with a gentle hiss, ruby eyes regarding me calmly. “I ssssimply wisssshed to vissssit our neighbour. You have caussssed quite the sssstir in this divine land of peacccce and quiet.”

Divine land? Does he mean the Boundary? I guess that makes sense as it seems to be the place spirits and Gods dwell. Maybe this is an angle to look into?

“I’m sorry about that. I like to think I’m bringing back the calm. We have no intention of encroaching on your divine Territory. All we intend is to drive off or come to accord with the Raven Knight on our border, and to fend off any threats. Speaking of threats…” I bowed again. “If the great white Wyrm that we slew was one of your kin I can only apologise, but it was us or him, it attacked us first and was mighty so we could not afford to be sparing in our efforts to defeat it.” Man speaking formally is hard.

“Worry not, that ssssnake wassss no kin of mine. No more than you would claim every human assss your own. Sssso, you are not intending to forcccce ussss to be your slavessss?”

“Hardly.” I denied it. “I’m more interested in allies anyway, helping each other to fulfil our goals. I do however need to make sure my Territory is secure, as Exposition-san who gave me this power did say there would be others with the same kind of abilities. And amongst those there are likely going to be many who would just take what they want and attack others who stand in their way. I’ve made promises to Shaeula and Grulgor, and I will keep them.”

“Interessssting.” The kami hissed. “I ssssee more of your sssspirit now. Rumourssss from the Creator Godssss have filtered down as faint whissssperssss from upon high, about the chossssen and how the worldsss of both Godssss and mortalssss will change. Even one of the lowly, ssssuch as mysssself, who ekessss exisssstencccce on the little worsssship my sssshrine providessss.”

“Yeah, I guess that tallies with the information I was given. A time of great danger for the Earth and all who dwell there, but the Gods will choose heroes to become an Astral Emperor. And setting up the heroes could be these Creator Gods?”

“Very well then. I have determined your intentionssss. Sssso I will assssk you. Sssshould I join you, what assssssistancccce can you offer me?”

That’s unexpected. I was sure this was heading the route of a non-aggression pact… “Well, if you were to join me you would benefit from the defences of my Territory, which will hopefully only grow stronger. Should any other of these chosen heroes show up, which I guess is only a matter of time, I’ll defend my own to the limit of my abilities should they show you ill-will.” Looking at the expressionless face of the snake, I threw in my trump card. “I’ll also see if I can expand the influence of your shrine in the Material world. I think it should be doable. Who knows, maybe one day when we talk about powerful Gods we’ll have added your name to the list.”

“You think you can do thissss?” the Kami asked, coils shifting lazily.

“I don’t see why not. It can’t be any harder than making Shaeula Queen of the Seelie. Besides, I have already met the shrine maiden of your shrine, Izumi Kana. She felt that her father and grandfather would be very interested in our abilities. We can no doubt exert some influence.”

“To be a great Kami again… a dream I cherissssh.” The snake gazed at me, eyes bright. “I am not sssstrong enough to give oraclessss like my sssstronger fellowssss. But you have a sssstore of power, do you not?”

“You mean ether? It can be used to perform feats one would call miraculous… or possibly divine…” I think I see… “So you can use ether to increase your power too. That makes sense. I have great need of it myself to build and maintain my Territory, but as we progress we will have more at our disposal. Do you have need of some?”

“I would like to ssssend an oracle to my sssshrine. But my divinity issss far too weak for thissss.”

“In that case I think I can help.” It’ll be a shame to put off the upgrade to the Spire, but getting a Kami as an ally, even one as weak as the White Snake… in the long term I think it’d be better…

“I sssshall then join your causssse. Assss promissssed you sssshall defend my sssshrine from thosssse who would do me harm, assss well assss expand my influencccce. In exchange I sssshall direct my adherentssss to sssspeak for you to other sssshrinesss and Kami.”

You have joined in compact with the Kami Shirohebizumi, the White Snake. Your ????? increases.
The White Snake has conceded its Territory to you. You may now construct the unique Building ‘White Snake Earth Altar’.
The White Snake’s followers have also joined your Territory. Your Barracks may now…


As the messages flashed across my eyes I was both pleased and a little disappointed. I really thought I might get another Class there. Maybe you can only have one at once? Still… The Unique building had some potentially useful abilities, but it was too costly for now, though at some point in the future when resources weren't as tight it would be worth constructing.

“All right then. Welcome aboard. We’ll all do our best together.”

“Be sure-sure you recognise me as your senior, snake. You would do well-well to listen to me, for I have served Akio longest.” Shaeula said grumpily.

“Have no fear, I undersssstand your clossssenessssss to him. Now, if you would…” The White Snake hissed his acceptance of her warning graciously.

“Be my guest.” I allowed it access to the Silo, and it began to consume ether, absorbing it. The snake glowed with a bright halo of rainbow light, and the air was filled with a sibilant hissing, scratching at the edges of understanding. This light grew brighter for a moment and then faded, leaving the snake with a drooping head, looking exhausted.

Holy crap, that brief oracle cost nearly twenty thousand ether. We are definitely going to need to increase our supply to support the snake's goals. Despite that, the benefits long term could be great.

“It issss done.” The White Snake spoke. “My adherentssss will lissssten to you now. Sssshould I hear anything from my fellow Kami regarding other … asssstral emperorssss assss you called them, I sssshall advisssse you. Though there are few I can sssstill reach, I do confessssssss.”

“That sounds great. If we are forewarned we are forearmed.” I quoted piously. “I’m going to take a quick look over the new Territory, if you don’t mind.”

The snake nodded and followed, his attendants also moving with us. The shrine looked very different here in the Boundary. The same basic form was unchanged, torii gates and buildings, but they were more magnificent, more… real, somehow, the reds bright and vivid, inlaid with golds, the buildings not the ramshackle state they were in on the Material, but well cared for and maintained. Still, if the Astral is the divine realm too, it makes sense… although if that's the case, where are the Gods that chose us?

The area of Territory we had gained overall was not inconsiderable, probably amounting to a sixth of what we had already controlled. Luckily the shrine was just within a kilometre of my apartment, so it was able to be brought under our protection, though it was likely the Territory also expanded out further than we could claim. There were snakes everywhere, most normal yet oversized, though a few other stranger forms were also lurking.

As we crested the hill to the main side building an excitable bark stopped us short. It was the Kobold miner in charge of the other Kobolds. He was being followed by the rest of his kin, armed with spades, pickaxes and crude wheelbarrows. They quickly gathered around me, barking joyfully.

“A mine, a mine!” The leader wagged his tail ferociously. “A great mine is here. Just say the word and we can work on it, speak and we can begin mining!”

“Will it damage the area?” I asked, glancing at the White Snake. “This is a holy place, after all, we can’t defile it.”

“We mine well, we dig clean.” The Kobold insisted. “A small door in the hill, that will be all, that is it.”

“In that casssse I allow it. But pleasssse show resssspect to my sssshrine.”

“We will, we will.” The Kobolds agreed. “We will offer tribute to the shrine too, offer wealth.”

Oh yeah, the shrine has an offertory box here too. Looking at the shrine by the bells there was a large box, ornately decorated, much more so than the one I remembered from Shirohebizumi from the Material world when I idly visited it in the past, just because it was near my apartment.

Now that was settled the Kobolds began to dig, pickaxes and shovels working fast. As they did so ether was consumed, and my secondary build queue was filled with a Kobold Mine Rank 4 Special.

Rank four? That sounds powerful. My other buildings are at best Rank two….

“Have you noticed?” Shaeula spoke from beside me. I hadn’t noticed she had been quiet since we entered the area, so it came as a bit of a surprise. “The elemental earth is strong-strong here. It is an uncomfortable feeling for a Fae of wind such as myself… but if the energy can be harvested… Trolls are Fae of earth, so it could-could strengthen Grulgor and his troops.”

“Can we not use it ourselves? Earth and air together could come up with some great attacks.”

“Earth and wind are opposing elemental energies.” Shaeula shook her head. “To master both-both in one body would be fiendishly difficult.”

“But not impossible?” I pressed.

Shaeula pondered, amber eyes narrowed in thought. “I would say it was not-not possible, yet you have surpassed my expectations with your knowledge of the wind. It may be possible for you, but the path to success would be hard-hard indeed.”

If it isn’t impossible then with enough hard work it’ll just be a matter of time… so I could really use some more Ether Spires so we can pull this earth elemental energy in too. Maybe it would be better to upgrade my Territory Anchor to Rank three instead of the Ether Spire upgrade… though a hundred Astral days of the Territory being defenceless… hmm, decisions, decisions…


Fifty-Five


After returning from the Boundary I opened my phone to discover a number of missed calls and messages from Kana-chan. I wonder… does it have something to do with the oracle? If so, that was fast…

The first messages were cutesy, full of emoticons, asking if I was there and if I could call her ASAP. They got progressively shriller as I hadn’t answered, and towards the end I could detect rather a lot of annoyance in the words. She should have just assumed we were sleeping.

Shaeula was tapping away on her phone, no doubt responding, as she had also received a wall of texts and calls overnight. I think I’ll just let her do it. Several seconds after Shaeula had responded I nearly dropped my phone as it started ringing. Sure enough, it was Kana-chan. Damn, she’s keen. Did she even sleep last night?

With a sigh I accepted the call. “Hey Kana-chan, what’s up?”

“About time you picked up. I’ve been trying to call you all night.” She was trying to keep her voice sweet, but wasn’t doing that good a job. If I didn’t know better I’d say she’s angry with me… “Is there any guy who wouldn’t want to take a call from a beauty like me late at night? Don’t go playing hard to get, big bro.” she continued.

“Sorry about that. We didn’t have access to our phones last night, that’s all. We weren’t ignoring you Kana-chan, I promise.”

“I see.” She answered after a momentary, meaningful pause. “That or the two of you were too busy to pick up the phone, eh?”

Despite myself I blushed, bringing a snigger from Shaeula. “It was nothing like that, I assure you. Anyway, what can I do for you? It’s still pretty early.”

“Oh well, about what we were discussing yesterday, about coming to the shrine to meet my grandfather… things have got a bit more urgent, so I was really hoping you could come and see us today, big bro? He really wants to talk to you about something that happened last night…”

“I guess that’ll be about the oracle, right?” I replied, bringing a long silence from the other end. Eventually Kana-chan spoke, her tone strained.

“Uh, how do you know about that, big bro? Did you not answer my calls because you were spying on me… that’s… kind of creepy you know, girls don’t go for that sort of thing, trust me.”

Whoa, she sounds pretty creeped out. I guess that is a logical inference, if totally something I wouldn’t do…

“Of course I wouldn’t do that.” I explained myself quickly, her disgust hurting me. “I’ve only just met you… although that doesn’t mean I’d stalk you if I knew you better… hell, what am I even saying…?” Flustered, I ignored the little laugh from Kana-chan and a louder one from Shaeula, who was watching me with some amusement. “No, seriously, I know because I met your shrine’s Kami last night. We came to an arrangement so he said he would send an oracle to your shrine to support us.”

“I think I find it easier to imagine you were stalking me.” Kana-chan said doubtfully. “You can’t just meet a God. Even in our shrine's records, which go back well over a thousand years, they only appear very briefly to pass on oracles or warnings. It isn’t like you can have a chat over tea and cake.”

“Well, I can certainly explain all this, but it’s pretty unbelievable.” I admitted. “Still, a smart girl like you who knows about powers that most would imagine to be mere stories should be able to understand.”

There was another long pause before she answered again. “Flattery won’t get you any points with me, big bro. I think you should come to the shrine as soon as you can. My grandfather wants to speak with you. Bring some cake though. You owe me that for not answering my calls. Girls hate that you know.”

Demanding a bribe, huh? I suppose I did get bored of waiting for her response and decide to go to the Boundary. In the end, it all worked out though… “Sure, I’ll do that. So we come to the main shrine building, right…”
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“I’m feeling vaguely intimidated…” I admitted to Shaeula, who was standing beside me, back in her yukata. As my hand clenched nervously around the box handle of the very expensive cake I had got by taking a several-stop detour on the metro, I looked at the four shrine maidens who were bowing to us.

“Welcome, honoured guests.” They chorused, looking at us curiously.

“Damn, if I’d have known there were so many I’d have brought more cake…” I muttered.

“Hey, you have cake?” One of the shrine maidens perked up, her hair, braided into a pair of pigtails bouncing excitedly, making her look quite young. Maybe middle-school age? “Cool, can I have some?”

The shrine maiden next to her hissed at her to be dignified, but I surmised she wasn’t the calm sort as she bounded up and looked at the box. “Wow, that’s a cake from that great patisserie by the station. That stuff’s super pricy but really good. I’ve got to have some.”

Hell, she’s even drooling. She reminds me of my sis a little… well, her energy, anyway… “I don’t mind, but how many people are here? I don’t think I’ve brought enough.”

“Well, there’s us shrine maidens, the honoured priest and his family, the other priests… uh, about twenty. No way that cake will be large enough…” her face fell as she realised.

“Keomi-chan, calm down.” the other shrine maiden whispered again. “We need to escort him in, or the honoured priest will be angry.”

“Oh yeah…” the girl, said sadly. Keomi-chan, huh? “But I really wanted to try some of the cake…”

This is starting to get embarrassing. I feel a little sorry for her… Opening up my wallet I took out a couple of ten-thousand yen notes. Offering them to her I smiled as gently as I could. “If you know where the store is you could always go and buy some more for me. I’d appreciate it.”

Her eyes lit up as she snatched the notes from my hand, braids dancing. “Sure, I’ll do that. Woah, you’re really generous. I’ll be back soon.” As she hurried away I smiled, although the other three shrine maidens were looking rather put out.

“Are you sure-sure it is safe for her to be out alone? Remember Ichika and her troubles?” Shaeula interjected, and I had to agree. Taking out a thousand yen I held it out. “I don’t suppose one of you can go with her, to make sure she’s safe? This is for the train fares.” Two girls would likely be safer than one, and people probably wouldn’t pick on those dressed as shrine maidens…

“I’ll go.” One girl piped up and took the money, racing after Keomi-chan. I turned back to the remaining two girls, whose faces were red with embarrassment, and managed to regain my poise. “Sorry for the commotion. I am here to see Kana-chan’s grandfather, the priest of this shrine.”

“We will escort you both.” one of the girls said. Looking at them a bit closer they seemed to resemble each other, so perhaps they were sisters? And rather attractive ones at that. Are they high schoolers as well? Kana-chan was right when she said about cute shrine maidens. Not that I’m interested of course.

“Please do.” With that, Shaeula and I followed them into the main building. It looked as though they had been doing repairs recently, as the building smelled of fresh paint and there were signs of activity everywhere. It still looks tired and shabby though. The girls took us to a curtained-off area, and within there were a half dozen men, most of whom were in priestly garb, as well as another group of shrine maidens, including a very tired looking Kana-chan. Okay, she does look very pretty in that outfit. She wasn’t wrong about that either.

Sitting at the head of the group, beside an old-looking serpentine statue, was a stern-faced older man in priest attire. When he saw us he moved to speak, only to suddenly frown, expression grave. I’m guessing this is Kana-chan’s grandfather? He does look rather… imposing…

“Where are the other shrine maidens?” he asked, and behind me the two sisters flinched. This one is pretty much my fault so I’ll throw them a lifeline.

“Sorry about that.” I said apologetically. “I hope I didn’t overstep my bounds but I sent them on a quick errand. They’ll be back shortly.”

“Hmm, well, I suppose it can be allowed, circumstances being what they are.” the priest replied, though his attitude was frosty. “In any case, I expect you know why you are here, do you not?”

Well this isn’t going quite as smoothly as I would have liked. Still, the potential rewards are huge, and the White Snake has given me his support so I can win them over. I can do this!

“I do indeed. However there seems rather a lot of people here. Who are they, if I may ask? I have information of a very sensitive nature to share, and at this stage the fewer who know of it, the better.”

“They are all priests of local shrines who we have a good relationship with. They are as trustworthy as us and all have histories that go back many centuries or more. Should my granddaughter be speaking the truth this matter concerns them as well.” Behind him Kana-chan was looking at me compassionately, shrugging her shoulders in shared sympathy, which caused her to… bounce… rather distractingly. I then held in a wince as Shaeula stamped on my foot.

“Pay attention, Akio.” She whispered. “If we can gain-gain support from all these here, and they too-too have enshrined Kami, then if we make allegiance with them too our position will be secure!”

“All right then, I’ll cut to the chase.” I conceded. “Your granddaughter has a talent to see ’abnormalities’, I believe she called it. She ran into us by chance, and this led to us discovering both sides have access to what she called ‘spiritual’ abilities, although again I would use a different term. This alone was enough to make us valuable, as currently a big stir is happening within the community of shrines and temples in Japan, which are more intertwined and with far longer and richer histories than I was aware of. Am I right up to now?”

“Substantially.” Kana-chan’s grandfather conceded. “Our Kami sent a rare oracle to us last night which advised us to ‘call them’ which could only mean to speak to you, as that was the matter we were discussing at the time. And when you finally answered this morning… my granddaughter says you already knew about the oracle.”

“All right then, time to lay my cards on the table.” I said. No risk, no reward. “The reason that I knew about it was because Shaeula and I had met with the White Snake this shrine venerates and concluded an alliance with him, providing him with the aether he required to send the oracle.”

“Preposterous!” a thin priest countered, spittle flying from his mouth as he exclaimed in rage. “I can believe you may have great spiritual powers, ours is not the only shrine to have such storied figures in our history, yet to meet a God… your words are clearly false!”

I was about to respond when Shaeula stepped forwards, eyes blazing. “How dare-dare you malign my master? Foolish little mortals who have barely scratched the surface of mystery, you would speak-speak of falsehoods?” Wind energy supported by aether flared around her, dyeing the air around her a rich jade, whipping the clothes of the priests and maidens into movement, as if a strong wind was blowing within the small chamber.

Damn, I know we didn’t spend as long training last night as normal, what with the discussions with the White Snake and other matters, but even so to be able to affect the world around her on the Material to such a degree… maybe she’s had the breakthrough she was searching for…?

Your Class, Fae-Bonded, has increased from Level Eight to Level Nine.


Silver words blinked across my vision as Shaeula raged. Most of the shrine maidens had scuttled to the far corners of the room, quailing beneath her fury, and even the priests looked shaken, all except Kana-chan’s grandfather, who was watching with a calm gaze.

“You… you are not human, are you?” he asked, filling the room with a sudden silence, only the sound of the wind blowing breaking the tension...


Fifty-Six


“Isee at least someone here is capable of recognising my brilliance.” Shaeula sneered, staring at him. “No, indeed I am not-not a mortal such as you. I am a noble princess of the Seelie, a Fae. We dwell in what you would call the realm-realm of the divine.”

“That… is not possible!” One of the other priests denied it, leaning forwards against the wind. “Kami, Yōkai, spirits… there have been times when it is recorded they have walked the soil of mortal Japan, yet only at times of a rare alignment with the divine realm, and often lasting but minutes or at best hours. No spiritual being could walk around like this for days, going about their business as a normal human, to say nothing of them displaying such power! It goes against everything we know!”

“You would ordinarily be correct. However thanks to the master whom I have shared-shared Oath and Boon with, Akio here, I can walk freely on the Mortal plane, unlike my kin who can-can manifest for but moments on the conjunction of the moon-moon and tides.”

“And what of you?” Kana-chan’s grandfather asked me. “Are you a human, to be the master of such a being?”

“I am.” I laughed self-depreciatingly. “Up until just a few weeks ago I was as ordinary as the next person. Of course, now things have changed. But that is getting into the topic of the things we need to discuss carefully.” Tapping Shaeula on the shoulder I asked her to calm down, which she reluctantly did, the verdant glow dying down around her, the wind ceasing. “I think you’ve made a breakthrough, haven’t you? I guess you won our bet after all.”

Shaeula nodded, eyes bright, though the amber fires within had died down with her winds. “Indeed you are correct. Not-not only has my mastery of the wind increased, my ability to generate it has grown by leaps and bounds as well-well! I believe I have reached a clear new level in power!”

“In that case, since we’ve demonstrated what we can do, maybe we should all relax and talk about things calmly. The White Snake has offered us support, and so we would like your support too. In exchange we have agreed to help the White Snake as well.”

“I agree. Let us all regain our calm and discuss this carefully.” He gestured to his priestly colleagues.

We all took our places again, everyone looking at us with scared eyes except for Kana-chan, who was looking at Shaeula with something like awe, and her grandfather and another man who bore a resemblance to Kana-chan. Perhaps her father?

“All right then. I suppose I had better start from the beginning. Though of course, I expect that this information will be treated confidentially?” There was silence again, except for Kana-chan’s grandfather, who agreed. “By the way, my name is Oshiro Akio. What would you be called, honoured priest? I can’t keep referring to you as Kana-chan’s grandfather.”

“I am Izumi Masaji. You may call me that, I have no objection. Now if you would begin.”

I began by explaining about the arrival of Exposition-san and my first journey to the Boundary, and briefly about the opportunities and possible dangers, without going into too much detail, especially about how my powers worked. Everyone was listening in strained silence, except for Izumi-san and of course Kana-chan, who was looking at the box I had placed beside me as I sat down.

“So, you are saying this… Boundary… is the realm where spirits and Gods reside? And you can enter it freely?”

“Not exactly, I have to gather aether first, although I have quite a few advantages compared to you in that regard.” I replied. “I won’t go into details right now, but once the required amount is gathered my spirit enters. I call this my Astral body. Damage dealt to it is reflected on my Material body, though the effect is muted, so a deep cut might be merely a shallow wound. Still, damage to critical areas could probably still kill me, such as the heart or the head…”Despite myself I shivered. Beside me Shaeula patted my leg reassuringly.

“I would hear more of this … Exposition-san you spoke of. He said he was choosing heroes. Is our Great White Snake-sama involved in this?”

“He said he was not. Most likely it would just be the great Creator Gods from Japan who are selecting them. Though if what Exposition-san said was true then I wonder if they are purely Gods of Japan, or even this world. That was the impression I got, that our world is only now becoming connected to others…?” That point had only just occurred to me, but it seemed persuasive. “Of course, I can’t discount the fact that I’ve been lied to. Though there is definitely a lot of truth in it, after all…” I gestured, and the coin I had taken from my pocket soared into the air, remaining steady for several long seconds before falling to the ground. “… I can do this now, and Shaeula stands by my side. But I’m an adult, so I can’t deny the possibility that the truths are only there to hide the lies.”

There was more silence and uncomfortable looks being exchanged. I had been talking for nearly an hour, with only brief interjections from Izumi-san to break my flow, so I was feeling rather drained.

“So, I have two questions that need answering.” Izumi-san said, after some thought. “The first is, do you feel it was one of our Gods that has chosen you?”

At that I shook my head. “I doubt it. I have no way of knowing for certain, I’m hardly an expert on the divine after all. I am as pious as the average Japanese person, despite being a half, but that leaves large gaps in my knowledge. But if I had to say what decided me… it’s the terminology. Ether, Aether, The Astral, Silver Cords… they seem rather more Western in origin. While that isn’t a guarantee, I feel if the God involved was Japanese they would be talking more about spiritual power, as you do.” Chakra theory seemed to fit it as well, which is Eastern, but not Japanese, though the version that Shaeula knew is not suitable for humans to use…

Beside me Shaeula voiced her agreement. “The Boundary, or the Astral are but-but a few of many names for the divine realm, or the land of twilight. The Court of the Seelie travels freely, so we have met many-many peoples calling it many things, but the name does not-not change what it is.” She smiled at me rather fondly. “It is as Akio taught me. Elemental wind is but-but a different name for the element of the moving invisible air that surrounds us. What a thing is called does not-not change what it is, but it does-does speak about the one who calls it by a name.”

There was another long silence lasting minutes before he spoke again. “Very well, my second question, and perhaps the more important one. Why would you continue doing this and risk your life as a so-called ‘hero’? Is it for the power and rewards?”

I scratched my head, looking wry. “That’s a really good question. I ask myself that a lot too. At the start it was more for a bit of excitement, you know. I led a pretty boring life. I got by on doing freelance IT work. It wasn’t bad, it just wasn’t… fulfilling, satisfying. But then I discovered that I could gain power that anyone would envy, and that was great too. I mean, if you put me in a ring with a professional boxer now, I’m pretty sure I’d win easily, which isn’t bad for a pasty computer nerd, right?” Seeing the hard looks in the eyes of the priests at my attempt at lightening the tense mood I continued. “But now it’s more than that. I fought Shaeula as enemies, but now we are partners working towards our goals together, and I promised to keep her safe. And I can’t do that if I stop now.”

“Oh, could you explain that?” he asked.

“Just think about it. I’m not sure how many people the Gods have selected, and I doubt they are common, but there will surely be others in the Boundary fighting and gathering strength. Any one of them could come across Shaeula and her kin and kill them for ether. Or do worse…” I shuddered at the thought of that. “To say nothing of the consequences in this world. Not all people are virtuous, hell, I know I’m not perfect, I want power and fame as much as most people, but if an evil person was to get a hold of such power… imagine it. I daresay if I had a weapon I could kill every man here and do what I wanted with the women…” As the temperature of the room dropped again and the shrine maidens stared at me I hastily spoke. “… not that I would ever do such a thing, but there are likely those that would. When I think of Shaeula, or my sister, or Kana-chan over there, being subjected to the whims of the powerful… I think only power counters power.” There was more to it of course, but there was no need to explain about the worries of those from other worlds invading further down the line, when the ‘newbie protection’ Earth enjoyed wore off. If the Earth truly was in as much danger as Exposition-san said, I felt I had to step up. With great power comes great responsibility after all, as a wise man once said. That day I wished I had the power so that my sister and Eri-chan didn’t have to cry. Now my wish is coming true, abandoning that chance would be a mistake…

The silence was now uncomfortable, stretching out painfully. More time passed and I was about to speak when suddenly the curtain burst open and the shrine maiden from earlier, Keomi-chan, burst in carrying several large bags, followed by the other maiden who was panting with exhaustion, carrying more. “I’ve got all the cake! Thanks for your generosity, mister!” she said brightly to me, only to grind to a halt as everyone in the room turned to stare at her.

For a long moment, the scene persisted, Keomi-chan getting redder and redder, shrinking in on herself. “Uhh, sorry, was this a bad time?” she said faintly. Damn, that’s just adorable. I was about to speak up when Kana-chan suddenly burst out laughing, shattering the quiet.

“Oh my God Keomi-chan, you are so stupid.” she practically howled. “But your timing is perfect. I’ve been dying to try the cake in that box for an hour now. My grandfather and the other old men are thinking way too hard about this. I don’t think big bro is such a bad guy, after all, if a woman as pretty as Shaeula stays with him, human or not, then he can’t be all bad. Now let’s see what we have…” She hurried over and opened the bags, crowing over box after box of expensive cake.

A different sort of tension was running around the room now, the girls eyeing the cakes. With a chuckle I threw my hands up in defeat. “Why don’t we all take a break, have some cake and then start over. Maybe when we’ve had something sweet we’ll be more in a mood to discuss things calmly?”

“I desire alcohol.” Shaeula declared. “It goes well with sweet-sweet things.”

Some of the bolder shrine maidens had clustered around Keomi-chan and the other one, so the stillness was banished. Passing the bag I carried to Shaeula I looked at Izumi-san who nodded.

“Very well, we will take a short break. I dare say I can find some ceremonial sake or some cans of beer if I look hard enough.” As he stood he looked at me, his eyes hard. “I am not entirely satisfied with your reasoning, and I cannot be sure of just what our Great White Snake-sama intended when he asked us to call you, whether it was to join you in an alliance as you claim, or to warn us against you and these other ‘Astral Emperors’ as you called them. But one thing I do know is that whatever the answer, we cannot go into this situation ignorant. If the Gods truly are trying to save the Earth, then we must answer their wishes.”

“That’s true.” I agreed, watching the gaggle of girls attack the many cakes Keomi-chan had purchased. “The times are changing, and even if we do nothing, that won’t halt it. All we can do is adapt, and do the best we can to make sure the times change to better ones.”

“Well said.” He agreed. “In times of change great opportunities lie…”


Fifty-Seven


“Wow, I don’t know if my phone is broken or you started too soon, but that’s amazing, mister.” Keomi-chan said, looking down at the timer on her phone, which had stopped at just over eight seconds. “That’s totally a world record right there!”

Wiping a few drops of sweat from my brow I smiled. “You don’t have to call me mister. You can use my name you know.” As for the run I had just completed, a hundred metres marked out, I had certainly exceeded what was commonly possible for a human.

“That’s a bit embarrassing.” Keomi-chan muttered. “But you sure are incredible. You could be really famous if you wanted.”

Indeed, I had been breaking records to demonstrate the power I had. Before the hundred metres I had shattered the world record in long jump, and had lifted heavy objects with ease. I guess all the stat boosts and physical training I have been doing have really shown concrete results.

A gaggle of shrine maidens and the priests were gathered around Shaeula, who was demonstrating tricks with wind, her most popular one being slicing cakes perfectly with a fine thread of elemental energy. She didn’t even need to do more research. Either she broke through because she mastered it, or breaking through allowed her mastery. Not that it matters…

“So I have to ask…” one of the shrine maidens from another shrine asked her. “If Oshiro-san is your master, does that mean you have to do anything he asks?”

“Akio is not-not such a fool as to demand anything inappropriate with me. He may-may have bested me and won my loyalty, but I am pure-blooded royalty of the Seelie, a princess, daughter of the great Shaetanao. Were he to abuse me, my father would not-not remain silent.”

“Oh, but you still let him buy you underwear, don’t you?” Kana-chan chimed in, shooting me a sly look. “I’d say that’s pretty inappropriate. I bet you even let him choose?”

“Is it not-not natural for a master to provide for his servant, especially one as excellent as me in all-all regards?” Shaeula asked, bringing giggles from the girls around.

“I always thought you were a bit of a pervert, big bro.” Kana-chan said. “It doesn't matter, I like you anyway.”

“Well, leaving aside my dignity that is now in tatters…” I tried to change the subject, flushed with embarrassment that caused Keomi-chan and the others to laugh at me. “… Now that you have seen more proof of the powers we hold have you had any more thought about an alliance?”

“I have a question of my own first.” Izumi-san asked, coming over with the sister shrine maidens and his son in tow. “While I have seen your abilities and can only conclude there is much truth in your words, and I can see the benefits our shrine could reap from an association with you, I would ask can you not bring our Great White Snake-sama to the mortal realm, as you have for Shaeula-sama?”

Shaeula frowned at the honorific, but I guess it made sense that a devout priest would see a noble spiritual being such as her as something sacred.

“Well…” I began, not sure of how much to reveal. I had been careful to limit information on just how my Territory functioned in case talks fell through, as there were other candidates for Astral Emperor out there and some may have connections with the temples and shrines of Japan. In fact, if the greater Japanese Gods were involved, I should expect that. “It certainly isn’t impossible, but I used up a significant proportion of my resources granting Shaeula the power of a mortal body. Over time I could gather further resources, although I do have other issues that require them. But perhaps…” I ran some quick calculations. “…by Christmas I think that’s doable.”

“I see. That is interesting. And could this boon be extended to other Kami, such as those of our fellows? Faith that we have hoarded for a thousand years has been dwindling in this modern era, but with concrete proof of the Divine…”

“But we all agreed to keep our powers hidden.” The thin priest who seemed to be constantly arguing grated. “Do we want to be targeted by the secular authorities or captured for scientific research? These two may be strong, but even so, against soldiers armed with guns, to say nothing of helicopters, tanks and bombs, our faith would be meaningless.”

I was about to reply but Shaeula beat me to it. “You think so-so small, unlike my master, who has faced foes unlike those you could ever-ever imagine.” she scoffed, voice cold. “As Akio grows his power within the Astral, and as his Territory expands, greater feats-feats of strength will become possible. I dare-dare say that if he continues on this path these ‘helicopters, tanks and bombs’ will be nothing compared to the power he will wield-wield.”

As the thin priest reeled back, a sour look on his face, several of the shrine maidens gathered around Shaeula, squealing.

“Oh my God, can I call you big sister?” one of them said, and several others agreed, praising her for her cuteness and strength. At least she is popular, not that I am surprised.

“Look, I obviously cannot detail exactly how I expand my power, and I’m sure you all find that reasonable.” I tried to calm the situation. “But I can say with certainly that I am only just at the beginning of this journey. Should we enter into a firm alliance, over time you will come to understand more of what I can do, and will even be able to contribute to my expansion. I look after my own, as Shaeula will testify, so we can prosper together. It really isn’t a bad offer at all, and the White Snake Kami has already joined me. I can probably empower him to make another oracle if required, though this will set me back a week or so in terms of expansion.”

“I have a question.” Kana’s father, who hadn’t spoken much yet, asked. “You say this… aether… is basically the same as our spiritual power, right?” He demonstrated by flickering a small flame on his finger, lighting a cigarette. Taking a long puff and blowing out some steel-grey smoke, he sighed contentedly.

“Yeah, I can do the same by using aether, though you might be channelling elemental fire if you can’t do anything else, I’m not an expert yet.” I answered, conjuring a faint flickering flame which hovered above my palm for a few seconds before winking out.

“I thought so. By the way, I should have introduced myself earlier. I am Izumi Daichi. Thank you for putting up with my daughter Kana, I know she can be a nuisance.”

“Gee, thanks a lot dad, way to embarrass me in front of big bro.” Kana grumbled.

“It’s no problem.” I replied, ignoring Kana-chan. “I haven’t known her that long but I can tell she’s a popular girl.”

“Sometimes too popular…” he grumbled. “But anyway… I wonder if it is possible for anyone to learn how to improve their spiritual power? Over the years I have meditated and taken part in many traditional ceremonies, yet my flame has only increased in duration by a small amount. Yet you, who had no spiritual abilities, have increased so much in only a few weeks. It is beyond my comprehension.”

Could we train people? “Hmm, I don’t say it would be impossible, although those who already have the foundation to use aether would have an advantage. I’m not sure it we could train someone who had no spiritual ability without forcing it like Exposition-san did for me, which might not be a good idea…” With Shaeula’s eyes to see the flow of power and guide it… though they wouldn’t have the strengthening effect of Levels or the ability to pull aether from our Territory… is it impossible, I don’t think so…

“I believe we could.” I concluded. “I don’t think they would show such amazing gains as I have, at least not in the short term. Maybe when I strengthen my Territory more… anyway, it’s possible.”

“Good.” Her father said, clapping his hands together. “Then how about this? We form a provisional alliance until Christmas, when our Great White Snake-sama can be incarnated to the mortal realm. In exchange for our support you will train some of us from each shrine in your spiritual arts, increasing the power we can wield, teaching us the techniques required. Then should our Kami recommend we remain allied we will exchange unbreakable oaths and come together as one.”

“I could agree to that.” The thin priest said, surprising me. “Obviously I could not commit to unbreakable oaths until our shrine's Kami has consented, but we can cooperate until then.”

A third also agreed, and then a forth. The last remaining priest was not convinced, however.

“This all seems rather sudden. With a great Conclave called, even if the date is not yet set, it seems rash to agree to such things before we find out the reason why. It could well be to address these so called ‘Astral Emperors’ could it not?”

“It certainly could.” Izumi-san agreed. “However we are all smaller shrines, with little influence despite rich history. What power we have has been maintained by working together. This is a chance to massively increase our standing within the entire Conclave. It will take place before Christmas, surely, so until then we have only a cooperative relationship, which we can break off if either side needs to. I fail to see the issue here.”

“In that case, may I suggest this then?” I said, pleased that the scary grandfather of Kana-chan had come on board. “Until the White Snake Kami can be brought to the Material plane to vouch for me, we will work together loosely. In exchange for your influence we will undertake training of a few people per shrine. Information on Shaeula and me will be restricted to between us, and as for the Conclave… perhaps I can attend? That way I can address any concerns and support your attempts to gain influence. Everybody wins, right?”

“That does sound… reasonable.” The last holdout conceded.

“It’s settled then. How does two from each shrine sound to start with then?” Izumi-san suggested. “We could start today.”

“About that…” I said apologetically. “I’m heading to my hometown over the weekend, and then next week I have a business trip abroad to raise funds for the next stage of my plans. I could start after that though?”

“That seems acceptable.” The priests exchanged looks and all nodded. “But first, if I may ask, what town are you from?”

“It’s just a little place called Nishimorioka up in the mountains of Aichi prefecture. It and a couple of other smaller villages are the only thing around there, unless you like mountains and trees. It’s pretty much in the middle of nowhere, but its home.”

“I see, I see. Fetch the list.” Izumi-san ordered his son, who raced off into the main building. As I waited, wondering what they were doing, I couldn’t help but admire Shaeula who was at the centre of the group of shrine maidens, like an amber dahlia amidst a sea of white and red petals. It might be nice if she made some more friends… I daresay some of these girls will be coming for lessons. Now I suddenly feel nervous…

Kana-chan’s father returned, looking pleased. “They are listed. The shrine at Nishimorioka is a true one.”

“I see then.” Izumi-san turned back to me. “In that case, we will pen you a letter to take to your home shrine. While I am loathe to disclose information of you yet to other shrines carelessly, the support of your hometown shrine would carry weight with the Conclave. Come, we must pen a suitable missive.” He gestured to the other priests who followed him to the main house. As they left an older woman who looked quite a lot like Kana-chan appeared, holding a covered basket.

“So you must be Oshiro-kun.” she said warmly, giving me a bright smile. She’s pretty hot. If that’s Kana-chan’s mother then Kana-chan is going to stay pretty as she gets older… “I am Izumi Nagi, but you can call me Nagi. Thank you for listening to my daughter.”

“It’s no problem Nagi-san.” I answered, nervous. “She’s quite the persistent girl. But she seems well mannered. She’s a good daughter I am sure.”

“Oh you are a very polite one, aren’t you?” Nagi-san said gently, handing me the basket. “Take this as a sign of our goodwill. It’s some spirits we have brewed using the produce from the shrine. Your companion looks as though she enjoys alcohol. Though at her size I would suggest moderation.” She winked at me, her expression teasing.

“Thanks for the gift. She’ll definitely appreciate it. Don’t worry, if your daughter is one of those who comes to our teaching we’ll look after her and treat her well.”

“I’m sure you will.” Nagi-san agreed. We talked for a while, waiting for the letter, while Shaeula exchanged numbers with all the shrine maidens. It was late afternoon by the time we had received our sealed letter, exchanged various phone numbers with the priests and agreed a schedule for our first training session. Walking down the hill back towards our home I felt drained, yet full of a sense of accomplishment. The alliance is still fragile, but if I can convert it into a firm one… who knows what we can achieve…


Fifty-Eight – Contains Status – Shaeula 2


After a relaxing afternoon, during which we were too drained to do much more than relax and play around, watching TV and gaming (although I did have a quick spin on the roulette, adding another fifteen hundred pounds to the pot) we entered the Boundary. The tide was diminishing even further, the sky looking almost normal (for the Boundary, anyway) and the flakes of rainbow snow were much reduced in frequency.

On our return I called for all our forces, as it was time to prepare for the final task before heading to my hometown, defeating the Raven Knight and securing the area. As they arrived, Grulgor and his Trolls, The White Snake, the Kobolds and the weaselkin, I received a shock. There were now two Kamaitachi!

Shaeula puffed her small chest proudly. “When I increased my power my ability to restore my kin-kin improved and I was able to return one of my fallen sickle-weasels to life-life!”

“Good job!” I approved, activating my ability to see Shaeula’s prowess, to sate my curiosity about how much stronger she had become.

[Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan] [Noble Fae] [Wind Aspect]
[Material Statistics]
Might                         32 82 (+5)
Fortitude                    30 80 (+5)
Intellect                      65 120 (+5)
Resilience                  28 78 (+5)
Alacrity                      67 132 (+5)
Precision                    46 96 (+5)
Aether                        304 517 (+5)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                      5 7 (+0)
Majesty                      0 2 (+0)
Charm                        5 8 (+0)
???                             1 2 (+0)
???
???
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 1 Rank 3
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 5 Rank 6
Aether Manipulation Rank 1 Rank 3
Aether Combat Technique Rank 2
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 4 Rank 5
Wind Manipulation Rank 2 Rank 4
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eyes Of Perception Rank ???
Kin Restoration Rank ???
Blessing Of Fortunate Winds Rank ???
Blessing Of Befuddling Winds Rank ???
[Level] 0/5 5/5
[Classes]
Wind Fae 8/10
Great Wind Fae 1/20
[Mastered Classes]
Wind Fae 10/10


Holy crap! No wonder she was so powerful when she got annoyed at the shrine. Most of her stats have almost caught up with mine, to say nothing of the epic boost to her Aether! And the jump in her Skill Ranks… My Skills had gone up too, and I was feeling pretty good about that, but Shaeula’s had soared. I guess that’s her natural talent, being a noble Fae of the wind. Still, without my training regimen and the knowledge I had imparted to her she never could have grown so much. That’s right. She’s worked hard but I can take some credit too, I think!

“You are looking rather smug, Akio. I do not-not think I approve.” Shaeula sniffed, breaking my reverie.

“I was just admiring how strong you’ve grown.” I praised her wryly. “I really thought I’d have a breakthrough first, and while I have improved, you have surpassed me. You win our bet, so I’ll do anything you wish. What would you like?”

“Hmm, let me think-think about what I wish from you. I shall decide in due-due course.” She responded, eyes gleaming.

Hmm, I’m totally not nervous at all about what she is going to demand. Anyway, enough worrying. Clearing my throat awkwardly I outlined the objective and the plan for the mission. “I think it is time we dealt with the Raven Knight and made this area secure. I don’t expect it will be easy, but with all of us working together it should be possible. I’ll leave the Kobolds in charge of the Territory while we are gone. As for the rest of us, we will advance on his Territory en-masse.”

“Grul says he approves of the plan.” Grulgor gurgled. Behind him his Trolls were working themselves up into a frenzy at the thought of battle. “Grul says he will crush the annoying little bird-man once and for all!”

“Well you’ll get your chance. Since you are the strongest of us all and hardest to injure you’ll be leading the charge. I want our weaselkin, especially the Kamaitachi, to support with ranged attacks. Shaeula and I will be flexible, responding to unexpected circumstances, and attacking as appropriate.”

“And what of ussss?” The White Snake asked. “What will our rolessss be?”

“I wasn’t sure if you wanted to be a part of this battle, seeing as you have only just joined us. I was intending to keep your forces back, in case of any unexpected trouble.”

“Have no fear, we will be happy to assssssisssssst you. We have our own conccccernssss regarding thissss Raven Knight. Besssst to deal with him oncccce and for all.”

“Well in that case, I am glad to have you on board. I don’t have a solid grasp on your combat capabilities though, so I’d need to know more before I can assign you roles in our attack.”

“Very well. In that casssse…” the White Snake began, and for the next hour we amended the battle plan. It turned out that the White Snake and his serpentine followers were what one could describe as mages, I supposed, mostly specialising in earth elemental abilities, though the White Snake itself could call upon its divine power to perform stronger acts, though it made pains to point out it had extremely weak divinity, being only a minor Kami with few worshippers and a rundown shrine.

The White Snake would assist Shaeula and me in mobile defence and offence, responding to the tide of battle, while his kin would support the Trolls and weaselkin defensively. Once everyone had agreed and knew their roles, it was time to commence the hopefully final battle.

Approaching the graveyard that we had not been able to bring into our Territory the sky began to darken, and an ominous presence could be felt, the air still and cold. A slow pulsing could also be felt, absorbing aether and elemental essence from us, growing in strength as we moved closer to the heart of the enemy Territory.

“You feel that?” Shaeula asked, shivering a little. “That is elemental darkness. Some few-few of the Seelie possess such a rare affinity, though most of those who do are kin of the Dark Court, the Unseelie.” She shuddered again. “I do not-not accuse the Raven Knight of associating with such vile fiends, but-but…” she trailed off.

“It’ll be all right.” I reassured her. “If the Raven Knight is a wanderer like you said before then I doubt he has any connection with them. And if he does… well, we’ll soon find out. Whatever happens, I’ll protect you.” I declared boldly, bringing a retort.

“As if I require your protection.” she snorted. “Of course, as my master you should definitely offer it. I will allow-allow you to keep some pride and accept.”

Oh God, I love that tsun. Back to her old self. Still, I need to remember to ask about the Unseelie later, this is the first time she has mentioned them, I think. If Grulgor and his Trolls and this Duke Formor are part of the Seelie, than the Unseelie must be dangerous indeed…

A grey mist was swirling about now, making it hard to see any great distance. Looming towards the centre of the graveyard was the oak tree that I had stolen a branch from to make my spear, but unless my eyes and the fog were playing tricks on me… it had grown, being half again as tall as before. As we approached it cautiously, troops spread out in formation, the fog was pierced with the glow of dozens of pairs of yellow eyes, and the still air was filled with raucous croaks and caws.

“I think we’ve been detected. Everyone, ready for battle!” I ordered. Here we go. Conditions are bad and we are in someone else’s Territory. This won’t be easy…

Immediately everyone took up their weapons, only for sudden screams and howls of pain to ring out. Giant ravens were swooping down from the sky in large numbers, supported by shadowy humanoids kept aloft on large black wings of razor sharp feathers. Several weaselkin fell, though they did manage to defeat some ravens with their retaliation.

“Watch the skies!” I ordered, sweeping out with wind, joined by the two Kamaitachi and Shaeula. The fog blew away, revealing a host of flying creatures. My blades slashed one of the winged humanoids, felling it, while several more were slain by my companions. Even as those did though, others were coming, soaring up high above us, large boulders clutched in their clawed feet. The enemy Territory was resisting us, making our attacks harder to manifest, and in addition the cloying air of darkness was hampering us further.

“Oh shit. Scatter!” I ordered, as the bombardment began. Boulders streaked down like meteors, hammering into the ground with an earth-shaking roar, sending lethal debris made of shattered walls and tombstones everywhere. The white snakes brought forth shields of mud and rock with their powers, but even so several Trolls were injured, and more weaselkin fell.

This is one hell of an ambush. Even as we struggled more ravens and winged fiends left the sanctuary of the dark oak, and their true terror was revealed. Dark feathers started to cloud the sky like barbed arrows, launched at high speed, raining down on us incessantly. One struck my shoulder, grating off the Wyrmscale mail, but several others pierced one of the Kamaitachi beside me, leaving one arm dangling useless, blood splattering the ground.

“We need to press the attack. The tree itself will offer some cover.” I advised, and we hurried through under bombardment, only the earthen shields conjured by the white snakes allowing us to get there with relatively light casualties. It was then, as the first Trolls and Grulgor lumbered into safety, I realised I had made another mistake, acting hastily…

“Grrrr… Grul says he is stuck. There are giant webs here…” Grul thrashed as thick sticky ropes tangled his arms and legs. Beside him other Trolls were flailing about too, but were unable to break free. Hidden by the darkness and fog a giant web had been set up between the tree and the ominous mausoleum at the centre of the graveyard, and it had caught us like flies.

“We need-need to cut the Trolls free as quickly as we can, else they will be worn down-down and slaughtered.” Shaeula quickly made her move, using the new thin blades of air she had mastered to start slicing the ropes. Even as strong as her blades were they slid through slowly, taking several seconds to cut each strand. “We must beware other foes. The Raven Knight proves clever indeed-indeed.” She gave grudging praise, as Troll blood slicked the floor, many of them looking like birds themselves, they were stuck with so many barbed feathers. I joined my efforts in freeing Grulgor and he soon staggered out, bellowing, while the Kamaitachi tried to slay as many of the fliers as they could. Feathers were deflecting from Shaeula’s and my armour, though she had a cut across one sleeveless arm from a glancing blow, while I was limping from where shrapnel from a boulder had shredded the flesh on my lower legs.

Just as we were starting to make headway the next trap sprung, graves bursting open to disgorge a swarm of shambling zombies. They were not a large threat, though their numbers could certainly prove a problem, but what followed was a series of giant spiders and scorpions with mutant human faces clambering out after them, using the corpses as shields and belching out poisonous flames.

Damn, it must be… Even before I could finish my thought the outline of the enemy I suspected was visible on the roof of the mausoleum, glaring at me hatefully. She gestured, and with that contemptuous wave another group of a half-dozen even larger spiders scuttled out of the building, being ridden by swarms of winged humanoids, these ones armed with spears, axes and swords.

This looks really bad… I turned, looking at our avenues of retreat, but great webs had been hoisted up all around the battlefield, trapping us like it was a cage match. Wicked laughter rang out, and with another curt gesture she sent a rain of sticky strands outwards, carried by the many ravens, falling down upon us and binding many of our troops in place again, where they started to fall to the aerial threat.

What do we do, what do we do? As I searched frantically for a solution another figure mounted the mausoleum. This one was tall and slender, human-shaped yet shrouded in a voluminous cloak. Behind his back lay a pair of jet black raven wings, and peeking from the hood of his robes was an ornate metal beak, perhaps from some sort of helm. He raised the staff he clutched in one hand high and declared for us all to hear.

“Welcome to my little trap, foolish little half-Fae.”


Fifty-Nine


“Just who-who are you, you knave?” Shaeula spat in response, eyes glowing with fury at the mocking tone the Raven Knight used. “To know of me…”

“Oh, who does not know of you, little half-breed whelp of Shaetanao, the most pathetic of the remaining Seven Royal Bloodlines? Why do you think you were allowed, nay forced to come to this country where the Seelie Court holds little sway? And with such poor retainers at that.”

It was impossible to see his face under the hood and mask, but I could just tell the Raven Knight was wearing a cruel grin. Still… Shaeula made great pains to tell me repeatedly she was a pure-blooded princess. I guess maybe there is more to her story than I know…

Even so, there was little time to think about that. We were still massively outnumbered, and while we had paused for conversation, the aether drain of his Territory and the darkness was slowly weakening us. Stalling for time only helped him, not us. I turned to Shaeula, who was biting her lip so hard blood was leaking from it. “Ignore that jerk. We’ll beat him down and find out all we need to know then, all right?”

She looked at me gratefully and nodded. “Very well, my master. We shall destroy his plans and have him beg-beg to be our slave!” With that she raised her hand and unleased the move she had used in the battle against Grulgor and his Trolls. “Emerald Wind Prison! Second Form!”

Second form? Wasn’t that from a magical girl anime she was watching the other day?

A shimmering sphere of wind swallowed the sky. It was far less dense than the wall that had restrained Grulgor’s Trolls, though it covered a much wider area, snaring in most of the crows and quite a few winged monsters. For a moment I couldn’t work out what her aim was, but then the sphere began to contract, pushing against the crows. Some of the winged monsters broke free, taking minor damage from the sharp blades of wind that comprised the shining sphere, but the crows were too weak, and as the sphere constricted further even the remaining winged beasts could not escape, buffeted back by the now deadlier condensed wind energies.

“Do not-not… slander… me!” she grated, closing her first, the sphere collapsing in on itself, air rushing in to fill the sudden gap, crackling like a sonic boom. Black feathers and gore rained down from the sky as the sphere exploded, and as a silvery message I had not seen for a while crossed my vision I caught the staggering Shaeula, but she pushed me aside with only a short “I am fine-fine!” and she conjured another Emerald Wind Prison, this time as a long wall, blocking us off from the spider and scorpion monsters.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Fourteen to Fifteen.


Every boost here was key to us getting out of this alive. The Raven Knight was ordering the Jorogumo to unleash flames against the wind wall to consume it, but our white snakes were throwing up earthen barriers to block the attacks, buying us time. Our forces were struggling free of the sticky strands they had been trapped in, and in the skies there were less than half of our foes remaining. We can turn this around, if we continue like this...

Hurling some attacks consisting of vibrating jade wind blades at the Raven Knight, who dodged them with ease, I prepared an invisible attack. After my next volley was also evaded I unleashed it, a stabbing drill that was aimed at his chest. Got you!

Just as the piercing blade was about to impact him the Raven Knight spun, and the blade merely blasted a chunk out of his mausoleum. He regarded me with a mocking head tilt, even as he warded off my other visible attacks.

“You think I would fall for that, mortal? I am no second rate fool like the idiot Troll or that by-blow over there. Besides, you have used that trick before.” The Raven Knight sneered, turning his head towards the Jorogumo, who was directing her forces to tear down the walls of wind and stone, while others were moving around them to flank us, skittering across the webs rapidly.

My reply was cut short when Grulgor, covered in a stony armour conjured by the White Snake Kami, burst through both the Emerald Wind Prison and the burning stone walls, covered in deep bleeding cuts and with flames licking across his body. “Grul will crush and eat you little bugs!” he roared, swinging a heavy club of hardened rocks, pulverising several spiders to gobbets of meat, while his foot stomped another to ruin.

“Persistent. No more than I would expect from such an imbecile.” The Raven Knight scowled. “Still, you fools are more stubborn than I gave you credit for. But that ends now. First Weal, First Woe!” he cried, raising one hand to the sky, darkness gathering on it ominously.

Shaeula, who was struggling to hold her Prison, let out a cry of shock, her eyes wide, face ashen. “Weal and Woe! This fiend is one of the Unseelie, he must-must be!”

“Unseelie, Seelie…” The Raven Knight let out a harsh laugh. “Is there even a difference? You would know better than I, would you not? Why not ask that Troll there what he thinks about it. Only Duke Formor remains a Seelie, no? Trolls and Giants are outcast bloodlines now, are they not?”

As our back-line and flanks were struggling with the ambushers and their reinforcements, more and more of our weaselkin were falling, the Trolls were starting to be isolated and beleaguered and the White Snake Kami, surrounded by its adherents, were looking worn down and injured, scales missing and blood dripping to the darkened soil. I don’t have time to listen to your ramblings, if I don’t do something we are done…

Grulgor either did not hear or did not care about the Raven Knight’s provocations, as he was roaring and smashing his way through the enemies with bottomless rage, but Shaeula was faltering, her wind wall dying down as her control slipped.

“First Weal… Darkness Blessed!” The Raven Knight intoned, and suddenly the Jorogumo and her nearby human-faced spiders were engulfed in night, their very presence now drawing energy more rapidly from both Grulgor, who slowed noticeably, suddenly being pushed back, and also the walls of stone, which were now crumbling away, and the wind wall, which was flickering and fading, ready to disappear at any moment.

Shit. Not good, not good!

“First Woe… Darkness Cursed!” I barely had time to react as the Raven Knight pointed and a light-devouring lance lashed out from his fingertip, aimed directly at the heart of the distraught Shaeula. Acting without thinking I dove at her, carrying her roughly to the ground in my arms, feeling the shock of impact against my ribs, hearing the shattering of Wyrm-scale, charred fragments falling around us.

The beam carried on past me, piercing through a white snake, which instantly corroded, dying with a hideous scream. Ignoring the pain that threatened to snatch my breath, I pulled Shaeula to her feet. Luckily she seemed unhurt, but she was still dazed. “Are you okay?” I asked her. “Not injured? If it is the words of that ass put them aside for now. I’ll listen to what you have to say later, and if I can help with anything you know I will. But first we have to survive and make the jerk pay!”

Shaeula nodded, light coming back into her amber eyes. She was about to agree when she saw my side. The Wyrm-scale armour I had so patiently made had a large part missing, and mottled bruises were spreading across my bare torso. “Am I unharmed? You are-are a fool, master. Compared to your injury I have suffered not-not at all. Why did you do that?”

“Yes, why do that, foolish mortal?” The Raven Knight tilted his head quizzically, the protruding beak mask making him look much like the bird he shared his name with. “Why save this little half-Fae who was sent out to this foreign land virtually alone? Should you not be more concerned with the oncoming destruction of this rotten world?”

Even as he spoke some flying creatures divebombed towards us and the snakes, but I was done with being pushed back. Aiming to kill Shaeula had definitely crossed my bottom line. No more kind Japanese protagonist for me. I needed the information he had, and then I was going to pay him back in kind. Patting Shaeula’s back with one hand to reassure her, I swung my other and a series of fine vibrating threads of wind sliced through the air, bisecting many of the fliers, scattering the others.

Even as the slain foes were falling, dissolving into ether, I asked the Raven Knight a question. “So you know about the danger I’ve been told will befall the Earth. Don’t you care? Won’t you be in danger as well?”

“You think I fear doom little mortal? I, who have lived longer than your family has history? Besides, your efforts will amount to naught in the end. Those fools who call themselves Gods may try to stave off the inevitable with puppets such as you and others, but this world has lost too much to endure. No, I will simply enjoy watching everything burn, and then I shall leave, satisfied. There are other worlds than these in the Astral. I dare say I can find one more to my liking than this world of faded myth and false legend, where lies are oft truth and truth but bitter falsehoods.”

Damn, I wish he’d say what he knows instead of just hinting about it like some third-rate underling…

“Seems pretty short-sighted if you ask me. If you don’t like the world, then change it, don’t just sit there complaining. Besides, what does that have to do with Shaeula?” I was extremely pissed off. Shielding her, I continued to attack, scooping what little ether I could from the fallen monsters, though most was gathered by the Raven Knight as it was his Territory, and it was barely enough to offset the drain in aether I was suffering from. Flames gushed from my imagination, aether turning into a blaze that ignited several webs, burning the spiders there alive. Sadly, it did not spread as I wished, the darkness seeming to close in on the fires, smothering them.

“The half-Fae? That was mostly a pleasure. Though there are certainly those who wish to see her… disappear. But what of it? You think you can hold out much longer? I think not.”

As he spoke I looked around. The two Kamaitachi were both in bad shape, though still fighting against the remaining fliers. Most of the weaselkin were dead though, orbs of light constantly joining the faintly glowing constellation around Shaeula. Grulgor was now engaged with the Jorogumo, though she was dancing around him, her darkness-imbued legs ripping great rents in his flesh. And the White Snake Kami was putting up a good fight, spikes of rock impaling many scorpions and spiders, yet several of his kin were dead, as was one Troll, who had finally stopped moving, chopped into multiple pieces, each pulled apart by webbing. Several others were running out of ability to regenerate as well.

I looked Shaeula in the eyes and she nodded, once more gnawing on her cut and bleeding lips. This bastard keeps saying the very things that hurt her. I’m going to rip that mask off so she can find out who he is… “Right, we are going to have to risk it all to take him down. Otherwise this won’t end.” With that said Shaeula unleashed what power she had remaining, her wind wall dying off. The crumbling rock walls exploded, turning into a massive shotgun-style blast of corroded shrapnel. Grulgor and a couple of his Trolls caught in the blast staggered, and even the Jorogumo could not avoid being hit, one of her legs severed by the debris.

Ignoring the dead and dying mass of spiders I raced forwards, leaving Shaeula to back up the rear. My spear slashed out, stabbing and killing several wounded foes as I passed, my aether combining with my wind to create a burning shroud that cut through the lingering webs. Leaping up onto the mausoleum several winged foes dived down to stop me but I expelled my fiery aura in a halo, burning them and some lingering corpses to ashes.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Fifteen to Sixteen.


Another timely boost. I felt my strength increase a little, so with a final push I crested the crumbling edifice in front of me, spear shimmering with vibrating wind energy. I’m going to make you beg for forgiveness at Shaeula’s feet, you bastard…

Suddenly I ground to a halt, weapon held in front of me. The Raven Knight had jumped to the back of the mausoleum and was a few metres away from me, just out of reach of my spear. In his hands were a half dozen glowing crystals, their rich red glow muted by the darkness. Oh shit…

“You recognise these, yes? I thought a puppet would. Most of the Seelie think these but pretty trinkets washed up on the Etheric tides, but you know better, yes?” He let out a dark chuckle. “You have exceeded my expectations indeed. Had I not formed an alliance with the Jorogumo you failed to finish, this might have turned out very differently. But still, you chose poorly. Farewell, mortal puppet. That half-Fae and stupid Troll will join you soon after. Second Weal, Second Woe!”


Sixty


The Raven Knight gestured, and several of the red Etherite ores disintegrated, strengthening the surging power that surrounded him. “ Second Weal… Darkness Drawing!” At his words the night around us shivered, and suddenly the darkness energy he had buffed the Jorogumo and the spiders with was drawn out of them, converging on the Raven Knight, wreathing him in boiling shadows.

This can’t be good… Clutching my spear I resolved to try and strike him down before he could make his next move, but even as I was moving the Raven Knight shook his masked face at me. “Second Woe… Jaws of the Questing Beast!” The already dark surroundings went as black as the deepest starless night as the remaining Etherites melted. I stumbled to a halt as in front of me reared a massive wall of inky darkness. Turning my head quickly I could see that these walls went around me in a full unbroken circle, towering five metres into the sky, studded with sharp, metre-long teeth along each sixty-degree angle, and topped with three-metre fangs at the top. It seemed a cross between a snake and a fictional sandworm…

Shit, if that closes in on me I’m done… As time seemed to slow down for me as I wracked my brain for a way out, the Raven Knight spoke again. “Be swallowed up and die to the wrath of the Unseelie’s favourite hunting beast. Despair, knowing that after your death that half-Fae trash and all your other motley allies will follow you soon…”

Think, he’s giving me time by bragging… can I jump out? No, it was too high, even with an aether or wind boost… cut my way out? No, the power radiating from the Jaws is far too strong…

“Now die. Devour him!” At his shout the walls of darkness surrounding me collapsed inwards, sharp fangs of darkness seeking my heart. Without thinking I went for the only move I could make, one last desperate gamble on surviving. Channelling what power I had left I struck downwards with the combined force of wind and aether, shattering stone. Then the jaws slammed shut, darkness scattering like inky blood, forming a dome of midnight hue.

“Nooooooooo, Akio!” I could faintly hear the anguished wail from Shaeula, drifting in from what seemed like miles away, as I lay wracked with pain. Wait, pain and her voice means I’m still alive, right? Looking up I could see darkness above. From above. With barely any thought I’d reacted and made the only move that could save my life. The Jaws had formed a cylinder around me, so the only way of safety was down. I had blasted at the monument under my feet, shattering stone and dropping me painfully to the ground below, leaving me under the closing Jaws and safe for now. Though I am running dry on aether and wind, barely any left, and that is being pulled away by the enemy Territory…

“You monster, Raven Knight. I’ll kill-kill-kill-kill you!” Shaeula was roaring, her voice pained. Hearing her anguish I dragged myself to my feet, wincing as everything ached. I reached for my spear, only to find it was now a foot of shattered black wood, the top having been eaten by the Jaws. Damn, that’s been with me since pretty much I started… Still, I had no time to waste. Hearing the cruel laughter of the Raven Knight and the wails of Shaeula I smashed my way through the crumbling stone walls of the mausoleum and staggered out into the chaos.

Shaeula was throwing out attacks, her eyes wild. Beside her was only one badly injured Kamaitachi, the second having returned to death after only having been restored to life recently. She was taking attacks from spiders and scorpions, though her Wyrm-scale mail was preventing fatal wounds. Damn, this is hard to watch…

“Shaeula, calm down! I’m all right. we need to keep a cool head, it’s time to retreat!” I didn’t want to run, it would mean our heavy sacrifices here would have been for nothing, but what else could we do?

Shaeula paused, frozen, as she turned towards me. “Akio!” she cried, suddenly overjoyed. “You are alive-alive!” For a moment she seemed to forget where she was, racing towards me, before several undead zombies shambled into her path.

“No, that cannot be. How can you have escaped the Jaws of the Questing Bea… ack…” The Raven Knight cried incredulously, before exclaiming in agony. His beak mask shattered, blood splattering and evaporating into the darkness, and there was the sound of breaking bones. One arm was torn free, and his wings were stripped of feathers by an unseen force, leaving spurs of bare bone behind.

Your Class, Fae-Bonded, has increased from Level Nine to Level Ten.
Your Fortune, Majesty, Charm and ?????? have increased.


Why? What is going on… Still, there was no time to worry about such matters. With the Raven Knight having taken huge damage from nowhere this was our chance. As I was about to call out to my allies Shaeula let out a great peal of laughter. “Not so brave are you now-now, Unseelie dog? The fate backlash of failing to pay the Woe has rebounded upon you threefold. Die-die, like the worthless traitor you are-are!”

Fate backlash? Ignoring that for now I shouted to my allies. “Shaeula, Grulgor, Kami, can we still fight on?”

“Who do you think-think you are asking, master?” Shaeula grinned, her mood restored despite the blood running down her body from her many injuries. “Now that this cowardly… crow…“ she spat, tauntingly. “…has suffered his just-just deserts for going against us, we shall surely prevail. I would like a crow-head mounted on the wall-wall above my throne.”

“Grul will eat and kill this little spider soon. Grul knows no defeat!” Grulgor roared. He was a ruin of seared and torn flesh, and it seemed a miracle he was alive, but there was a heap of corpses around him and he had managed to grab hold of the Jorogumo and was trying to tear off some of her arms, even as she spat fire and venom at him. At our rear the White Snake Kami also hissed assent, promising that it and its snakes could hold the flanks and rear for a while longer.

“In that case… we attack, one final push!” I shouted, racing back up the now ruined mausoleum, fists clenched. As I did so, I could see one of the Raven Knight’s yellow eyes peering at me through his shattered mask.

“Third Weal, Third Woe!” The Raven Knight croaked, causing me to stiffen. He can still fight? I shivered at the lethal power of the Jaws of the Questing Beast from before.

“Third Weal… Dark Wings of Flight!” With those words the Raven Knight disappeared in a rush of inky shadows.

“Behind you, stupid Troll-Troll!” Shaeula called out suddenly, as the Raven Knight staggered out of the darkness by the battling Grulgor and the Jorogumo. Grulgor turned and swung a fist at him, which the gravely wounded Raven Knight barely avoided, but this gave the Jorogumo time to break free, shedding the limb the furious Troll was gripping.

“Time to go…” The Raven Knight grated, as he suddenly seized the Jorogumo and disappeared into the night again, leaving behind only some fading, half heard words. “Third Woe…”

Hmm, they fled again. I doubt they are going to let this go. We’ll have to make sure we are ready for whatever they’ll try in the future… I didn’t want to earn a recurring villain here…

With the Jorogumo and the Raven Knight having fled, the remaining foes lost their coordination. We were still outnumbered, but we had the advantage in power. Shaeula raced up to me, cutting down foes in her way, and grabbed my hand in hers. “I am pleased to see you well-well. For a moment I thought… no, I should have had-had more faith in the master I chose.”

“Sorry for worrying you.” I apologised, giving her head a rub, rustling her amber hair. “But we can talk about this when we are done. I need a weapon, that bastard broke my spear…”

“In that case, there are plenty from my fallen-fallen kin.” Shaeula fetched me a sharp-looking axe. “We shall finish this.”
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After another hour of gruelling battle I wrenched my axe free from the head of a scorpion, watching as it dispersed into a cloud of ether. I had gained two more Levels as we massacred the remaining enemy forces, and was now Level Eighteen. I had definitely gained, but the cost was cruel. Two Trolls had died, who we could not replace until our Barracks was much upgraded, and Shaeula had but one Kamaitachi and two black-furred elites left, although she consoled me saying she would hasten to return the fallen as soon as she could.

The White Snake Kami had also suffered, with four of his kin lost in the epic battle to stave off the ambushes. Still, it assured me that their sacrifices were worthwhile, so long as I delivered on my promises. Which I will do. The Shirohebizumi shrine will be restored under my stewardship.

But after sacrifice, came the rewards, and as the last foe fell…

You have gained control over this Territory by clearing it of all enemies. You have absorbed the Ether from the Territory. You have gained control of the Fae-Tree at the heart of this Territory. You have gained a Dark Rhyming Tree Rank 3 Special.
Dark Rhyming Tree Rank 3 Special- Special Rank facilities cannot be Ranked up by Ether, they grow as their requirements are met. Rhyming Trees draw in Ether from the Astral in a manner similar to Ether Spires, though in addition they also generate Elemental energies, in this case Darkness. They also lead to a higher overall Ether density in the surrounding area.
Your Class, Fae-Bonded, has increased from Level Ten to Level Eleven.


As the rewards scrolled through my vision, I slumped to the floor, spent. Finally. I know I’ve said this before, but never again. We were too overconfident, attacking another Territory is overwhelmingly more difficult than other fights. I nearly broke my sister's and Eri-chan’s hearts by dying. Shaeula’s too, though if I had died, most likely Shaeula and the others would have followed me. No, now that we have secured this area, it is time to stop rushing ahead and consolidate.

Still, I couldn’t lie to myself. While I continued to strive, death was an ever-present spectre hanging over us. Yet, would stopping now only doom us to death later anyway, as the world grew more dangerous and other candidates for Astral Emperor-hood started running amok?

My thoughts were interrupted by Shaeula, who sat down beside me, her body trembling with exhaustion. The Kami was watching from a distance, and Grulgor was busy stomping around, bellowing incoherently.

“So, we won.” I said, deadpan.

Shaeula snorted a laugh. “So we did, so we did. Though I shall-shall admit I thought we were all going to perish for a moment there.”

“You seemed particularly sad when you thought I’d died. What was it… Nooooooooo, Akio!” I mimicked, causing her to blush and hit me repeatedly with her small fists.

“Of course I was sad, Akio you fool-fool!” she sulked, but then froze as I pulled her into a hug. She stiffened for a moment before leaning into me.

“Don’t worry. I’ve learned from this. Now we have removed the nearby threats we’ll take our time and build a steady foundation before we take risks like this again. I don’t want to lose you… or Grulgor or the Kami. When your kin return, this time they won’t die so easily!”

“I believe that is for the best-best.” Shaeula agreed. “Akio, what that filthy Unseelie said…” she trailed off, nervous.

I hugged her tighter and with one arm ruffled her hair again. “It’s all right, you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, you are a princess to me, nothing has changed. Though I do have one question first, if I may?”

“No, I shall talk about it. The time for it is now-now. What is your question?”

“Just why did the Raven Knight get injured so badly? One minute he was totally in control of us, and the next he was suddenly a wreck. You said something about fate backlash and woe rebound, I think I heard?”

She nodded. “Like the Three Oaths and Boons of the Seelie, the Three Weals and Three Woes of the Unseelie is a part of their very spirit-spirit. The Weal gives great blessing, but it must-must be paid by inflicting a great Woe upon someone else, as befits such vile, dark creatures. When you evaded the Woe of the Jaws of the Questing Beast, the Woe went unpaid, and the backlash strikes-strikes threefold.”

“Wow, that seems pretty risky. I wouldn’t use such skills at that cost.” I marvelled.

“All dark-dark abilities come with risk, yet the power is devastating. Those Jaws would have killed a fresh Grulgor in one blow-blow. It could even have slain that Wyrm, perhaps.”

“That does indeed sound powerful.” I agreed. To survive such a magnified backlash, the bastard must be proud of his toughness… I made to release her and stand, but Shaeula snaked her arms around me.

“Not yet. It is time to talk about… my father and my place-place in the Seelie Court…”


Sixty-One


Clutched in my arms, Shaeula began to speak, her voice faltering. “My father, Shaetanao Gar Shae Dannan, is indeed a noble Prince of the Seelie, lord-lord of one of the seven remaining branches of Fae Royalty. So I am most-most definitely a noble princess.” Her voice regained some strength as she looked at me, eyes expectant.

I rubbed her back gently, reassuring her. “I’ve never doubted that for a moment. So, remaining branches?”

“Indeed. We are from the branch of the Beastkin, though that itself is a consolidation of other branches, some of which are lost-lost…” She paused for a moment, before stealing herself to go on. “…and others became Unseelie, the traitorous scum-scum.”

“So the Unseelie are mortal enemies of the Seelie, from what I’ve gathered?”

“Indeed-indeed. In the distant past, before even my noble father was born, all Fae lived in harmony, not-not only with each other, but with you primitive mortals. The Material world was closer entwined with the Boundary and deeper Astral, and many-many Fae would live in the forests and mountains, in deep-deep hidden places.”

“I guess that would explain where tales of faeries, Gods and other mythical beings come from. But there seems to be an issue if we compare that to what Exposition-san told me.”

If the world was already connected to the Astral in the past, then why was the world not destroyed then? But I doubted Shaeula would lie to me… Exposition-san was only with me a short time… while their help set me on this path, there was definitely a lot they were keeping from me…

Seeing me lost in thought Shaeula pinched my cheek, which hurt. “Ouch, I’m listening, I promise!”

“As you should-should.” she continued. “Back then there were many other branches of the Fae, and not-not all were satisfied with the world. Most Fae love trickery, us weaselkin are one such race, and over time-time the tricks escalated. Stealing shoes or souring milk were common pranks, but eventually leading mortals over cliffs to their deaths, or stealing children and replacing them with changelings grew more-more common.”

“Yeah, quite the escalation there, from harmless to deadly.”

“Indeed-indeed. Even so it did not-not threaten our cohabitation. Fae were usually living away from most mortals, who had built villages and towns, taming the wilds-wilds. But then, as the Scotsman told me when I was young…” She looked at me, troubled, her amber eyes serious. “… you mortals started to hate-hate us. Some say it was the Gods, beings who had little to do with the Fae, that turned-turned mortals against us. Though none knows for certain. Any mortal who knew Fae-craft or arts using aether were outcast, or worse, tortured and slain-slain.”

Has she mentioned the Scotsman before? Before I could ask Shaeula spoke. “The Scotsman is one of the old mortals, one who knows the way-way of power. He lives in the timeless realm of the Seelie Court, aging not-not, and is one of the advisors to the King-King. There are other rumours too…” Shaeula flushed then, I could see red running down even to her collarbones peeking from her yukata. “… but we have no-no time to speak of them here. In any case, once the mortals who trafficked with us were gone-gone, the others turned their gaze upon us. Many Fae perished under blades of cold iron and fire-fire.”

“Did you fight back?” I asked, holding her tighter. The tale was both thrilling and sad.

“What could we do-do? While there were Fae of great power, their numbers were few-few indeed. You mortals breed at an inexhaustible rate, so even if we slew-slew all in a town, within a few short decades there would be more-more than before. And we have children but rarely, so each Fae slain left us weaker.”

“But you still survive to this day, so something must have changed.” I posited.

“Indeed-indeed. Though the Fae were weak as a whole, there were those who were not-not, and other beings of spirit walked the Earth. One-one such were the Giants, beings of massive size and power. While their numbers were scant, a single Giant could raze-raze a town, fearing not-not the iron weapons that mortals wielded. Wyrms too, and other beings from other lands. The Court took them all-all in, and we fought back, only to secure a place for us free-free of mortal persecution.”

“That’s fair. Everyone has a right to defend themselves.” I agreed. It's like us, here in the Boundary, beset by enemies around us.

“Indeed-indeed. But it quickly went too far. Many races of Fae, such as the Trolls, Goblins, various Beastkin, and others… they grew to love-love the bloodshed, far more pleasing than cruel tricks that killed the odd mortal here or there-there. With our new allies, the Giants and others… they massacred until the very lands died, choked-choked with blood.”

So… why doesn’t any of this show in the history books? I know the Fae are real, hell, I’m hugging one right now. So the war probably was too…

“The King and Queen rebuked them, saying they had gone too-too far… when the daughter of the Queen, the most-most noble and radiant of the Fae… turned upon us, leading those who were joying in brutality to rebel. She, whose name we do not-not speak, wounded her father the King gravely, and even now-now he remains on his throne in the Court, tended to by the Queen-Queen while the surviving Seven rule-rule in their stead.”

“So, she leads the Unseelie?” I interjected, and she nodded.

“Yes, the traitors slew many-many of our kin, though the war ended in a bloody stalemate. The Unseelie fled to their dark Court of Pandemonium, and those that remained were driven-driven into hiding. The world of mortals grows so fast-fast, and villages and towns became cities and nations, and swords became bows became these-these… guns…” she spat. “And worse, the Astral was becoming distant from the Boundary, which was weakening, leaving us spent-spent. Our time walking the mortal realm was-was over.” She sighed, perhaps in grief for what the Fae had lost. “That is why Grulgor and his Lord, Duke Formor, are so… mistrusted. Duke Formor and his kin-kin are the few Giants who stood with the Seelie, and most of the Trolls left us too. Several times the Unseelie have plotted against us since, and each time-time we have defeated them at painful cost.”

“So, they will become our enemies then.” I said resolutely. “If they are your enemy, then they are naturally mine. And Grulgor can be trusted, as he swore three Oaths to me for three Boons, right? As for Duke Formor, we will decide that when we meet, all right?”

“You are always so resolute, my master, nothing-nothing phases you.” she approved, eyes bright, amber in the dark light of the Rhyming Tree. “Over the ages, the Seven Noble Bloodlines have managed to keep the Seelie safe-safe, though we have had to withdraw into dwindling lands, starved of the aether that we need to survive, some lands lost to the Unseelie and their allies in stinging, unavenged defeats. Now opposing the mortals is but-but a foolish dream, for your weapons of war-war can raze the world to ashes should you so-so wish. But still the Unseelie remain bitter and unsatisfied, skirmishing with us whenever they can. This led the Seven and other lesser bloodlines to split-split into three major factions.”

Faerie politics. A month ago who would believe I’d be hearing about this, and that it would matter to me greatly…

“My father is a member of the Royalist faction, one who wants to maintain the rule of the King and Queen, looking for a way to hasten the recovery of our King, so he can rule us alongside the Queen once-once more. They are opposed to the Aggressor faction, of whom Duke Formor is one-one of the leaders. In addition Duke Vulpatrius, the leader of the fox Beastkin, who is my father’s most bitter-bitter rival for the Princedom of the Beastkin bloodline, is also an Aggressor. He hates me especially, for my mother… is not-not a Seelie.” She looked down, her face falling.

“No matter your bloodline, you are still the best!” I assured her again, almost crushing her with a hug. Don’t look so sad. It makes me feel… unhappy. “Like I said before, you will always be the princess to me.”

“I know-know, I am fine, I swear it.” She sniffed, wiping at a tear with one hand. “Anyway, my father is a lusty one, as all-all beings of power and nobility should be, and he has many-many wives, and many children for a Fae. I have three older brothers and an older sister, and they treat me well-well, if somewhat overbearing in their care-care. But my birth… the Seelie Court dwells within the Astral, touching the Material through the Boundary. Thus it moves with the phases of the moon and the tides-tides of the Astral. One moon, when the Court was residing in this land, my father met a being here, a noble female of great spiritual power and long-long lineage, as noble as anyone. They fell-fell in love, and I was born. However, my mother could not-not join the Court, as the Aggressor faction holds too much sway and hates all that are not-not Seelie, remembering the past betrayals.”

“But if that’s the case, it doesn’t make sense that Duke Formor and Grulgor are in that faction?” I asked, puzzled.

“I did not-not say they were rational, did I?” Shaeula snorted. “Anyway, I still am descended from royalty, two lines in fact-fact, yet there are some that feel my blood is filthy. My brothers and sister have tried-tried to look out for me, but in the end it was decided I would come to the land of my mother, and find my own-own path to glory here.”

So that explains why she is accompanied by Kamaitachi, who are definitely Japanese spirits. They must be from her mother…

“So, where’s your mother now?” I asked. “If I was a worse person, or you weren’t smart enough to surrender, you… well, you’d be dead now, let’s not hide it.”

“My mother has many-many duties, she has no-no time to coddle me, alas. She did assign me some of her kin as guards, and surely she could not-not have foreseen the changing tides that led you to me. Still, indeed-indeed, I have been poorly served by both my father and mother, in terms of protection. No doubt-doubt they have their reasons…” Her face fell as she considered it, so I held her tighter, as if to drive away her sadness.

“That’s fair, I guess. So what does the Aggressor faction want? You also mentioned a third major faction, right?”

“The Aggressors seek to punish the Unseelie traitors, as well as reclaim the lands we used-used to hold before you mortals drove us out-out. A fools’ errand if you ask-ask me. The other fools are-are the Isolationist faction. They seek to leave everything behind and venture into the upper Astral, to find a new-new world to make our own, free of the Unseelie and mortals who-who persecuted us alike.”

“Yeah, I guess even if that was possible, the chances of finding somewhere better at the other end of the journey seem slim.”

Shaeula nodded. “I feel the same-same. So… do you now understand why the Raven Knight hates me so-so?”

“Because he’s a total moron.” was my answer. As she looked at me I smiled reassuringly. “In human terms, it’s like the Princess of The United Kingdom married the son of the Japanese Emperor. The child born would be of noble blood indeed. Just like you. A princess of two royal bloodlines is surely twice as good as one.”

She opened her mouth to speak but I continued. “Let the idiots mock you if they want. We both know I’ve promised to always have your back. Grulgor is already bound to us, and the Raven Knight talked big, but we sent him scurrying away ruined and broken. And this is only the beginning. Stick with me and we’ll go all the way to the top!”

Shaeula giggled, her sorrow blown away. “You certainly talk-talk a good battle, Akio. But I, as the princess of both the Seelie and this foreign land, will remain by your side until the end-end.”

Now that Shaeula was feeling better, we could move to the task at hand, which was deciding the direction of our Territory. I had learned a lot of new information, and it did not all fit with what I already knew. I need to find out more. Growing stronger is great, but if I am misinformed about how everything works, strength alone will not be enough… I would try asking the White Snake Kami to see what they knew, as Grulgor would no doubt be useless in this regard…

Seelie factions and the Unseelie court. I get the feeling I’ll be more involved with them in the future. Shaeula’s mother and her group too… It looked like busy times were ahead.


Sixty-Two


As I suspected, talking to the White Snake Kami yielded little of value. He was a minor deity, closer to a Fae in terms of divinity, and only concerned with his shrine and the dwindling number of adherents and their belief. At least they did promise that should I succeed in reinvigorating the shrine, they might be able to contact some of the higher Kami of the snake family, who might perhaps know more. Well I was going to do it anyway, so some added incentive never hurts.

Putting all the new information I had gleaned aside for now, it was time to finish consolidation of our Territory. Back at our Anchor, the Silo was surrounded by a tide of glowing ether. Defeating so many elite monsters, to say nothing of the large bounty of ether we had gained absorbing the Territory of the Raven Knight, had pushed us over the hundred thousand ether we needed to upgrade the Territory to Rank 3. We were practically drowning in riches. I opted to upgrade, only to hit a snag… Damn, it won’t let me upgrade while there is still something in the build queue, as everything shuts down while the Territory is in the process of upgrading…

The Kobold Mine was not an issue, as that had just a few hours left to go before being complete, but the Rank 3 Silo still had a bit over sixteen days left. And since I was leaving for home the day after tomorrow… there was only one answer. I quickly hardened my heart and rush-built the Silo, only to discover the efficiency had gone down abysmally compared to the Rank 1 rush builds from earlier. They could be sped up by a full hundred percent with the initial cost, but at Rank 3, one hundred percent of the initial cost (in this case twenty thousand ether, or the cost of one oracle for the White Snake…) would only achieve a time reduction of one third, in this case thirteen days and eight hours or so. Yeah, I thought before ether always being in demand seemed a little odd, but with ever-growing costs, build times and worsening efficiencies, gathering ether in sufficient quantities will become a nightmare…

Sadly, there was no other way, so I dropped the twenty thousand, and with a bright glow of ether being sucked into it the Silo expanded, and it now had a bit under three Astral days remaining. Our ether reserves were now just too low to upgrade the Territory, but over the next few Astral days our Ether Spires and the new Rhyming Tree should push us over the top…

That left some other tasks to do. Firstly I made sure Shaeula’s Wyrmscale mail was undamaged, I had to replace a few broken scales and torn wires. Next I had to spend some time replacing a whole section of mine. That just left me needing a weapon, since my spear was ruined. Sorting through the materials we had, I settled on using a Wyrm-fang for the spearhead, and another branch from the Rhyming Tree. The work was painstaking and very tiring, and over the several hours of intense concentration it took, the Kobold Mine Rank 4 Special completed, and as a side bonus the Kobold Den upgraded to a Rank 2 Special, as the population of Kobolds living in our Territory had expanded quite a bit.

Finally finishing my spear I began to test it out. The balance was different to my previous one, making my movements rather clumsy, but over the next few hours I quickly worked out its quirks and was passable again at wielding it. Wiping silvery sweat from my brow I turned to find Shaeula watching me, several restored weaselkin behind her.

“Not bad-bad indeed.” Shaeula approved. “You are growing more skilled. You would make a passable warrior in times of old.” She walked over to me, patting my shoulder gently. “I have been-been looking at the Barracks queue and if we wait to upgrade until we leave for your home, then many of my kin will have been returned to us. Our forces will be rather-rather light to defend the Territory in our absence, but I suggest leaving the snake in charge. If you leave our defence to Grulgor… I shudder-shudder to consider it.”

She did in fact shudder, which was rather cute. Yeah, I forgot that if we queued in the Territory Anchor upgrade it would lock the Barracks as well. Good thing I waited, more luck, (or perhaps Fortune) than judgement though…

“I’ll do that.” I agreed. Our forces would consist of the Kobolds, who could barely be counted, Grulgor and his remaining Trolls, which were strong fighters but tactically useless, and the White Snake Kami and his surviving kin, plus the Kamaitachi and the weaselkin we could restore in time. It was definitely on the scant side, but it was all we had to work with. Hopefully with all nearby threats now neutralised, it should be enough for now… Yeah, no way the Raven Knight will recover from those injuries quickly, and his forces were decimated. We should be able to hold him off if he returns, I hope…

Feeling exhaustion throughout my whole being, as the frenzied battle and struggle for survival had been followed by some tough crafting, I called over our leaders and assigned our defence strategy going forwards, before returning to the Material, spent…
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Upon waking up I squinted my eyes at the sunlight streaming through the window. Beside me Shaeula was still asleep, snoring gently. Getting up quietly so as not to wake her I glanced at the clock. It was still early, though I could still hear people coming and going outside the thin walls of our apartment.

Since they are working hard, I guess I should too. Silently, I opened up the work I had remaining for Shiro and began to race through it, my fingers blurring over the keyboard, yet each tap gentle and quiet, only making a whispered clicking. Damn, gaining four Levels has pushed me even further, I think I’m nearing the limits of what the computer can handle in terms of input…

While I was working on this I had a second window open to roulette, and perhaps because my Fortune had improved by a couple of points, even without the blessing of fortunate winds I didn’t really have any scares, quickly amassing a tidy sum. Which of course is perfect, as I have something I need to buy today. I’d have to waste money getting it done as a rush job, which was poor planning on my part, but I could bear the expense.

After a while Shaeula stirred, blinking her amber eyes blearily at me. “Master, you are awake? After our fierce-fierce struggle you should have taken more-more rest. Exhaustion is the enemy of success.”

“I know.” I stifled a yawn. “But we don’t really have much to do other than relax over the next few days. Tonight we’ll enter the Boundary briefly to queue the upgrade, then it’ll be some fun in my hometown. I’ll catch up on my rest then.”

Shaeula shrugged, then got out of her futon, heading to the fridge. Gulping down some juice she asked me what was for breakfast, so I threw us together a quick meal.

“So, today I want to do some shopping for a few things we’ll need for our business trip.” I told her, piquing her interest. “We’ll head out around lunchtime, I want to finish off as much of the work as I can for Shiro before we leave, and if you can give me your blessing, I can profit at the same time.”

As the pretty green glow enveloped me I continued to spin, greedily increasing my initial stake, relying on increased Fortune to carry me through…
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The noon sun was beating down as we left the apartment. Shaeula was wearing one of the summer dresses I had bought her, looking very pretty. I was in my usual thrown-together ensemble, and beside her I looked rather shabby.

“So, we are going shopping now-now?” She asked, excited.

“That we are. We’ll catch the train a few stops, there is a store I need to visit, and…” As I explained our plans for the day a door opened, and a pale and dishevelled-looking Karen-chan poked her head out at us.

“Oh, you two.” she said listlessly, seeming down.

“Karen, you do not-not look well at all.” Shaeula said concerned. “Do you need any assistance?”

“Oh… no, no. I’ll be all right.” she said, rubbing at her eyes. “I’m just… not feeling up to work today. I did phone them and let my boss know, but… he wasn’t happy…”

“If you aren’t well do you need me to get you anything? We were headed out to get some last-minute stuff anyway, so we can pick you up medicine or supplies no bother.”

“I appreciate that.” Karen-chan forced a smile. “But I’ll be fine. I’ve just been working too hard…”

“In that case, why not-not come with us?” Shaeula said. “Akio will treat you to something delicious, and that will improve your mood-mood and your health!”

“Not that I mind…” I rapped my knuckles lightly against her head in rebuke. “But if she’s called in sick, her boss wouldn’t be happy to see her out and about. She might get in trouble.”

“… You know what, I’ll take you up on your kind offer.” Karen-chan said. “Who wouldn’t want to spend time with a cutie like you Shaeula? Besides…” She smiled a little, which was a relief, as she really did look awful, though I was too much of a gentleman to say so. “… it isn’t every day I get to hang out with such a charming young man.”

Charming? I guess my Charm did go up several points overnight…

“So, where were you planning to go?” she finished, and after I explained she nodded in relief. “Yeah, that’s nowhere near my workplace so it should be fine. Besides, if you are buying that you just need the eye of an experienced woman. Give me a few minutes to fix myself up…”
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An hour later we were in a decent enough mid-tier tailors, where I was getting measured, trying not to squirm under the gazes of Shaeula and Karen-chan.

“So, he’s really got ripped, hasn’t he Shaeula? Is he working out to impress you, you think?” Karen-chan giggled.

“I can hear you, you know.” I said dryly.

“That’s what makes it fun, Akio-kun. Anyway, you really must be doing well for yourself if you are getting suits tailored, even at somewhere like here. And paying rush fees too…”

“Yeah, business is looking up, and we have to dress to impress the clients.”

“In that case, what about poor Shaeula here? I know she looks like a beautiful doll in everything she wears, but shouldn’t she have a suit too? I notice they have a ladieswear department here too…” Shaeula’s eyes brightened at the thought of new clothing, so I was unable to say no. Thinking of the damage to my wallet, I was glad my luck was so good this morning…

The rest of the time in the tailors’ passed quickly, Shaeula and Karen-chan being hustled off by an older woman to get Shaeula measured, and by the time we were done I had ordered a pair of suits for me, along with shirts, cufflinks and ties, as well as sunglasses and a couple of watches, and a pantsuit and a suit with a skirt for Shaeula, along with all the accessories and shirts she would need as well. I also got myself a few casual outfits off the shelf to boost my anaemic wardrobe. Coupled with the rush fees on the suits to have them ready in a week, which was half again as much as the suits cost, I had gone significantly over budget. To make up for that, we got a bit of a discount from the very large sum we spent in total. The staff’s bonuses are probably secure this month… My morning winnings were almost completely swallowed up. Luckily, I’m ahead of target, and there’s still a bit over a week to go…

“But spending so much money and still living in our run-down apartment block… The lifestyle doesn’t fit.” Karen-chan sighed.

“Well, the work came suddenly, so I’ve been focussing on doing what needs doing first.” I deflected. “Anyway, I hope it wasn’t too boring for you spending your afternoon here.”

“Hardly. It isn’t every day I get to see someone looking as cute in a suit as Shaeula. She could definitely go pro modelling. And you aren’t so bad yourself either, are you? But if you really want to make it up to me…” she winked. “… how about you treat me to a late lunch somewhere nice? Advising you on what suits is hungry… and thirsty work.”

Since Karen-chan seemed to be feeling better I could only shrug, and we headed off to a nice nearby eatery. If it improves her mood, it’s a small price to pay.
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Once we saw Karen-chan home I spent the rest of the evening working on Shiro’s game, leaving Shaeula to play games of her own and watch anime. It was getting on for eleven at night when I finally finished the last of her work, and if it was anyone else, I’d leave it until the morning to send it, but knowing her there was no way she was asleep. I was proved correct when moments later my phone rang. It was of course her.

“Hey Aki. I can’t believe you did it all so fast. There was a ton of tasks there. Are you trying to impress me? Well it worked, but I still won’t date you, I promised to only date a billionaire with Hollywood looks, so too bad, so sad for you! Still, I’ll let you take me out for a drink to celebrate. You can bring that cutie who I can hear laughing in the background too, I’d love to meet her. Cute girls are justice after all.”

I stifled a sigh. This girl was decidedly not cute personality-wise. “I only wanted to clear it all as I’m away for a while. As for going out for drinks you just want someone to carry you around when you collapse. But… and I do mean but, if you behave yourself I can organise a night out with some of the old university gang when I get back. At least that way Hayato-san can take some of the blame when you crash and burn…”

“Bah, how rude. Being all tsun with me won’t win my heart, you’ll have to try way harder… and be way richer! Though honestly Aki, it's not like you to be the one organising anything, you always go with the flow, normally. I'm shocked.” she retorted, and we went back and forth for a while until she was done. Putting down the phone and ignoring Shaeula’s sarcastic comments, we entered the Boundary briefly.

Finishing off the Silo upgrade with a few thousand ether, we queued in the Territory Anchor upgrade to Rank 3, which was a hundred Astral days. It was going to be a stressful period, but doing it now made the most sense. Checking my Territory with Appraisal, I noticed that the penalty to Ether Spires and other passive buildings was even higher than last time while the upgrade progressed. If that trend continued…

Oh well, no time to worry about it now. Returning to the Material after going over our defensive plans one last time, Shaeula and I went to sleep, to recover our energy ready for our trip to my hometown tomorrow…


Side Five – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


Iwiped sweat from my brow as I looked out across the rundown main street of Nishimorioka. Wow, so hot, just sooooooooo hot. It’s even hotter than last year, global warming, I guess?

Sipping on the lukewarm mixed fruit juice from the glass that was sitting on the white-washed wooden table I was sitting at I sighed in pleasure. Fruity. Wow, nothing beats a sweet drink on a hot day. The drink and the shade from the multi-coloured parasol that was offering some cover was all that was making the summer heat bearable. Beside me sat my best friend, Eri-chan, also basking in the shadows outside of the one café in our backwater town. She had barely touched her juice though, and was fiddling with the blue smartphone she had been very surprised to receive in the post recently. Her and me both. I was immensely surprised to receive such an expensive gift from my brother, to say nothing of Eri-chan getting one too.

Finding myself grinning I pulled out my own phone, a brand-new model, a flame red the same colour as my favourite bow. Wow, big bro must be doing really well for himself nowadays…

While I had thanked him for the gift by calling him the day I got it, and sent him plenty of messages since, he didn’t always reply quickly. Which won’t make him popular with girls. No way I can let him get snared by a gold-digger if he is raking in the cash now. Yeah, wow, no way in hell.

Deciding to send him another message warning him about bad girls I began to type away on the touchscreen, marvelling at how smooth and responsive it was. Not like the old-fashioned heap of junk I had before. Finishing quickly I took another long slurp of my juice. As I did so Eri-chan looked up at me and flushed shyly. Wow, such a cutie as always. My brother needs to snap her up before someone else does… unfortunately for him, there are obstacles…

“Still enjoying having a phone that can actually do stuff, eh Eri-chan?” I gently teased her.

“Well yes…” she agreed. “… though I can’t help but feel guilty. I shouldn’t be taking such expensive presents. It isn’t right…”

Wow, here’s the obstacle. She is soooooooo not honest, if she wasn’t my best friend it’d be really annoying. “I don’t see why. Isn’t it a guy’s duty to be nice to their childhood friend? Besides… it isn’t like you don’t like him, so what’s the harm? In fact…” I paused for effect. “… How about the day of the festival? It strikes me as the perfect night to confess. Wow, it’d be just perfect, yukata’s, lanterns, food stalls and fireworks. Can it get more romantic than that? Just take him somewhere quiet, watch the fireworks and tell him how you feel. You’ll be dating by the end of the night!”

“It isn’t like that. Akio-kun and I…” Eri-chan began her usual denials, so I stopped listening. Wow, same as ever. But time is running out for honesty… I finished my drink and waved to the old waitress inside, signalling I wanted another mixed juice. Seeing Eri-chan had trailed off, red as a ripe tomato, I looked at her seriously.

“All right, if you don’t feel that way then that’s it, my poor big bro loses out. But even so he wouldn’t begrudge you his gifts. Speaking of…” There was something else unusual. Apparently, big bro had asked our mother to sort out a passport for me, and keep next weekend free. What else could it be, but an overseas trip? Wow, that’s totally exciting. I wonder where he’ll take me…

“… you got your passport, right?”

“I did, yes.” Eri-chan said timidly, hurriedly taking a gulp of her own juice as the waitress brought out two more for us. After thanking her she continued. “It came yesterday. But are you sure you should be asking Akio-kun if I can go? It’s probably a family thing…”

Akio-kun, Akio-kun. Wow, annoying. She should definitely go back to calling him big brother like she used to. Keeping the annoyance off my face as best I could, as despite her denials I was Eri-chan's friend and was rooting for her to finally get with my bro, I nodded. “He won’t mind. As far as I can tell our parents aren’t going, so it’d just be me and him…” Unless he brings a girlfriend back. Wow yeah, like that’ll happen. Though maybe if he did it might motivate Eri-chan a little… “I’m sure he’d be delighted to go with you as well. Wow, he’d better be, as I’m not giving him the choice. If he’s making money he can spend some on us! Two beautiful flowers on each arm, I wonder if we’ll be going somewhere with a beach? I bet he’d love us in our swimsuits. Wow I bet that’s it, he wants to ogle his cute little sister in her skimpy bikini.”

Eri-chan burst out laughing. “Oh, Aiko-chan, you should be careful teasing him or he’ll get mad.”

That’s a better mood. “Pfft, big bro moonstone wouldn’t dare fall out with me, we both know he’s a massive siscon. That’s why I need to get him a girlfriend so it’s safe for me! But the best candidate is such a wimp she won’t even be honest with herself… But seriously, he probably didn’t ask you as he was thinking some stupid big bro moonstone stuff like ‘Oh, I can’t take a single young girl away with me, how improper, she wouldn’t want that’ or some other stupid crap. This is why he’s no good with girls…”

“Can we please change the subject?” Eri-chan took another swig of her juice to hide her embarrassment again. As I was about to retort two girls sat down at the table next to us. Oh, it's you pair.

It was Yae-san and Rika-san, both of them dressed flashily as ever, in revealing t-shirts and short skirts. Tch, show-offs…

Seeing us sitting together, our new phones on the table, Yae-san grinned. “Still playing with your phones, eh? I wish my brother was as nice to me as yours is. Well, you are the perfect sibling duo, a siscon to match a brocon. Match made in heaven, am I right?” She nudged her friend Rika-san, who was smirking at us beside her.

Wow, annoying much? “I’m not a brocon… I keep telling you that. My bro has always looked out for us, so why wouldn’t I respect him? And he isn’t a siscon, we all know he’ll end up with Eri-chan.”

“Is little Ri-Ri going to confess finally then? That’ll break the hearts of all the boys for miles around.” Yae-san grinned. “Tomorrow’s the day he arrives back in town, right? Well, take some advice from me, the festival is the place to confess. He’ll get swept up in the moment and be unable to turn you down.”

“Is that how you did it?” Rika-san teased her, getting a grimace from Yae-san in return.

“Well, I’ll be honest, my boyfriend is a bit of a let-down. I’m in the market for someone better… maybe I’ll make a move on Akio-kun if you don’t, little Ri-Ri!”

Wow, hell no! My brother was not going to go out with a girl like her, I would not allow it as his sister. And as his adorable little sis, what I say goes. Before I could speak Eri-chan glared at Yae-san, uncharacteristically bold. “I don’t think you are good fit for big bro… Akio-kun.” She said firmly, blushing as they stared at her in response.

“Oh god Ri-Ri…” Rika-san burst out laughing while slapping Yae-san on the shoulder. “You sure put Yae-chan in her place. Seriously though, you gonna do it? It’d liven up the festival for sure if you asked Akio-kun out. We’d have stuff to talk about for weeks…”

Eri-chan merely smiled a little defensively. I knew it, she’s way too shy to deal with this pair. Before I could come to her aid another voice sounded behind us. “Excuse me, seniors. Did you say Akio-kun? Would you be talking about Oshiro Moonstone Akio-sama?”

Who is this bothering us now? I turned around to give the interloper a piece of my mind, only to stop, blinking in confusion. Wow? Behind us was a young girl, probably elementary school or early middle school in age, wearing traditional shrine maiden garb, all white and red. She was waiting expectantly for an answer, her brownish hair hanging in cute pigtails tied with red and white ribbon, her big eyes looking at me earnestly.

Wow, cute. I think I’ve seen her around, she’s the granddaughter of the town shrine, isn't she? But how does she know my bro? She’s way too young to have hung out with him before…

“Oh damn, Ai-chan, your brother isn’t just a siscon, he’s a pervert lolicon too. Who knew!” Yae-san cackled uncontrollably.

“He is not!” Eri-chan snapped. “He likes normal girls, you shut up!” Eri-chan didn't take Yae-san's obvious joke well, leaping to his defence, which made me roll my eyes. See, totally not honest with herself.

“Ooooh, Ri-Ri’s getting all bold…” Rika-san teased, only annoying Eri-chan more. I guess when it comes to my brother she can stand up for herself at times, if only she could talk to him like this…

“Hey, let’s ignore the peanut gallery. So, err…” Damn, I don’t know her name…

“Oh, my apologies senior.” The polite young girl bowed to me. “I am Takeyabashi Marika. I am sorry for interrupting you.”

“That’s no problem, don’t give it another thought. You can call me Aiko, I don’t mind.” I waved away the polite girl’s apologies. “Anyway, so what can I do for you? Do you know my big bro?”

“No, I have not yet had the privilege of meeting your honourable brother, Aiko-sama. But if I could ask you to advise him to attend our shrine at his earliest convenience when he arrives in town, I would be ever so grateful.” She bowed again.

Wow, Aiko-sama. That makes my skin itch. Toooooooo formal. Anyway, more importantly… “Sure I can do that, but what does the shrine want with my brother? I don’t get it.”

“I am afraid I cannot say.” she apologised, looking down. “If I could beg your consideration this time it would be appreciated.”

Wow, I just want to poke her cheeks, she’s adorable. “I guess that’s fair. Though I am super curious now…” Making up my mind, I smiled. “But if you can’t say, you can’t say. My big bro can’t keep secrets from me or Eri-chan so I’ll just ask him and he'll spill it. Anyway, you look hot in that get-up. Why not have a drink here with us. My treat.” My purse was light, but since my bro seemed to have hit it big I’d get him to give me some pocket money to refill it.

“Hey, us too?” Yae-san interjected, having finished an argument with the annoyed-looking Eri-chan.

Cheeky much? “Bah, what the hell. It is summer break. Yes, you two as well. But I want you to treat me at the festival, all right?”

“Sure thing, just so long as you make sure we can hang out with you and your brother.” Yae-san answered cheerfully, perusing the menu.

As I ordered some more drinks, making sure to ignore the attempts to decline from Takeyabashi-chan, I found myself really looking forward to tomorrow and the next weekend. Wow, this summer is going to be hot in more ways than one…


Side Six - Treyvon James - Black Wolf Company PMC


The lights of the club were muted, casting long shadows across the bar and the longer stage that occupied a good chunk of the floor area. Standing on the stage a gaudily-dressed dame was singing an old country song, warbling about ‘ living in an old caravan with three bratty kids and a no-good drunk of a husband’.

Not my type. I like my men strong and handsome. Still, his singing voice isn’t so bad… Captain Treyvon admired the cross-dresser who was occupying the attention of the other patrons. Raising one large hand he took hold of his drink, a garish cocktail in a tall glass, and took a healthy swig, feeling the burn of strong liquor mixed with the hit of fruity sugars. Still, I’m not here entirely to socialise. Duty calls…

Looking over at his sister who was sitting beside him, cocktail also in hand, flipping idly through a bunch of files on the table, he spoke up. “Hey Aliyah, so what do you think? Anything worth our time?”

She turned to him then, the brightly coloured beads in the braids of her hair jingling softly, the sound drowned out by the music. Once more Treyvon was struck by how… big… his sister was, in all the right places too. Not that I have any more than an academic interest. His sister was an inch over six feet tall, and muscular, though not in a way that made her look unappealing. And her chest… well it was straining against the military-camo t-shirt she was wearing, her bottom likewise tight in her skinny jeans. Yep, she’s big, even for a typical African-American.

Seeing his gaze she frowned. “Where do you think you are looking, moron? You aren’t even into girls, so my chest should be none of your business.”

“Don’t be like that, sis.” Treyvon sighed. “I was just wondering why you aren’t more popular. You are fit and seriously stacked. We make good money too…”

“Don’t be an idiot.” She scoffed. “You don’t think being a mercenary puts people off? Oh, sorry, a Private Military Contractor. Have to get the lingo right, after all…”

“Well, maybe if you weren’t such a massive…” As his sister’s gaze hardened he swallowed down what he was going to say, taking a swallow of his cocktail, draining it, changing the subject. “Uh, never mind. My bad. So anyway, much going on?” He gestured to the handsome man behind the bar who promptly brought him another brightly-coloured drink. Damn, he’s hot. Could use more muscle though, a real shame.

“Depends what you are looking for. Some of these are clearly a load of crap… take this one…” She too finished her drink, and as the barman walked over she asked for a large whiskey on the rocks. Not a feminine drink. That probably puts your type off as well.

As if she could hear what he was thinking his sister glowered at him. Coughing, he gestured for her to go on.

“Well, you’re into weight training, right? Got to keep those muscles.” Aliyah smirked. “So listen to this. Several longstanding weightlifting world records were just shattered by a guy from Norway. Egil Andersen, age twenty-seven. Snatch, Clean and Jerk and Deadlift, all broken by at least ten percent, and his personal best was destroyed by a clear thirty percent. Obviously drugs were suspected, but all his tests came back clean. Though they are withholding official recognition of his results until further tests are done. When asked… and get a load of this, Trey, this is funny… how he improved so much in such a short time, he answered that Thor, the God of Thunder has blessed him, and that his strength is now that of a giant. Jesus, dude has been watching too many Marvel moves.”

“Yeah, sounds like a load of shit to me. Must be drugs, a new undetectable one no doubt. I guess that is why we are being asked if we want to investigate? You know, I could use such a drug myself. I’d love to boost my muscles further.”

“No way Trey, if the side effects are believing in fictional superheroes or something, I’d rather you did without. Just hit the gym some more. This one’s a bust, no thanks.” Throwing the file down onto the table she looked at the second, face twisting in displeasure.

“Ugh, this one looks like it sucks too, but there’s a lot less travelling involved…” Her whiskey had arrived, and she gulped it down, letting out a loud belch afterwards, drawing attention from the other people in the bar. “This one’s from Utah. The Reverend Joseph Young, a fairly famous preacher, has declared that the end of the world is nigh, but that ‘the faithful shall be saved’. Typical bullshit. The guy claims to have been blessed by God too, having ‘healing hands’ or some such crap. The mission is to infiltrate and check out the rumours. Pay is lousy though, and … well, you know we don’t like Utah. They aren’t fond of our sort…”

“Yeah scratch that one. Some other suckers can do that. Still, there seems to be a load of crazies popping out of the woodwork all of a sudden.” The singer had finished his next song and had joined a group of fellow cross-dressers and some women wearing sharp male suits. Gotta love this bar. Always interesting people around… oh, that had almost slipped my mind. “Yeah, I have a buddy at DARPA, good lad, works out and looks great in a tight pair of shorts… oh come on, stop glaring, I’ll get to the point. Anyways, he messaged me a couple of days ago saying that the brass were all abuzz about something going down in the military, and that they had pulled a few men out of the army for… some sort of new top-secret project that could change the face of warfare.”

“If it’s top secret, how come the dumbass is telling you?” Aliyah was throwing back another whiskey sourly.

“Well, we do go.. way back… he was a keeper, shame work interfered.” He sighed, remembering the fun they shared. “Anyway, I just thought it was interesting. Being DoD and core military, no way we are getting any slice of that pie… so come on, what’s next?”

Aliyah looked at the third file, letting out a low whistle. “This one is real big money. Enough to retire on…”

“Oh, go on.” Trey was interested, his usual lax expression sharpening, his jovial appearance now all business.

“First up, how’s your Russian?” she asked.

“Ah, неплохо.” he replied, looking proud, only for his sister to shoot him a death glare.

“Not bad, not bad? I should have known, that was all you could say two years ago as well. I should have known better, you never study!” She took a swing at him with her solid fist, and he ducked back, swaying out of the way.

“Hey, watch it Aliyah, you nearly injured my face. I can’t be having that, can I?”

“Oh just shut it. Luckily my Russian isn’t terrible, and a few of the lads speak it passably… anyway, take a look at this.” She handed over the photograph that was with the file. It was a long-lens shot of a young girl with two adults that might have been her parents. The girl was small and pale, with porcelain white skin, long silver hair and pink-red eyes.

“She’s a bit young, but a real cutie.” Aliyah approved. “Looks like albinism by her colouring though. A shame… anyway…” Reading from the file she spoke. “Irena Alexandrovna Kuznetsova. Daughter of a pair of famous scientists. Born with a rare recessive albinism. Found to be a genius. Graduated from the prestigious Moscow Institute of Physics and Technology aged thirteen with a PhD in Advanced Robotics and Cutting Edge AI. In the years since she has released several papers revolutionising the study of said fields. Yeah, genius is right, this kid is abnormal.”

“So, let me guess. Kidnapping or assassination, right?” Treyvon asked. Shit, no wonder the money is so good. I’m not down for killing kids.

“You got it. Full extraction, she is wanted alive. The money is spectacular, but the risks… nah, I think we should pass. The file says she is constantly guarded by a team of elites. Money can’t buy you life, right?” She finished her third whiskey, starting to look tipsy.

Oh damn, if my sister doesn’t cool it on the hard stuff she’s going to start doing that again. We like this bar, I don’t want us to get barred. It’s always a pain finding somewhere comfortable not too far from HQ… “Hey, there’s a couple of files left.” He prompted to distract her. “Maybe one of them will be a winner?"

Opening up the next file Aliyah smiled. “Well Trey, looks like you can be right once in a while. This one looks right up our street. The pay isn’t spectacular, but the destination is sweet. An investigative mission, with a potential bonus should there be a valid target to capture. It’ll tide the squad over until a better job comes along, here, what do you think?”

Treyvon took the file and scanned it. Yes, I see. This might be just what the Black Wolf Company is looking for. Feeling glad that he had an excuse to interrupt his sister’s drinking, he stood. “Come on, we should look into this one a bit more, find out the details.”

“Oh and I was just about to start looking for some fun. There must be some cuties somewhere…” Aliyah complained, but he stood up, bringing the confidential files with her.

Damn, that was great timing. This place was nearly history…


Sixty-Three


“So you’ve got everything you need?” I asked Shaeula, who was wheeling a medium-sized suitcase along the pavement behind her. She was wearing the summer dress she had taken a fancy too, as well as a broad-brimmed straw-style hat and a pair of sunglasses. It’s a fresh and cute look, it really suits her.

“Of course I have. You have asked me that a half dozen times so far-far. You worry too much, master.” She answered me as we approached the metro. I of course was dragging a much larger suitcase behind me, as well as having a small holdall slung over one shoulder. Still, with my new strength it was hardly an issue. I myself was in much tidier clothes than I usually wore, no more faded tracksuits and t-shirts for me. I did feel what we were taking was excessive to say the least, but then my sis did say girls tended to pack a lot. Taking her games console though… I doubt she’ll have the time to play.

“I know, but don’t underestimate just how … well, empty my hometown is. If we need to buy anything we’d probably have to get the train out a fair way.”

“Do not-not worry, it is all in hand.” Shaeula reassured me, and a few minutes later we were out of the sun and onto the metro. Unlike before where we were only going a handful of stops, this time we were going right into the centre of Tokyo for our large train out to the hinterlands. As the train rumbled along, Shaeula peering out of the window with interest, I killed some time playing roulette on the app I had downloaded onto my new phone. Of course I am using a VPN to make it work too, and another account. Our luck is clearly abnormal.

I was jolted out of my concentration by Shaeula tapping me repeatedly. Turning to look at her bright-eyed excitement I smiled. Before I could ask what was up, she launched into an excited tirade.

“Those buildings are so tall-tall and pretty. Very impressive. Even our Seelie Court can not-not match them for grandeur. We should be living in one of those, not-not your rundown shack!”

“Just have some patience and we will.” I smiled, amused at her excitement. “Besides, only seeing them from the train isn’t the same as being amidst them. Just wait until you see Akihabara. When we go out drinking with Shiro and the guys it’ll blow your mind.” To say nothing of our foreign destination next week, I can hardly wait to see how she’ll react to that…

Shaeula nodded. “Mortals are not-not the barbarians I had been led to believe. Perhaps I have been too-too sheltered. If they can build such wonders, there must be those of worth amongst them. You have taught me that-that too, master.”

“Aww, you’ll make me blush if you praise me so.” I retorted, checking how far we had to go. It was almost our stop.

“My pride was too-too high.” Shaeula continued. “Such boastfulness is unworthy of true nobility. I let myself get-get carried away.”

“I can see why you did. Your bloodline is a sore subject to you. But now you know, you can behave in a way befitting your royal status. Be regal, yet modest. That’s true nobility, if you ask me.”

“I shall bear your thoughts in mind.” she agreed, and a little while later the train pulled up. Getting off at our stop we strode out into the bustling centre of Tokyo, which was thronged with people as you would expect of the morning commute. Beside me Shaeula grasped my hand in hers, nervous of the huge crowds.

“So many… you mortals multiply like rats-rats…” she said quietly, a little awed by the hustle and bustle.

“Well, don’t worry, you are here with me. Besides, right now you have a human Material body, don’t you? You are just another face in the crowd. Well, a very pretty one, but a face nonetheless.”

My jokey compliment lifted her spirits, and we walked to Tokyo station, where we would be boarding a larger train, headed for Aichi prefecture. She chattered away excitedly at all the sights, and had endless fun working the ticket machine to get her own pass for the journey. We bought some treats for my family and Eri at one of the station shops, as well as some bento and drinks for the train. Got to have bento on a long train journey, that’s quintessentially Japanese.

Waiting at the platform for our ride, I realised quite a lot of people were stealing glances at us. We did stand out quite a bit, especially Shaeula, who was stunningly beautiful, if rather foreign. Fortunately, she didn't mind their gazes, seeing it as only natural they would admire her. I myself was glad when our train arrived and we could take our seats…
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Shaeula was glued to the window, peering out excitedly at the scenery, fields and foothills shooting past in a rapid blur. “Such a pleasant land, full-full of nature. The country of my mother is beautiful indeed-indeed.” Several empty beer cans and the remains of her bento lunch were packed neatly into the rubbish bag I’d brought. I made sure she didn’t drink too much, as she’d be meeting my family later and I wanted her to mind what she said to them. It’s going to be hell to explain without her saying something crazy… still, I’m going to be working closely with Shaeula from now on, so sooner or later she’d have to meet them. I suppose I could have delayed it by not going home this summer as I originally planned, but... now I've been facing life and death battles, I find myself wanting to see my family and Eri-chan, for some reason...

“Yeah, Japan has very crowded cities and a lot of attractive wilderness. It might have been very different if I was living out here. I’d probably be able to expand my Territory with relative ease.”

“But then you would not-not have had the opportunity to meet me, would you, my master?” Shaeula looked proud, so I patted her head, causing her to squirm.

“True, you are worth more than an easier expansion.” I had to agree. “Still… some of the battles we have faced have been too close for comfort. We will relax some while we are out here, but there is always time for some training, if we keep it moderate.”

Going back to my mobile I continued to win money. My luck had been especially good today, every so often I got a feeling I’d be lucky so amped up my bets. It wasn’t like the… certainty… that luck would go my way like the first time I won big, or faced off against the Jorogumo, but even so, it was as if I could feel my luck swelling at times. With this extra money in hand, we are all set for the next stage… one couldn’t have too much money, right?

Shaeula continued to enjoy herself as the train approached the mountains where we had to change trains. She’d also guzzled another two cans of beer, despite my scolding. Closing my phone after some further wins I pointed out of one of the windows. “You can’t see it yet as the nearer mountains block it, but my hometown is over there. We’ll get a small local train deeper into the mountains at the next station. In a couple more hours we’ll be home.”

“I am excited to see just where-where my master grew up, as well as meet this sister of yours you speak so-so fondly of. She is an archer, no? Such a talent could prove useful to us.”

I froze at her suggestion. My sister? Seeing me at a loss, Shaeula tilted her head, puzzled.

“You will not-not be telling your sister about your new calling? I was sure that you would do so. After all, have you not-not already agreed to take those shrine maidens and others under your wing, to train them so we can get some use-use out of them?”

I know I agreed to train them, but that was more to get the alliance with the White Snake Kami so we could safely defeat the Raven Knight and lock down the area around my base… but making them a fighting force…?

Now she said it, I could see how that would be an expected outcome. Still, those people from the shrine, and my sister, the scale was too different. “I’m not going to put my sister in danger. We were only saying a little while ago how we’ve almost died many times. No way I’ll let my sis get hurt!” I stated emphatically.

“So you say, and I understand, you do love your sister so-so.” she mocked, but then her expression turned serious. “Which is why I say it is foolish not-not to strengthen those precious to you while you can-can. Did you not-not say others have been chosen, and the world is in great danger? Should she come across a hero much less… righteous… than you, I fear-fear without power, great harm could befall her. And even should she not-not, if the very world itself in in danger, only the strong will-will survive.”

Damn, she makes some really good points. But… I don’t want to involve my sis in this… not yet anyway. I love the carefree sports idiot who calls me big bro moonstone, even though she knows it annoys me. Besides… I shook my head in denial. “The time will come, yes, but not now. Firstly, she lives all the way out here, so we can’t help her or defend her. And the chances of an enemy in our backwater town are slim to none. No, first we need to secure our own Territory, making it unassailable, and we need to be able to crush any foe that would oppose us. Then it will be time to tell my family and friends.”

“Overprotective as always, master.” Shaeula griped. “But if that-that is your decision, I of course will listen to your words-words, and say nothing for now-now. I must-must say my brother Shaeraggo is quite the archer himself, so I am eager to see how your sister compares.”

“Yeah, like it’s fair to compare my sister to a who-knows-how-many-hundreds-of-years old Fae prince who probably grew up with bow in hand. I have to say though, she’s got talent, so if nothing else she shouldn’t disappoint.”

“You do-do love your sister so. Ichika told me there was a word for that-that. Siscon, I believe she said.”

“And just what have you been talking about with her?” I said, mock-stern. The awkward mood had dissipated, and we spent the rest of the time until our stop bantering back and forth…
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The train shuffled through the mid-afternoon heat, the air conditioning making a painful hissing noise as it struggled to cool the boiling carriage. We were the only people on the train now as we approached my hometown, so Shaeula was sprawled out across the seats, fanning herself in a decidedly un-regal manner with her hat.

“This train is far-far less pleasant.” She groused. “Are we nearly there yet-yet?”

I was about to answer her when the train made an announcement. “Next stop Nishimorioka, Nishimorioka.”

“Good timing. As you can hear, yes we are. I thought I recognised the scenery. We should be pulling in any minute, so you might want to neaten up a bit.”

She shot me a look, but did as I suggested, straightening her dress, putting on her hat and making sure her face was clean. As she finished that the train pulled into the one-platform rural station that served our town and the nearby villages that dotted the mountains.

“Well then, shall we go?” I offered her my hand as she grabbed her suitcase, and as the doors squealed open we stepped out into the hot afternoon sun, which was blessedly cooler than the stuffy train. As I led her out of the small station onto the far end of our town's main street, the impressive view of mountains and small forests came into view, birds circling overhead lazily on the thermals. It’s not Tokyo, for sure, but I’ve missed it, at least a little…

Dragging my suitcase with one hand while pulling Shaeula along with the other, I smiled when I saw two girls waiting for us. First was my sister Aiko, wearing sporty shorts and a tight patterned t-shirt, showing off her toned arms and legs. Seeing me she smiled brightly and waved, coming towards us quickly. “Hey big bro, long time no see!”

Beside her, trailing in her wake was Eri-chan, wearing a rather fetching long layered skirt in a soothing pale blue, as well as a light cardigan over a pale shirt. She too smiled, though a bit more hesitantly.

Before she could speak Aiko had caught up with us. “So, how have you been, have you brought me any souvenirs, have… hey. Hang on.” Her rapid torrent of questions halted, as she turned to see the girl whose hand I was holding. “Who the hell is this, big bro? You brought your girlfriend?”

Eri-chan immediately stopped coming towards us, frozen and immobile, her mouth dropping open, black eyes wide.

Oh, yeah. This was going to happen, wasn’t it? Well, crap…


Sixty-Four


“Seriously, wow big bro, she’s super pretty. How the hell did you get a catch like her? How’d you meet? How far have you gone? I feel bad for Eri-chan, but I did warn her…”

My sister was spewing out questions like a gatling gun, and I could already feel a headache coming on at the misunderstanding. Shaeula was looking between her and me, open-mouthed. I guess she wasn’t prepared for my sister…

“Calm down all right, please?” I asked. “I think you are seriously misunderstanding something here…”

“What’s to misunderstand? You brought a really cute girl home, and you are even holding her hand all lovey-dovey-like? Wow, just wow. I didn’t think you had it in you, big bro. But then, you seem to be mysteriously popular at the moment. Wait, now I look at you, have you been working out? You look way hotter than I remember…” She paused her rapid-fire comments to smirk at me, nudging me in the ribs with her elbow. “I guess with a hottie like that on your arm you had to man up, eh, or was it your new buff looks that won her over?” She turned to Shaeula with a bright grin. “What’s your name, sister-in-law? And how old are you? You look quite young. Are you foreign? That hair and eye colour… ouch…”

My sister only stopped her tirade as I knocked one fist down on her head, causing her to look at me accusingly. “What did you do that for, big bro moonstone? That hurt. If you’d have damaged your precious sister’s head, wow, there’d be hell to pay…”

“You are being rude to Shaeula here, as well as misunderstanding things badly. Besides…” I smiled gently at Eri-chan, who was staring at us, unblinking and immobile. “I think you’ve overheated Eri-chan.”

My sis sighed, still rubbing her head, even though I of course went easy on her and only gave her a light tap. “Shaeula eh? Wow, that’s a pretty name. Pleased to meet you. And as for Eri-chan…?” She cast a glance at her best friend. “If you think it’s me that has short-circuited her then even getting a girlfriend hasn’t made you less dense, big bro.” Turning back to Shaeula she smiled charmingly. “Shaeula-chan, eh? Nice name. Pleased to meet you, anyway.”

Shaeula nodded back politely. “I too am pleased to meet the sister Akio has been so complimentary of.”

“Oh, you call him without honorifics already, eh? Must be serious. Mom and dad are going to be so happy…” Behind us Eri-chan had squeezed shut her eyes. This is going … worse than even I thought? I need to clear up the misunderstanding as soon as possible…

Before I could speak, Shaeula was talking. “I am not-not one of you Japanese, so I do not-not care for these honorifics. Please call me Shaeula, and I will call you Aiko. Is that-that acceptable to you?”

Aiko nodded brightly. “Wow, oh my God, I get why girls want to call other girls onee-sama now! You are just so adorable, and that vocal quirk! Sure, call me Aiko, though sister-in-law is good too!”

“Seriously, calm down. Please sis. I’m wishing the earth could swallow me up right now. If I can get a word in edgewise, let me reassure you she isn’t my girlfriend, she’s a co-worker who I’m looking after, so I brought her along.” I pleaded for her understanding.

“Seriously?” Aiko said dubiously. “I don’t think you need to hold hands for that. Besides, a co-worker? She’s high school age, right? You can’t fool this sister of yours, no matter how hard you try.”

“Well as you can see, she’s not Japanese, so she isn’t used to things here, so I was just making sure she didn’t get lost. And she is most definitely an adult, or she wouldn’t have guzzled beers on the train down here.” Actually why am I holding her hand? In Tokyo it made sense. Damn, must have been habit…

“Seriously?” Aiko repeated, her tone losing life. “Well that’s disappointing. I have my suspicions, but… so my dreams of such a cute sister-in-law have died, and you are back to big bro moonstone I know and despair over. Wow, what a let-down…” She turned to my childhood friend. “There you go then, you can stop dying inside, Eri-chan, you are still in the game…” She then muttered something quiet, but with my enhanced perception I could hear it easily. “… hopefully this scare will make you finally confess to my stupid brother. For some reason girls seem to be interested in him now, and he’s not the weedy beanpole he used to be… damn, he’s kinda hot now, I don’t know how to feel about that…”

Confess? I looked at Eri-chan. I mean, I had a feeling she liked me, but I felt it was more a brother thing, after all, we’ve been childhood friends since forever… still, my sister is pretty sharp so… How did I feel about Eri-chan? She was fiendishly cute, and could give Shaeula a run for her money, but I treated her like she was my sister, just like Aiko, so romantic feelings… no, that was a worry for later. I’d really have to think about what I would do if she did confess, but looking at Eri-chan, that looked unlikely…

“Just a work colleague?” Eri-chan said, light returning to her eyes. “Not your girlfriend?”

“Seriously. Do you think I can get a beauty like Shaeula? Since when have I ever been popular with the ladies?” I feel bad saying this, as it seems since last month I’ve been surrounded by gorgeous girls and women, but reassuring Eri-chan takes priority. She’s always been easily upset…

“Indeed, do you think a proud princess such as myself would debase myself in such-such a manner? No, he is simply my master.” Shaeula said proudly.

We talked about this. Colleague, not master! I resisted the urge to clutch my head as she misspoke.

“Master?” Eri-chan said, tone dead.

“Indeed yes, Akio defeated me and now-now he is my master. We work together for our common goals.”

There was a long moment of silence where we were all trying to work out what to say, then my sis burst out laughing. “Wow, that’s hilarious. You call yourself a princess. I admit you look pretty enough to carry it off. But you need to work on your Japanese a bit. it’s senior or senpai, not master. If people hear that, they’ll think my brother is forcing you to do … perverted things…” she smirked. “Not that he has the guts!”

“You wouldn’t do something like that, would you, Akio-kun?” Eri-chan asked, looking pale.

“I swear I am not forcing Shaeula to do anything like that at all. Come on, you know me better than that, right?”

Eri-chan smiled suddenly, her face flushing. With a nod she looked up at me shyly. “Sorry Akio-kun. I don’t know what came over me. Welcome back home, it’s been too long. And to you too, Shaeula-chan… oh sorry, you don’t like formality. Shaeula. It’s nice to meet a friend of Akio-kun’s from the city.”

“That’s more like it.” my sis approved. “Damn, it’s way too hot to stand out here talking under the sun.” She pulled at her t-shirt, fanning herself. “Why don’t we head home. Our parents will be expecting us back soon, as we checked the train schedules on my new phone. Thanks for them by the way, it was a really nice surprise.”

“Yes, I am very happy you were thinking of me…” Eri-chan said quietly. “But can you afford to be so lavish? I don’t really need such an expensive phone…”

“Have no-no fear!” Shaeula said, swelling her modest chest in pride. “Akio is raking in wealth, as befits a master of mine. Thanks to my assistance he also provided me one-one of these mobile phones.” She brought out her own matching phone, bringing a … look… from my sister.

“Hmm, that’s a nice phone too. The colour matches you.” my sis said slowly, before smiling at me, her blue eyes seeming to see into me. “A bit suspicious if you ask me, but anyway, you heard him Eri-chan. He can afford it, so take the gift. My brother would be pretty pathetic if a girl he’s so close to turned down such a present. It’d hurt his feelings for sure.”

“It sure would.” I agreed. “Just take it as a reward for putting up with me all these years, all right?”

“It’s you who always was looking out for me…” Eri-chan said, looking down, but then she looked me right in the eyes and smiled charmingly. “Okay big brother, I’ll cherish it. Thanks so much.”

Shaeula clapped her hands together and spoke. “Excellent. Now that is decided can we go-go? I would like to see your childhood home, and I am working up quite-quite the thirst. I demand more alcohol, and only-only the finest!”

“Shaeula’s right.” my sis agreed. “Let’s get going.” She grabbed Shaeula’s hand. “Let me give you the tour, while Eri-chan and my big bro catch up…”
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After a brisk walk through our town, my sister cheerily pointing out what sights there were to Shaeula, me spending some time talking to Eri-chan, who after a while was talking to me like she used to, her shyness giving way to quiet yet warm conversation, we arrived at my family home.

“Well, here we are. It isn’t much, but it’s home.” Aiko said to Shaeula. “Sorry about this, but we don’t have an awful lot of room, so you’ll have to squeeze in with me tonight. Eri-chan is staying over too, aren't you?”

“Yes, I’d like to catch up with big brother, as well as talk to Shaeula.” Eri-chan agreed.

“Wow, we can have a real girls' night. I’m excited. But no peeking, all right big bro? I’d hate to have to kill you!”

“I am well used to tiny spaces ill-befitting my bloodline. Akio’s room is rather-rather small, after all.” Shaeula waved off my her apology.

Oh God, not again… I was beginning to wonder if Shaeula was teasing me with her missteps.

“Hmm…” My sister looked at us both while opening our faded front door. “I’ve heard something interesting I just know we need to talk about later… oh well, mom, dad, we’re home. And we have a guest!”

Beside me Eri-chan was giving me a very sad look. I reached out and ruffled her hair, causing her to flush red and freeze. Oops, too used to doing that with Shaeula.

The awkward moment was broken by the sounds of someone racing to our front door. “Aki is back? It’s been too long…” A bright female voice with a slightly foreign accent said.

“Yeah, I’m home. Hi mom.” I greeted the British woman who had arrived breathless at the door, bright blue eyes matching my sister twinkling. She snatched me in a hug, matching me for height.

“It’s great to see you, have to been keeping well…. Ohohohoho who is this?” My mother saw Shaeula for the first time and let out a rather dirty laugh. “Looks like my little Aki is a man now, bringing home a girlfriend. And she’s a real looker too. Darling…” she shouted back to her husband, our father. “Aki’s brought back a bride! Break out the good booze!”

“That sounds delightful.” Shaeula agreed cheerfully, missing the point. Aiko, Eri-chan and I all looked at each other, and after a moment we all burst out laughing…
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“I see, so it’s just a misunderstanding. So sad, I thought I was going to have a new adorable daughter.” my mother was saying, as we all sat around our rather cramped dining table, our best alcohol filling our finest glasses, while various gifts we’d brought, including some nice booze of our own, were also laid out.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Shaeula. I’m Aki and Ai’s mother, Emily Jade Oshiro. You can call me Emily. It’s a pleasure to meet a friend of Aki’s.” My mother was the only foreigner in our village, my father met her while working abroad, they fell in love and got married, then moved here when I was young while she was pregnant with Aiko. She stood out, that was for sure, louder and more boisterous than the average Japanese, as well as being tall and… rather well endowed. My sister has her personality, for sure…

“I hope he is treating you well. If he is inappropriate, feel free to make him regret it.” My father said, a glass of the nice whiskey we had brought in his hand. “I am his father, Oshiro Taichi. My son has been in your care.” He bowed to her.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, father of my… senior.” Shaeula replied, her own hand clutching a half-drunk glass of strong alcohol. My father had protested, saying she was underage and it was hardly appropriate, but I had assured her Shaeula was old enough. At least Shaeula listened to my sister and used senior instead of master. My father is a real old-school Japanese man, he’d go ballistic at such implications…

“It is Akio who has been looking after me, after I was overconfident and made-made a potentially fatal blunder. We now-now work together for a common goal…”

“Hey mom, can I have a beer?” Aiko interrupted, only to be shot down by my father. “Of course not. You are far too young yet for alcohol, so show some class in front of our guest.”

“Aww, that sucks, big bro and Shaeula are enjoying themselves…” she whined, causing Eri-chan to laugh.

"That seems harsh, darling. Back in Britain Eri-chan and Ai are old enough to drink." My mom spoke up for them, but as usual my father was resolute in his decision.

“So, my son has finally become a responsible adult at last.” Father continued. “I did have my doubts when all he was doing was freelance work after finishing University, but it seems he is turning his life around.” He gazed at me with his dark grey eyes, which were unusual and gave him a perpetually hard glare. “I see you’ve finally started looking after your body too. Good, a man should be strong in both body and mind.”

“Oh yeah that reminds me…” my sis interrupted, excited. “Tomorrow is the big baseball game out on the green. Some of the girls from class were wondering if you were going to play, big bro? Since you’ve been working out, maybe you’ll give everyone a shock?”

“Baseball? What manner of challenge is that-that?” Shaeula asked, helping herself to more food and alcohol.

“You don’t know baseball? Just what country are you from? Even I know it, and us Brits hate American sports.” My mom chuckled, genuinely amused.

“Basically, it’s a game played with two teams who compete with bat and ball skills. It’s pretty popular. Anyway every year our town and the surrounding villages get together and have a match, with the winners getting bragging rights for the whole year. The rules are a bit random, it's not exactly a legitimate game, but everyone takes it seriously.” My sister chimed in. “I think big bro should show off.”

“I see-see. No master of mine should shy away from a challenge!” Shaeula agreed happily.

You are saying it again… Luckily no-one seemed to notice. “Oh well, I guess I might as well give it a go while I’m here, not that I have any fond memories of years past. I wasn’t exactly sporty like you, sis.”

“I think you’ll do just fine, big brother.” Eri-chan said loyally. “Besides, sporting talent isn’t everything.”

“I resent that, you’ll deny my whole existence, wow!” my sister complained, bringing laughs from everyone. “Anyway, while the guys all play out their manly rivalries, us girls watch and cook up a big feast. Afterwards we all party. Then the leftovers go into Saturday’s big festival at the shrine. So, are you in, Shaeula?”

“Of course. I do so-so enjoy a royal feast. It is only fitting for me!”

“Speaking of the shrine…” Eri-chan tugged at my sister's arm, reminding her of something.

“Oh yeah, that’s right!” my sis said, remembering. “So when did my sly dog of a brother start hitting on elementary schoolers? Eri-chan and Shaeula are safe, but I don't want you turning to the dark side!”

What the hell… I nearly spat out my beer in shock. “What are you talking about? I’m not guilty, I assure you I have no idea…” I could feel the inquisitive gaze of my mom and the burning gaze of my father on me as I protested my innocence.

“Wow, your conscience hurting, big bro? Seriously though, when did you meet Takeyabashi-chan from the shrine? She’s certainly a little cutie, but way too young for you, big bro! I know you like them young and adorable like Shaeula and Eri-chan, but your sister will not allow you further down this path of evil!”

“Aiko-chan!” Eri-chan protested, embarrassed.

“Seriously, I have no idea what you are talking about…” I repeated, and my sis explained.

“We were out at the café when Takeyabashi-chan came up and asked if I was your sister. She told me to tell you to visit her at the shrine at your earliest convenience. Wow, what else is there to say?”

Okay, making sense now. Going to my holdall I retrieved a letter from it. “It’s probably something to do with this. We’ve been doing some work with a number of shrines in Tokyo and they wanted us to deliver a letter to the shrine here. I guess they called ahead or something?”

“I thought you were an IT guy?” my sis asked. “What does that have to do with shrines?”

“Even shrines need websites and things like that nowadays, right Aki?” mom said, and I nodded.

“Yeah, modernisation and all that. Anyway, I’ll head over later, I guess. We have to finish our dinner first, right?” I don’t really want to get into this subject any more…

“Sounds good to me!” Aiko shouted. “Eri-chan, Shaeula, why don’t you pour my big bro another drink?”

Watching Eri-chan blush and Shaeula nod drunkenly I stifled a laugh. Spending time with family and friends sure was nice. Clenching one fist, I reminded myself of just why I had to risk my life and grow stronger. No danger to the world would be allowed to hurt those I loved!


Sixty-Five


The meal had concluded, everyone satisfied. My father was leaning back on his cushion, another glass of whiskey in his hand, while my mom was talking animatedly to Shaeula and my sister, waving her hands around. “… you know, I always thought that Aki would get married to Eri-chan, since they were always close as kids, but now a strong new rival has arrived. Shaeula, dear, can you tell me more about yourself? If you are going to join the family…”

“Mom, you are embarrassing Eri-chan…” my sis hissed, looking at her friend who was hiding her red face with her hands.

Yeah, mom still can’t handle her drink, unlike father. Ironic, considering British people were supposed to be far better drinkers than the Japanese… I eyed the beer cans lying empty beside her. Never mind embarrassing Eri-chan, I’m feeling pretty shamed myself… Having my mother insisting to their faces they should be my romantic partner must have been torture for the poor girls, it certainly was for me!

As I tried to think of a tactful way to stop her, my father spoke. “So, son. I think we have something else to discuss.” He sounded serious, so I unconsciously sat up straight.

“Yes father?”

“Aiko now has her passport, as you suggested, but just where were you planning to take her? If it is a business trip, it is surely unprofessional to have family along. If you are now finally reaping the benefits of your hard work, it would be a shame to spoil it now over such sentiment, would it not?”

At his firm advice everyone else had stopped talking, merely looking at me in silence. Well, all except Shaeula, who is ignoring the mood and is still drinking…

“Yes it is business. Shaeula and I have some tasks to complete, though it should still leave plenty of time for leisure. But you know, I thought I’d be a good chance for Aiko to see what travelling abroad is like, since it isn’t like we’ve had much opportunity as a family, unfortunately.”

At that my sis raced over and pulled me into a hug. “Thanks big bro. You’re the best brother a girl could want!”

“I know I am, but please… get off…” I flushed as I pushed away my clingy sister, who chuckled and told me to not be so embarrassed.

“But that still hasn’t told us where we are going, big bro. Okinawa or somewhere similar, I’m guessing?”

“Well actually… Las Vegas. You know, the USA?”

At that everyone went silent, and Aiko’s face fell, Eri-chan suddenly looking as if she was going to burst into tears. The hell? I don’t get it…

Shaeula, once more not reading the atmosphere, frowned. “Is there something wrong-wrong with this Las Vegas? Everyone seems rather downcast.”

“it’s not that, dear.” My mom said to Shaeula sadly. “Las Vegas isn’t exactly cheap, you know.”

“Wow, Yeah…” My sister said mournfully. “Sorry big bro, but I thought that I could talk you into taking Eri-chan along. We used to go on trips together as a family all the time before you moved to Tokyo, so I thought I’d be really nice if she could come with us, just like old times… but…” She trailed off, and Eri-chan took over.

“I’m sorry big brother. It was selfish of me. I can’t afford such a trip…”

Ugh, this atmosphere is the worst, it was supposed to be a happy reveal… I was silent as I considered the options. I could certainly spare the cash, my luck on the train ride in alone would more than cover it with significant spare funds, but would it be appropriate to travel with Eri-chan, considering she was a young girl not yet out of school, even if she was well into her final year?

Seeing my silence everyone else grew more despondent, my father shaking his head, my mom patting Eri-chan on the shoulder comfortingly.

“I fail-fail to see the issue here.” Shaeula broke in again, reaching for the nearly empty bottle of whiskey. As she poured herself another glass she grinned. “Akio can easily support the cost-cost. Such matters are trivial to him. I for one see no-no problem in having Eri accompany us.”

“Really, it’ll really be fine, big bro?” My sis was giving me puppy-dog eyes, the look of hope in them almost painful.

“Yeah, why not, whatever. I can amend the reservations I’ve made and book the flights. I guess it would be good to have Eri-chan there so you aren’t causing trouble all alone…” I mean, I would have invited Eri-chan were it not for the fact that she’s of an age where being out unsupervised with a guy, even one as gentlemanly as me, really isn’t appropriate… But since everyone seems to think it’s not an issue…

“Wow, rude much? I never cause trouble!” My sis pouted, a broad grin across her face.

“Are you really sure?” Eri-chan asked, and I reassured her.

“Don’t worry about it. If I couldn’t do it I’d say so. Like my troublesome sister said, we always used to go to the beach together when we were young, right? Besides, you’ve never been abroad either, have you? You might as well make the most of this chance.”

“Ohohoho, and just where is our invite? Or do you only want the young and cute with you? I smell a Las Vegas wedding in the air!” my mom interjected slyly.

As Eri-chan went bright red yet again, hiding her face, I looked at my mother with exasperation. “Come on mom. You lived abroad for years, and father travelled for work. Aiko and Eri-chan haven’t been out of Japan, and I barely remember my childhood in Britain. Maybe next year we can all go together, if things are still going well for me?”

“Are you really sure about this?” My father asked again, and I met his steely gaze.

“I am. I work to make money to look after my family, don’t I? Now that work is finally paying off, we might as well enjoy it.”

“You hear that Eri-chan?” My sis was extremely excited. “Wow. We are off to America. USA woooooo! We have so much to pack. We’ll have to buy stuff too. Wow, I hope we have enough money. Your parents’ll be okay with this right…?”

As my sis overran Eri-chan with her enthusiasm, my father proceeded to lecture me about not letting fun interfere with my work and lose the momentum I’d built up, as well as making sure to keep Aiko, Eri-chan and Shaeula out of trouble. I nodded along, agreeing.

Once everything had settled down, I looked out the window. The sun was dipping below the horizon, the evening drawing in.

“That reminds me. It’s time to go visit the shrine. You coming, Shaeula?”

As Shaeula went to stand, my sis grabbed her arm. “Oh no you don’t. You can go alone big bro, Shaeula is going to stay here with me and Eri-chan. We’ll have a nice long talk, just us girls, all right?”

“If Akio is fine-fine with that, I would be happy to stay and talk with you.” she acquiesced.

“Fair enough. I can handle our business myself.” I decided to allow her to have her fun.

“All right then. Come on Shaeula, Eri-chan. Let’s have a bath first and then get ready for a fun night of games and chatting! No sleep until dawn!” She looked at me one last time. “Oh, and no flirting with young girls, okay big bro? When you have two flowers waiting for you here, picking more is really bad form!”

I waved away her inane comments and headed out, leaving our small house and heading out into the hot evening, listening to the quiet noises of the rural wilds, cicadas chirping and leaves rustling in the wind. It didn’t take me too long to reach the shrine, which was further up the mountain from the side street where we lived. The torii gate was faded, the ceremonial ropes looking tired and frayed, and the two statues of the Kami of the shrine were as worn as I remembered.

Ugh, I hate dogs. I’ve never really got over that time one attacked Eri-chan and Aiko. No-one ever did own up to whose dog it was… it was damn big and well-fed for a stray… Reminiscing about the past I reflexively touched my abdomen, where a set of faded scars remained where the wild dog had mauled me as I tried to fight it off, shielding Eri-chan and my sister from harm. There had been blood everywhere and Eri-chan was hysterical. Still, I remember standing tall and smiling as if it didn’t hurt, reassuring them both everything was okay. Thinking about it, that was probably the most heroic I’ve ever been until recently. Damn, after it ran off we never did see that dog again…

Putting aside those memories I mounted the steps, passing under the arch to Chairoakitara shrine, dedicated to the Brown Dog of the Mountains. As I crested the steps, pleased at no longer feeling out of breath like I used to, I came across a young girl sweeping the steps in a shrine maiden outfit, using a traditional bamboo brush. When she saw me she hurried over, her brownish pigtails swinging.

“Good evening, what brings you to our shrine?” she said politely. Her gaze then took me in, and she paused. “Excuse me senior, would you happen to be Oshiro Akio-sama by chance?”

Akio-sama? No thank you! “I am indeed, but please, just call me Akio. No need to be formal. You must be Takeyabashi-san, right? My sister mentioned you. Here, I’ve brought a letter from some of the shrines in Tokyo.” I pulled it out and she nodded when she saw the seal.

“I must be careful to show you the proper respect, senior. I could not use your name so carelessly. If you could follow me, my grandfather is waiting.”

She’s definitely too serious for her age. Cute though, not that I’m into young girls. She’ll be gorgeous when she grows up though I bet… still, that isn’t the issue at hand. Looking around the temple grounds, which would be cleaned up by everyone tomorrow morning before the afternoon baseball match, in preparation for the festival on Saturday, I remembered many a day spent with my sister and Eri-chan, playing games and eating stall food. It’ll be nice to do it again this year, with Shaeula too.

“Here we are, senior.” Takeyabashi-san said with a bow to me as we reached the main shrine building. “Honoured Grandfather, Oshiro Akio-sama has arrived. Please prepare to receive him.”

Before I could protest at the formality again, she ushered me inside, and I was greeted by an elderly yet still spry man in priest robes. I vaguely remembered him from previous shrine visits. Before I could speak he bowed to me.

“It is an honour to meet the one who will support our shrine in reclaiming lost glories.” he said without any preamble. Turning to Takeyabashi-san he spoke. “Marika, some tea for our guest. Bring out some sweets too.”

“Oh no, you don’t have to…” I began, but she bowed and hurried off.

“I have heard much from Shirohebizumi shrine about the oracle, and other matters.” The priest said. “I believe you should have a letter for me?”

I handed it over and waited in silence as he read the contents. Takeyabashi-san returned with three steaming mugs of tea, as well as a plate of mochi treats. Kneeling down beside me in elegant seiza she passed me a mug with a polite bow, before taking one herself and blowing on it adorably to cool it.

I absentmindedly munched on a mochi while we waited. Hmm, this isn’t half bad…

After taking a few sips of the hot tea, the priest put down the letter and looked at me. “I see, it is as expected. It has been fifteen-hundred long years, but finally the shrines will rise again.”

“Fifteen-hundred years?” I asked, and the priest explained. Apparently millennia ago the shrines wielded real power, their maidens and priests able to use wonderous abilities, guiding the faithful and communicating with the Kami and greater Gods. However, over a period of a few hundred years long ago the Gods fell silent, and the Kami withdrew, having less and less contact with the peoples of Japan. The abilities of the bloodlines of the true shrines (a term I had heard at Shirohebizumi) had also gone into decline, and now only a few had some minor powers, like Kana-chan’s sight, or her father’s flame.

This is strangely similar to the tale Shaeula told of the Seelie and their withdrawal from human lands… “So, are there many true shrines left?” I asked.

“Not as many as there once were. Those that remain do stay close-knit, and when great events occur that affect the Gods we are summoned to a great Conclave at Kyoto, site of many of the holiest, most powerful shrines. One has been called now, which is no coincidence. No doubt it related to what is written in this letter, the time of great danger, and the rise of heroes.”

Beside me Takeyabashi-san was looking impressed, gazing at me with bright eyes, which made me a little uncomfortable.

“I see. The priests I met at Shirohebizumi shrine thought it would be important for me to be recognised by the shrine of my hometown for the Conclave. Would you be open to that?” I asked.

“Of course. It would be in our shrine’s interest as well. There are of course some matters to discuss… such as an oracle. Would it be possible to hear the voice of our Kami, as did those of the White Snake?”

“It isn’t impossible, but there are issues. I did intend to meet with the Kami of this shrine tonight, with my companion Shaeula, and secure his support…”

“You can meet Chairo-sama?” Takeyabashi-san burst out excitedly, before realising what she had done, blushing and covering her mouth with her small hands. I had to laugh.

“If he wants to meet me, then yeah, it shouldn’t be a problem. As for the oracle, it requires quite a chunk of spiritual resources, so right now it isn’t a good time, but as I told the other priests, if all goes well by Christmas I should have a surplus and it’ll be a lot easier.”

“I see.” The priest looked over at the still ripe-red Takeyabashi-san. “And my second request is for Marika to join this study group. She is my only granddaughter who showed any interest in taking on the responsibility of the shrine here. Her sisters follow my daughter-in-law, and only care for secular matters. Such a disappointment. Still, she carries a small gift of spiritual energy within her, minor though it is. She is an eager child, and will not balk at any teaching, no matter how difficult.”

She bowed then in a proper fashion, fingers flat on the floor, her posture impeccable. “Please, Akio-sama. I implore you, allow me to learn the ways of the Gods, so I may properly serve Chairo-sama as did my ancestors. I will do anything that is required of me, no matter how difficult it may be!”

Girls really shouldn’t offer to do anything for a guy… still, she really is earnest. But the problem is…

“Well, the teaching itself isn’t a problem, but I am not going to be able to spare the time to come here often, which might make it difficult…”

“Pay it no mind. I will arrange for Marika to lodge at Shirohebizumi shrine, so she can be trained with the other priests and maidens of our alliance. It would not do to have our shrine fall behind. I only ask that you take care of her, as she is unfamiliar with Tokyo or other big cities.”

“Yes Akio-sama, please look after me. I will be no bother, and will follow any instructions you give me.” she implored me while still bowing. “If I could be granted one boon though, I would dearly like to meet this Shaeula-sama, a Kami that walks among us. It would be such an honour.”

“I too would like to meet this mighty being, as well as have a demonstration of the spiritual powers you showed before the other shrines.”

Kami? An honour, mighty being? Shaeula would be proud as hell to hear such praise. It doesn’t quite fit if you ask me, though… “Actually, she’s not quite what I’d call a Kami, but close enough, I guess. She intends to enjoy the festival at the shrine though, so I’ll make sure to bring her to meet you then. I’m sure she’ll get along with Takeyabashi-san just fine, she likes cute girls…”

“Cute…?” Takeyabashi squeaked. Raising her head she looked at me shyly. “If I am to be under your care, honoured sensei, please call me Marika.”

I nodded. “Okay then Marika-chan.” I switched to a more informal address like she wanted. “If you just want to see a demonstration of aether and wind, I can do that now…”

I spent a while demonstrating some tricks, earning rapt applause from Marika-chan and praise from her grandfather. By the time I returned home it was pitch-black out, the clear night sky shimmering with stars, reminding me of my childhood here, nights spent playing with Eri-chan and my sister, looking up at the skies in wonder…


Side Seven – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


Itook the hands of Shaeula and Eri-chan and ushered them towards the bathroom. Behind me mom giggled.

“Your father and I will clean up, you girls go have some fun. But don’t stay up too late, we all have to help clean the shrine for the festival in the morning. Your party until dawn will have to be put on hold, I’m afraid!”

I know, I know! “Yes mom, we’ll get some sleep, I promise. But first…” I led them into our small bathroom. Eri-chan and I had bathed together many times in the past, it was quite normal for us, but having a third girl was unusual. “Hmm, I guess we are too big to fit in our small tub together. I guess if we all wash each other off and take a quick soak, then we can make it work.”

I released their hands, pulled out some bath stools and set them up. “You know where the shampoo and stuff is don’t you Eri-chan? Can you get those while I finish here?”

It didn’t take long before we had everything we needed, and I started to remove my clothes. Seeing as the others hadn’t moved I decided to motivate them. “Come on, don’t be shy, we are all girls here. And if we don’t finish up before my big bro comes back, he might try and peek…” Nah, he wouldn’t have the guts. Well, to be fair, my big bro isn’t the sort of bad guy who would do such a thing…

Taking off my underwear I was now naked. Folding it neatly I looked at Shaeula, who had taken off her dress and was removing her own underwear, which looked rather fashionable. And expensive. Wow, I feel kinda inadequate now.

Feeling my gaze, Shaeula looked over, making no effort to hide her own nakedness. She was eyeing me up and down, which made me feel hot. Wow, I hope I’m not blushing, that’d be embarrassing, we are all girls here. But wow, just wow, she has the body of a model. Her skin is flawless!

“Your muscles are impressive indeed-indeed.” Shaeula said, interrupting my thoughts. “I can see you have put much-much effort into your arts.” Shaeula strode over, naked and unconcerned, to suddenly grab my arm and back with her small, pretty hands. Wow, so sudden. And her hands are so smooth… wait, where are you touching?

I bit down on a squeal as one hand slid down my back, stopping just above my buttocks. Her other hand was touching my arm in various places. “Wow, I know we are all girls here, but that’s bold, Shaeula!”

Eri-chan was laughing openly at me, now in her own plain underwear, causing me to pout. Wow, I’ll have my revenge, see if I don’t!

“Akio mentioned that you practiced the arts of archery.” Shaeula said, stepping away, satisfied. I let out a sigh of relief, yet… wow, for some reason I feel empty. I’m not into girls, seriously. But if I was… Shaking my head to clear those intrusive thoughts I replied. “Yeah, I’ve been doing it since elementary school. I tried kendo and judo as well, and they are kinda fun, but archery is the best fit for me.”

“She’s even been in tournaments.” Eri-chan piped up, looking proud. “She didn’t win, but she’s always done well.”

“I’d love to win one before I finish high school, but if not maybe I can join a Kyūdō team when I go to university. I’ll stick with volleyball too, it’s nice to be on a team.”

I sat Shaeula down on one of the stools, Eri-chan on the other, and I started washing her long pale blond hair, which seemed to be tinted with orange and gold. I’d never seen hair quite like it, and it was gorgeous, feeling like fine silk. Shaeula squirmed a little under my touch, giving me the urge to tease her, but I held back under Eri-chan’s knowing gaze. Spoilsport. But I guess you know me too well…

“I always used to be pretty confident in my looks. My mom is gorgeous, and I got the best of my appearance from her. Eri-chan is probably the cutest girl in town, but I never felt I was too far behind. But seeing you… that hair, those eyes. You could be a model.”

“You should not-not speak such foolish words.” Shaeula twisted to look at me, her amber eyes peering directly into mine. “You are quite the attractive girl yourself indeed. And being a skilled warrior is far-far more important than trivial appearances.”

Skilled warrior? Does she mean… my archery? I was puzzled again by this mysterious girl my brother had brought home with him, but when she said I was attractive, there was no mockery in it, no looking down on others like people who knew they were gorgeous often did.

“That’s right.” Eri-chan agreed. “I’ve always thought you were wonderful and beautiful. Besides…” she laughed softly. “… plenty of the boys in town really want to go out with you, Aiko-chan.”

Wow, pot calling kettle black much? “Tch…” I threw a pail of water at Eri-chan in retaliation, and as she looked at me like a drowned rat I smirked. “You don’t get to tell me that when you are the most desirable date in the entire neighbourhood. My brother is a lucky guy…”

Eri-chan retaliated by throwing water over me too, much of which missed and soaked Shaeula, and for the next while we engaged in a playful water fight, before finally bathing…
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Later we were back in my room, dressed in the pyjamas mom had laid out for us. Eri-chan had spare clothes left here as she stayed over a lot, and Shaeula was wearing a yukata which my mom must have found in her bags. She looked so adorable I could just squeal, lying on the futon in my room with a can of beer in hand.

Anyway, bath time was fun, but now for the real, important talk… “Since it is just us girls here, I wanted to ask something.” As they turned to look at me I firmed up my resolve. “No messing, I want us all to promise we’ll only speak the truth in here tonight. There are some things we need to talk about, and I want to take everything said here as an honest answer, all right?” If I don’t prod Eri-chan into action now, it’ll be too late, and Shaeula and my big bro are definitely keeping secrets from me…

“I thought we were in here to have fun and do this ‘girls' talk-talk’?” Shaeula asked, taking a swig of beer. Wow. Her Japanese is great, but that speech quirk… is she trying to make me die of cuteness overload? And damn, why does she get to drink booze? I’ve always been envious of big bro getting to enjoy it. If I was back in Britain I'd be old enough to...

“Oh we are, Shaeula, we are. But I did want to ask a few things first. So if I may…” I noticed Eri-chan shrinking in on herself, ready for what I wanted to ask. Yeah, it’s like we can read each other’s minds. But this has to stop…

“So, Shaeula. Seriously. Are you and my brother dating? You seem really close. I know you said you weren’t, but my intuition tells me something is definitely going on.”

“Hmm, so that is what you wanted to ask-ask.” She took another gulp of her beer. “No, we are not-not dating, as you would put it. I am merely under his care, and we work together for our common goals.”

Under his care? “But you do like him don’t you? it isn’t like you’d be opposed to it, right?” Beside me, Eri-chan had caught her breath, waiting for the answer.

“I must admit, Akio is quite-quite the male, he is strong, attractive and resolute. I could have no-no objections to him as a mate, but my… family situation is complicated. My Father and my siblings would never-never stand for it.”

I knew it. You do like him! “I see. So you do like my big bro. and I can tell he is definitely sweet on you. So, family squabbles eh? Your Japanese is great, but with your looks… you must be from a foreign country, I’d guess?”

“My mother is from this land, though I have not-not seen her in many years.” Shaeula replied, with a long sigh. “My father is… from a noble bloodline, so…” She trailed off, and I was sure I could see a hint of melancholy in her amber eyes. Damn, I think she really does like him, like wow, a lot. How did my bro win over a catch like her? I'm stunned...

“So, you are a half like me and my big bro then. That makes sense.” I sympathise. It can be tough, being mixed.

I then turned to Eri-chan who was looking gloomy, clutching a pillow tight to her chest. “And what about you, Eri-chan? I know you like my big bro, but do you want to date him?”

“I… errr, no… I…” she began, stuttering. Wow, annoying. But not this time. Shaeula told us how she felt…

“Honesty time Eri-chan. What you say now I’ll take as what you really feel. So be very careful if you want my support.” No running away this time. Otherwise Shaeula or someone else will take my big bro. I feel happy for him, yet it’s… kinda sad at the same time, like he’s gone far away from me…

For a long moment Eri-chan just looked between me and Shaeula, before she nodded. “I… I love big brother… I mean Akio. I think I always have. You remember… the dog?”

Oh, no honorifics, competing with Shaeula maybe? And yeah, how could I forget that dog? I was so scared… I think I peed myself, not that I’d ever let anyone ever find out… my big bro… he was like a superhero to me then, facing down that huge beast for us… “How could I forget? He was really shining then.”

“Oh, do tell. This sounds interesting, I would know more-more about my master.” Shaeula said, cracking open another beer.

Maybe she’ll give me one if I ask her nicely? And why does she keep calling him master, I’ve noticed it a few times. “Oh, when we were young… around six or so, Eri-chan, my big bro and I were all out playing. Eri-chan and I had wandered away, when this huge dog came out of nowhere and tried to attack us. We screamed and my brother came running. He was always pretty scrawny as a kid, and he didn’t have any weapon or anything to use, but he threw himself in front of us, taking a blow from the dog’s huge paw. I thought he’d fall, but he took one look at Eri-chan and me, gritted his teeth and stood up, facing the dog. It hit him again and again, and in the end even bit him badly, but he never let it get past him, he just kept hitting it in the face with his fists, elbows, even his head.”

As I recounted the tale, remembering my brother as he stood against the wild dog, smiling so as not to worry us despite the pain he was surely feeling, Eri-chan began to cry.

“He… he… I thought he was going to die.” Eri-chan wailed, lost in her own memories. “His side was torn open, there was so much blood. His head too, it had split where he had struck the dog. He was so hurt… but when he saw us crying he patted us on the head and told us it’d be all right, that he’d always look out for us… I remember blacking out, then when I woke up… I found out he was hospitalised… protecting us.”

I made to hug the suffering Eri-chan, but surprisingly Shaeula beat me to it, enfolding her in a warm embrace, patting her back gently. “There, there Eri.” she said gently, and I thought I felt a soothing breeze stir in the room, rustling our hair and clothes. I must have imagined it… surely. Wow, she must just be that comforting…

“A deed like that is more-more than enough to win the heart of a young female.” Shaeula continued, gently wiping away Eri-chan’s tears with one soft hand. “And he has always been there for you since, I presume?”

“I’ve always been shy… and my family is poor.” Eri-chan continued when she stopped crying. “Other girls bullied me for my looks and the boys would … well, they weren’t kind…”

Yeah, every boy that reached the age they started to take an interest in girls wanted to date Eri-chan. But then I got my fair share of attention too. Strange, now I think about it, this town seems to have way too many attractive girls for its size… even that shrine maiden elementary-schooler was really cute, wow, getting off track here a bit…

Eri-chan was continuing. “But Akio and Aiko-chan would always protect me, and they never left me alone. Our families were close, so we did everything together. I thought we’d always be together… but then Akio got accepted to a university in Tokyo and moved away. It was then I knew… I wasn’t good enough for him, and I’d always hold him back… so… I had to let go…”

So that’s it. I thought you were just shy.. and well, you are… but your insecurities are deeper than that. You know, I always thought we’d be together forever too, the three of us, and it hurts to think that isn’t the case…

“He comes back when he can, like now…” Eri-chan was pouring out her heart in Shaeula’s arms, perhaps because she was a rival who understood her love for my brother? “But… it isn’t enough. But if I can’t… be his support, like he has been for me… I should let him go. But it’s hard. I don’t… want to…”

She started crying again. “I want him to be mine, only mine! But you’ll take him away from me, I just know it!”

Worried at what Shaeula might say I opened my mouth to speak, only for her to gently rub Eri-chan's head. “Hush now, foolish little Eri. I have no intentions of taking him away from-from you. A male of such calibre as Akio would hardly be satisfied with just one-one female. My father, he has many concubines and brides. Those of power are always well-loved by females. It is-is the natural order of things.”

Wow wow wow wow wowowowowowowowowwwwww! What did I just hear? Shaeula thinks my brother needs a harem, and she’s putting herself and Eri-chan forwards for it? Oh damn, I’m red hot. I’m so blushing right now. I feel faint… Eri-chan was looking at her, dumbfounded. I doubt she expected the answer she received. But Shaeula continued on anyway.

“My meeting with Akio was as dramatic as your dog. I made three Oaths that day-day, which my people do not-not break, and I shall stand beside my master until the end. There shall be no other. That is all-all I shall need.”

“Wowowowowowowowowowowowwwwwwwww!” I couldn’t keep in my squealing this time. “That… that was a proposal! I thought your father wouldn’t let you…” I trailed off as Eri-chan had gone limp, the shock too much. “Eri-chan, don’t die, it isn’t worth it. You can propose too! The festival… or Las Vegas! You won’t lose!” What am I even saying? I think my brain has melted…

Shaeula laughed. “I find you both very amusing indeed-indeed. You are both much as master said you were. As for my father… for now-now we do not have sufficient power. But in time, we shall exceed even royalty and take-take what we desire. As for you, little Eri… I do not-not feel you would hold back Akio, and he cares for you deeply, even if he is too dense to realise this-this, but if you feel you are unworthy… then simply become worthy.” She took Eri-chan’s hand in hers. “Let us both aim for what we desire. For in life, no-one will give-give you what you wish for, you have to take it.” With that Shaeula released the dazed Eri-chan and finished her drink. “Now, I grow weary of talking about this. We should be playing should we not-not? I can fetch my games console should-should you wish?”

Uhh… yeah, I think we need a subject change. I wanted honesty, but there was… a little too much of it. Wow, how will I face my big bro when I see him next after this?


Side Eight – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“Iwin-win again. I fear games of chance against me will only lead you to despair.” Shaeula crowed as she won another hand of cards. Wow, no kidding. Her luck is off the charts. She always ends up with great hands.

Eri-chan had recovered from earlier, though her eyes were still red from crying. She looked better though, I thought, as though getting her true feelings off her chest had lifted a burden from her. Though of course she still needs to tell my big bro, which is a higher hurdle. She seemed to have formed a truce with Shaeula too, probably because Shaeula seemed genuinely concerned about her, despite being a rival. But… can you imagine my brother marrying both Eri-chan and Shaeula? I know that in some foreign countries polygamy is legal, but this is Japan… but then, I’d have two of the most beautiful sisters-in-law in the world… wow I’m so confused.

I took another swig of beer that I had persuaded Shaeula to give me, savouring the taste. It was kinda weird at first, a bit bitter, but it’s growing on me… I let out a bright giggle.

“Your father is going to be really mad if he finds out you’ve been drinking…” Eri-chan warned, but I waved it off with another giggle.

“He won’t know unless we tell him, will he?” I followed Shaeula’s gaze to where my bow was resting. “Oh, you’ve seen it, eh? That’s my Kyūdō Yumi. It cost a small fortune, I remember my big bro donating six months of his allowance towards paying for it, though that was a drop in the ocean compared to the actual cost. Still, it was the thought that counted, right? I remember having to go a year with only old clothes and stuff to make up for the cost…” Wow, the memories…

“I think Aiko-chan shines the most when doing archery, or playing volleyball. She has to be doing sports. She’s always been very athletic. When she pulls back on that huge bow, the look on her face before she shoots the arrow is beautiful.” Eri-chan was telling Shaeula seriously, embarrassing me.

“Oh come on, please stop. I just got all the physical talents in the family, my big bro got all the brains. And you are smart as hell too. Really I’m nothing special. Although…” you know what, that reminds me… “Seriously, has my brother been working out, Shaeula? He’s… weirdly ripped. And is it me, or does he look way better than before? Even his face seems a little different. I mean, it’s… it’s him, just better, you get it?” I hope someone gets it, because I kinda do, yet I don’t… it’s like a feeling when I look at him…

“I know what you mean.” Eri-chan replied. “I was thinking it was just me. He’s definitely been doing some exercise, but it isn’t just that. When I saw him at the train station, my heart skipped a beat, my chest felt hot and… awawa… what am I saying?” Eri-chan hid her face again as she realised what she had been saying. Still, I was happy. Looks like the honesty is sticking.

“So there you have it. He’s like… more charming now? Do you know what I mean, Shaeula?”

She turned back from admiring my Yumi. “Of course I understand it, for I have seen-seen his growth first-hand. He trains his body every day, and he practices his spear arts without any-any pause. It is only natural you should see him as more charming, as a male should be strong-strong and resolute.”

“Spear arts? He’s taking up combat sports now? Damn, big bro is stealing all of my charm points. If I’m not the sporty one I’ll have nothing left! It’s too late for me to try and go the studious route now. Wow, I’m screwed!” I’m joking, but… I do feel a little conflicted. Ever since big bro protected us from that dog, I’ve never wanted to feel weak and helpless again. So I worked on my body and got stronger… but to find big bro is doing the same…

“Don’t be like that, Aiko-chan.” Eri-chan commiserated with me. “You are hardly a dummy, your grades are average in class. Besides, you speak perfect English, that’s something hard, right?”

“Well, that’s only because mom and dad both speak it at home a lot, and as a half it’d be stupid not to learn. Besides, you speak English really well too, don’t you? At least we’ll be fine in Las Vegas, which is nice. Anyway, we are getting off-topic again. I’ve heard something I can’t ignore. You say you’ve seen his growth first-hand, Shaeula? Just where…? You also said you were in his care before. Did you mean in a work sense, or…”

“Akio of course looks after me, like-like the princess I am.” Shaeula said proudly. “His house is rather small and cramped, but we hope to rectify that soon-soon.”

“Hey, hold on… you’re living with my brother? Like together? Alone? In that tiny apartment?” It was shock piled on shock. Eri-chan had shut down again, her eyes spinning. If Eri-chan hadn’t faced her feelings earlier, I think this might have finished her off.

“Yes, alone. I fail to see the issue with that-that? It is the duty of a master to provide for his servant. I eat good food and drink fine-fine alcohol. There is nothing to concern yourself with.”

Wow, I think there is! “So you live alone with my bro, and you get drunk together? And you are sure you aren’t dating? This is the room for honesty, remember!”

“I assure you, I have not-not raised the subject to Akio as of yet-yet, for I fear it is still too soon. Your brother can be somewhat dense when it comes to understanding the feelings of fair maidens, can he not-not? So we stand at the same-same place, Eri. Hold to your courage, lest you regret your silence evermore.”

“But, but… what about bathing, or when you need to change clothes…” I continued, flabbergasted.

“I’m so…” Eri-chan whispered. “I’m so jealous. I wish I lived with Akio. Why am I too young to leave town?”

Wow, the honesty is just spilling out now.

“Take heart.” Shaeula said, putting down my bow. “Being young is surely a blessing for you, as Akio seems very fond-fond of younger females. There is Ichika, Kana, Keomi…” As she began to rattle off names Eri-chan’s expression grew darker and more stormy. Wow, I’m not mad… it’s just… my reality is crashing down. Big bro got hot, and now he’s got all these girls? This can’t be right… wow…

“I can see I’ll have to set my brother back on the right track. It’s all right Eri-chan, together we can discipline big bro moonstone so he doesn’t cheat on you again… err, or on you Shaeula. Wow, I’m kinda stuck in-between here, I don’t know who to root for… maybe harem is the way… oh wow, what am I even saying?”

“Worry not-not, they are but acquaintances of his, though like every male, he does rather enjoy the attention of pretty female companions. In any case, Aiko, Eri, master would not-not wish to do anything that would make you sad-sad. He is indeed rather overprotective, much like my siblings.”

“I’m still fine, I’m still fine, I’m still fine…” Eri-chan was muttering to herself, a little unnervingly. Oh God, if she goes yandere for my brother what will happen? I don’t even want to think about it.

“Hey, you’ve got siblings?” I asked Shaeula, interested.

“Indeed, though they are only half-siblings, from my father’s other-other wives and concubines. I have three older brothers and an older sister. One of my brothers is quite-quite the archer, like you.”

Makes sense that Shaeula isn’t bothered by polygamy then, but if her mother is Japanese I wonder how she feels… ugh…

Shaeula continued. “As for being overprotective, I did-did suggest that your archery skills could be put to good use for us, but-but master worries so. After meeting you I feel certain I was correct, that you should be trained for your own-own benefit. Perhaps you have talents that could be useful too, Eri.”

I don’t get it. What does archery have to do with IT work? Eri-chan I get, as she’s top of our class, so she’d pick it up no problem. Wow, I’m so confused.

Finishing off a beer I opened another can, taking a swig. I was starting to feel pleasantly warm and fuzzy now, taking the edge off my confusion. Surprisingly enough Eri suddenly snatched one of the unopened cans and began to drink it, gagging a little on the taste.

“Oho, that is the spirit. Fine alcohol is one of life’s true-true pleasures.” Shaeula enthused. “I am grateful to Akio, for he has shown me many-many things I never thought I would see, and taught me much-much about this world. I realise now I was too proud, and foolish in my distaste for others.” She looked at us both, her amber eyes seeming to glow mesmerizingly. Wow, she’s just so beautiful, almost like a fairy…

“I believe Akio still has many-many places yet to take me and dreams to reveal. I believe you two should come with us, to see the world that lies at the end of it all-all.” With that she finished her own drink and opened the last can. “But enough of this weighty topic. We should enjoy ourselves more, should we not-not?”

“I think we should. You agree right, Eri-chan?” As Eri also nodded her shy agreement we raised our cans and clinked them together. “Cheers. To honesty and love!” I said loudly, bringing snorted laughter from the others as they echoed my toast…
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We had long finished the drinks and snacks we had, and had played hard at various games and now the hour was late. I had promised to show Shaeula some archery assuming we could sneak onto the school grounds to the Kyūdō range. She had expressed interest in seeing where my big bro studied as a kid as well. Eri-chan was looking pretty out of it, the beer she had drunk for the first time making her sleepy, and she was lying on her futon curled up like an adorable animal, occasionally murmuring things under her breath that she would be mortified for us to hear.

“… Akio… would like you like… dinner… or a bath.. or…”

“Oh God, I know what dream she is having. Wow, she’s a little pervert. Guess the beer brings it out in her.” I laughed quietly, so as not to wake her. Looking at Shaeula, who was watching Eri-chan fondly, I smiled. “You know, thanks. I mean it.”

Shaeula raised one eyebrow. “I am sure I do not-not know just what I have done to deserve your thanks-thanks.”

“Oh I think you do. Thanks for not being cruel to Eri-chan. Seriously, she’s my best friend in all the world, and I love her. But she isn’t brave and isn’t strong. She’s loved my brother for as long as she can remember, so you showing up, so close to him… it could have crushed her. But you were so kind…”

“Nonsense. I merely spoke what was on-on my mind, this honesty you demanded.” Shaeula snorted. “Akio and I… are not-not like that yet. So I have no right to stop her. Besides…”

“I know, I know. You seem weirdly okay with sharing. Even so, you’ve given her the push she needed. I’ll make sure she doesn’t slip back and regret it. You know… I think I like you too. My big bro is such a lucky dog. When will someone come to sweep me off my feet?”

“I suspect you would have little-little trouble finding a decent male.” Shaeula approved. “But until then, why not-not let your brother spoil you? I do believe he is what this country calls a… siscon, is he not-not?”

Wow, oh my… that came from nowhere, and now I’m all embarrassed again. It must be the beer why I’m feeling hot, right? I was about to retort when there was a soft knock on the door and my bro’s voice called out softly. “Shaeula, you awake in there?”

He didn’t hear any of the conversation we just had, did he? I hope not or I’ll die… “What time do you call this? It’s so late…” I replied grumpily.

“Oh, sorry. My business ran longer than expected. I was wondering if Shaeula was still up?”

Getting up I opened the door to let him in. He came inside looking apologetic, smiling as he saw the sleeping Eri-chan. “Guess she got all tuckered out by the girl talk?” he said fondly.

“She sure did.” I agreed, not mentioning the can of beer. She’ll be mortified to hear my big bro saw her sleeping in such an undignified fashion. Oh well, her own fault. “So, what do you need Shaeula for?”

“I just want to borrow her for a bit to discuss something about work. It shouldn’t take too long.”

“Oh, at this hour? Can’t it wait?” I protested. “it is work-related right, you aren’t going to be doing anything… lewd… with Shaeula are you?”

“Oh come on sis, you know me better than that. Besides, I told you, she isn’t my girlfriend, she isn’t into me, we are work colleagues. Can you cut me some slack?”

Yep, he may have got hot and fit, and have girls flocking around him, but he’s still the same old dense brother I’ve always known. That makes me feel good, somehow… “Fine. You can borrow Shaeula. But don’t keep her up too long all right? We have a busy day tomorrow. And no lewd activities, or else, got it?” I teased.

“All right, all right.” He sighed as Shaeula snickered at our banter. As she left with my brother I turned to Eri-chan, who was sleeping peacefully and spoke quietly, as my own eyes began to close, the beer catching up with me. “Goodnight Eri-cha…n, goodnight… Shaeul…a, goodnight, big… br…”


Sixty-Six


“So, how was your girl talk?” I asked as we headed to my room. “I hope you had fun.”

“I found it rather-rather amusing indeed. I learned many things about you, my master. You are surely well-well loved.”

Well loved? “I… see…? So, how did you find Aiko and Eri-chan? I hope you three can get along.”

“There are no issues.” Shaeula sat down on the edge of my bed. “Your sister was just-just as you described. And Eri… I perhaps understand her better than she understands herself.”

“That’s good then. In any case, sorry I’m back so late, I ended up finding out quite a bit of information from the priest at the shrine.”

“It matters not-not.” Shaeula smirked. “Though Aiko was sure you were only flirting with a young shrine maiden while you were there-there. I believe you will have much-much explaining to do.”

“Yeah, enough of that. Anyway, when we enter the Boundary we’ll be heading up the mountain. We need to make contact with the Kami of the shrine.”

Calming my mind I channelled aether though my Chakras, and with that I entered the Boundary away from my Territory for the first time. Seeing Shaeula waiting for me, still wearing her Wyrmscale mail, I realised I was wearing mine too, the spear beside me.

“Hmm, so why does our gear come with us? Do you know?” I asked.

“I have never-never really considered it.” She answered. “Perhaps it is our belief that we should have such things with us that-that makes them remain?”

Oh I see. Like why the kitchen knife I used for a while, or items I have made myself don’t fade away, but if I conjure a weapon out of aether to fight with, it disappears when I stop concentrating on it… “Oh well, unless we find someone more knowledgeable, I doubt we’ll find out for sure.” Outside our house the mountains stretched out into the distance. Lesser spirits were drifting about, glowing orbs of light and half-shapes swirling lazily on the breeze. There were significantly less than my first forays into the Boundary in Tokyo though. Seeing us, the spirits began floating our way, but it was trivial to drain them, converting them to ether.

“Well, shall we go?” I asked, and we set off for the shrine on the mountain under the dark light of the Boundary skies. As we went we continued to talk about our day. I explained meeting Marika-chan and her grandfather, and how she would be coming to Tokyo to study under us, which brought a knowing smirk from Shaeula, while she talked about Eri-chan and my sister.

“Eri does not-not believe in herself. A shame-shame.” Shaeula was saying, surprising me.

“Eh, really? I know she is shy, but she’s model-pretty, and smart too. That doesn’t make much sense…”

“You still struggle to understand the heart of a female, my master.” Shaeula sighed. “What one feels-feels has nothing to do with what one is-is. After all…” After a meaningful pause she spoke, her amber eyes gazing deeply into mine from only a few inches away, causing me to flush despite myself. “… was I not-not too consumed by the status of my own birth, wallowing in thoughts I was somehow unworthy, fighting back only with misplaced pride-pride? Eri is similar. She sees you as someone great, shining, someone forever out of her reach-reach… yet she longs to grasp hold of you. I can not-not speak for her taste…” Shaeula grinned, stepping back from me. “… but she believes in her heart she is not-not worthy of you, the poor female. Still, just like you told the foolish me you would sweep-sweep away my doubts and stand beside me as I rose to rule the Seelie, all-all she requires is for you to say those words that her heart needs to hear-hear. Give her a reason to believe she can be of use to you and her heart will heal-heal. There is an obvious answer. Surely no-no master of mine would allow his precious friend to suffer so?”

Yeah, okay, I can’t pretend I haven’t noticed any more. If what my sister and Shaeula both say is true… Steeling myself, I nodded. “Soon. Either while I’m here, or in Las Vegas. I’ll make things clear.”

“See that you do.” Shaeula gestured and wind swept from her hands, vaporising a swarm of monstrous birds that had swooped down on us from the sky. As they shattered to ether I sent the stock back to our upgrading Territory, only to discover something interesting. The Silo could still receive, but I couldn't withdraw. That means prolonged activity in the Boundary would be heavily dependent on what aether we can create as we go, no relying on restocking from our reserves…

There were still ninety-eight Astral days left before construction completed. Checking the rush-build costs of the Anchor upgrade I got a nasty surprise. Ugh, the efficiency of upgrading the Anchor is terrifyingly worse than ordinary buildings. It’d just be burning ether for little gain. As I examined the Territory I received an announcement, silvery letters scrolling across my sight, advising me my Self-Examination, Territory Skill had now Ranked up. There was now more information, such as it now displayed the maximum number of Buildings a Territory of each level could support, as well as the upkeep cost in ether of various Buildings. Though all the costs are showing up as ??????, so I guess I need a higher Rank to see the actual figures. It does make sense though, as otherwise spamming tons of low-Rank Barracks and Spawning Spires would be far more efficient than upgrading. Still, the limit is quite generous and only grows rapidly with each Territory Rank, so I’ll still need to build a few more lower Rank Barracks as well… damn, I need more ether and build queues…

“Your sister is very interesting as well, though I would expect no-no less from your kin.” Shaeula was continuing, sweeping aside more animalistic enemies that were drawn to us. “She has the heart-heart of a warrior. Talent too-too. And while talent can be trained, a heart that lacks will-will is not often mended.”

“Yeah, she’s a brave, sporty girl. I’m pretty damn proud of her.”

“That is why you should tell her the truth-truth.” Shaeula persisted. “If she was to find out that you are even training this Marika, yet have left her in the dark-dark… I fear it would damage her trust in you.”

I don’t want to get her involved, but Shaeula does make a good point… “I’ll… think about it, okay? I have misgivings, I don’t think there are any good answers…”

“Bah, you should be more decisive, master, but for now-now I shall hold my peace. I sense a powerful presence approaching.”

We had reached the outer edge of the temple grounds, the torii gate here looking beautiful in shining red and gold, the ropes crisp and silky, the two dog statues now restored to their former glory, gleaming in brown and bronze. Standing there waiting for us, on the steps of white and brown marble, were a pair of giant dogs, each the size of ponies.

Oh God, I really hate dogs so much… I felt a phantom twinge of pain across my abdomen where I had been mauled before. In Tokyo I could ignore the few dogs I saw, but coming back here… ugh, it brings back bad memories. Even so, I was here for a reason, so I swallowed nervously and steeled myself. “Good evening, guardians of the Chairoakitara shrine. I have business with the Kami here. May I speak with them?”

One of the giant dogs spoke, opening a mouth full of massive teeth, drool spilling to the ground, only to vanish in a cloud of silver mist. “Grr, welcome, child of this shrine. The Brown Dog of the Mountain awaits above.”

The second also opened its massive maw, growling. “Follow us, mortal worshipper, and being from a faraway land.”

I am hardly a worshipper. I’m not that pious, and ever since the incident, I’ve never wanted to come here. Still, business comes before sentiment… Keeping my face neutral, I bowed. “Lead on, please.”

The dogs led Shaeula and me to the courtyard of the shrine, where the festival would take place in the Material on Saturday. Yet here in the Boundary… dozens of dog-spirits of various sizes were lying sprawled everywhere, ranging in size from normal all the way up to as big as horses. Oh God, this is my Hell. Even the spiders and scorpions didn’t scare me like this… if I hadn’t recently been through those life and death battles toughening me up I think I’d be curled up into a ball right now. This is triggering my traumas for sure…

Sitting at the centre, on an ornate brown cushion, tooled with silver and gold kanji, was sitting a large brownish dog, with golden eyes, wearing a strange cloth hat that dangled down with silver tassels on either side. “Grr, greetings to you, one who will restore the shrine to its former majesty.” The dog spoke with a strangely melodious voice mixed with guttural growls and barks. “I have watched you ever since you were a child, when you fended off a Yōkai-possessed kin of mine, preventing a tragedy that would have soiled the name of the Brown Dog of the Mountain, grr. My gratitude to you, child of this shrine.”

“I see-see.” Behind me, Shaeula spoke. “Destiny was calling you even then, it seems, master. To fend off a possessed beast as a mere child… most-most impressive.”

Damn, I knew that attack made no sense… if I wasn’t there, my sis, Eri-chan… I shuddered at what could have happened. And now that the Boundary is closer to the Material… will Yōkai and other myths return? If so, then the danger to the world is real…

“Grr, indeed. For many years we Kami have been drifting in and out of slumber, watching over only our most faithful worshippers. Yet the tides of the spiritual world have strengthened this past decade, and they only continue to deepen. The time for renewal is coming.”

The Kami squeezed shut its eyes. “Grr, when I watched you stand firm against the jaws of the beast, I felt pride, that a child of this mountain I have watched over for so long had the tenacity that I am worshipped for. So I bestowed my blessings upon you, in the scars you proudly obtained. Now you have come to me, I can unlock the power your honourable scars held, grrrrrrrrrrrr!”

At that, before I could speak his eyes snapped open, this time glowing like rainbow metal. I felt a searing pain where the faint scars were on my Material body, and I slumped to one knee. Beside me Shaeula was watching with her own glowing eyes of amber, and she was doing something with her wind, small knives of green cutting into my Astral form.

“Grr, your help is appreciated, foreign spirit, you understand his form very well indeed.”

The pain was fading as a wave of energy spread from my mental wounds, sucked into my Chakra network and cycling, energy collecting in my lunar Chakra.

Your Determination has significantly increased.


Determination?

Your Class, Fae-Bonded, has increased from Level Eleven to Level Twelve.


“Now take the favour of the Kami, champion we have chosen. May our favour bring you to new heights and restore the balance that has long been lost to the world, grrrrrrrrrrrr!”

You have gained a Class. You are now a Kami-Blessed.
Your Class, Kami-Blessed, has increased from Level Zero to Level Four.
Your Fortune, Majesty, Charm and ?????? have increased.
Your Aether has dramatically increased.


As energy surged through me I listened to the pleased howls of the many dog spirits that attended the Brown Dog Kami. Surprisingly I did not feel as dreadfully uncomfortable with them as I would have just moments ago. Behind me Shaeula patted my back, directing wind to soften the remaining pain.

“Well done, Akio. Though I am loathe to share-share you with the Snake and the Dog, I am a female who knows well-well how to swallow her feelings and support her master. This power… surely it will help us achieve our dreams.” Her smile was radiant, causing my heart to skip a beat.

Damn, so cute…


Sixty-Seven


Shaking off Shaeula’s cuteness, I started to assess the significant gains I had made. Silvery letters scrolled across my vision as I used the Self-Examination skill. First up was Determination…

Determination- The power of one’s will made manifest. Determination will increase your power when facing great adversity, and will reduce the power of any negative effects others attempt to inflict upon you.


Well, that was certainly useful. Debuff resistance and a situational buff? At least facing off against the Yōkai-hound gave me a tangible reward... Although protecting my sis and Eri-chan was reward enough…

Next was…

By gaining the blessing of an enshrined Kami, you will gradually raise your spiritual calibre, increasing your ?????????. In addition, Fortune, Charm and Majesty will increase, and your ability to use Aether will strengthen dramatically, growing further as your ???????? rises.


Kami-Blessed was a twenty Level class like Fae-Bonded, and it seemed there were no issues with having two Classes at once. My status sheet was definitely looking better, but I’d go through it in detail later, as a question occurred to me. “So, why did I only get Kami-Blessed now, not when the White Snake Kami supported me?”

“Grr, I must apologise, for the gift of power I left within you as a child may have refused the power of the rival Kami. Now that it has been properly assimilated within you, such is no longer a concern.”

“Oh, I see. I guess I shouldn’t complain too much, since you gave me a gift… oh yeah, you keep calling me a child of the shrine, but I didn’t even move here until I was around six years old. I’m not exactly pious either, I… well, you know I am not good with dogs, don't you?”

“Grr, All beings of spirit have laws they abide by, tied to their very existence. The traveller from a distant land beside you knows this well.”

Shaeula nodded. “Of course, Three Oaths for Three Boons. That-that is the way of the Seelie.”

“Grr, a strange covenant. However…” the Brown Dog of the Mountains sniffed at Shaeula. “… I smell something nostalgic on you, a presence long forgotten.”

I guess that might be Shaeula’s mother. She said she was of a noble bloodline of Japan, so I wonder if her mother was a Kami too? I’m curious but it’s a really sore subject for her, so I’ll wait for her to open up… “So, I’m a child of this shrine?” I continued, and the Dog nodded.

“Grr, yes, this was the first shrine you made prayer to, long ago. When one offers their prayers to an enshrined Kami, their spirit becomes bonded to it. One’s home shrine, shrines related to one’s work, or related to their hobbies and talents… any shrine and Kami that influences aspects of one’s being have… grr, far greater significance than any other.”

“I think I get it. So since Shirohebizumi has no real overlap with my nature, it carries less importance spiritually? That would be why having the support of my home shrine would carry more weight to the other shrines… hmm, then if I could get support of shrines with significance then not only would I have a stronger support base, but my Kami-Blessed Class would level up too?” I could think of several shrines and their Kami that would fit the bill, but some of them were… quite major, and probably out of my reach for now… although it never hurts to plan ahead…

“It’s a shame that I can’t claim this area as part of my Territory, but it seems it is way too far from my Anchor to do so…” I muttered, unsurprisingly failing to claim the Territory. I did receive a boost to my ether, though it was not large. Using my improved Examination Skill, I could see that there was a Building that would solve the problem, a Satellite Anchor, which could effectively hold and link far-off areas to my Territory… however it looked like it required the Territory to be at Rank four before it became available. No chance of that any time soon then, I haven’t even made Rank three…

There were plenty of other interesting Buildings available once my Territory ranked up, however a lot of them were still showing as ????????.

No point worrying about that now… since I’m here… “Now that you have decided to support me, is there anything we can do for you? Are you having any problems we can help with?”

“Grr, there is one matter you can assist us with.” The Kami barked out. “Recently a corrupted spirit has moved close to our shrine, and it has caused great harm to several of my kin.” It gestured with one paw to several of the dog spirits, one of whom had massive ugly scars down the side of its face and flank, one eye now pearly white and useless, while a second was missing a leg and covered in burns. Even for someone like me, who really didn’t care for dogs, the sight was unpleasant.

“Oh, so you want us to drive it off or defeat it?” I asked, and the Kami agreed.

“Grr, It grows ever more bold as it gathers and corrupts the spirits of this place. It goes against the natural order we Kami uphold, so it must be dealt with Yet beware, for it is strong, and burns with wicked flames!”

Shaeula frowned at its words. “Hmph, fire-fire is a weakness of ours, our wind is helpless against it. We should consider carefully, master.”

“I know, I know.” I smiled at her, noticing she looked a bit red. Perhaps the thought of facing a powerful fire user is worrying her. We had enough trouble with the fire-breathing monster spiders, and they were just able to use a bit, not a true creature of fire…

“Don’t worry, I’ve got your back, and if we are outmatched we’ll run, but I was thinking we would have to face this weakness sooner or later, and I do want to make sure our alliance with Chairoakitara shrine is rock solid. Together we can handle it, I’m sure. Look how far we have come together.”

Shaeula looked away for a moment. “Indeed-indeed. Perhaps I worry too much…”

“There is one thing I would ask though, if we do defeat this enemy of yours.” I said to the Brown Dog Kami, who bade me speak. “I would ask you keep an eye on my family and Eri-chan. If spirits and Kami will grow to have more influence on the Material, you can do that much for me, I’m sure?”

“Grr, it shall be done. They are also children of this shrine, so shall be protected.”

“In that case, we need to get cracking.” I turned back to Shaeula. “This is supposed to be a holiday, so I’d like to get a decent amount of sleep tonight, so let’s wrap this up.”

The Kami provided us directions to where the creature of flame tended to lurk. It was across the mountain and amidst the woods. Normally that would take us a while to reach, but using wind energy and aether to increase our movement we quickly bounded over the steep, rocky terrain, only pausing for Shaeula to dispatch any flying beasts we encountered.

“Hmm, you are very protective of Eri, master. Just how-how do you feel about her?”

That came out of nowhere… “Like I said, we’ve been friends forever since she was a little child, and I’ve always looked after her.”

“That is not-not an answer, is it?” Shaeula sighed. “She is very beautiful, is she not-not? And though her heart is fragile as glass, males often find such fragility appealing, wanting to protect it.”

“I’d admit I’d feel more confident if she was… well, less shy, more social. She clings to my sister a bit too much. But she’s still young…”

“Young, yes, but old-old enough to…” Not even my enhanced hearing could hear the final words Shaeula spoke. I was about to question her when an orange glow caught my eye. I gestured to Shaeula and we moved over carefully, only to find an orange Etherite ore amidst the boulders. Nice.

“I guess there isn’t someone like me going around and collecting them all around here… it’s a shame we can’t take it back with us, but I could always break it down for ether… or…” An idea suddenly came to me. “Shaeula, let’s look around for a few more ores. If we can find another one or two I think that’ll give us the safety net we need…”

It only took a few minutes to find a couple of additional ores, this time the more common red ones. I gave those to Shaeula and explained my idea to her. She raised an eyebrow in surprise when she heard. “That is quite-quite the bold idea, master. Still, yes, it should work.”

Reaching the forest where the Kami said its foe lurked, the air began to change, the faint smell of burning wood and seared meat hanging heavy, the trees gradually becoming ever more charred, dead branches forming a series of skeletal profiles. Ugh, so creepy…

Shaeula must have felt the same for she took my hand in hers. “This place reeks-reeks of something foul. It is not-not Unseelie, yet it has the same feel… of… wrongness, corruption.”

“True, but even though we may be at an elemental disadvantage, I doubt it can be any more dangerous than the Raven Knight, right?” I tried to lighten the mood. It worked, as Shaeula grinned.

“True, but now it is but-but the two of us, before we had that idiot Grulgor, the snake and many-many others to be our… hmm, how did the game I play put it, ah yes, as meat-meat shields.” She snickered, looking so cute I couldn’t help but ruffle her hair, causing her to flush pink again.

Wait, am I getting too used to casually touching her? I’m pretty much like her boss now, so isn’t that sexual harassment? I quickly removed my hand, and Shaeula was pouting now. That was close, I nearly annoyed her.

Putting that aside we continued to advance, and as we pushed through the scorched trees I felt my aether start to be drawn from me. It was minor but noticeable. Shaeula was grimacing beside me, so she must have been feeling it too.

“Looks like we’ve entered enemy Territory. It doesn’t feel too strong, definitely a Rank zero, but even so, be on your guard.” I warned. Just as I finished speaking we could hear sizzling cries from in front of us, as several of the burned trees wrenched themselves out of the ground, fissures opening in their trunks to reveal burning fires within. Blackened roots snaked through the soil and rock below us, bursting out like twisting tentacles. Acting quickly I stepped in front of Shaeula and wielded wind, slashing through the black tendrils, bringing shrill cries of pain from the tree-beasts. No tentacle play on my watch!

“Above us!” Shaeula wielded her own wind as she cried out, eyes blazing amber. Flying beasts looking like birds of bone and yellow flame were diving down, and in addition to that the trees were firing their leaves at us, spinning discs of flame racing towards us like gatling fire. Green wind formed a dome and repelled them, birds raining from the sky, fires dimming.

“Good job, you protect us from ranged attacks and fliers, I’ll deal with the trees.” Racing in, I channelled aether, making the sharp Wyrm fang that tipped my spear vibrate, and it effortlessly pierced the first tree, which collapsed into ether with a grim yell. Flickering tongues of flame scattered, burning me, but I turned aether into a cooling breeze which softened the pain. I could use more to heal the burns, but they aren’t major, I can live with the pain…

Severing branches and roots I struck down a second tree, wheeling to face a third, only to have it split open wide and gush out a storm of yellow fire at me. I reflexively used wind to defend it, but the flames consumed it, growing in intensity. Shit… Leaping backwards I realised I wouldn't make it, only to be thrown sideways by a sudden impact, Shaeula having blown me out of the way with her own wind. As I landed heavily the tree that attacked me exploded, Shaeula breathing hard as she used a compressed wind drill to tear it and several other trees apart.

“Do not-not be careless, master!” Shaeula warned, every enemy around her exploding into fragments of wood and bone as her wind blades danced.

“Yeah, I got it.” I charged, and another tree was pierced. The battle settled into a rhythm, Shaeula and I destroying wave after wave of burning bone birds and smaller rodent-like animals, while taking out any trees that began to move or spit flame at us. Our aether supply was stable, as even in this Territory we could replenish by harvesting the slain foes, but more pressing was our reserves of wind energy… would they last us or was the correct course of action to beat a retreat?


Sixty-Eight


As I considered our options Shaeula cried out. “Master, beware-beware! A powerful presence is approaching rapidly!” She threw up a green barrier, only to see it shattered into clouds of glowing jade, which quickly winked out of existence as yellow sparks of fire consumed it. A great roar filled with crackling heat sounded through the wilderness, setting what little grass and undergrowth was surviving on the barren soil ablaze.

Around us the skeletal trees waved their branches in glee, more cracks opening to furnace-yellow glows on their seared bodies. They almost seemed to be… saluting... the huge presence that had charged us.

Ugh, that’s… just… I can feel my sanity points going bye-bye… Cracking a joke to myself I regarded the monstrous beast, spear at the ready. It was a cross between a skeletal bear, whose bones were wreathed in yellow flame, and a blackened tree that was growing through it, dark roots tangled through its ribcage and down its limbs, holding it together like a pinned dinosaur skeleton I once saw at an exhibition with Hayato-san and the gang. The tree itself was around five metres tall, and its trunk was split in three places, forming blazing yellow eyes and a sneering mouth of flame.

“Foul perversion. Such-such an abomination should not-not be allowed to exist!” Shaeula cried.

“I agree, but do you have a plan?” I asked, dodging as the skeletal bear raised its skull and exhaled a blast of flaming gases that exploded violently. Leaves were being shot from the tree too, sharp and hot. One just missed my eye, drawing a painful line along my cheek, and several gouged my arms and side. As silvery blood scattered free I tried to circle it, only to be attacked by roots and branches from some of the surrounding enemies. Several burning rodents leapt at me, and I barely fended them off, stamping on them as they fell to the ground.

“Of course I do-do, I am a proud princess of the Seelie, such abominations are nothing to me. I have done more-more than play games in your room, master, I have studied too-too!” she shouted proudly, bone birds raining from the sky around her. “But I shall need some-some time, the execution is… challenging.”

“No problem. I’d be a poor master if I couldn’t match your resolve.” My spear killed a tree, and then I ducked aside as one massive bone paw from the bear raked past me, slashing four burning furrows in the rock. Tendrils whipped at me, but channelling aether I called up a sharp sword in my left hand, severing them. As the sword dispersed once my concentration was elsewhere I counter-attacked, my spear wreathed in vibrations stabbing bone, breaking some of them, but more roots snaked out from the tree, holding it together. Branches then struck at me, and I barely blocked with the shaft of my spear, staggering me. Leaves rained down like bullets, but with the little wind energy I had left I deflected them all. That’s it, I’m dry…

Using aether I ripped free chunks of the stony ground and flung them, shattering bone and wood alike, but the tree-bear of flames barrelled towards me, shrugging them off. It was then Shaeula unleashed her attack, consuming the two Etherites she was holding to empower it, as the Raven Knight had done before.

So you did use my idea… nice.

“Smother and fade-fade away!” Shaeula intoned, as green energy spread from her like a nova. Where it touched yellow flames instead of being consumed it extinguished them, bone beasts falling apart, the trees collapsing under their own weight.

The tree-bear shuddered, fires dimming, one limb disintegrating, roots releasing their grip. It refused to die though, flames drooling from more cracks in the trunk. It dragged itself towards me, leaving trails of flame which winked out of existence rapidly. Branches speared towards me, but Shaeula had weakened it enough. I too was holding an Etherite, this one orange.

“Great job, you lived up to your boast.” I approved. “Be crushed and die!” I copied Shaeula’s line from earlier and drew on what aether I had left, supplemented by the power of the Etherite. The ground exploded into a series of stone pillars around the tree-bear, which then closed in with a sickening crunch. Stone fractured, as did wood, and it all collapsed into a pile of scorched rubble.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Eighteen to Nineteen.


The message was doubly welcome. Thank God, it must be over. As I slumped to the ground, barely enough aether to keep me in the Astral, I felt the Territory collapse, bestowing me with several thousand ether, plus more for the tree-bear. Changing some to aether so I was not returned to the Material, I then noticed a glowing yellow ball moving towards me, where it began to orbit, giving off a crackling warmth. Is this… fire energy?

It had been a while since I first secured elemental energies from the Kamaitachi I had defeated. Now I had gained some more.

Shaeula sat down beside me, chest heaving from exertion. “It is over, we have defeated it. Another abomination has been laid-laid to rest.”

“Yeah, mostly thanks to you. You used your wind energy to simulate some sort of air without oxygen, right?” I asked her, and she nodded proudly.

“My grasp on the aspects of the wind is far-far more advanced than it has ever-ever been. I knew I could do it, though the mental image was… difficult for me. Using the Etherites as you suggested did indeed prove-prove useful.”

“Yeah, I thought it would be worth a try.” When I had used the Etherite to empower my attack without breaking it down for aether, it was… strange. Mostly it functioned as additional aether for the creation, but it also seemed to strengthen the rock pillars more than I would have expected. “… we need to find some more Etherites and experiment. It could be a useful trump card for us. But not today. I’m tired.”

“Indeed, we should rest up for-for the morrow. But first…” She pointed at the sphere of energy floating around me. “… you have gained some essence of fire as battle spoils. While fire is not-not as inimical to wind as earth is, combining the two would be extremely taxing upon you.”

“You think?” I smiled back at her. “I think you’ve just proved to yourself that fire and wind aren’t as opposing as you thought. After all, fire can be either empowered or defeated by wind, depending on how it is used. In fact, without oxygen, which is part of the air, there can be no fire. They fit together perfectly. And if it is understanding that is required…” My knowledge of fire was perhaps even better than wind. After all, fire was the rapid oxidation of fuel in an exothermic chemical reaction with oxygen. I knew about the colour of flame based on temperature, other types of oxidisation reaction, the feel of being burned (as a child, like most kids I had touched hot things on the stove like an idiot…) as well as mythical and spiritual stories such as Prometheus and more…

Closing my eyes, I began to draw the yellow energy in, similarly to how I did with the wind energy when Shaeula was training me. At first the trickle of wind energy my heart Chakra was generating that circulated through my body resisted it, but after I fed the green wind into the fire to strengthen it the energy blossomed, gravitating to my solar plexus Chakra, drawing into it and circling like a yellow vortex. A stinging, burning sensation prickled at my Chakras, but I ignored it, concentrating.

I continued this for several minutes, slowly gathering insights, until the energy dispersed, spent. Opening my eyes to see a concerned Shaeula looking on, her amber eyes gazing at my abdomen, I smiled. “Don’t worry, I didn’t suffer any damage. I’m just a bit annoyed… I nearly grasped the secret to fire elemental energy. If only I had more fire, or even more wind energy to feed it.. oh well, no point wishing for what we don’t have.” I stood, pulling Shaeula to her feet.

“If we can find another source of fire energy, I know I can master it too. Fire and wind together, there are so many options. And since you understand a lot more about wind now, if you could do some studying on fire, I know you’ll be able to manage it as well. I believe in you.”

Shaeula looked down, her face hidden behind her long orange-blonde hair. “If you believe in me-me… it should not-not be possible, but if you say I can-can… and if I was to master it, surely I would surpass my siblings…”

“That’s the spirit. Anyway, we’ve concluded our alliance with the Brown Dog Kami, so I think we are owed a rest. Come on, we should return.”

Shaeula looked up and nodded at me, and with that we left the Boundary, for a deserved night of rest…
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A sharp knocking sound woke me from my sleep. I felt a few aches and pains where I had been burned, but luckily I had only suffered light injuries, so my stronger body would heal them quickly. As I yawned and stretched, there came another round of loud knocks. Someone was banging on my door. Before I could ask who it was, my sister spoke.

“I know you are awake, big bro moonstone. I’m coming in, all right?” She didn’t give me any time to answer as she barged into my room, still in her nightwear. “Wow, I knew it!” she exclaimed, then winced, putting a hand to her head.

She looks pale. And she should show some modesty. She’s too old to be running around the house in her pyjamas.

“Shaeula is here! I knew she never came back to my room last night.” my sister continued. I could see Eri-chan behind her, peeking around the doorframe, eyes anxious. From what I could see, she at least was properly dressed.

“So, what did you get up to?” My sister closed in on me, staring right into my face. “You… you look different this morning. It’s hard to describe, but did you get cooler? Wow, I knew it. The ‘fashionable duo’ always says when a guy gets some love action they end up looking all satisfied and hot. I’m disappointed in you, big bro moonstone. To do such things here when you know Eri-chan is waiting…”

Behind her Eri-chan was waving a frantic arm to stop her talking, face crimson. Of course, my sister paid her no mind. Ugh, your breath reeks of beer, you’ve been drinking, haven’t you? Father is going to kill you… and probably me too, since he won’t be able to take it out on Shaeula, as she’s a guest…

“Not now, Aiko-chan…” Eri-chan hissed, and when her gaze met mine she ducked back behind the doorframe with an adorable yelp. It was at that moment Shaeula woke up, yawning cutely. Rolling over onto her back her yukata slipped a little, revealing her white shoulders.

“Is it morning already? Good morning to you, Aiko. I hope you slept well-well.”

“Eyes up here, buster.” My sister grabbed me. “So, just why is Shaeula in your room when she was supposed to be sleeping with me and Eri-chan, just us girls? What sort of business did you have to take care of?”

Shaeula burst out laughing. “You are indeed adorable Aiko. We talked of this last night, did we not-not? I will not-not step in front of Eri, should she gather her courage. I am a patient female.”

Letting me go Aiko let out a very unladylike sound. “Tch, I guess so. And you two do live together right now, so if you were doing those things… ugh, my head. I think I’m going to have a cold shower…”

“That would be a hangover.” I advised her, getting a glower in return. “Still, it happens to us all. Just try and keep it from father, okay?”

At that Eri-chan popped her head around the door again, having composed herself. “Emily-san told me your father is suffering himself, drinking all that whiskey with Shaeula over dinner. He’ll be staying in bed until we have to go out and start preparing for the shrine cleaning and baseball.”

“In that case you lucked out, sis. I’ll make sure mom prepares you a breakfast that’s easy to digest. I’ve got some painkillers too here somewhere.”

“Wow, cheers big bro.” She thanked me. “It was fun drinking with Shaeula and Eri-chan, having a girly night, but maybe I’ll stick to one can like Eri-chan did next time.”

“Yeah, you need to build tolerance before hitting it hard.” I ruffled her hair until she waved me off. “Eri-chan did the right thing, not that I’d expect anything less, she’s pretty smart, unlike you.”

As Eri-chan looked down embarrassed, my sister complained that I was calling her dumb. Shaeula joined in, and with the sound of laughter we headed down for breakfast. It would be a long, but hopefully fun, day ahead…


Sixty-Nine


My sister joined us at the table, hair still wet from her bath. Wordlessly I passed her a glass of water and some painkillers, which she took from me with a muttered thanks and downed quickly.

“Wow, yeah, I feel a little better now, but my head still hurts…” she complained, sitting down between Eri-chan and Shaeula.

Our mom brought over breakfast, bowls of steamed rice, miso soup and plates of grilled fish, along with some side sauces and vegetables. I had offered to help, as had Eri-chan, but mom wouldn’t hear of it, treating us as guests.

“This looks pleasing indeed-indeed.” Shaeula smiled, digging in with her chopsticks. At first she had struggled with them, but with a combination of practice and her improved motor skills from Levelling, she now ate like a traditional Japanese person. “I worked up quite-quite the appetite last night.”

“Oho, really?” mom said, eyeing her. “How very bold of you, Shaeula dear. Eri-chan really has to up her game or she’ll be left behind.”

“I don’t find that funny.” I admonished my mother, as Eri-chan hid her face again. “You know we didn’t do anything like that.”

“Don’t be such a spoilsport. A mother is supposed to embarrass her children. Besides… I don’t think I could say for certain you wouldn’t, could I? A mother can tell, and this one knows you like each other more than you let on!” She put her hands on her hips in a pose of triumph. Shaeula snorted in laughter even as she was stuffing her face with food, unconcerned.

Beside her my sis let out a long sigh. “Oh wow, my head hurts too much for this so early in the morning. Can we give it a rest please? Big bro has already told us they just slept, he wouldn’t lie to me… he better not, anyway!”

“Poor little Ai!” my mother commiserated. “Today you are British, I remember the first time I drank underage… I was sick everywhere and my parents weren't happy at all. You’ve done better than I did. Still… your father is very strict on rules, so it’s lucky Shaeula here drank him under the table and he isn’t here to see this…” she looked at Shaeula again. “For someone so small she can sure tuck it away.”

“She sure can.” I agreed. I remember myths saying that the fair folk or faeries were very fond of alcohol, I guess they might be right…

Over the rest of breakfast we talked and joked with each other, my sis gradually perking up as having some food in her and the painkillers had started to clear her hangover. As we cleared the dishes away, after I insisted I would help, and Eri-chan also joined in, so it went quickly, we started to discuss the upcoming game.

“So, you are definitely in for the baseball game?” my sister asked. “I know a few people who’d want to see that.”

“I’m not sure why anyone would be interested in me, but yeah, I might as well since I’m here.” Besides, it’d be a good chance to run another test on my improved stats. This year I shouldn’t get laughed at for being so bad at sports…

Perhaps seeing what I was thinking my sister grinned. “Don’t be getting a big head bro, you may have been working out, but that won’t make you any better at baseball. Just don’t embarrass me, okay? If girls were allowed to take part I’d show up most of those idiots…”

Oh yeah. My sis didn’t really get on with the baseball team. She was in the volleyball team, their rivals, for one, but worse… a lot of guys on that team tried to ask her out, some more than once. My sister hated pushy guys. She turned them all down of course, but some of them didn’t appreciate being snubbed.

“You’ll be on the town team then.” Mom said. “We almost never win against the ‘pro’ team, so don’t feel too bad when you lose.”

“Lose?” Shaeula spoke up from where she was lying on some cushions, patting her stomach contentedly. “What foolishness. There is no way Akio can be defeated. Not-not by such rabble.”

“Well damn, big bro.” my sister was impressed. “No way you can suck with such high expectations weighing you down. Best of luck, I guess…”

My mother laughed too. “Oh, such pure faith. It’s very romantic. You had best do your best then Aki.”

Beside us Eri-chan also spoke up, her words tumbling out of her. “I know you can do it, big brother. I believe in you too, more than Shaeula does!”

As we all laughed and Eri-chan got redder and redder we finished getting ready. It was time to head to the shrine and take part in the annual cleaning…
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Dozens of people were milling around the steps of the shrine, sweeping away dirt and rinsing it down with water. Others were hanging up chains of decorative lanterns which would light up the path tomorrow night during the festival. My father was still not up, so my mom had stayed back to nurse him back to health, assuring us he’d be out to watch the baseball match later.

I led the way, with Shaeula, Eri-chan and my rejuvenated sister following. It was quite the eye-catching group, me and three very pretty girls. I saw a few people I recognised, passing them by with reserved greetings. Reaching the top of the steps the shrine proper was packed, various people setting up the stalls that would be used tomorrow, or placing lanterns, or other general tasks. Directing them all was a familiar face to me, Marika-chan. She was in traditional shrine maiden attire, red and white, with matching ribbons in her hair. She was directing people to position various stands and furniture, looking very dignified.

On catching sight of me her face brightened, and she raced over. “Akio-sama, it is an honour to see you here today. And this must be Shaeula-sama!” She looked at Shaeula with great interest, before bowing deeply. “It is such a great honour to meet one such as yourself. Please continue to grace our shrine with your blessings.”

“Uh, what the hell is going on, big bro?” My sister was confused at the sheer enthusiasm Marika-chan was radiating. Beside her, Eri-chan was looking equal parts confused and annoyed.

I can feel a headache coming on… Shaeula was explaining she did not care for honorifics, but Marika-chan was refusing to budge, saying it would be disrespectful to her to omit them. Marika-chan turned back to me and spoke again, words that caused me to choke.

“I am very much looking forwards to being in your care in Tokyo, Akio-sama. I shall strive to do everything you ask of me to be worthy of your trust. However…” her face fell. “… my mother is unhappy at the move. My honoured grandfather has tried talking to her, but… if you could speak to her, I know she would relent.”

“Wow, wowowowowowowow! Hold on a minute here!” My sister was bouncing up and down, agitated. “I can’t let that pass! Just what does she mean… in your care? Moving to Tokyo? When I joked about you not picking flowers from the shrine I didn’t think you would… and wow, she’s still in elementary school. I know you like young girls, but I draw the line at this. No brother of mine will be a shameful lolicon pervert!” Her volume by the end was way too loud, and a lot of the townsfolk tidying the shrine had stopped to watch, many of them with amused faces.

Damn, I recognise some of you. I’ll get you back for laughing at my misfortune later, I swear!

Marika-chan froze, realising she had said too much. Not that it is her fault, she is young and excited, and has no reason to think my sis isn’t aware of what is going on…

Smiling reassuringly at my sister who was bright red with anger, I spoke. “Calm down please, Aiko.” At her name, which I didn’t use often, she hesitated. “I’m working with various shrines in Tokyo as I said before. I’m mediating an exchange with them, Marika-chan will be studying with Shirohebizumi shrine as part of her shrine maiden training. I’m just in charge of making sure everything goes smoothly. Nothing more.”

“Oh really…” Her tone was icy. “It sure didn’t sound like just that. Besides, you work in IT, right? What does that have to do with mediating shrine business? And what does archery have to do with your work?”

Archery? Huh?

My sister continued. “There are too many strange things going on. Your sudden wealth, a beauty like Shaeula following you around, now this… big bro, I thought we were close. You can’t lie to me like this…”

What do I do, even if I tell her, this is not the place for sharing secrets. We have quite the annoying audience… My mouth flapped open, unsure of what to say, when I felt a soft hand in mine. Shaeula had taken my hand. My sister looked to the side, her eyes widening, and then she sighed. “All right then. I’ll ignore this for now. But we will be talking about this later…”

Ugh, this I could do without. Still, we avoided the worst case scenario. It was then I felt someone take my other hand. I turned, to see a shyly smiling Eri-chan. She whispered in my ear. “I also want to know what you have been keeping from us, big brother. Whatever it is… I’ll listen, and I won’t judge… but… she’s too young, it’s no good, all right?”

Uh, what? Does Eri-chan and my sister really think I’m picking up elementary schoolers? I’m hurt…

Sorry for the chaos she had caused, Marika-chan clapped her hands together, drawing all eyes. “Many apologies for this unsightly scene. My immaturity has caused me to misstep, but if you could all get back to work I would be most grateful. It would be a great shame if we were not ready for the festival tomorrow, would it not?” She bowed deeply once more, and with smiles and laughter everyone went back to work, except for someone I recognised, who wandered over, a broad grin on his face.

“What’s up Oshiro-san? It’s been a long time.” A fairly handsome guy in his early twenties approached, accompanied by a younger woman, who was decently pretty enough, holding a baby that looked only a few months old in her arms.

“It sure has, Imai-san. Not since the class reunion a few years ago I think.” Imai-san was in the same class as me back in school here, and we were, if not friends, definitely acquaintances, we used to hang out with a few other guys now and then. He was always more popular with girls than me though, and it didn’t look like that had changed. Seeing where my gaze was going he smirked.

“You might not remember Chiyoko, she was in middle school still when we all graduated. But yes, we are married.” He showed off his wedding ring. Chiyoko-san bowed politely to me and gave a soft greeting. “And yes…” he continued. “We do have a kid. We hit it off after the last class meet. I was going to say you should have spent more time mingling too, rather than hanging around your sister and her friend, but…”

He looked at me, a flower in each hand. “I guess you’ve grown up after all. I was worried you’d just throw yourself into your job and die a lonely old bachelor.”

I could see from Chiyoko-san’s nervous smile she was worried her husband was being too rude, but I waved it off with a smile. “You’ve not changed at all, have you Imai-san? It’s almost refreshing.”

“No, I have not. So I’ll be blunt. Which one’s your girl then? No way you have the guts to two-time them to their faces, right?”

Ouch. Everyone around us was working away under Marika-chan’s instructions, but I was sure I could tell everyone was straining to hear. My sister and Marika-chan looked particularly interested.

“They are just good friends. You know I’ve been friends with Eri-chan forever, and Shaeula here is a work colleague.”

Eri-chan’s hand tightened in mine uncomfortably for a moment, but when I looked over her face was blank. Behind me my sister sighed loudly.

“Oh really? Sure doesn’t look like just friends to me.” Imai-san then grinned. “But you know, it is the festival tomorrow. I think I get it… should be a bloodbath, we’ll have to go watch it, right darling?” he said to his wife, who bowed apologetically again.

Man, his wife is wasted on him. “Oh yeah, that reminds me…” Imai-san continued. “I hear that you’ll be playing baseball this year. I’m on the town team too. I hope you won’t drag me down, those damn idiots on the ‘pro’ team have been really annoying as usual. I want to teach them a lesson.” He looked me up and down. “I can see you’ve finally stopped being a scrawny punk and put on some muscle. No wonder you are more popular with the girls. Still, I remember your sporting talent.. or should I say, shocking lack of it?”

Word travels fast, it seems…

“Of course Akio will triumph.” Shaeula piped up, defending me again. “Compared to the foes he has faced down, these… pro-pro fools will be ground to dust.”

“Oh man, she’s really into you.” Imai-san laughed. “And she’s gorgeous too.” He earned a sharp look from his wife at that.

“This is all well and good…” I interrupted, feeling the hot gazes of everyone around on us. “…but I did come up here to help with the preparation for the festival, and I haven’t done anything yet…”

“Oh no, I cannot in good conscience ask you or your honourable friends to labour here, Akio-sama.” Marika-chan said. “Please take a seat and relax. I shall bring you all some tea and snacks.” As she was going to hurry off I grabbed her arm.

“No, I don’t think you need to do that… we don’t need special treatment.”

“Akio-sama? What the hell…” Imai-san burst out laughing, causing his child to wake up and start crying, annoying his wife. Around us people were sniggering, and I wished that something, anything would be a distraction from this…

“Oh cool, Ai-chan and Ri-Ri are over there with …. Whoa, is that Akio-kun? No way!”

Looks like wishes do come true…


Seventy


Two flashy young girls who looked the same age as my sis and Eri-chan were approaching up the shrine stairs, accompanied by a pair of similarly aged boys with shaven heads and wearing our school baseball uniform. The lead girl who was wearing a pretty short skirt and fashionable-looking long boots was waving at us cheerfully.

She picked up her pace and hurried over, the other three trailing in her wake. She stopped in front of us and looked me over, eyes wide when she saw I was holding hands with two beautiful girls. “Oh my, Ri-Ri, how very bold of you. Guess you showed some guts after all.” Turning to Shaeula she looked startled as she took in her appearance. “And just who is this? You’re a real beauty. Just what do you use on your hair? I wish I could get mine that colour.” She went to touch Shaeula’s hair, only to have her hand batted away by Shaeula’s free one.

“I do not-not recall giving you permission to touch me-me.” She snapped, eyes cold. At that the girl squealed in delight. “Oh God, so cute. That stutter… so adorable!”

As the chaos continued her friend joined her, followed by the two boys, who were eyeing Shaeula, trying and failing to be subtle about it.

“Sorry about Yae, she can be really hyper during festival season.” The newcomer said apologetically. She was wearing skinny jeans and a very tight t-shirt, her blonde hair pulled into a ponytail. “I’m Masui Rika by the way. I don’t know if you remember me, I’ve been in the same class as your sister and Ri-Ri for years.” She looked at me again, face a little pink, perhaps from her exertion. “You are Akio-kun, right? You’ve really been hitting the gym…”

The other excitable gal-girl turned away from Shaeula and agreed. “Oh totally, yeah, looking good Akio-kun. I guess guys who move to Tokyo really are special…” At that one of the boys coughed loudly, drawing her attention. “Oh, sorry Masaki-kun. I didn’t mean to ignore you.” She turned back to me after a moment. “I’m Chihiya Yae, also friends with your sister and little Ri-Ri. You can call me Yae.”

Friends? If I recall it wasn’t as if my sister disliked them or anything, but they weren’t close… Regardless, I gave a professional smile I used while doing business and greeted them. “Yae-san, Rika-san, nice to meet you again. Thanks for always looking out for my sister and Eri-chan.”

“Tch.” I heard bitter grunts in stereo, as both boys made a rude sound, but so did my sister. Ignoring them I continued talking. “So, what brings you to the shrine today? If I recall, the ‘pro’ team just has to get the green ready for the game?”

My sister was whispering something to Shaeula, right in her ear, and it was quiet but I could just about pick it up. “… asked me out before. Such a jerk, I hear he had girls before and cheated on them. As for the other…”

Ouch. So it looked like Masaki-san asked out my sister before he started dating Yae-san, not that she told anyone, and the other one, Kenji-san, is pretty much a playboy… well, not people I want to spend any time with. I was especially unhappy about the way Kenji-san was eyeing my sister, though it seemed his lack of faithfulness was shining through, as he was gawking at Shaeula plenty as well, drawing a frown from her.

“So Akio-kun…” Yae-san continued. “You’re playing in the match for the town team, right? You’ll be up against Masaki-kun and Kenji-kun. I hope you give a good showing.” She reached out and grabbed my bare arm below the sleeve of my t-shirt. “Whoa, you’ve got some nice muscle tone here…”

Okay, these girls are very bold…

“Hey Yae-chan! What are you doing?

“You get your hands off big brother right now!”

Angry words from Masaki-san and surprisingly Eri-chan overlapped, causing my sis to laugh loudly. Striding over she removed Yae-san’s hand from my arm and rapped Rika-san on the head as she continued to try and touch Shaeula’s hair.

“You pair are being rude to my big bro and Shaeula, to say nothing of your poor boyfriend, Yae-san. Sorry for her behaviour.” My sis apologised for them, and Masaki-san blushed, Kenji-san looking really annoyed behind him. Over to the side Marika-san was looking between the two groups in confusion, while Imai-san and his wife had backed off, Imai-san still smirking at my discomfort.

Why do I keep getting caught up in this stuff? I don’t recall being so in-demand before…

“Yeah, my bad.” Yae-san said, and Rika-san stuck her tongue out to laugh it off.

“Anyway, yes I’ll be competing. I hope to do better than my usual shameful showings. I’ve been working out, as you can see.” I pointed to my other arm.

“We sure can.” Rika-san agreed. “So, serious talk…” She noticed I was still holding hands with the two girls. “You finally dating Ri-Ri then? Or this other stunner with the gorgeous hair and eyes?”

Before I could answer my sister stepped in. “It’s the festival tomorrow. You know what that means, right?”

“Oh, so that’s how it is, eh?” Rika-san looked at the two girls smugly. “Well, good luck to you both.”

“But I’m shocked, little Ri-Ri, I thought you’d bottle it as usual, but there you are, clinging to your beloved’s hand. Tomorrow should be really fun… we all need to go around the festival together. It’ll be great!” Yae-san chimed in.

Eri-chan was standing firm, though the effort was causing her hand to shake in mine. Before I could deflect attention away from the girls’ teasing, Kenji-san strode forwards, glaring, getting in my face. What the hell? This has nothing to do with you. If anyone should be annoyed it should be Masaki-san…

“You think you are such a big man, coming back from the city, showing off your girls.” He spat angrily. “Well, I think you ain’t hot shit. And I’ll prove it. How about a wager, or are you too scared?”

Marika-chan was aghast and about to intervene, but Imai-san dragged her away, preventing a scene. The people around the shrine were barely even pretending to work now, and I could hear excited mutters about the confrontation. I guess this is a little more exciting than the usual preparations, but it isn’t fun for me, damnit!

“Oho, such a small man, challenging Akio. You stand no-no chance against him!” Shaeula fanned the flames and I could see Kenji-san fuming, even the veins in his forehead pulsing.

“You and me, facing off.” He shouted. “Since the town team gets free substitutes at any time because you are all trash, when you come up to bat I’ll pitch, and when I bat, you pitch. It should be easier to see which of us is the better man then.”

You might want to lower your voice when you call the town team ‘trash’. Imai-san and several others who are on the team don’t look happy. “Well, I’d upset Shaeula if I backed down now, so I guess you are on.”

“In that case, when I win I want a date with your sister!” he demanded. Everyone froze, suddenly staring at him.

What the fuck? This little sack of crap is pushing his luck… My sister and Eri-chan had disgust written over their faces, the two gals rolling their eyes and looking apologetic. I turned my icy gaze upon Kenji-san, who stepped back involuntarily, before flushing angrily and stepping back to meet my eyes.

“A date with my sister, even if I could offer it I wouldn’t. Go to hell you sack of shit.” My voice was cold and low, and everyone around me was shocked, never having heard me speak in such a harsh manner before.

Kenji-san flinched again, but refused to back down. “Scared are you, know you can’t beat me? Pathetic, you talk big and flirt with girls, but you are just a loser who left town.”

“Hey man, calm down…” Masaki-san tried to reason with his friend, seeing as how the girls with them were looking put off, but he shrugged him aside and continued to rant at me, until I stepped forwards. He backed off, raising his fists as if to defend himself, but I merely spoke quietly, with deathly calm, though inside I was fuming.

“Can’t beat you, you arrogant little shit? I’ll crush your pride until it even envies the dust. My sister is her own woman, not my slave who would do what I say, and even if she agreed, and I had a billion chances to beat you to a single chance of losing, I would never risk my sister while there is a one-in-any chance of her losing out. But since you think you are the big man, how’s this?” I pulled out my wallet and removed ten crisp ten thousand yen bills. “A hundred thousand yen. From you I need nothing, as you have nothing. If you beat me, the money is yours.”

My sister was hiding her face, ears pink. Wow, she’s doing an impression of Eri-chan, that’s pretty cute. Shaeula was laughing heartily, enjoying my rage, and Yae-san and Rika-san were looking at me with respect and awe.

“Oh man, that’s so damn cool!” Yae-san gushed. “Standing up for your sister like that, then bringing out a ton of cash with such confidence. Man, so hot!”

“Oh yeah, no question!” Rika-san agreed. “I wonder if there is room at the festival for a third tomorrow? Maybe I’ve got a shot…”

“Hey, Yae-san…” Masaki-san tried to remonstrate with his girlfriend, but Kenji-san was still not done.

“You think you can mock me? Fine. I’ll take your money. But I want more. The loser has to tell everyone they lost at the festival tomorrow on the big stage. Let’s see how much respect you get then!”

“It’s your funeral.” I shrugged. I am going to crush you…

It was then Masaki-san stepped up. “Want to have a bet with me too?” he asked, looking sideways at his gushing girlfriend, who was now high-fiving Rika-san.

“You haven’t angered me, unlike your idiot friend.” I answered. “I don’t see the need.”

“However many shall come is however many you shall-shall defeat, master.” Shaeula grinned. “Why not-not humour the boy? But there must be a fair wager this time.”

She is really competitive… maybe they remind her of her brothers or something… “All right, if you insist. But what are your terms? Bear in mind you don’t want to make the same mistake as … him.”

“You can wager money. And I’ll wager one date with Yae-chan.” He replied proudly. Once more everyone froze.

The hell? Was I this stupid as a high schooler? I saw Imai-san giving me a wink and a thumbs up from the side-lines, while Eri-chan spat out a cold howl of refusal. Shaeula however looked like she was having the time of her life.

“Why not-not, she seems presentable enough? My master should be able to charm any-any number of women.” She glanced at Masaki-chan, who looked away, smitten by her looks. “One hundred thousand, the same as before, for one long-long date with this Yae.”

“Uh, don’t I get a say?” Yae-san complained huffily. “I’m feeling a lot less valued than Ai-chan here and I don’t like it.”

Rika-san leaned over and whispered something into her ear, too quietly for even me to pick up, and Yae-san brightened a little. As she did so Masaki-san looked at her apologetically. “Come on, don’t be like that. There’s no danger of me losing to him, he’s got no skills, I remember people laughing at him in the past. And when I win I’ll take you out to the city. We’ll go to Inuyama and I’ll buy you something nice!”

“You can afford to pay both of us, right? You won’t go back on your word?” Kenji-san sneered. In response I gestured to Imai-san, who brought over the extremely confused and somewhat thrilled Marika-chan, who was caught up in the unusual excitement.

“My word is always strong as steel.” I snapped back. “Marika-chan here is witness to our wagers as the shrine maiden of Chairoakitara. That’s fine, right?”

“Of course, anything for you, Akio-sama.” She smiled, happy to be trusted.

“Besides…” I gestured to the watching crowd. “As an adult, I have to follow through. It’s only children who get to make bold claims without consequences.”

“Oh, sick burn, Oshiro-san.” Imai-san laughed. “But don’t bully the kid too much, okay?”

“There you have it then. I would say may the best man win, but I don’t feel like offering you any hope at all.” I glared at Kenji-san. Turning to Masaki-san my expression softened. “You I’ll wish good luck, but I can’t say I respect using your girlfriend as collateral. It’s a bit shitty and she deserves better.”

“I’m just playing the odds.” He smiled. “When I win she’ll thank me.”

“Just to warn you…” Yae-san said. “I put out on first dates. I put out hard. So if you don’t win who knows what Akio-kun will get to do with me…” She smiled at me coyly, before turning to the annoyed Eri-chan and winking.

“I won’t lose, don’t worry.” He went to take her hand but she dodged him.

“Ah no, not until after the game.” She giggled cheekily, deciding to enjoy herself. “After all, I’m now in limbo. I don’t know whose girlfriend I am until after your duel.” With that she hopped over to my sister. “Should be a fun game right?”

“You are going too far…” she grumbled.

“But it was not-not she who offered, it was this Masaki, was it not-not?” Shaeula pointed out, and my sis had to agree.

“Wow, so much going on. The hangover hurt my head less than this…”

Beside Yae-san, Rika-san was telling her she was such a tease, and I couldn’t help but agree. Still, as a perfect gentleman there was no danger of anything going down on the date, I could just take her for a meal or something similar…

Trying to ignore the mix of gazes both curious and hostile, I once more apologised to Marika-chan for not helping with the preparations. The sky above was clear and blue, perfect for a game of baseball. Win or lose, people are going to talk about this game for years… I think we are about to go down in the history of our town…


Seventy-One


“You know, you overreacted a bit there, big bro.” My sister whispered to me as we descended the steps in a big group. “It was only a date… it isn’t like I was going to be his girlfriend or anything.”

“I heard you whispering to Shaeula. He sounds like the kind of trash I shouldn’t let anywhere near you. Besides, he looks the sort to get handsy and insistent on going further than he should. I know you can look after yourself, but the thought of it… ugh…”

“Wow, you have sharp ears. I’ll have to be careful what I say around you.” She paused for a moment, gathering her words. “Seriously though, thanks big bro. I’m always happy when you get angry for my sake. You never back down when it is for me or Eri-chan. Just like back then.” Serious talk over, she smiled. “One last thing. You shouldn’t call him trash when you have Eri-chan and Shaeula hanging all over you. That’s two-timing, big bro. if Rika-san has her way, you might even be three-timing, and going on a date with Yae-san. And what about that little shrine maiden? If anything, you look the bad guy here, bro.”

Ouch, that hurts. Even though I haven’t done anything, I admit it looks really bad… still, Eri-chan is Eri-chan, and Shaeula doesn’t mean anything by it, so I think it’s fine. At least she seems to have calmed down from earlier, but I’m going to have to come up with something to tell her, as I can’t keep all this secret from her forever. Oh well, baseball first…

The town was bustling, with most residents out and about, including those from the nearby villages that were also served by our town's school. The town sports field was near the school where I went when I was young, the series of buildings there comprising of an elementary, middle and high school, as our town and the surrounds weren't populous enough to require separate facilities.

Around the field a large crowd had gathered, and already the women of the town were setting up various tables, barbeques and other necessities.

“I’m looking forward to stuffing my face after the match.” My sister said, eyeing the large coolboxes of meat that were being carried over. “But I don’t want to be eating as a loser. You will win, right big bro?”

“I’m sure he can do it.” Eri-chan said quietly. “After all, when has big brother ever let us down?”

“I can think of a few times…” my sister teased. “But when it counts, he is pretty reliable.”

“I don’t know if he’ll win, after all, he’s going up against Masaki-kun and Kenji-kun, two of the stars of our baseball team, but considering he can win a date with me, I bet he’ll be giving it his all, won’t he?” Yae-san winked at me, ignoring the scowl from her boyfriend.

“Well, whoever wins we should keep things friendly.” Rika-san said. “And you don’t want to go too mad on the food Ai-chan, boys won’t like you if you get fat!”

As the girls bantered, I saw my mom and father waiting by the side of the field, along with Eri-chan’s parents. Seeing me my mom waved cheerily, and my father smiled a little, still looking a bit worse for wear. I left the girls and walked over to them, Shaeula following me quietly.

“Mom, father. Uncle Mori, auntie.” I greeted them all. Turning to my father I couldn’t help but smile. “How are you feeling? I heard you were a bit hungover.”

My father had the grace to look embarrassed. “I must admit I have felt better.” He looked at Shaeula who was standing behind me. “I am amazed that you seem so bright this morning, Shaeula. You have such a slight frame, yet you matched me drink for drink…”

My mom elbowed him in the ribs. “Don’t be rude, darling. You shouldn’t talk about a young girl like that, you’ll embarrass her.”

My father grimaced in apology. As he did Auntie Mori looked at Shaeula with interest. “So you must be the Shaeula I have heard about. You certainly are a pretty one, I’ll admit. Still, my little girl doesn’t lose to you!” Before Shaeula could answer auntie Mori turned to me. “It’s been too long, little Aki. You really need to keep in touch more. My little Eri misses you terribly.”

Ugh, I hate that nickname. Of course, auntie Mori has known me ever since I moved back to Japan, so I guess it's unavoidable… still, I hear Shaeula snickering behind me… “Sorry about that. I’ve been pretty busy building up my business in the city. I’ve not had much time to get back home really.”

“At least…” Uncle Mori said, looking at me with an appraising eye. “You seem to be doing well for yourself now, right? Been working out too, I see. And here’s me thinking you were going to be a beanpole forever.”

“Yes, I was very surprised when you sent my little girl that phone. She was so happy to get a gift from you, but when I asked around it was really expensive. And then I hear you’ll be taking her on holiday too…” Around me everyone looked uncomfortable. “You do know…” auntie Mori said slowly. “…. We can’t really afford to give her much money. I know she’s overjoyed about the thought of going on a trip with her beloved little Aki, but… ugh…”

“I don’t want her to feel bad because she can’t afford anything.” uncle broke in. “It might be better if…”

“I feel that you all worry too-too much.” Shaeula spoke up. “Such trifles are of no moment to Akio, he will ensure she has no such concerns. Akio will not-not do anything to make Eri or his sister unhappy.”

“I see, you are kind as well as beautiful.” auntie sighed, a touch of bitterness in her voice. “But you have to understand her feelings. Taking charity can hurt a girl. We know it well.” She sighed yet again, face down, her husband wrapping a reassuring arm around her shoulder. “After all, we have been in the care of the Oshiro family for a long time now. When times are hard, they’ve always been there for us, despite having little to spare themselves… I wanted to name my little girl Emi, after my friend, as a kind of repayment, but she wouldn’t have it…”

“Friends don’t need repaying, they are friends after all.” my mom broke in. “Besides, Emi and Emily… it’d just be confusing. I think Eri is a gorgeous name anyway…”

“Yeah, I can manage.” I agreed. “I’ve known Eri-chan ever since she was a baby, we are childhood friends after all. I want her to experience fun things, and now I’m making decent money what better chance? Besides, my sis would be delighted to have her along…”

“Yes, you are childhood friends. Practically part of the family.” auntie agreed. “In fact, when are you going to take my little Eri as your bride? I’ve always felt you were my son anyway, and I know Emily thinks the same about my little girl. Childhood friends should always get together and be happy. After all, we did…” She smiled at her husband fondly. Turning to Shaeula her smile changed, becoming rather confrontational. “Sorry, but my little girl will not lose to you.”

Shaeula made a dismissive gesture. “Eri has nothing to fear from me-me. I shall support her in her pursuit of Akio. However, she will miss-miss her chance if she does not-not gather her courage soon.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that.” My mom laughed. “After all, they’ll be away from our sight for a whole weekend next week, won't they?”

My father was disapproving. “Normally I would never allow it. Taking such a young girl abroad. Even if her parents approve and we have known her forever. I expect you to be on your best behaviour so that nothing bad happens, you understand, son?”

“Yes, I wouldn’t entrust my little girl to just anyone. After all, she’s so cute and shy, like a little animal. Bad boys just love that…” auntie said sadly. Looking me in the eyes she continued. “But little Aki wouldn’t do anything to hurt her, I know that. Besides if… something… did happen, well, you’d of course take responsibility, wouldn’t you?”

Ugh, does she think I’d make a move on Eri-chan and do… that? I’m used to getting teased a bit about Eri-chan and what she might be feeling for me, but this visit absolutely everyone is ramming it down my throat. Not even a typical Japanese novel protagonist could remain oblivious in the face of all this… “I just want the girls to have fun. I’m working hard so I can provide for my family.” I said firmly. “Nothing bad will happen to Eri-chan, so there will be no need for any responsibility. But… and I say this only to reassure you, I’d never let Eri-chan shoulder any burdens alone. Of course I would stand at her side.”

“That’s all I wanted to hear.” auntie said, relaxing, the tension fading.

“I would expect no-no less of my master.” Shaeula approved. “A male who can not-not bring happiness to a female is no male at all.”

“As expected of little Aki, your friend is a good girl too.” auntie approved. “I hope you can be friends with my little Eri too, she is very shy you know, but she’s a sweetie really.”

“I would say we are already friends, are we not-not?”

“Oh, so adorable. Why don’t you stay here with us and chat during the match, Shaeula-chan? We can watch little Aki do his thing. Since he is showing off in front of you, little Eri and his sister, he’ll have to try his hardest.”

As Shaeula agreed to remain with my parents and Eri-chan’s family during the match, my father gestured to the town baseball team, who were gathering over one side of the field, advising me it was time for me to go. His last words were advice to do my best, so I could be proud of myself. With a wry smile I said my goodbyes and raced over to the team, arriving just as they were all looking at the ’pro’ team line-ups.

Imai-san was already there, along with a couple of seniors who I remembered from school. They were studying the documents with interest. On seeing me, Imai-san waved me over. “Hey Oshiro-san, good timing. They have just sent over the order of play for the pros. Looks like your bitter rivals…” he paused to snort with laughter. “Are playing in innings four to six. I guess you’ll be up then, right?”

I glanced over toward the ‘pro’ team. There were around thirty of them, mostly kids from the high school baseball team, some graduates who were members of the team while they were at school, and a few of the adults who were best at sports. Since they had the better players, they had to set their players in advance, unlike us who could change at will during innings. It was pretty much the only way to accommodate the large number of players both teams had. In terms of batting orders, both teams also had more flexibility than was traditionally allowed.

Still, it isn’t as though this is an officially sanctioned game, so having variant rules is no big deal, but can we even really call this baseball? Damn, I wish he wouldn’t look at me like that…

Noticing where my gaze was going, to Kenji-san who was scowling at me, Imai-san slapped me on the back. “He sure is glaring at you like you killed his parents. Seriously, what a kid. You going to show him what’s what, eh Oshiro-san?”

“Just what is going on here, Imai-san?” one of the seniors asked, looking over to the ‘pro’ team with interest. “That kid over there is really giving us the stink-eye. And it isn’t like Oshiro-san here to take part in this unless he has to…” He paused, eyeing me with some interest. “Huh, looks like you’ve been exercising. Good for you. A man should be fit. But don’t think that putting on some muscle will help you be a better player.”

True, but it isn’t just muscle I’ve added… All around me the team was listening with interest, waiting for Imai-san to speak. Relishing the spotlight, dragging it out, Imai-san gestured expansively.

“Get a load of this. Our Oshiro-san here shot down that poor boy over there when he tried to hit on his precious sister. We all know what a siscon our dear Oshiro-san is, right?”

I was annoyed at the nods and murmured agreements that greeted that statement. That’s a false charge. I’m just looking out for her, like any decent brother would.

“You do know your sister will die alone if you keep warding off every guy who approaches her. Though she does have a habit of comparing every boy she meets to you… before now I’d say that was okay, but if you get fit as well… alas poor Oshiro-chan, she’ll die a virgin.”

“Hey, I’m not finding that funny…” I complained, bringing laughter from everyone. A couple of guys were even slapping me hard on the back, though I got a brief flash of pleasure from the fact they had pained expressions afterwards.

“Anyway… for once I agree with Oshiro-san here, the kid is no good. He tried to bet a date with Oshiro-chan on their performance in the baseball game. He didn’t even really have much to offer himself for his side of the bet. What a clown.” Imai-san continued. “You should have seen Oshiro-san go off, hell it was scary, I almost pissed my pants, man. Anyway, he chewed him out and instead bet a hundred thousand yen and the losers’ pride. Tomorrow at the festival the loser has to take to the stage and humiliate themselves.”

“Shit, that’s harsh.” one commented. “You sure about this? Not to be mean, but… you kind of suck, Oshiro-san. You always had the brains, but to call you sporting, even as empty flattery… well, I can’t do it…”

“It gets better.” Imai-san chuckled. Kenji-san had turned away and was talking to Masaki-san, though every so often he shot me an angry look. "Seeing the chance to get in on a hundred thousand yen, which for a town kid is big money, you all remember what it was like to be young, right, his friend Masaki-kun bet him too… and get this, he threw in a date with his girlfriend as the collateral. He thinks he can’t lose, and maybe he’s right, but even so… man, his girl was pissed. Cracks me up thinking about it.”

“Has anyone told you your personality sucks, Imai-san?” one guy teased him, and he agreed.

“Still…” another senior said, swept up in the atmosphere. “It gives us another reason to stick it to those annoying jerks who think they are so much better than us. Rivalry is the spice of life…”

“Oh hell yes.” A third cheered. “Don’t let us down, Oshiro-san. We’ll pencil you in from four to six. And when you win, be sure to romance that girlfriend good.”

More laughter broke out. This is getting bigger than I thought. Of course, losing isn’t an option. Shaeula believes I can do anything…

“Of course he’ll do his best. His sister is here watching after all. You think the biggest siscon in the mountains would want to look bad in front of her?”

There was yet more laughter until the team captain came over to break it up. As we headed for our side of the field, I could see my sis and the girls had joined our families and Shaeula on the sides. Seeing me looking Shaeula gave me a little wave. Clenching my fist I smiled to myself. If you think I am who I was before, then you’ll be very surprised. Kenji-san, Masaki-san, prepare to be defeated…


Seventy-Two


The first innings was a reasonably tight affair, with a lot of our better players acquitting themselves reasonably well against our opposition. Still, we were three to two behind after the first, and this increased to five to two by the end of the second innings. We had a bit of a comeback in the third, and it was six to four, with two outs for our team.

“Same pattern as always, bunch of jerks…” Imai-san grumbled beside me, from where we were watching our teammates struggle valiantly against the superior ‘pro’ players. “They always go easy on us for the first few innings so we don’t get discouraged. Come the later ones they’ll turn on the skill and rub our noses in a massive defeat like normal.”

“Yeah man…” another of our team said, eyeing the sorry sight of our batter whiffing at his first swing. “… same old, same old. They make us waste our best players early, then they give their kids a chance to whip us, before finishing strong. I hate getting mocked at the festival every year…”

Our batter missed his second swing, if he missed next ball he would be out and it would be innings four. And then I’ll be on the field… Glancing over to where the players who were due to take the field next were warming up, I could see Kenji-san still scowling at me. Catching his eye I glared back, until he looked away. He grabbed his bat and started doing practice swings, looking as if he wished he was hitting something else instead of the ball. At least Masaki-san is warming up normally…

“And that’s a strike. Out! Fourth innings next, change players. ‘Pros’ to bat first!” the umpire called, as our batter was outclassed and again flailed wildly at the ball, not making any contact.

“Looks like we are up, Oshiro-san.” Imai-san said, giving me a few hearty slaps on the back. “Now is your time to shine! Even if we can’t beat those smug bastards, at least we can trample on the dignity of a couple of kids, eh?” He winked at me, enjoying my discomfort.

“You definitely do have a bad personality.” I joked. “What would your wife say if she heard you?”

“She would forgive me, as she loves me deeply!” Imai-san replied, but before we could continue our team coach came over and chastised us.

“All right, enough from you two. On the field with you.” the old man said. He was the owner of the largest bar in town, and so carried a lot of sway. I think his name was… Higuchi-san? He was a bear of a man, big and burly, with a gruff attitude to match. “For now, you go to first base Imai-san, do your thing like usual. And you… Oshiro-san…” he pondered.

Yeah, normally I suck, so he’ll stick me somewhere out of the way to minimise my uselessness.

“Since you have that silly bet, when the two kids come up to bat you can pitch. Just try not to give them easy hits, all right? Until then you can hang out in left field. Just don’t be a liability.”

“Ouch, I find your lack of faith disturbing…” I quoted, feeling the sting, but all I got in return was a flat look. Maybe the line was different in the Japanese dub?

“Don’t let it get you down, Oshiro-san.” My classmate consoled me. “Just concentrate on beating down those two little punks.”

With that we took our positions, me quite far back behind third base, Imai-san on one of the prime spots for action. Normally I’d have been spacing out now if forced to play, but I was feeling sharp and hungry. Think you can make a move on my sister with that attitude, Kenji-san? Well think again…

Our pitcher was a senior I recognised from school but never had much to do with. His first pitch was good, but the second wasn’t great and the batter, another kid from our school’s baseball team, made it to second. This pattern continued, and they accumulated three more points with no outs, so it was now nine to four. Imai-san was trying to pump up the rest of the team with some crazy antics on base, but me… I’d had nothing to do, no balls coming my way.

Looking to the side of the field, I could see my family and friends, Shaeula was looking on with great interest. When she saw me looking she gave me a wave, and I could hear the guy on third base laughing at me. Don’t think I’ll forget that…

Concentrating on the game, the next batter was up, with two runners on first and second base. Our pitcher, who was sweating badly, looking nervous, made the pitch, and it was a bad one. The batter struck, and the ball flew…

Hey, that’s heading my way. Finally… The ball was sent skywards over third base. As I concentrated, the ball and everyone around me almost seemed to be moving slower, my enhanced and slightly superhuman Alacrity and Precision kicking in. Moving to my side I reached out and snatched the ball from the air, not listening to the cheers of those around me. Turning rapidly, my feet churning up the grass below me, I threw the ball to third, and it streaked out with great accuracy, hammering directly into the stunned hand of the teammate on third base, a few seconds before the runner could make it there.

Cheers erupted around me as the umpire signalled the two outs. Imai-san came running over, as did several others. “Holy hell Oshiro-san, that was awesome.” he crowed, ignoring the glowers of the ‘pro’ team. “I don’t know if it was luck or what, but that throw to third… where did our noodle-armed little nerd go?”

“I think the catch was better….” another teammate said, excited. “He had to cover so much ground… I can tell you’ve been working out, but shit… you have to tell me your programme, if it can get you that good so fast…”

As my teammates congratulated me for my efforts I looked over to where Shaeula and the rest were. She was smiling and clapping, and when my sis and Eri-chan saw me, my sister gave me a thumbs up, while Eri-chan nodded at me shyly. Even from here I could see her face was red. Beside them were the two flashy girls from their class, and both seemed to be looking at me with sparkles in their eyes. Dangerous. I don’t want to show off too much, it could cause issues down the road…

Even as I was thinking that, Imai-san spoke. “Oh well, time to bring your A-game again, my man. Looks like that Kenji kid is up to bat next. So if you strike him out, it’ll be our turn…”

“As per the agreement, you are up to pitch.” Higuchi-san agreed. “I can have a little hope can’t I?”

“Sure thing.” I took the ball from our already tired pitcher and headed over to the makeshift mound. As I approached Kenji-san was there, face cold and angry. He was taking practice swings, wide sweeps that made it clear he was looking to hit me out of the park.

Well, not today. Don’t mess with my family or friends… Taking up a clumsy stance which drew laughter from the surrounding players I drew back my arm lazily. Here we go…

“Oh man, he isn’t even taking a proper pitching position…” one of the pros laughed. “Kenji-kun is going to murder hi… the hell?”

“That’s strike one.” The umpire declared, as my ball flew past Kenji-san’s wild swing, shocking the other pros, stopping their speech.

“So fast…” Imai-san whispered on first base, my ears still picking it up.

Kenji-san glared at me, his knuckles whitening as he gripped his bat firmly. His teammates cheered him on as he took a batting pose. In response I pitched, and was rewarded by the delightful sound of the umpire declaring “Strike two!”

Kenji-san let out swearwords that his team coach would probably not approve of. Masaki-san shot me a worried look as he walked over to his friend and whispered something to him. Not listening I turned away, planning my final pitch.

When Kenji was ready I took a more proper pose this time, and seeing Kenji-san grit his teeth as he made ready, I smirked at him. Try and hit this if you can…

“And that’s strike three. Three outs, team change!” the umpire declared. Kenji-san threw his bat to the ground in frustration and stomped off, followed by Masaki-san and several of their teammates. I may not have won the bet yet, but I’d say I’m way in front…

Imai-san slammed into me from behind, draping an arm around me. “That last pitch man, how did you do it? That was some major-league shit if ever I saw it.”

Others were agreeing, congratulating me. “First that catch and throw, now this… you really are Oshiro-san and not some imposter, right?” another joked.

“Oh come on guys. Like I said, I’ve been working out and doing combat sports. It was bound to buff up my reflexes. Besides…” I shot a gaze at the retreating Kenji-san. “… that kid isn’t so hot…”

“Sick burn. He really pissed you off, didn’t he?”

Before I could answer Imai-san the coach came over. “Okay, so when do you want to bat?” he asked me. “Normally I’d stick you at the tail end, but you’ve earned the right to choose.”

“I’ll go third.” I decided. That was the best place to ensure I got a shot at taking on Kenji-san at batting too. With that decided we had a quick drink and then our first batter went up.

He was quickly struck out, their pitcher not even trying to hold back now. I guess we made them mad last innings. They still scored three points, what more do they want…

Second managed to bunt it and get to first, so now I was up. Before their pitcher could take action, Kenji-kun came and took the ball, his face twisted into a snarl. As the umpire signalled, he took a pose and then threw a fierce pitch towards me. Hmm, not bad. I do him a disservice, he’s actually got a few skills… but against the current me…

The meaty sound of bat hitting ball echoed across the suddenly silent field. Starting to walk slowly around the diamond I watched as the ball fell outside the field. A clean home run. As I followed my teammate home and bagged us the two points I high-fived everyone, leaving Kenji-san alone and forlorn on the pitching mound. Nah, I won’t feel sorry for him. He dug his own grave on this one…

We managed to get one more point before we were all out, so at the start of innings five, we were trailing nine to seven.

This time both of the batters ahead of me managed to claw their way to the bases, so as third batter out we had bases one and two loaded. This time Masaki-san was up to pitch. I considered going easy on him and only hitting it so I could make base, but a glance at my rapt family and friends dissuaded me. It feels pretty good, my family being proud of me… It isn’t only my sis earning the plaudits this time. For once she can praise me!

My swing was clean, and while I didn’t demolish the ball like I did against Kenji-san it was still good enough for us all to score safely, putting us in the lead at ten to nine.

“Damn, Oshiro-san, I’ve misjudged you.” Higuchi-san praised. “When you stop by my bar later, drinks are on me. But now they look in danger of losing they’ll stop going easy on us…” He turned to the rest of the team, his intense aura making them flinch. “Try and score a couple more before we get out. That’ll give us something to defend. If Oshiro-san here can strike out the two kids, then we have a shot at restricting their next inning score…”

I relaxed as our team managed to do better than we expected, scoring three points before we were out, as our rivals were suffering from my unexpected support. At thirteen to nine we had something to defend, and as I stepped up to pitch Masaki-kun was ready, nervously glancing over to the side of the field. Following his gaze I nodded to myself. Oh yeah, Yae-san. He’s probably thinking about losing the bet now… which is a bad idea. It’ll only hurt his performance.

Feeling a bit sorry for him I pitched a relatively kind ball, but he mishit it and it flew back towards me, where I caught it pretty much by reflex. Oops. Oh well…

As Masaki-san trudged off, despondent, Kenji-san stomped out. A few minutes later he was back on the side of the pitch, head in his hands, after a clean three strikes. I think I might be overdoing it a bit here…

Coach wanted me to keep pitching, but I made excuses that I was feeling a bit drained, trying to downplay my skills a bit. He was disappointed, but conceded. Imai-san stepped up, and due to the other team being rattled we managed to get an out by a catch, ending their innings with a shutout.

Innings six was about to begin, and this would settle the bets. Though of course by this point it is pretty much in the bag…


Seventy-Three


Ihad been moved from the outfield to the infield, and capitalised by catching out one batter, though they still managed to score twice. But then it was time for Kenji-san and Masaki-san to bat, so I was up again. Kenji-san was beaten, barely even swinging, and was already trudging off before the umpire even called the third strike. Masaki-san put up more of an effort, but even so, it was to no avail…

With the changeover I once more batted third, and this time neither Masaki-san nor Kenji-san came out to pitch to me, instead it was the top pitcher of the ‘pro’ team. It made sense, as if I hit another home run, with two bases ahead of me, we’d score three again. But since this is likely the last time I’ll bat, that means I definitely won both bets…

The ball was pitched, and I sent the ball sailing with a vicious swing, the ball flying out of the field once more. There was silence and I cursed myself for instinctively getting carried away again, even as I jogged around the diamond. Damn, combat instincts are a dangerous thing in the Material…

Fired up and shame-faced, the ‘pro’ team pulled out all the stops, only conceding one more point before getting the three outs they needed to end innings six. It was seventeen to eleven, a position our team never thought they’d be in at this stage. As we celebrated and worked out our team line-up for the next set of innings, the coach of the ‘pro’ team, who was the teacher in charge of most of the male sporting teams at our school, came over to talk to us. He must have remembered me from school, as he gave me a searching look.

“Well, I’ll be. Who knew that you’d ever be this good at baseball? Such a waste. With skills like that you could have been a professional.”

Hardly, as I didn’t have those skills until recently… Channelling all the politeness I could muster, as I remembered him too, especially the way he used to treat me like crap for not being interested in any sort of exercise, I demurred. “No, I think a lot of it is just luck. I will admit to being fitter and sharper, but Kenji-san and Masaki-san weren’t playing to their full potential. Guess they need to work on handling pressure…”

The coach snorted rudely. “Sure, if you say so. Anyway… I wanted to talk about the last innings. I’d like Oshiro-san to sit them out. I know the rules say he can play as much as he wants, but…”

Our coach was going to protest, but I stopped him. “That seems fair to me. After all, both teams have been very good letting us settle our silly bets. Besides, I’ve been using muscles I don’t normally, so maybe I should take a break…”

Higuchi-san frowned, and as he was about to speak Imai-san cut in. “How about this? Oshiro-san can sit out the next two innings. Your team always keeps the best until last, so we’ll do the same. Then we can truly see whether it was luck my man here was showing, or whether he has been keeping his skills hidden all this time.”

After some back and forth everyone agreed, so I went over and sat down, taking a well-deserved rest, trying not to meet the sparkling eyes of my friends and family. Yae-san’s was a particularly hard gaze to meet, as every time our eyes met across the field she blushed and looked away. I’ve got too hooked on gambling recently, this bet will be the end of me… unless I can get out of it somehow?

The opposing team were all fired up now, and over the next two innings they bullied us relentlessly. We were shut out in the seventh and only scored one in the eighth, while they racked up points, and were now behind eighteen to twenty. Still, this was the closest we’d been to victory in years as the town team.

“All right then…” I muttered, stretching. “Time to show what I can do…” Win or lose, I’d done what I needed to, but now it was so close it would be a shame not to go for the win. Masaki-san was sitting with his team looking very gloomy, but Kenji-san had left after the sixth innings, storming off the field despite his teammates trying to stop him.

Up first to bat, this time Higuchi-san decided on an all-or-nothing play. I would go in fourth, and we would try to load the bases if we weren’t able to score beforehand, of course. Unfortunately it didn’t go to plan, and our first batter was struck out. Despite that setback, the next two managed to get to bases, including Imai-san, who was grinning at me from first base.

The pitcher threw a good ball, and I actually missed it. Damn, nice pitch. Guess I’m not infallible…

Giving me a wry look, the pitcher threw again, this one a sharp curve-ball. But this time there was no mistake and I middled the ball, the impact sending it soaring out of the field. Cheers erupted all around us as I jogged to the finish, taking us a point ahead of the other team. Sadly after that we had two quick strikeouts, so went into the final confrontation in a very precarious position.

Our best pitcher went up first, and the first ‘pro’ made second base. The next batter was up, and he hit it high into the air. Cries of ‘catch it’ went out, and I ran for the ball as it started to fall. Catching it should be no problem, but the issue is the runner… The first batter was reaching third base, so even if I caught it, he might get home and score… Unless I am faster… Pumping my muscles, using my full strength I leapt, soaring into the air like a high-jumper at the Olympics. Catching the ball I threw it home with great speed and precision, straight into the hands of the surprised backstop. They then dived desperately for the home plate, and beat the ‘pro’ by mere inches.

“Two outs!” declared the umpire, and again cheers erupted. I picked myself up off the floor where I had landed awkwardly after my aerial throw and dusted myself down. Imai-san and the others came over and congratulated me, but I advised them we still couldn’t relax, as one mistake would cost us. Higuchi-san came over and passed me the ball.

“It’s on you now, Oshiro-san.” He said. “All you need to do is strike their batter out and we win. Never mind drinks on me tonight, if we win here then I’ll break open some of the good stuff I’ve been saving for such an impossible occasion!"

“Shit, that sounds great.” one teammate said, and others echoed him. I guess it's far too late to be shy now. I haven’t done anything that a human ‘couldn’t’ do, so I can just deflect any questions about my training regime like I have been…

Stepping up to the plate I faced my opponent. My first ball sailed through cleanly. Followed by the second. Sweat was soaking my hand that clutched the ball, and I felt a bit queasy. My opponent did too, his hands slick on his bat, his breathing rough. This feeling… it’s a lot like the feeling of combat against a tough foe… if my sister feels like this, I can see why she loves sport… though the weight of expectation sucks. I don’t know how she manages in the volleyball team…

Realising I was putting off the inevitable, I took my stance and… “Strike three. You’re out! Game, town team! Twenty-one to twenty.”

The loudest cheers yet erupted around the field and I was swamped by my teammates, nearly crushed under a huddle of hugs and backslaps.

“Man, you are so the MVP this year Oshiro-san!” Imai-san was praising me. “I wanted to look cool in front of my wife and you stole all the glory! Who knew you were a powerful enough siscon to go to such lengths to impress your sister? Or was it the thought of your hot date with that little schoolgirl?”

I let him and the others ramble on as the spectators joined us. Some were commiserating the losing team, who were all looking forlorn and lost, while others came to praise us, including my family.

“Magnificent, my master.” Shaeula approved. “I expected no-no less, of course. I have a new appreciation for your so-called sporting games. It was rather-rather exciting watching you dominate your opponents.”

“I’ll say…” Rika-san burst in. “You were sooooooooo cool. No-one could touch you! It’s true what they say, people who move to the big city really are special. I wish I had a boyfriend as cool as you…” She shot me a not-so-subtle gaze, twirling her blonde hair with one finger coyly, only to let out a whimper as my sister bopped her firmly on the head.

“Wow, enough of that. No hitting on my big bro in front of Eri-chan.” Turning to me she looked at me, eyes bright. “I… oh wow, oh God, I don’t even know what to say. It feels like you’ve stolen all of my charm points. I was the sporty one… still, I guess any bro of mine needs to have skills… and I bet Eri-chan prefers your more manly sporty side, right?”

Eri-chan looked down, her face red, but she nodded. “… I think you were… really cool, big brother. I’m very proud… to be your childhood friend…”

“Ugh, such a missed opportunity.” My sis groused sourly.

As my parents and the Mori couple also congratulated me, Yae-san came to my side, followed by a downcast looking Masaki-san. No Kenji-san? Oh well, this is awkward. Time to show my adult side, I’ve been a bit too heated and childish… Before they could speak I smiled at them. “You know what, I think you’ve learned your lesson. Why don’t we call our bet null and void?”

“No-no! That is unacceptable.”

“No way. I won’t stand for it!”

Two voices rang out their objections at the same time. One was Shaeula’s, and the other was… Yae-san? Uh.. what?

“An oath is a solemn thing, not-not to be disregarded for petty-petty reasons.” Shaeula said sharply. “Both sides pledged in good-good faith, and so must honour their vows. Besides…” She grinned then, amber eyes looking at Yae-san, who blushed. “It is the right of a great male to secure any-any female of worth he wishes for.”

“That’s right… err, not about… the… err, securing…” Yae-san said haltingly. Masaki-san tried to grab her hand but she brushed him off. “I agreed, I said I’d have a date with you if you won the bet, and I don’t want to be a liar, or make Masaki-kun a liar either. So…” she bowed her head to me. “Please go out with me!”

Masaki-san pulled a bitter face, while my sis choked out a shocked response. “Wow, you made that sound different than it should. You mean for one date only. Right?”

Eri-chan was hiding her face, Shaeula hugging her, while my family and Eri-chan’s parents were laughing uproariously… You know what, this isn’t so bad. This is why I need strength, so I can protect those I care about and their peaceful days…
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The celebration on the green was winding down, everybody stuffed. The remaining food was being taken away, ready to be transferred to the stalls at the festival for tomorrow. I had spent a very pleasant couple of hours chatting with everyone, and had tucked away a surprising amount of meat and rice. Damn, using strength in the Material really burns the calories…

Talk naturally turned to what we would be doing that evening, My father suggested we should spend it at home with uncle, auntie and Eri-chan, but before I could answer Imai-san and several of the team approached us.

“Sorry old man Oshiro.” Imai-san said, his wife roiling her eyes behind him and making gestures of apology for his rudeness as my father frowned. “But we will be taking our MVP to the bar. Higuchi-san is breaking out the good stuff. You are more than welcome to come along for a few, but we can’t spare the man of the hour.”

“Oh, go on darling, let Aki have some fun.” My mom smiled. After a while my father nodded.

“It cannot hurt, I suppose, to be on good terms with your fellows, however, it is the festival tomorrow, so do not get too drunk. You will have to escort the girls properly.”

Drunk, like you did with Shaeula? “Don’t worry, I’ll be sensible.”

“I shall come along as well-well.” Shaeula declared, only for my sister to shake her head.

“No, no you will not, Shaeula. Not tonight. We need to have a talk. So you will be coming with me!”

“A session of girls' talk? Sounds awesome. I’m in!” Yae-san shouted, and Rika-san agreed.

“Me too! I want to spend more time with you all.”

My sister sighed, but after some back and forth banter she agreed they could come, the five of them going somewhere together. With that I was pulled away from the crowd, heading into town with Imai-san and the gang. It’s going to be a long night…


Side Nine – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“So, you said you wanted to see where I practice my traditional archery.” I spoke to Shaeula, who was eyeing our school grounds with interest. “The range is over there. We should go take a look.”

Our school was pretty small, even though it catered to students of all ages. I wonder what schools in the big city are like? I bet my big bro would know… no, this isn’t the time for distractions.

The main building which was three stories and in a more traditional design housed the high and middle school students, while a smaller building off to the side housed the elementary division. Since all three schools were in one, they shared various facilities such as the sports hall, playing field, archery range and kendo dojo, as well as various other smaller buildings dotted around.

Of course, most clubs are dead. Even my own Kyūdō club only has a handful of members. Maybe if they didn’t split them by gender… ugh, no, I’d rather have few members than have to put up with annoying boys all the time… Seeing that I had fallen silent, Yae-san teased me relentlessly. “What’s up, Ai-chan? Worried you are breaking the rules by sneaking into school after hours? It isn’t like you to be so daring.”

Wow, annoying much? It was getting late, summer evening twilight drawing in, and technically yes, we weren’t supposed to go to school unless we had club activities during the summer holidays, but it wasn't like they ever bothered to lock anything up or patrol, especially not this weekend. It wasn’t like the city, where they might get crime or vandalism. “Bah, who asked you to come along? I’m being super nice letting you pair join us. I wanted to have a talk with Shaeula and Eri-chan.” Making my displeasure clear I pouted, only for Yae-san to laugh at me.

“You can do that any time, you and little Ri-Ri are joined at the hip anyway. Besides, we want to talk to Shaeula too, she’s adorable. You know we want to know all about her relationship with your brother Aki.”

Wow, damn you are so rude. You aren’t friends to use a nickname with my big bro. “I don’t think my big bro would appreciate you being so… close… with him. He doesn’t like cutesy nicknames.”

Rika-san giggled. “Oh don’t be so jealous. People will find it weird.”

“Besides…” Yae-san broke in. “I do believe Aki and I are dating now. You were there, right?”

I can feel my temples throbbing. This brazen hussy… Glancing to my side I could see Eri-chan clenching her fists. She’d been very unhappy ever since my stupid big bro moonstone won that bet. Not that I wanted him to lose or anything, but… he just looked too damn pleased with himself. I mean, when you have a girl like Eri-chan just desperately waiting for you to pop the question, why would you want anyone like.. her… wow, I just don’t get guys… I looked over at Shaeula, who was fussing excitedly over everything, peering through windows and admiring the grounds. Even Shaeula is super cute. If he doesn’t want Eri-chan… Uhh, even thinking about it makes me sad… no, we had a good talk in my room, but we… need to clear the air. Something is going on, I know it!

“Do not be so full of yourself.” Shaeula suddenly declared.

Wow, way to go Shaeula, put her in her place!

“While you may indeed be going on this… date… with Akio, you should not-not grow conceited. Should you wish to be one of his females, you will have to polish yourself far-far more. Only the best-best females will suit him.”

Yes, you tell her… err, one of his women? This again….

“I think I polish up pretty nicely, thank you very much.” Yae-san retorted, striking an admittedly attractive pose. “Aki will be head over heels for me after our date. Who knows how far I’ll let him go with me. I’m feeling a bit easy recently…” she winked. “But one of his women eh? You throwing your hat in the ring for some cheating there Shaeula? How bold.”

“I can’t believe she’d say that.” Rika-san agreed. “Maybe you lack confidence? I don’t see why though, you are gorgeous.”

“Hmph, I know I am indeed-indeed a beautiful princess.” Shaeula affirmed, modest chest puffed out with pride. “But a great male will always attract many-many good females. That is but a natural order of things.”

“I don’t approve of this conversation.” Eri-chan said suddenly. At our sudden gazes she flinched back, before steeling herself. “I think a man and a woman should love each other and no-one else.”

Wow, way to be assertive there Eri-chan. But I agree. You go, girl!

“Really?” Shaeula pushed a finger to her cheek, adopting an adorable thinking pose which caused my heart to skip a beat. Oh no, I am not into girls. But if I was…

“So, if a male can love but one-one female, then Akio should have no love for his sister?” she finished, making her point with a triumphant grin.

Wowowowowowowowow what? Where did that come from?

Yae-san burst out laughing, and Rika-san gave her a thumbs-up. “She’s got you there, little Ri-Ri. If Akio-kun can only love one girl, you are way out of luck, everyone knows how much he loves his sister.”

Going as red as a cooked lobster Eri-chan looked like she was boiling, but for once she didn’t back down. “That’s… clearly different. Love of family is not romantic love…”

“I do not-not see a difference. Love is love. Are you declaring one male can not-not love more than one female? If so my father would like to deny you. He has many-many wives and concubines.”

Wow, is this a conversation we should be having in front of these two? I need to change the subject.

“Your father is a playboy? Interesting.” Yae-san was curious, Rika-san too. “Just what country are you from Shaeula? It isn’t Japan, despite how well you speak… “

Before this could go further and send Eri-chan into a self-destruct spiral I shouted “We are here. This is the archery range. Why don’t you go in and take a look while I get changed?”

“Oh yes, we must take a look-look. I am most interested in seeing your bow arts. I must-must evaluate them.”

Subject changed successfully! Now to keep it that way, then ditch these two… “Eri-chan, can you show Shaeula around? Why don’t you two grab us some drinks from the vending machine in the main building. I’ll pay.” Pulling out some money I handed it over, feeling sour. I’ll just get some more off big bro later. This is pretty much his fault after all.

Giving each other a look, Yae-san and Rika-san accepted the money and headed off, leaving me to change. I quickly went to the locker room, stripped off my casual clothes and got dressed, all the while listening to the voices of Shaeula and Eri-chan as they inspected the range. When done, I was dressed in the traditional white shirt, the keiko-gi, with black hakama trousers and white socks, my waist tied with a pretty obi sash. I then put on my chest protector, and found a practice bow from the lockers, as my own was at home. Looking at myself in the mirror of the changing room I nodded. I always feel at home in uniform. There’s something relaxing about wearing it. Plus I’m also gorgeous. Wow, I’m so vain. But it’s true, I’m cute as hell. I don’t lose to most girls, although... Eri-chan and Shaeula are special. Damn, I’m so sinfully proud! Proud, huh... Eyes downcast, I sighed a little, my previous thoughts scattering. Sometimes it's hard to be upbeat, isn't it?

Stepping out onto the range I could see Shaeula standing with Eri-chan, both of them flushed, as if they had been arguing. When Eri-chan met my gaze she blushed further and looked away. Uh, what’s this about?

“You look very-very fetching indeed.” Shaeula approved, seeing me in full attire. “I would be most pleased to see your archery, if you would-would?”

Having no choice I cleared my mind, fixed my breathing and strode up to the mark. Looking out at the practice target, which was twenty eight metres away, and rather small, only a few dozen or so centimetres in radius, I hefted my practice Yumi, the bow overtopping me in height. On my right hand was a glove, the Yugake, which helped with the pull. Taking a long breath I entered a state of readiness, where only the target, the bow, the arrow and I existed. I can do this. I am not merely going to hit the target, I shall pierce the target…

With a smooth motion I released, and the arrow soared through the air, hitting home with a meaty thud in the lower part of the target. Not bad, but off-centre…

Thrice more I fired, and all four arrows were soon buried in the target, the last just shy of dead centre. Feeling the trembling of my arm muscles, I sighed and put down my Yumi, offering a quick prayer of gratitude for the experience. I was then jolted out of my trance by loud applause. Shaeula was clapping her hands together while Eri-chan looked on proudly.

“Most-most excellent.” Shaeula approved, still clapping. “Your skills are true, it seems. I feel something spiritual from the way you wield your bow-bow. It could be turned to combat use rather easily, I feel.”

“That’s a strange compliment, Shaeula…” Eri-chan said, puzzled and nervous.

It is. And that reminds me of why I brought her out here. Wow, this is it. I need to know, but… I’m also kind of afraid to know the answers. I want it... but I'm worried what I hear I won't be able to deal with.

Wiping beads of sweat from my brow I turned my sapphire gaze, for which I was named, onto Shaeula, who stared back with her own gorgeous amber eyes. “Yes?” she raised one eyebrow, asking what I wanted.

Well, here goes. Taking a deep breath I spoke. “There is so much that is strange. I just don’t get it. My big bro… he’s… well he’s changed. Not just his looks, or the fact he’s somehow turned into a pro athlete that makes me feel like a nobody just looking at him… oh wait, that came out wrong, I am not jealous of my bro, no way… ugh…” Taking a deep breath I brought my palms to my cheeks with a loud clap, wincing as my now reddened cheeks stung.

“Seriously. Who are you, Shaeula? One thing is for certain, my big bro is lying through his teeth when he says you are his co-worker. Do you even know anything about IT at all?”

“How rude. I can play these computer games just-just fine.” She sniffed.

“My point exactly. When we were talking in my room, and again right now… you mentioned combat skills… and my brother said he was doing combat sports now too… I like you Shaeula, and I want to be your friend, but I need you to be honest. Are you getting my brother involved in anything illegal? Is it dangerous? Why else would he be so strong now, and have so much free money? Please, I need the truth.” I could feel droplets of water leaking down my reddened cheeks, soaking the collar of my keiko-gi. I’m crying. Wow, lame. But I… I can’t bear it if my big bro is putting himself in danger. I hate that I couldn’t do anything that time, when he was so hurt saving us… I refuse to sit back powerlessly and watch as he gets hurt again, or maybe.. maybe worse. Fists clenching I took a step closer towards Shaeula, who was still starting at me calmly.

“Aiko-chan, are you all right?” Eri-chan mumbled, but I put her aside for now. Sorry Eri-chan, but this is in your best interests too…

“Illegal? I do not-not believe your mortal laws have much to do with this.” Shaeula replied, undaunted by my anger. “Danger? I fear I must-must admit that danger indeed does threaten Akio. Yet should he stand aside and flee from it, all that would remain for him would be bitter-bitter regrets.”

“So you are leading my big bro into danger. I thought better of you…” I began, but Eri-chan had rushed to my side and was gripping my sleeve. I looked down to see I had picked up one of my arrows unconsciously, and was holding it like a dagger, ready to strike. Wow, when did I…?

“I think we should… all calm down.” Eri-chan said quietly. “Before … you do something you’d regret. You have faith in big brother, Aiko-chan, I know you do. I do too. And Shaeula… I won’t let her have him, but she… she has faith in him too. I can tell. So… please let her speak. We can decide what to do then.”

Oh Eri-chan. So strong at the strangest of times… well, only when it involves my big bro, I guess. Wiping away my tears with my free hand I looked at Shaeula, who was waiting for us to finish. “All right then, talk. I want to know everything my brother wants to hide. I’m tired of being protected. I, no, we want to be the ones to save him this time.”

“Very well then. I applaud your resolve. I shall-shall speak of what I know, and should you wish it, you too can-can support my master as he strives for victory over this world.”


Side Ten – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“Where to begin, indeed.” Shaeula pondered. “I was not-not there at the very beginning, but we have talked about it, and I have gleaned some knowledge of how-how it began for him.”

“Shouldn’t you tell us who you are first?” I asked. “After all, with talk of your father being a powerful man with many wives, you must be someone important too, am I right?”

“Indeed I am, but that is for later. I would speak, if you will-will let me?”

“Stop interrupting her.” Eri-chan hissed. “Let Shaeula tell her story. We don’t have too long before those two will come back…”

Damn, that’s right. The vending machines are in the main school building a fair way from here, and I doubt they’ll hurry, but even so…

“In that case, I shall-shall continue. This world that you know of as Earth, it is but-but a facet of existence. You dwell on the Material plane, a plane of firm laws and rules-rules. Yet there are other… more malleable realms, where other beings dwell.”

“Like Yōkai and monsters. I get it. But those are all stories for entertainment. There are no magical beings.” Where is she going with this. I don’t… Huh… what…. Wow wow no way!

Interrupting my thoughts Shaeula raised one hand and suddenly the air around us burst into motion, our clothes and hair blowing in the sudden breeze that sprang up seemingly from nowhere, a faint glow of green surrounding us. This continued for a handful of seconds until Shaeula lowered her hand. Even then her summer dress swirled in the still air, dancing as if guided by invisible hands.

“Are they now-now indeed? I stand before you, a true Fae, noble Seelie. I am not-not but a story. But I am now part of Akio’s tale indeed.”

Eri-chan had sunk to the ground beside me, eyes as wide as they would go, mouth open foolishly. I knew how she felt. My world… it is coming crashing down… was that… magic? Is she a magical girl? No freaking way. Wow, wait, she said she was a Fae… I remember that from some of my mom’s children’s books. Faeries… mischievous and magical beings … it… wow, it kind of fits her…

“I shall continue. Akio was chosen to protect the world, by some strange being of significant power. To do so… well, there-there lies the danger. He must-must strive to increase his strength, raise a Territory, recruit trustworthy allies and crush his foes. I stand here proud as one of his allies, bound-bound by three Oaths and three Boons. Thus I shall never leave his side, so you should forget getting rid of me, Eri, for I am here-here to stay.”

So… what? My big bro just lucked out into some crazy powers… that… doesn’t make sense, but his performance today… how else could I explain it? And he won’t tell me anything… that … hurts…

“Oh, wow. My bro is lame. I was really proud of him when I saw how much he’d changed, how fit and sporty he had become. When I saw everyone cheering for him at the baseball game I was… I was happy. But now I discover it isn’t his power, he’s just been given it by some stupid alien being… how… wow, I’m speechless with disappointment.”

Shaeula looked at me as though she was looking at something unsightly. I was going to defend myself when she raised one hand and in a flash of green something struck me across the face. It wasn’t hard, but it stung, and I glared at her. “Don’t hit me with that ungodly power of yours…”

“Children who say foolish things should be chastised, should they not-not?” Shaeula would not back down. Eri-chan made to get between us, but Shaeula took her arm gently and pushed her to one side. “To think Akio’s sister is so small-minded. After all his praise of you I had expected more-more. Did someone simply hand you the ability to use your bow-bow? I think not-not. Though fates or the Gods, if you prefer, they did give you the talent. The same is true for Akio. He was chosen yes, and others were not-not, but how is that different from being born gifted?”

Why am… why am I sounding like the bad guy here? I’m the one who has been lied to… My cheeks cramped painfully, flesh stinging, my eyes hot, as Shaeula continued her explanation, her criticism of me.

“Your brother trains hard-hard every day and every night, working on learning how best to strengthen both his Material body and Astral body. He studies these… YouTube videos, I believe you call-call them, practicing combat arts until he can-can barely stand. He then fights, on the boundary of life-life and death, carving out victory after victory, shedding blood for what-what he believes in.”

Eri-chan whimpered to herself at the words ‘shedding blood’, but I would not be so sympathetic. “Well of course he would. I bet he is having a great time away in Tokyo. No doubt he is loving all the wealth and having a cute girl like you living with him. I bet he is building a harem or something. Pathetic. All he is doing is satisfying his own desires. He’s just greedy… ouch, stop hitting me!”

Two more impacts rocked my face so I lunged forwards towards Shaeula, ignoring Eri-chan’s cries, only to have her dodge aside and slap me with her tiny hand. The blow rocked back my head and I almost blacked out for a moment, before I found myself embraced by her small arms, her breath warm. Before I knew it I had burst into tears, sobbing in her arms. Wow, what… what is wrong with me. Why am I being so harsh to my big bro? I don’t…

“There, there, Aiko. Everything will be fine, I assure you-you.” Hearing her calm voice I only cried harder, and Eri-chan joined us, crying too, snaking her arms around us. Oh God, when those two come back, how can we explain this… I tried to squirm free, but Shaeula only clutched me tighter.

“Do you really think so little of Akio?” Shaeula asked gently. “I think not-not, nay, I know not-not. You mentioned when he risked his life and shed blood to defend you from the dog, did you not-not? Was he doing that then to gain something, wealth or love, or was he doing it because he wanted to protect you both-both?”

“He wanted to protect us… I know that.” Eri-chan whispered, and I had to agree. Big bro would never let us come to harm. Just look at how angry he got at that jerk Kenji-san…

“And he still does-does. He gathers strength so that he may protect those he loves from what is to come, which surely includes you both, I know this to be true-true. As for wealth and females… well of course a male of power should have such. Is it better to have the love-love and protection of an inferior male to oneself, or have a share in the love of a mighty male, unmatched in power and charm-charm? Each must decide for themselves, but my choice is made.”

“But where is the love in that?” Eri-chan protested. “Does that mean a girl can have many partners too? I find that sickening…”

“A female of power, such as the Seelie Queen…? Of course she can have many lovers, and does-does, so rumours say. But I will have no lover, and would you wish to embrace another, other than the Akio you so dearly love-love?”

“Never!” Eri-chan said firmly. “I’ll be big brother’s girl, or I’ll die alone.”

Uhh, wow, that’s a bit… extreme… Sniffling, I looked to the smiling Shaeula. She was surrounded in a green glow, and gentle fingers of wind brushed away the tears Eri-chan and I had shed, soothing my swollen cheeks. “Talk of romance is for another time-time. What is important is just why you felt such anger at Akio. Is it because he was keeping secrets from-from you? I did advise him to be forthright, yet he wanted again-again to protect you. He is too overprotective, if you ask-ask me. Luckily his stance is softening, he is undecided on what to tell you, so I shall follow his intent, if not-not his words. After all...” Her smile was suddenly wicked, and despite my sorrows I found myself matching her smile. "I did but-but promise to hold my tongue for now, and that now has become then. Time-time waits for none."

My mind is a mess, but… I think… I don’t want it to be true, I didn’t think I was just a selfish girl, but it might… no it is… “I… ever since big bro left us and moved to Tokyo, I’ve felt like he’s left me behind. The three of us were always together, weren’t we Eri-chan? Big bro always looked out for us, after us, protected us, played with us, helped us… I… no, we love him so much. But …” I turned my gaze to Eri-chan, who was looking at me with her beautiful gaze. “…Eri-chan has a chance to go further with big bro, she loves him, and I know he knows it now, after all, we’ve all told him enough times this trip…” I managed a weak smile, but my heart felt leaden, my breath shallow and dry. “… so if Eri-chan marries my brother, they’ll be happy, but where does that leave me…? It’s always been the three of us, but I’ll be out, cast adrift… wow, I sound shitty and lame… so selfish, I know…”

“It isn’t selfish!” Eri-chan shouted. ”I know just how you feel. When big brother left, it was like the light went away. I… I was lost without him. I thought the same, that I’d marry big brother, and I never thought I needed to say what was on my mind, that… it would just happen… but then he was gone. And then he brought back Shaeula, and I felt.. jealous. I wanted… I wanted you to go away! He’s mine. Big brother is mine. But… not mine alone. He also belongs to you, Aiko-chan. You are my best… really, my only friend. I can’t be happy unless you are both mine!”

“Honesty at last-last.” Shaeula approved, letting us go. “How refreshing it is.”

“I see now…” I marvelled. It all makes sense. “I think I resented my big bro for going on ahead of us… though… that’s so not cool. I thought I was a better sister and loved my big bro unconditionally. Wow, I suck…” It’s never easy finding out you aren’t as nice as you thought you were… “So to hear that my big bro is going even further, beyond human…” I snorted a weak laugh. “… and worse, he’s in danger, and could be gone out of my reach forever… I blamed him. When I should be blaming myself. I see why you feel you don’t have the right to stand beside big bro now, Eri-chan. We… we always let him spoil us. And it made us weak. We didn’t say what was in our hearts.”

“It is only-only natural to be spoiled by one’s older siblings. Mine are… well, they can-can be somewhat aggravating, for varying reasons. Still, now-now that you have realised your feelings, I will say this. Akio is making a mistake. He wishes to coddle you both, keeping you from harm. But such-such is a foolish hope, for harm oft comes unbidden, all Fae know this well. So, if you would wish to learn more about the world Akio sees, and no-no longer merely walk behind him, but stride forwards and stand at his side, then speak, and I shall teach you-you!”

“I’ll do it. If… if I miss this chance, then… big brother will be taken from me. I’ll even learn from you… until I can surpass you and make big brother mine. Tomorrow I will tell him how I feel. At the festival. You’ll never have him, Shaeula. But…” and with that Eri-chan looked away, blushing adorably. “I thank you for thinking of me. Maybe… we can.. be friends. I just… can’t compromise on big brother.”

Wow. I think she’ll do it too. We really have to go all out tomorrow then… this is her once in a lifetime confession. It is way different hearing from others that someone loves you, than hearing it from her own lips. No running away this time, big bro. No running away… “As for me… I’m a failure of a sister, but now I know… please teach me. Like Eri-chan, if I want to be a part of big bro’s life forever, I have to work for it.”

“Good, it is a pact then. In exchange… you shall not-not stint in your efforts to support us. I shall be harsh, but you shall reap the benefits, I assure you both-both.”

“Oh wow, a double love confession, to a love rival, no less. How thrilling.” We all jumped as Rika-san spoke from behind us, cans of drinks clutched in her arms.

“It sure is.” Yae-san agreed, also carrying cans.

Wow, how many did they buy? Wasteful… that was my money. No, wait, that isn’t what is important here…

“I was expecting little Ri-Ri to go for it this festival, if seeing Shaeula didn’t make her feel the pressure she doesn’t deserve a shot at love… plus of course his hot upcoming date with yours truly…” Yae-san continued. “…But for Ai-chan to confess too…” She put on an annoying voice, making me wish I still had my arrow to stab her, but I’d let it fall earlier during the hug. “… oh I can’t ever be separated from my big bro… I’d just die if we were apart…”

Wow, I so did not say that… jerk…

“Yeah, we all know the pair of them are hopeless. Maybe Ri-Ri will lose to forbidden love…”

As we continued to bicker I wondered just how much the pair of them had heard before coming in. Not too much, I’m sure… I hope… oh wow, they wouldn’t believe what we were talking about anyway… my big bro, a saviour of the world with magical powers. I barely believe it, and I’ve seen the proof in Shaeula and her mysterious winds… wow, damn you big bro, I know you meant well, but hiding this from us… you’ll have to repay us, and it’ll be expensive!

As if guessing what I was thinking, Shaeula grinned at me. Flushing, I turned away. Tonight then… I feel drained from all these heavy emotions, but… wow, Eri-chan and I are going to be magical girls… I’d have to be dead to not get a little excited about that, right?


Seventy-Four


“So come on, it’s just us guys here.” Imai-san was shouting in my ear, trying to make himself heard over the rowdy celebrating that was going on around us. Not everyone looked so happy, the adult players from the ‘ pro’ team looking a bit melancholy, but certainly us from the ‘town’ team were partying hard.

“What is it?” I shouted back, taking a swig from the decent cup of sake Higuchi-san had pushed into my hand as the last one was emptied.

“So which one will you be going out with, Shaeula-chan or Mori-chan?” he continued, causing me to nearly spit out the sake I was drinking. As I looked at him incredulously, he continued. “It has to be one of them, right? Before today I was sure you’d get together with Mori-chan in the end, after all, she always used to follow you and your sister around like a little puppy. Still, that Shaeula-chan… got to love foreign girls, am I right?”

“Seriously, yeah man.” Another of our team draped his arm over my shoulder, his face red from the booze, his breath reeking. “My little bro is in your year, he was always moaning you had that little cutie interested in you. I told the little brat to get a life and find his own girl, but you know…”

Ugh, this is Hell. Why do I have to be embarrassed like this. I thought I was supposed to be the MVP, show me a little consideration… Sighing I downed the rest of my sake, feeling a little buzzed. No sooner had I done so than Higuchi-san was at my side, refilling it from a rather expensive-looking bottle.

“Put a smile on your face, champ.” He laughed at me. “The man of the hour shouldn’t look so glum…”

“I would, if everyone would stop ribbing me about my love life, or lack thereof.” I took another mouthful. Damn, it’s harder to get drunk with my great stats. This sucks…

“Take it as a sign of affection.” Higuchi-san continued, making sure everyone had plenty to drink. “We aren’t big city folk like you, Oshiro-san. We don’t have much to talk about here other than sporting rivalries and who is dating who. Besides…” he paused meaningfully. “… it isn’t like it is unusual to get hitched to a childhood friend here out in the boonies. I met my wife the same way.”

“Me too!” Imai-san declared drunkenly. “Well, she was a junior at school, which is almost the same. She’s a real beauty, isn’t she?”

“Yeah man, we know. You tell us that every time you get drunk.” Another man teased him.

“True, but… isn’t it a bit hard, seeing them as anything but a sister?” I asked.

“It’s the age gap right?” Imai-san asked. “I guess being so much older, you naturally end up in the older brother role. But, the gap is… what, five or six years, right? Mori-san is eighteen and you're... sorry man, I forget when your birthday was, but you must be twenty-three or twenty-four?”

I nodded, and he continued. “That may sound a lot, but it is pretty normal. Women mature faster than men, don't they? My darling tells me that all the time. So a girl of high school age… well, she’d have no problem dating a university kid. Happens all the time in the big city. And by the time she’s graduated high school… well the gap won’t mean a thing then…”

Yeah, I get that. Someone of twenty-four dating an eighteen year old doesn’t seem particularly strange, to say nothing of twenty and twenty-six, or thirty and thirty-six… It’s just…

Before I could finish my thought one of the ‘pro’ team came over. He was a few years younger than me, and had recently graduated high school. “I couldn’t help but overhear that big mouth shouting.” He gave Imai-san a side-eye, only for Imai-san to make a rude gesture back. As everyone burst out with drunken laughter I waited for him to go on. “My younger sister is the year below your sister and Mori-san. She says it’s common knowledge amongst the girls that Mori-san doesn’t see any other guy than you. The girls all laugh at the boys who think they have a chance with her. And I still remember my parents talking about the dog incident. As a kid, I thought it was something like a hero would do… though of course I wouldn’t have got injured like an idiot…”

“That’s right.” Imai-san agreed. “My darling told me even one little thing can win a girl over, and that was hardly a little thing. Your fate is sealed, tough guy. Just accept it. I wouldn’t be surprised if this is the festival she goes for it. The only problem is Shaeula-chan…”

The conversation continued as the drinks flowed, and I was forced to field many questions about my intentions. It was annoying and extremely embarrassing, but it did help focus my mind. What would I do if Eri-chan was to confess to me? I really do care for her, but is that the same as wanting to date her? She… is really pretty, and any guy would love to have such a beautiful girlfriend, but getting over the fact I see her as a little sister is really tough…

As I wrestled with this, talk turned to my fitness regime, this time most of the ‘pro’ team surrounding me. I managed to persuade them that I had been working out for around a year, rather than the one month of reality, honing my fitness with weights and jogging, while boosting my skills and agility with combat sports.

Higuchi-san kept the drinks flowing, trying to extort out a promise for me to take part next year, while several of the ‘pro’ team insisted I should be transferred to them, and for a while we made merry, hearty arguments and good-natured mockery flying between us. The hour was getting late when the door opened, and in walked a woman I didn't recognise, though there was a hint of familiarity about her.

Unusual for a woman to come to Higuchi-san’s bar after the baseball. Any women who want to drink usually use the smaller bars, as the atmosphere here can get a little… intense.

Ignoring Higuchi-san who walked over to ask her if she wanted a drink, her gaze roamed around the room until it settled on me. I’m getting a bad feeling here… My intuition was dead on, as she walked over to me, putting one hand down on the table, adopting a very determined pose. “Oshiro-san, I presume? I am Takeyabashi Junko. We need to talk. Now.”

Ugh. I am not in the mood for this, I have enough to think about right now. Several of the guys, Imai-san included, were drunkenly making fun of me, saying I was a lady-killer, but at a glare from the stern face of Takeyabashi-san, they fell silent.

“You can use the back room. Would you like a drink while you are there?” Higuchi-san asked.

“I’ll take some sake. Decent. He will pay.” She glowered at me, clearly not pleased. Higuchi-san shrugged, and chuckling under his breath, he handed me the rest of the sake bottle he was carrying and another cup. With that she followed me into the back, shutting the door to keep out the sounds of revelry from the bar.

Filling up both cups I slid one gently across to her, but she made no indication to drink. “So, what do I owe the pleasure of…” I began carefully.

“I need you to stop this nonsense of taking my Marika to Tokyo. My senile old fool of a father-in-law has lost his mind.” She cut in angrily.

Ouch. God, I’m no good with older women. Still, I can see the resemblance between her and Marika-chan. She is a pretty good looking woman still…. No time for that though. If I am not careful here I’ll be in for a world of trouble.

“Uh, I’m afraid I’m just a mediator the shrine has asked to look after her during the move, since I know this town and the Tokyo shrine well. It really isn’t…”

“Marika is way too young to go to the big city alone, and changing schools will only damage her education. All this for stupid shrine business. If I had known about this, I would have moved away with my family long ago…”

Not planning to let me finish a sentence, eh? Taking a sip to calm myself I looked at her. “I can see why you would be concerned, I get it, I really do. I myself was surprised to find out Japanese shrines maintain such close relationships. But I have no doubt Marika-chan will be well looked…”

“And why are you on a first name basis with my Marika?” she cut in coldly.

Ugh, again? Smiling, I felt the build-up of aether within me. Drawing on all the Charm and Majesty I possessed, I smiled. “Since I am helping with the move I will be making sure Marika-chan has no inconveniences in either her living arrangements or schooling. If she does she can come to me and I’ll get them sorted. I’ll also be more than happy to keep you informed as well. This is a great opportunity for her, I’ve been told. She might even be able to run a prosperous city shrine when she is older…”

Takeyabashi-san looked down, reddening. She took a long drink from her sake cup, before looking up at me again, face still tinged pink. “I see… that… I guess that makes sense. But I still worry she is too young… and being a shrine maiden is hardly a stable job, or even important in the modern world…”

Seriously? Did I go overboard? “It isn’t like she is moving away forever. She’ll be visiting often, and you can even come out to Tokyo to see her, though the shrine she will be staying at is on the outskirts, so I have to admit it isn’t that impressive. Besides, I’ve met some of the other shrine maidens she’ll be studying with, and they all seem nice girls.”

“Even so, this all seems very strange to me…”

She isn’t wrong. A month ago I wouldn’t believe this either… I spent the next hour reassuring Takeyabashi-san, finishing off the sake. She was somewhat tipsy by the end, so I ended up having to call her husband to come walk her home. That was an experience I didn’t want to repeat, for sure. After agreeing to talk to her again with her daughter tomorrow when I visited the shrine for the festival, I saw her off.

Cheers and jeers from the drunk patrons chased me back inside, and I spent the rest of a rowdy night getting laughed at unmercifully. Still, at least the drinks were decent…
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Knocking quietly on the door to my sister's room I whispered “Shaeula, are you awake?”

The door slid open and Shaeula was there, looking sleepy-eyed and adorable in the yukata she used for her pyjamas. Seeing me her nose wrinkled. “You smell-smell terrible.” she muttered. Closing the door behind her she followed me back to my room. “Just how much-much did you drink tonight?”

I’m pretty tipsy, even with my tolerance. So far too much, I’d say… “Oh, plenty. It was quite the rowdy get-together. So how was your evening? Did you have fun with my sister and the girls?”

“Indeed I did-did. I saw your school, and Aiko showed me where she practices her archery. She has beautiful form indeed-indeed. And then…”

After a while of such pleasant small-talk, which made me relax after the trials of my night at the bar, we entered the Boundary. Shaeula said she was tired, and I was too, so we agreed to only dive in for a few hours, since tomorrow was the big festival. We spent most of our time exploring, hunting down the foes we came across who were not in alliance with Chairoakitara shrine. In addition we found several Etherites, and we used them to practice our skills, making a little progress. In the end it was a reasonably productive few hours, and I had Levelled up once more before we called it a night…


Side Eleven – Detective Kato Reiji


“Ugh, working on a Saturday, and so early. There should be labour laws against this sort of abuse…” Officer Usui yawned, rubbing at her tired eyes.

Reiji shook his head. Looking at his unruly subordinate he bit down on what he wanted to say. No point being too harsh. Her personality is what it is. I took on the role of mentoring her, so I’ll do the best I can. I could kill for a smoke though… “I’m afraid that the job of a Detective is not nine to five, Monday to Friday. Crime doesn’t wait for normal working hours. I’m sure they should have covered that during your training?”

“They did.” She agreed. “I can’t say I was overjoyed then. But more to the point…” she gestured around her. “Why us? This area is out of our jurisdiction, isn’t it? Shouldn’t someone from this ward be handling the case?”

Tch, sharp as ever. “Indeed, you are correct, Officer Usui. This is out of our ward. However, the case has some… peculiarities that caught my interest. Moreover, it is the second such case over the last week or so. The first was handled before I was made aware of it, so I was… eager, shall we say, to take a closer look at this. Hence why we are here bright and early on this Saturday morning.”

“If I’d have known, I wouldn’t have stayed up so late…” She yawned again, rubbing at her reddened and tired eyes. “But…” She frowned, her eyes now sharp as she gazed around the untouched bedroom of the victim, grimacing at some of the items on display. “What about the death of this… ugh… gentleman… has caught your eye?”

Nice work on not saying something unflattering about the deceased there, Officer. You never know who is listening. Looking at the rather overweight corpse on the bed, he used his gloved hands to shift the body a little, rolling the large man onto his side. Seeing what he had been clinging to, Officer Usui turned away, muttering under her breath.

So this is what people are into these days. Who knew? Ignoring the long hugging pillow with a garish anime character with clothes in disarray printed on it, he gestured to the bloodstained sweatshirt the victim was wearing. It was sodden, blood having soaked through to the mattress below, yet the material was intact. “Take a closer look and tell me what you see, if you would.”

Pursing her lips disapprovingly, Officer Usui pulled on a pair of gloves of her own. Gingerly touching the side of the man she frowned, not having found what she expected. Steeling herself, she rolled up the sweatshirt, exposing the pale torso of the overweight man.

Good job, you can do it when you try… “So, what do you think?”

“Looks like some sort of bladed weapon. Four long cuts, into the internal organs. Doesn’t look like a knife though, the cuts are too ragged, not clean… and…” She paused, considering her next words. “The fabric of his clothes wasn’t damaged at all. Was his shirt pulled up before the wounds were inflicted, or…” She looked around at the room, her face cold as she took in figurines, posters and various other items that most girls would find repulsive. “…he’s a lump of lard… umm, he is a bigger male. With no signs of struggle it would mean he was either unconscious, or the cuts were dealt through the cloth…”

“Well reasoned.” He approved her insights. “Initial assessment is that he was alive when the wounds were dealt, judging by the blood loss. As for the cloth not being damaged, I’ve seen it before, sharp objects cutting a body without damaging fabric, but it isn’t common, and with wounds that… irregular, I have my doubts. Still…” Removing his gloves he produced a report from his coat. Officer Usui likewise removed her gloves and took it, glancing through it quickly.

“Oh… seriously.” she exclaimed, surprised. “All doors and windows were locked from the inside, with no signs of any forced entry? No fingerprints other than the victim’s anywhere. Nothing appears taken either… what is this, a murder-mystery novel? Locked room murders are so cliché.”

“Correct. Now, what did they teach you at Officer School about crimes like these?” Your grades were excellent, I know you know this…

“Usually, if there is no way a perp can get in, there is no perp. Suicide.” She pursed her lips again, looking pensive. “But in this case… no, no way. I can’t see this kind of person killing themselves so clumsily. I know that if he pulled up the cloth to get a better angle at his body with a blade it would make sense but… these are not the usual hesitation wounds, each is as deep as the last.” She looked closely, her earlier revulsion giving way to a need to know the answer. “No way this otaku could muster up the courage to inflict four fatal wounds, to say nothing of the pain… shakes could make the blows ragged like this, but still, he would be losing blood and strength by the third cut, but most of all…” she looked back at him. “The suicide weapon can’t just vanish. From the blood he was killed on the spot, so no time to dispose of the weapon out of a window or down the toilet…”

“Good job, Officer. That is precisely what I thought.” he approved again. “So, where does that leave us?”

“To be honest, I’m stumped. If he didn’t commit suicide, then it must be murder. But the murderer is either a ghost or some genius.”

“Exactly. The first victim was found dead with similarly unexplained wounds in his apartment. They were a forty year old male, a reasonably successful manager at a food import company. His window was open and large enough to fit through, so it is suspected that the killer would have escaped through there, but no witnesses reported anything. Still, this time that doesn’t seem to be possible…”

“But what would be the connection between a successful businessman and this… one.” Officer Usui pondered. “Serial killers, if that is what we are dealing with, they seldom target at random. Studies show there should be a link.”

“I’ve asked some colleagues at the Administration Bureau to dig up any links they can, and also to the case with the thugs who were hospitalised.”

“So that’s your angle!” Officer Usui declared. “Now it makes sense why you dragged me out here at the crack of dawn. But…” She gazed at him frostily, unimpressed. “I don’t see the connection between the cases. The MO is totally different, and it is a big leap from beating down a few punks who had it coming and multiple murders.”

Reiji winced. Beating down a few punks? A rather… unprofessional way to put it. Still, she’s not wrong… damn, I need a cigarette. We should wrap this up… “Look at you, Officer Usui. MO indeed. You are right in that they appear very different crimes, but both feature rather strange wounds with no explainable cause.”

“Ugh, I told you to stop speaking to me so formally. It makes my skin crawl.” She complained.

“And as I told you, formality and hierarchy is vital to a successful working relationship and properly run force. Now onto the wounds themselves. The first victim, the businessman… most of the wounds looked like this, some sort of blade wounds. Yet on investigation they ended up being closer to claw wounds, such as by a bear. Of course this is impossible, and while it may be that someone has knives shaped like bear claws, they would be custom made, and likely traceable, making our job much easier. These are definitely caused by the same sort of weapon.”

“Yes, but…” Officer Usui protested. “That is nothing like the injuries those street punks received. Those wounds were unexplainable, but these have one, even if it makes no sense, right? You seem to be stretching things to try and connect the cases. Maybe you need some time off before you go crazy?”

Cheeky brat. Even my daughters wouldn’t speak to me like that. “I would appreciate it if you maintained proper working respect, Officer Usui. I am a tolerant man, but you’ll never get ahead in the force unless you learn to keep proper manners.”

“I’ll bear it in mind.” she agreed, stifling a sigh. “So, can you explain why you aren’t obsessing over that case and making leaps of logic with no basis?”

You aren’t bearing it in mind at all! “Firstly, the timing is suspicious. These deaths occurred soon after the incident with the thugs. Before that I couldn’t find any record of incidents where the injuries were attributed to impossible implements. Secondly, the ease in which the attackers left no clues. There was no evidence in the first clash despite there being multiple surviving witnesses and it taking place in a public area, albeit one off the beaten track. And these two murders are even worse, with not a speck of evidence of any perp. Thirdly, and this is the most important…” He paused for effect. “Intuition. When you have been doing the job as long as I have, you learn to spot patterns subconsciously, and my mind is telling me they are related somehow.”

“Intuition. Riiiiiiiight. Let me make a note of that.” She replied. “So, what you are saying is we are looking for a magical clawed bear who can pass through walls, cause mysterious wounds and terrify victims to silence? Shouldn’t be hard to spot in a crowd.”

When you put it like that, it does seem a bit stupid… “Even if it isn’t the same perp, there is definitely a connection. We’ll have to see what my contacts in the Bureau turn up, but until then we need to keep our eyes and ears open. Hopefully there won’t be any more unexplained deaths…”

All right, time to leave. We’ve done all we can here… but what is the connection? There must be something I am overlooking…


Seventy-Five


Waking up I opened my eyes to sunlight streaming through my window. Blinking sleepily I yawned and stretched, feeling an unpleasant grittiness in my mouth. Oh yeah, I drank too much. As I got up to head to the bathroom I noticed Shaeula was no longer there, having already left. Once I had rinsed my mouth, washed my face and cleaned my teeth to get rid of the taste of stale alcohol, I headed downstairs, to where my sis and Shaeula were hunched over her mobile phone by the breakfast table, listening to some sort of pop music.

On seeing me my sister waved at me cheerfully. “Oh hey big bro, finally up, you sleepyhead? Mom was going to call you, as breakfast is nearly ready. Or…” She grinned cheekily, not missing the opportunity to tease me. “… I get it, Just like those anime you like, you were waiting for your adorable little sis to come and wake you up. Well, no such luck for you, I’m afraid. Such a shame!”

“Yeah, yeah, good morning to you too.” I had to smile. “So, what are you looking at?”

“Oh, it’s an idol group that is really popular at the moment. I was just showing Shaeula. They are performing in Tokyo on Christmas Eve. I wish I could go. They are way cool, and beautiful. The outfits are pretty too…”

“I see.” Idols huh. Wouldn’t have pegged my sister for a fan of those. Still…

“You don’t seem too enthused big bro. Wow, I’m shocked. With your taste I would have thought you’d be all over cute girls. Well, maybe Eri-chan, Shaeula and I are enough for you? Oh, you are making me blush.”

I rapped her head with my knuckles gently as I sat down beside her at the table. She pouted for a moment before giving me such a sunny smile I was momentarily taken aback. What’s got into her today?

“You know, I don’t say this enough big bro, but… I’m really grateful you are my brother, and for everything you do for me. Seriously, thank you. And you know… I am going to move to Tokyo like you did when I graduate, and I’ll be living with you then. No objections okay? After all, you live with Shaeula already, right? So how can you turn your adorable sister who loves you very much away?”

“Indeed-indeed.” Shaeula piped up. “His house is quite… modest in scope. However soon we shall secure a residence of size and splendour worthy of us and you will be most-most welcome.”

As my sis hugged Shaeula, who tried to throw her off, I shook my head. Yeah, seriously, what has got into my sister? Although, if she does come to Tokyo it would be better to keep an eye on her, especially now… “Enough playing at the table.” My mom warned as she started bringing in our traditional breakfast, rice, soup and side dishes all being lined up. “Your father won’t approve.”

“Yeah, I get it mom.” My sis agreed, releasing Shaeula, who straightened her clothing and sat on her cushion. Soon my father joined us, and we had a lively breakfast, talking about the baseball game yesterday and the upcoming festival. Once we were done Shaeula held out her hand to me. I looked at it, then her, a bit puzzled.

“I require money. We have much-much to prepare.” she told me, so I took out ten thousand yen and handed it to her, only for her to scoff at me.

“Do not-not be stingy. You can not-not expect me to make do with such a meagre fortune. Be generous, as my master should-should be.”

Really now? Over laughter from my mom and sister I let her empty my wallet. As she did so she waved one small hand, and I felt the breeze wash over me, fortune favouring me. With that done she turned to my sis. “Come then, Aiko. We must meet with Eri and acquire what we need with all-all haste!”

With that and barely a goodbye my sister and Shaeula left the house, leaving me rather nonplussed.

“Oh poor little Aki, did they leave you behind? Don’t feel too bad, you can help your mom clear up the dishes and we can have a nice long chat!”
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After some catching up with my parents I opened up my phone and began to gamble, figuring that was why Shaeula had left me with her blessing. Of course, she might have just felt guilty that she emptied my wallet…

I quickly accumulated decent gains, and over the course of the day put nearly six thousand pounds into my account via several different online casinos. Still, just doing this was a bit boring, so I alternated it with some exercise until I heard the voices of Shaeula and the girls. They sounded excited and happy, chattering away. I wonder what they could have needed all that money for. It isn’t as though our town has much in the way of shopping options…

Going downstairs I could hear my mother too, talking loudly. Sliding open the door… I paused. That’s… quite the transformation.

Shaeula, my sister and Eri-chan were fully dressed up in gorgeous yukata, their hair had been done elaborately and pinned with ornate hair sticks, and they had extremely impressive makeup applied. Whoa, they look like idols. I had seen Shaeula’s yukata before, as I bought it for her, but just where did the girls get theirs?

As I stood there, mouth open, my mom burst out laughing. “Looks like it is mission accomplished girls, Aki is totally floored by your beauty. I must say Goto-san really outdid herself. She’ll appreciate the extra money too I’m sure. Everyone wins, right?”

“Uh… yeah.” I managed to say. “You all look… well, stunning, I guess. I see where my money went now, but I didn’t think you could get such nice things in our little backwater.”

Preening at the compliment my sister gave me a thumbs up. “Wow, nice compliment big bro. You’ve definitely got better with the ladies since moving to the big city. That was almost smooth. Try it again without the ‘I guess?’ though. We are clearly the three most beautiful girls in town.”

“You win.” I smiled at her cheek. “You three are definitely gorgeous. I’ll have to keep an eye on you to fend off all the guys who will try to hit on you at the festival.”

“As if anyone would dare after the way you put Kenji-san in his place.” My sister scoffed. “I wonder if he’ll go through with it and throw away his dignity on stage? I wouldn’t put it past him to bail…”

I don’t really care whether he does or not. Enough people know so he won’t bother my sister again. Looking at Eri-chan with her hair bound around a hair pin decorated with cloth cherry blossoms and matching roses in a very adult fashion, I let out a little whistle involuntarily. “You know, I’ve never seen you looking like this Eri-chan. You don’t normally bother with much makeup, do you? It makes you look quite a bit more mature.”

Eri-chan nodded gently, her face red, though unlike our usual exchanges this time she didn't look away. “I thought… that if I was to go around the festival with you, I should look more an adult. I want… to match you better, big brother.”

Shaeula grunted in disapproval. Eri-chan glanced at her, bowing her head apologetically. I don’t get it…?

“That Goto female was quite-quite skilled indeed. She reminded me of one of our Court attendants. There was quite-quite the selection of fabrics and accessories, and her skills with this makeup are remarkable.”

“Court attendants.” My mom chuckled. “You sound like a princess. Not many countries have those any more, though Britain still does, and I guess the daughter of our Emperor here might count…”

Shaeula was about to speak again but I interrupted her, just knowing it was going to be about being an actual princess. “Yeah, I bet the yukata and accessories cost a fortune, to say nothing of that makeup. You do still have some of my money left, don’t you Shaeula? You can’t have spent it all, surely?”

“Don’t worry, big bro. We still have enough left to enjoy the festival. I have to admit, my hands were starting to shake when Shaeula spent all that money on us… but then she told us you’d be happy if we looked nice, so I decided that it didn’t really matter, right Eri-chan?”

Eri-chan agreed. “I’m really grateful that you’d spend so much money on me. I love this yukata, the one I have for festivals… isn’t this nice at all. Thank you big… Akio. We… we can use the money left, can’t we?”

Akio, huh? I felt a shiver as Eri-chan, looking surprisingly mature and devastatingly cute, called me by my name with no honorifics. Seeing my stunned stare, Shaeula was snickering crudely, while my sis and mom were also laughing at me.

“Sure.” I said, ignoring the good-natured mockery. “My treat. We’ll be enjoying the festival together anyway, right?” Luckily I had some extra money in my luggage, as getting cash in town was a pain, especially around festival time, when the few ATM’s we had in town would usually run dry.

“Yeah, you kids go and have fun.” my mom said. “Your father and I will go around by ourselves later. Oh, to think the day would come when my little Aki was going around the festival with so many beautiful flowers….”
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“Fascinating. So this is one-one of your Japanese festivals, is it?” Shaeula said, looking around with interest at the many stalls that lined the approach to the shrine. Though it was still early the crowds were already picking up, and we were starting to attract a few curious gazes.

No wonder. The girls are all stunning right now. Everyone is in their best finery for the festival, but I don’t think anyone looks as good as these three. I feel a bit shabby in comparison. I had changed myself, into a fashionably plain yukata, and my sis had sorted out my hair, so I didn’t look bad, just a bit overshadowed…

“Come on Shaeula, don’t run off.” My sister held her arm. “Big bro would be upset if you got led away by some strangers…”

“I can take care of myself, as you know-know.” Shaeula complained, but she allowed herself to be turned back towards us. Her eyes then lit up as she saw a stall selling cotton candy. “Oh, Akio, what is that-that? I would like to try some if it is food.”

“It’s definitely food, well, a sweet anyway.” I went over to the stall-holder, a middle-aged man who was giving us a warm look. “Give me three of these for the girls.” I asked, and he quickly dipped sticks in the cotton candy machine, creating three large balls. “There you go. Extra large for the beauties. I’m envious. So which one are you aiming for at the fireworks?”

As the girls waited for my answer I merely shrugged it off with a laugh. Passing them the cotton candy I was thanked by my sis and Eri-chan, while Shaeula tucked straight in. “Yes, this is indeed rather sweet-sweet.” she agreed, munching on it, her small cheeks stuffed like a squirrel with nuts.

“Wow, O.M.G. Can you be any cuter?” My sister gushed, and Eri-chan was also smiling. We continued to banter along, moving between the stalls, getting other traditional fare such as shaved ice, noodles and various dishes made from the leftovers from the baseball game. Soon only Shaeula was still eating, washing down her food with several beers we had bought her. Though it was quite the ordeal convincing the stall-holder she was old enough to drink. Now we were looking at a stall selling plastic masks, Shaeula pouting at the selection.

“This is most-most disgraceful. Why are there masks for foxes and none-none of glorious weaselkin? I refuse to wear such a mask, it reminds me of that scoundrel Duke Vulpatrius.”

“I don’t know who that is, but there are plenty of other nice masks here. Why not try on this one?” my sister said, picking out a cat mask for her. Soon we had all bought some cute masks and were about to move on when Yae-san and Rika-san arrived.

“Oh no, I’m feeling a little outclassed here Rika-chan.” Yae-san said as she saw the girls all dressed up.

“I know what you mean, Yae-chan.” Rika-san agreed. “We’ve put a lot of effort into our outfits, but we can’t match that…”

Rika-san and Yae-san were indeed all dressed up in decent yukata, their blonde hair arranged prettily, but their style was indeed inferior to the three girls I was with. Still, now with the five of them I was really standing out.

“Maybe that’s why Akio-kun wouldn’t give you your date during the festival?” Rika-san teased her friend, and Yae-san pouted in mock-anger.

“Hmph, Aki just wants to do it right, I’m sure. You wouldn’t back out on me now, would you Aki? After all…” She sighed then, looking a little annoyed. “I had to give Masaki-kun the push. I guess guys our own age are no good after all, it’s all about older, more mature men. He started getting all insistent about us going out together, and he wouldn’t even apologise for betting me on that stupid wager. Ugh, he is just the worst. ‘I didn’t think I’d lose, it was a sure-win, easy money!’ he said, as if that makes it any better… ‘I did it for you, why can’t you see that?’ … sure you did. I know I’m not smart, but he must really think I’m dumb. Luckily I found out he was useless before we went too far…”

“Hey, too much information there Yae-chan!” her friend advised her, and I had to agree. “Anyway…” Rika-san continued, looking at the girls. “They look like yukata from Goto-san’s place. I looked at them, but even renting them was pricy. Did… did Akio-san pay for them for you?”

Yae-san was also waiting for my answer, eyes bright. Before I could speak my sis piped up. “He sure did. And we didn’t rent them, we bought them! All the accessories too. All Eri-chan and I had to say was ‘please big bro, we want to look our best for you!’ and he pulled out a whole stack of yen for us to go shopping with. He bought Shaeula’s too, from Tokyo no less!”

Looks like my sister is having a good time teasing them. Maybe they are better friends than I thought? I am not sure how to feel that Yae-san keeps calling me by a nickname though. I had only spoken to them a few times before this visit home. We aren’t that close. Damn that stupid wager…

“Oh man, I am so jealous.” Yae-san admitted. “Ai-chan and little Ri-Ri get all the luck.” She peered at me, head tilted seductively. “When you take me on our date you’ll treat me too, right? I’ll definitely make it worth your while.”

“There’s no point to having a date now.” Eri-chan broke in. “If you have broken up with your boyfriend, surely that is loss enough for him. Dating you now would be pointless for Akio.”

Everyone froze for a moment at her unexpected assertiveness. Shaeula, who had put the mask over her head, leaving her face visible, stepped in. “Eri, all Oaths must-must be upheld. To break given word is to defile the self. Akio will give her this date-date, and as expected from my master, it will be magnificent indeed-indeed.”

“Oh, you are just too adorable.” Rika-san went to hug Shaeula, but she dodged aside, graceful even in her yukata and geta sandals.

“Yeah, I love the way she sometimes calls him master.” Yae-san agreed. “It’s such a cute way of calling someone a senpai.” She then turned back to me. “I’m looking forward to it. But until we have this date I’m technically your girlfriend, so don’t leave me hanging, okay Aki?”

“Monday then. I was planning on taking the girls out to the nearest city to do some shopping for our trip, so if you come along I can take you out afterwards.” I gave in as there was no way I could break my word, Shaeula would not tolerate it. I’m not insensitive, I’ll give her some good memories to soften the blow of her break-up.

My sister was hugging the pouting Eri-chan, who was directing a very… intense… gaze at Yae-san. As Yae-san thanked me, moving in for a hug like Rika-san had, which I also dodged, Rika-san piped up. “We seem to be drawing a bit too much attention. Shall we head up to the main shrine? There are a lot of games and stuff to play up there. Besides…” she smirked fiendishly. “Kenji-san will be up there somewhere, ready to pay for his idiocy…”

“I don’t care about that.” My sister shrugged. “All right, against my better judgement you can hang out with us…” she told them. “But come the fireworks… you better keep clear, okay?”

Yae-san and Rika-san exchanged a look. “Oh, so it’s like that, is it? I guess today is the day.” Rika-san said, glancing behind me.

“I’ve still got a shot, haven’t I, Aki?” Yae-san had grabbed my arm while I was distracted, pushing it into her decent chest. Damn, yukata barely conceal anything, I can feel her… assets. “I’m still a very attractive girl, and I’m not shy, I’ll show you how fun it can be to go out with a younger girl who knows what to do.”

“All right, enough of that!” my sis complained, tugging at Yae-san’s other arm. As we bickered good-naturedly we were definitely drawing too much attention, so we continued up the steps, reaching the temple plaza.


Seventy-Six


Up here the crowds were dense, and we had to carefully wind our way between groups of revellers. We drew a lot of attention, and not just for the five very pretty girls I was with. I heard people talking about my stellar turn at the baseball, and a few people even congratulated me, causing my sister and Shaeula to both look as pleased as if it was they who were complimented.

After talking to one such well-wisher, Shaeula came over and dragged me away, over to a stall where a number of goldfish were swimming around lazily in a blow-up pool. “What is this, Akio? Is it another food-food stall?”

At the question the owner managed to look both amused and horrified, so I corrected her quickly. “No, it’s a classic festival game, goldfish scooping. You use one of these fragile paper scoops to capture the fish, then you get to keep them as pets. Want to have a go?”

“Very well, I shall-shall try it!” she declared, and quickly broke her scoop. “Hmm, it is indeed rather-rather feeble. But now that I know… another go-go!” She adapted quickly and began scooping out fish one after the other, the onlookers very impressed.

“I can do that too!” my sis declared, and she managed to flip out several before her paper broke. Rika-san and Yae-san cajoled me into trying too, and with my enhanced skills I quickly amassed many successes. All in all we decimated the fish supply, though I took pity on the owner and we only kept five fish, one each for the girls, returning the rest, to rounds of applause from the audience we had attracted.

“So, what-what is next?” Shaeula looked around, very excited. Man, she’s like a little kid, but then I guess everything on the Material is new to her. It gets me right in the feels, she’s so cute when she's having fun…

There was a toy rifle range with some cuddly toys and other items for prizes, as well as ball scooping, yo-yo fishing and katanuki, the cutting out of shapes from sugary candy sheets with a needle. Shaeula hopped wide-eyed from game to game, and I was again forced into trying them out, as well as paying for the girls to do so. Quite a crowd was following us, egging us on as we cleaned out stall after stall, Shaeula and I winning many prizes, and my sister taking a few for her trouble. Once we had finished with the last stall, where I took the best prize for carving out the most complicated, nearly impossible shape, thanks to my Precision and Alacrity, the crowd once more applauded us as we scuttled away, embarrassed by all the attention.

“Are you sure we can have these?” Yae-san asked, looking at the stuffed bear she was holding. Rika-san had one too, as did all the other girls, as well as keychains, badges and other small prizes. As with the fish scooping, we had returned most of our winnings, as I would have felt bad taking everything from them. Of course now the question on their minds was just who was going to receive the largest prize I had won, an extremely large and fetching dog plushie, modelled on the Kami of the shrine? Of course it had to be a dog… though admittedly this is more a cutesy design than a realistic one, so it’s bearable, I guess…

Everyone was eying it, but Shaeula spoke first. “I think Eri should have it. Perhaps it will be a good motivation for her to do her best-best.”

“Yeah, that’s a great idea.” My sis agreed, and while Yae-san and Rika-san looked a bit disappointed, they also agreed in the end. Eri-chan tried to refuse but I wouldn’t have it, insisting she take it.

With the dog plushie in her arms she gave me a brilliant smile, causing my heart to skip a beat. “Thanks Akio. I’ll treasure it, and when I look at it I’ll always think of you, and that time you saved me. That day… I think it was destiny. I will never, ever forget it.”

“Wow, little Ri-Ri delivered that bold attack with a killer smile.” Rika-san goggled, shocked, while beside her Yae-san agreed sourly.

Scratching one cheek while my sister and Shaeula congratulated Eri-chan I looked away, embarrassed all over again, only to see Marika-chan coming through the crowd towards us, accompanied by her mother. When Takeyabashi-san saw me her gaze hardened, and she quickened her stride, Marika-chan struggling to keep up. Oh great, just what I needed…

“Oshiro-san, I don’t know how you convinced me last night, but I will not be fooled again…” She launched into an angry tirade at me, her daughter looking on apologetically from behind her.

“Uh, what’s going on?” Yae-san asked.

“Nothing of importance.” Shaeula san answered. “I believe these… fireworks… as you call them, will start soon, no-no? We do not-not have time to waste here. I shall speak with her.”

Hearing Shaeula talk, Takeyabashi-san turned to her. “And just who might you be, young lady? You should be silent when adults are talking…”

“No, I feel-feel it is you who should be silent and listen to me-me…” Shaeula retorted, and under the hanging lights of the festival I could see flickers of green rising from her.

Should she be doing that in public? That’s pretty careless… Luckily no-one else seemed to notice as Shaeula began to talk to Takeyabashi-san, using her befuddling winds to defuse her anger and persuade her to comply. I’ve thought this before, but that is a very dangerous power. If others have similar abilities but aren’t as kind-hearted as Shaeula… damn, I shudder to think at what might happen.

“I apologise for my mother, Akio-sama.” Marika-chan said sadly, offering us a deep bow. “She does not understand what an honour this is, and how important it will be for our shrine. My father… he tried to reason with her, but when mother sets her mind to something…”

“Oh, that’s fine then. I didn’t understand.” Takeyabashi-san was saying. “In that case I am more than happy to leave my daughter in Oshiro-san’s care.”

Marika-chan froze at this strange situation, eyes wide, then understanding dawned and a shy smile spread over her face. Bowing again to Shaeula, she turned to us. “I will be dancing the Kagura dance shortly. I would be honoured if you could come and see it, especially you, Akio-sama, Shaeula-sama.” Ignoring Shaeula’s grumbles about honorifics, her smile turned impish. “Afterwards that boy who lost the bet with you should be taking the stage. I heard he tried to renege on his bet with you, but some seniors from his team said doing so would make them all look bad, and he had to ‘man up and take the loss like an adult.’” She giggled then, looking her age.

“Well I don’t care about that absolute clown, so long as he gets the message and stays away from my sister.” I spat. “I’m not going to waste my precious time watching him. But of course we’ll come see your dance. Just let us grab some drinks first, okay?”

As Marika-chan rushed off happily, Shaeula and my sister went to purchase some drinks for us, as well as yet more food. Damn, they are bottomless pits, where do they put it all?

“So, what’s this about then?” Yae-san asked as Marika-chan left. “Just what have you done to upset her mother so?”

“She seems to be another love rival.” Rika-san said. “She’s cute and all, but if you go for girls her age you’ll get a bad reputation, Akio-kun, and the police will take you away! Stick to high-schoolers like us.”

“Yeah, it isn’t what you think…” As I explained as best I could the circumstances that led to me taking charge of Marika-chan’s relocation we all headed to the shrine proper, enjoying our drinks and snacks. The night was clear, the stars burning brightly overhead, and sounds of merriment were coming from the crowds around us. This is… nice. I’m glad I came back home. I should do it more often. But will I get chance now? If I have to build my Territory, being away from it makes me feel nervous… oh well, if I find more trustworthy allies and build up my forces, as soon as the upgrade is done and everything is functioning again it should be okay for a few days, surely…

As I was lost in thought a collective noise of appreciation went up around us. Marika-chan had taken the stage, wearing a very ornately embroidered chihaya over her usual shrine maiden attire, the long white sleeves flapping, showing glitters of silver and gold thread in the light of the lanterns that overhung the stage.

“I am very-very curious to see this traditional dance to honour your local Gods.” Shaeula whispered to me. I nodded in response, eyes glued to Marika-chan. She saw us standing at the front and smiled, before calming her nerves, face now expressionless.

She then began to dance, the ringing of the brass suzu bells she held in one hand the only sound that could be heard in the suddenly still night air. Her movements were sure and elegant, and it was hard to believe she was still so young. The dance continued, everyone mesmerised, and I felt a stirring within me, almost as if I was circulating aether, though I was not. As I continued to watch with rapt attention, she struck one final pose, bells ringing, sweat dripping from her brow. Looking directly at me, she smiled again, in relief for a perfect performance.

In that moment, when the crowd broke out into applause, I felt a flash of heat go through me, my Chakra nodes bubbling with energy.

Your Class, Kami-Blessed, has increased from Level Four to Level Five.
Your Fortune and Charm have increased.
Your Aether has greatly increased.


Huh? Why? As I pondered, Marika-chan came down off the stage towards us, making polite small talk to those who were praising her for the performance. Upon reaching us she bowed to Shaeula and I. “How was it, Akio-sama, Shaeula-sama? I really felt the touch of Chairo-sama on me as I danced, and I wanted to make sure you felt his blessings too…”

“It was really cool, I’ve seen a few dances at festivals before, but that was definitely the best!” my sis praised her, and I had to agree, not that I had seen many before.

“It was indeed.” I ruffled Marika-chan’s hair, causing her to blush, but she did not seem too displeased. “I think you pleased the Kami of this shrine more than you know. I was definitely moved by your dancing.”

At my praise she squirmed with happiness. Shaeula was appraising me with her amber eyes after my comment, and she arched an eyebrow in surprise at what she saw.

“So anyways, Kenji-san should be up next now that the dance is over. We going to watch?” Rika-san asked.

“I will, I want to make sure he knows how unimpressed I am with him.” my sis declared. “You two should as well. We can stay here with this little cutie.” She grabbed the hand of Marika-chan. “We’ll buy you a drink and something to eat, you must be tired. Come on, our treat. You are with me, Shaeula. Oh, but…” My sister slapped her forehead with her free hand, looking puzzled.

Yeah, nice acting sis. That looks fake as hell…

“The fireworks are soon, so if we try to find a good spot after watching that idiot humiliate himself we might not find one. Big bro, why don’t you and Eri-chan go and find us a decent viewpoint? You can let us know when you’ve got one. Just drop us a text. You can leave your prizes here, we’ll being them later.”

Eri-chan grabbed at my hand. “I don’t mind. We… we can find a good place.” Her hand was warm, almost hot, in my palm.

“Oh, I see how it is.” Yae-san grimaced. “Well, nothing that can be done about it.”

“Yeah, see you later Ri-Ri. Don’t blow it, all right?” Rika-san said.

“Don’t embarrass me…” Eri-chan complained, but she started leading me slowly away from the crowd. “We’ll… see you all later.”

So, I think I know where this is going. I’ve pondered this these last few days, but I’m still not sure what decision I am going to make… Looking at Eri-chan who was clutching my hand tight, looking beautiful and mature in her makeup and yukata, I felt a strange turmoil within me. My hand tightened involuntarily, and Eri-chan looked at me in surprise, but when seeing I was staring at her, she smiled, shyly yet somehow bold as well. “I think… over there might be good.” She gestured to the rising hills to the side of the shrine, where there were very few people.

“Should we let the others know where we are?” I asked, as we moved out of the glow of the lanterns into the darker shadows.

“Uhh, wait, I’ll do it, big bro… Akio.” She reached into her purse with her free hand and pulled out the phone I had bought her, typing away furiously. “There, done.”

An awkward silence descended, both of us seemingly searching for something to say. Eri-chan opened her mouth first, though no sound came out. She swallowed nervously, her hand gripping mine, and then, as she started to speak, her words mere whispers, they were drowned out by the explosion of a firework, red and gold sparks scattering across the sky.

How pretty. And how cliché. What is this, some sort of anime?

We turned away to watch the fireworks, bright clouds of colours scattering across the pristine mountain skies. Eri-chan was right against me, her breath hot on my neck, her skin scalding through the thin fabric of our yukata. Even under the multicoloured bursts of light from the fireworks I could tell her skin was flushed crimson, and her breath was coming in ever faster gasps.

“Are you all right?” I mouthed at her, the sizzling and hissing of the explosions making words useless. Her eyes met mine and she nodded back, leaning into me more. Since she said she was fine I took her at her word, and we watched as the fireworks continued. As the last explosions filled the air, large enough that the breeze from their detonations ruffled our hair, silence descended around us, distant cheers and applause of the other festival-goers floating on the still air.

“Well, that was nice. The fireworks were beautiful.” I said to Eri-chan. “I wonder where everyone else went? I hope they got a good vi…” My words were stopped by Eri-chan, who put her finger to my lips.

“I’m a little upset…” she said, though her face was calm, her eyes piercing mine. “I had finally worked up the strength to say what I always wanted, then the fireworks interrupted me. I thought things like that only happened in stories. And in stories…” She paused, taking a nervous swallow, then resumed. She was so close to me that it was as if she was whispering directly into my ears. “… when the person who says what they finally have the courage to say is interrupted, they always give up and say it was nothing. But to me…” Tears were glimmering in her obsidian eyes now, bright as the stars above. “… but to me, it isn’t nothing. It’s the most important thing in the world. So I want you to listen, big brother, Akio. I want…” Tears were running down her cheeks now, gliding over her makeup, her emotions, long held within her, seemingly boiling free.

“I love you, Akio. I love you like a brother, true, but I love you so much more as a man. I’ve loved you ever since… ever since I can remember. You protected us when we were in danger, you looked after me when I was lonely, you comforted me when I was sad, celebrated with me when I was happy…” The tears were coming harder now, in big gasping sobs, breaking up her words.

“I… when you… moved away… my heart… I was so… so sad. For the first time… you weren’t there. And I knew… I knew, that if you weren’t with me… I could never be happy. So please… please Akio… don’t leave me again. Be with me. I can make you happy, I… I can! No-one else can love you like I will!”

Ugh, my heart. My chest was aching, feeling as though a Troll was constricting my chest, crushing me. As Eri-chan sobbed against me, her eyes never leaving mine, so sad and yet so hopeful, for one last time I considered just what I felt for her.

We spent the best part of a dozen years growing up together. I’ve always treated her as a sister, same as Aiko. If you asked me if I love her, of course I do. Would I risk my life for her? Of course, if some beast from the Boundary somehow appeared here now, I’d fight it to the death to see her get away safely… yet after I moved to Tokyo… for the first few years I came home fairly regularly, but the last couple I’ve barely been back at all. She’s grown up, and even more beautiful, but do I still think of her as a child…?

Seeing me lost in thought, Eri-chan swallowed down her tears, face resolute. “Shaeula told me something important.” she whispered.

What? What did she say? It better not be about…

“She said that if you loved me you would make me happy. I felt that what she said was selfish, as why should.. why should you put my happiness above yours? But then she answered me, and I knew deep in my heart she was right. I’ll make you happy, my big brother, my Akio, my hero. If it isn’t you, I could never do it. I’m scared of other boys, they make me feel unwell. I’m too shy, I know, if you and Aiko-chan hadn’t been in my life… I don’t know if I could have made it this far. I want to return the kindness you’ve always shown me. Shaeula told me if I wanted happiness from you, I would have to give back double. ‘A male must make those females who deserve him safe-safe, loved and fulfilled.’” She giggled as she mimicked Shaeula, speech quirks and all. “’But a female has it simpler. A good female makes sure-sure the male never regrets loving her’. The sentiment. It was so beautiful. I cried then, and made up my mind today I would tell you how I felt.”

She looked up at the sky, the light of the stars reflected within her dark orbs. “I swear it, on a promise as unbreakable as any Shaeula has ever exchanged with you, that if you will love me and be my boyfriend I’ll never make you regret it. I’ll get better, I’ll grow stronger, I’ll be more beautiful if you want me to be. But one thing I’ll never do is hurt you. So please, please…” Her solemn, black eyes met mine again. “… love me like I love you.” With that her arms circled me and she buried her face in my chest, trembling, waiting for an answer, one that would lead her to happiness or shatter her fragile resolve.

Just what have you been telling her, Shaeula? No, I’ll deal with you later…

With a gentle sigh I tilted up her head so we were once more face to face. Gently I rubbed away the tears that had covered her cheeks. “Whoa, your makeup is a fright now. Such a shame, you looked so mature before.” My tone was quiet, almost… hesitant. “You know something? I’ve never been good with girls. I’m no loser who freezes and can’t talk to them, in fact I have quite a few female friends I made at University, and we keep in touch sometimes. But… I never felt comfortable trying to take things further. I guess… I guess I’m surprisingly shy myself, in some ways. My sister was always more outgoing than us, wasn’t she?”

Eri-chan… no, Eri was watching me in silence, mixed hope and dread warring in her eyes, not sure where my rambling was going. “I honestly think you are beautiful, Eri.” Hearing that and the way I said her name her eyes widened, and she was biting down on her lip so much it had started to bleed. “Maybe I still think of you too much as a little girl, but seeing you tonight… no, you are a woman. A woman that I love.”

She gasped, though she still knew I could reject her. However, hope was welling in her, I could see it. “As a sister, as a woman. Love is still love, right? And you aren’t my sister. That means… even if I was to love you as my sister… I could also love you as more, couldn’t I?”

Thinking about it, this is really the only way. I could never bear to leave Eri unhappy and alone, and no man could hate being with someone so beautiful and loyal. My only worry is… the upcoming struggle in the Boundary… I don’t want to put her in danger…

“Then that means…?” Eri said, voice trembling.

“That means I need to stop overthinking. I love you too Eri. And if you need me in your life to be happy, then there was never any doubt I’d be there for you. however you needed it.”

“So… that’s a yes then?” She insisted on a firm answer.

“Yes, Eri. I’ll be your boyfriend. I’ll make sure you have.. what was it? Safety, love and fulfilment.”

“And I… I’ll never make you regret it. If I do, I’ll die ashamed. I swear it!” Eri started to cry again, this time silvery tears of joy. Standing on tiptoes she reached up towards me, lips puckered for a kiss.

Shit, I’m embarrassed, it seems a bit soon, uh, men must be brave… Leaning in I pushed my closed lips to hers, where they met, transmitting a soft sensation to me that made my legs quiver. As I was going to pull away Eri grabbed me tightly and her tongue pushed its way between my lips, forcing them open. I reacted instinctively, and as my mouth opened she entwined our tongues, greedily seeking my warmth, her slender body pushed against mine.

My reason fled me, and I too slurped at her, my hands circling her, clutching her tightly. For what seemed like an age but surely was no more than a minute or so we kissed deeply, only for us to separate as we struggled to breathe, a thin, wet line of saliva connecting our mouths as we parted. Eri released me, in a daze, her hand going to her lips.

“My first kiss… it was… so much better than in my dreams…” She giggled, stunned by the experience.

Hey, that was mine too, wasn’t it? “Yeah, it was pretty… nice.” I said lamely, my brain struggling to catch up, even with my enhanced Alacrity.

“Nice? Is that it? Maybe we should try it again, so you can say something less lame, Akio. My Akio,” she spoke dreamily, and once more we kissed deeply.

Yeah, nice doesn’t cut it.

Once we parted, I took her hand. “Yeah, I’d say it was spectacular.” I joked. “But I think we should be getting back now. The others will be worried about us. They knew you were going to confess, right?”

She nodded, and as we were about to return to the festival a voice stopped us.

“There’s no need to worry, big bro Casanova.” The familiar voice of my sister said, as she, Shaeula, Rika-san and Yae-san emerged from some trees and bushes on the hillside. “Unless you want to worry about all the pain you caused Eri-chan. Instead of dragging it out you should have said yes right away!”

Why didn’t I sense them? Oh, right… Shaeula. I bet she did something with her winds…

“I’d be more worried about the fact we saw you making out. That was some intense kissing.” Rika-san said. She was sweaty and flushed, fidgeting restlessly.

“This is a setback. Ri-Ri beat me to the punch.” Yae-san complained. “Still, I have my date, and if you think that kiss with Ri-Ri was hot, wait until you get a taste of my technique.. uh… hold on…” She trailed off, stepping away as Eri approached, her face smiling, but her eyes weren’t.

“I have to put up with you having this date as it’s payment for a wager, a promise, and it’s bad to break promises.” Eri said flatly. “But there will be no cheating. You can go get some food somewhere and receive a little gift, but Akio is mine. Find your own boyfriend or get back with that… whatever-his-name-was.” Eri tossed her head dismissively.

“Wow, Wow, Wowowowowowowowow!” my sis exploded into laughter. “Eri-chan, your personality has totally changed. Is this the legendary yandere, like in the books my bro used to read?”

“A female grows proud-proud and strong when she has to defend her male.” Shaeula joined in the laughter. “And trying to claim Akio for herself will be a task like no-no other, as such a strong male will only attract many-many lovers. Still, she who makes first claim has many-many privileges. But I must say, Eri, you look a fright right now. Your face is a mess.”

“Don’t think I don’t know what you are up to.” She glared at Shaeula, though there didn’t seem to be real malice in it. “It's you I am most wary of. After all, you get to live with him while I am still stuck here, away from Akio. I am grateful for your advice, and the push you gave me, and I hope we can be friends, but Akio… my Akio is off-limits!” With that she pulled me down and kissed me again, showing off to the onlookers.

This is… yeah, nice. And hot. And pretty much what I dreamed of… but also… really embarrassing too…

As my sister covered her face with her hands, yet somehow still leaving enough room to peek through, and Shaeula snickered away, Rika-san consoling the annoyed Yae-san, I imagined that tomorrow would bring even more chaos.

Oh God, I have to tell mom and father, and Uncle and Auntie Mori… This was going to be … interesting…


Seventy-Seven


At the breakfast table the next morning I looked at my parents, my father reading the morning paper, mom bustling about making sure we all had everything we needed. Clearing my throat loudly to attract their attention, I spoke. “Mother, father. I have… something I need to talk about.”

Beside me my sister was grinning broadly, enjoying my discomfort, while Shaeula was looking on with interest.

“Mother? Why so formal Aki? Hmm, could it be…?” my mom began. Father neatly folded his paper and laid it down, looking at me with his usual stern expression.

“So, what is it, son? We are listening.”

I swallowed nervously, but steeling myself I got out the words. “So… last night at the festival… I decided to go out with Eri. We are together now.”

“Oh, congratulations!” My mom clapped her hands together, delighted. “I thought it could happen now she has a rival in Shaeula on the scene to force her hand. How was it, was it romantic?” She giggled, unable to contain her joy.

I pondered how to answer, but my father spoke first. “So, I won’t say this is entirely unexpected, but have you thought this through? Mori-san is still at school, while you live in Tokyo now. It is quite difficult to have a long distance relationship. And as for the future… is your work stable enough to support her too?”

All things I had considered in the past. There was always good reason to not return her feelings, but… I guess that isn’t so important now…

“Ugh, don’t be such a wet blanket, darling.” my mom was saying. “You know she really loves our Aki. And our boy is smart, he’ll make it work. Love conquers all, or we would never have got married, would we?”

“I have thought of these things myself in the past.” I admitted to father, my expression serious. “When I first moved I kept in touch a lot more, scraping up what money I had to make the train fares to come home during breaks at university… but as time went on I had less and less time to come home, I was always studying or working. Then I decided to remain in Tokyo after graduation…”

“Yeah, you could definitely have stayed in touch more, big bro…” my sister complained bitterly. “But… it was rather cool, the way you made it to the big city. Everyone pretty much just stays here in town all their lives, or a few move to another town or the city nearby, even if its barely more than a big town itself… Eri-chan and I were pretty envious of you… we wanted to follow in your footsteps. And now we will!”

“What I do not-not understand is why you spoke to each other so rarely. These mobile phones, as you call them, are very easy to use. And in all the time I have been with Akio, when we have been idling, he has spoken much-much about you and Eri. Obviously you both have never left his heart-heart.”

“Aww, you are making me blush Shaeula.” My sister was the one giggling now. “Well, Eri-chan… she didn’t want to be a bother. She’s always felt a bit… well, she sees you as something shining, like a star, big bro, something she wanted to reach out for, but was afraid she’d get burned. So while she treasured every contact they had, she was afraid of holding my big bro back. Until you came along, and gave her the push she needed. I know I’ve already thanked you for that, but thanks again. Eri-chan is a precious sister to me, so I wanted her to reach for her dreams, even if she failed.”

“Pay it no-no mind.” Shaeula waved off her thanks. “I found her reluctance rather depressing, a female should reach out for what she wants and take-take it. Besides, I found her quite-quite charming, and you as well, Aiko. She and my master are well-well suited.”

“Poor Shaeula, looks like you are out of luck then.” My mom teased her, but Shaeula merely shrugged.

“A great male attracts the interest of many. Eri shall have many-many rivals, but a female must be strong to manage such things.”

“Oh, is this that famous shuruba I’ve only read about in books? Having girls fight over you Aki, how sinful. I just hope Shaeula and Eri-chan don’t end up as enemies…” Mom sounded like she was joking, but I wasn't so sure.

My father cleared his throat, interrupting the girls’ banter. “I feel we are straying off the topic at hand…”

Yes, we are… Nodding, I went back to the important matters. “I don’t think the age gap is too big a deal, really, so long as I can earn enough to support her. Before… I wouldn’t have wanted her to have a life in a pokey, one-room one-bath apartment out in the Tokyo boonies. But things are really coming together for me at the moment, since I started working with Shaeula. I won’t say there aren’t concerns, but you’ve seen that my income is way up, and if this business trip goes well… it should be stable enough to support a family, and get somewhere I could look after Eri as she needs. Once she has finished school… she can decide whether she would like to go on to university or get work, or… be a stay-at-home girl I guess? At least she would have that choice if I was to support her. The Mori’s aren’t… exactly wealthy enough to give her many options.”

My father nodded. “Indeed. It was hard enough for us to put you through university, you had to work and study to raise most of your tuition and lodging fees yourself. Still, it has done you no harm, you have grown up much, son. I can see you have thought about this carefully, so I have no objections. Still…” he glanced at Shaeula. “… see that you behave yourself. No son of mine would betray those he loves, would he?”

“No father.” I agreed, bowing low.

“Anyway, you have someone else to speak to, do you not?”

Yeah, uncle and auntie. I’m already feeling embarrassed about it. “I’m planning to head over after breakfast. Can you keep Shaeula company for me while I’m gone?”

“Not a problem, Aki.” my mother enthused. “I’d love to talk more with Shaeula, about how you started working together and what happened since. You are curious too, right Ai?”

I helped them clean up the remains of breakfast while Shaeula regaled them with a very allegorical version of our meeting, talking of how I saved her project from going under, leading to us working together to beat off big competitors and secure lucrative contracts, as well as doing side jobs for shrines and so on. Luckily she seemed to be largely remembering the stories I had coached her in and was making the telling rather entertaining, even if it was really embarrassing me… Oh well, putting this off isn’t going to make it any easier. Here we go…
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The Mori house was just as I remembered it. It was rather run down, but the steps were clean-swept and the paintwork was tidy. Uncle and auntie have their pride… Taking a deep breath to steel myself I pushed the doorbell, hearing it chime.

“Coming.” I heard a voice, probably auntie’s. As the door opened it was indeed her, and she gave me a bright smile on seeing me. “Well if it isn’t little Aki. My little Eri did say she was expecting you to visit today. I must say… she seems very cheerful since the festival. She hasn’t stopped smiling since she got back.” She gave me a knowing look. Turning to the house she shouted. “Dear, Eri, Little Aki is here. Put out some tea and treats!”

“Oh, you don’t have to go to any trouble…” I began.

“Nonsense. It’s always a pleasure to see you, and … important talks should be done over tea, right?”

With a sigh I conceded. I guess so.

Entering their main room uncle Mori and Eri were at their table, Eri looking very pretty in her best summer dress. On seeing me her eyes lit up. “Akio! You came!”

“Well of course I came.” I smiled at her, feeling myself flush hot. “I’d be pretty awful not to after… well, you know.”

Auntie Mori joined us at the table, insisting I take some of the mochi sweets they had laid out. Taking a bite of one I chewed it, using a moment to gather my thoughts. As the silence stretched out, I turned to uncle and auntie, before bowing low. “Well… I’m here today to tell you that I’ve started going out with your daughter. Eri and I are together now.”

“About damn time.” uncle Mori said gruffly, yet his voice was hiding deep emotions. “My little girl has been waiting years for you to say that.”

“Oh come on dear, don’t be mean to little Aki. Eri had to grow up first, didn’t she?” she turned to me. “When I saw our little Eri looking so happy I knew this would be why. For a while when you moved to Tokyo I thought her chance had passed, especially when I heard you brought back another girl with you.” She wiped a tear that was forming away, sniffling a little. “But I had faith Eri would marry her childhood sweetheart, just as her parents did. Oh I’m so happy for her…”

“Mother…” Eri sniffed, and she too was shedding tears as they hugged. I turned away, giving them some privacy, only for uncle Mori to look at me searchingly.

“So, when will the wedding be? We need time to prepare accordingly, but we shouldn’t leave it too long.”

Wedding? Uh… a bit soon, right? Eri obviously thought that same, as she choked out some shocked words. “Father… stop embarrassing me… we only started going out yesterday…”

“In my eyes you’ve been going out since you were a little girl.” he countered. “Besides, you are old enough to get married with parental consent, and Akio here isn’t going to break up with you, is he? Therefore why not get married sooner? I’ve always dreamed of seeing my little girl in a wedding gown…”

“Uh, well… yes. I have no intention of making Eri unhappy. But I still think it is too soon to think of marriage. She should graduate from high school first and figure out what she wants to do with her life, whether that is university or something else. That gives me time to finish setting up my business and buying a suitable place for us to live…” Thinking about it, this is it, my life is all planned out. I’m a normie now, a girlfriend and a home… if it wasn’t for the fact I was chosen to protect the Earth from dangerous invaders, I’d be living a true riajuu lifestyle right now…

“You hear that, little Eri?” auntie Mori enthused. “Little Aki has it all worked out. I think your life together is going to be wonderful. And you have the trip abroad to celebrate next week. it’s like a honeymoon.”

“Speaking of that…” uncle Mori said. “You should be careful. I know you are just recently together, and passions are high… just, be sensible, all right?”

Ugh, now I remember our kisses last night and I can feel myself blushing even harder. Who knew getting a girlfriend would be so… emotional.

We spent the next few hours being embarrassed by uncle and auntie as they told tales of our childhood, including some that I had forgotten, and more that I wished I had forgotten. Though somehow during that time Eri had moved next to me and our hands were entangled under the table. Her palm was warm within mine, and as she smiled sweetly at me when our eyes met, I felt peace in my chest. Yeah, I thought too much over the years. This does feel right. Making sure Eri and my sister are safe and happy is all that matters. Shaeula too. Those who I care for need protection, and if the very planet is in danger, then who but I can make sure they are safe?

Clenching my free fist I vowed to myself that I would strive ever harder, grow ever stronger. Invaders? Hah. Try and threaten those I love and I’ll crush you!


Seventy-Eight


“So, I can’t help but feel like a fifth wheel here…” Rika-san said sadly, looking around. “Still, at least I’ll get a free lunch out of it, right?”

“Yes, you totally weren’t needed.” Eri complained. “I am sad enough we had to let… her… come with us.”

“I have a name, little Ri-Ri…” Yae-san countered. “And your personality has done a real one-eighty since last night. I don’t think it suits you. Besides, I think I’m the one who should be unhappy here. You cut in line ahead of me before I could get my date.”

Yae-san had dressed up for the day, in a rather daring denim miniskirt and fetching tight pink t-shirt. She had also changed the way she had styled her blonde hair, framing her face which was made-up to look more mature. Coupled with colourful earrings she looked like a young and fashionable college student.

“Well I still don’t like it.” Eri sighed, clutching onto my arm possessively. “If Shaeula didn’t insist on this I’d have sent a thieving cat like you packing…”

Thieving cat? I never could have imagined I’d hear Eri say something like that. Still, this… is nice… Eri was pressing her body against mine, and she was also dressed at her best, in a long skirt and light jumper. Yesterday after the nerve-wracking experience of confessing our relationship to our parents, once we had finished being humiliated by stories of our youth, Eri had come over and spent the day at my house. She had slept over with Shaeula and my sis, so we only had a short time hunting and practising our skills in the Boundary that night. On the plus side, that does mean I’m fresh for today…

“Oh whatever.” Rika-san threw up her hands. “If you two want to fight all day get on with it. I’ll just enjoy window shopping in the city with Shaeula and Ai-chan. You understand my pain, don’t you?”

The streets of the nearest city, Inuyama, were full of people going about their business. It had taken us a decently long train ride to get here, and of course I had paid for everyone. Still, my sister and Eri had to get a few things for our trip, and getting them in our town would have proved difficult, so… I guess I can treat my girlfriend to a few things while we are here too…

“Speak for yourself. I’m happy to see big bro getting on so well with Eri-chan.” My sis answered her, looking around excitedly. “Besides, there’s no way my bro would do anything he shouldn’t with Yae-san later. So I’m not concerned. It is a teensy bit annoying with all the flirting, but I’m a good sister, so I’ll overlook it.”

“I find it rather amusing indeed-indeed.” Shaeula grinned. “It is indeed heart-warming, too.”

“Bah, I bet you are jealous really.” Rika-san replied.

“Not-not at all. Tomorrow I shall be back in Tokyo with Akio, so I shall have him all-all to myself then.”

“See, you should be picking on her, not me!” Yae-san moaned. “She’s the thieving cat if ever I saw one!”

“All right, we might want to cool it, we’ve got a lot to do today.” I calmed everyone down, Eri still walking arm-in-arm with me. “But we might as well have fun while we are here. And I do appreciate you coming, Rika-san. I prefer you to go home as a bigger group, it’s safer. After all I can’t look after you all when I’m with Yae-san.”

“Well, if you are going to thank me, I guess I don’t mind. I did get a free trip out here after all. And I suppose I owe Yae-chan some moral support…” Rika-san twirled her hair, seemingly pleased.

“So, where to first bro? I expect you have a plan?” my sister asked, and I did indeed have one. Bringing up the map on my phone I pointed down the street. “There should be a decent clothing store just down there, way bigger than anything we have back at our town. You’ll need outfits for the holiday right?”

“Damn, I’m so jealous…” Yae-san muttered. “Going on a foreign trip and getting treated to new clothes. Working guys are so hot…”

The store itself was a multi-story building. Inside it even had air conditioning, a far cry from the little shops back home. It was almost like being back in Tokyo. Once inside the girls scurried off to look at various outfits, leaving me feeling more like I was chaperoning a load of excited kids rather than a group of teenage girls. Good job I won all that money the other day, as I suspect my wallet is going to take a beating…

The girls chattered excitedly as they viewed dresses, trousers and other clothing. Even Rika-san and Yae-san were getting involved, helping my sis and Eri pick out outfits that would suit them, though a lot of them were flashier than they were used to. Soon the girls were trying on various clothes in the changing rooms, and I was of course forced to give my opinions on each one.

“So big bro, what do you think of these?” My sister was wearing a pair of brand-name skinny jeans, showing off her athletic legs nicely. “I think I look pretty good…”

“Yeah, and if you pair it with a belt like this…” Rika-san brought over a leather belt with a crystal-studded buckle. “It’ll be hot. You’ll be fighting the boys off…”

“Well, I’m not sure that I want her to be attracting such bothersome flies…” Although if it was a good guy, maybe that’d be fine… still, anyone that hurts my sister won’t live long enough to regret it. Shaking off those gloomy thoughts I continued. “But if you like it then buy it. We are staying in a fairly decent hotel so we can’t look out of place.”

“You sure bro, the price tag is…?” She looked at me pleadingly, and I couldn’t let her down.

“Sure, go for it.”

After than I ended up buying similar for Eri, as well as several other outfits for them both, dresses, skirts and tops. The expense was piling up. So glad I got an extra point of Fortune during the festival. Every bit helps…

“Now for upstairs. Swimsuit section, swimsuits!” my sister was cheering. “The hotel has a pool right? So we have to be ready. Plus I bet you want to see Eri in a skimpy bikini, right bro?”

“I sure do!” I laughed, causing Eri to blush. “Up we go then.”
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“It really is frustrating seeing him buying them so much…” Rika-san complained. “I wish I had a boyfriend too…”

“Well, I’m supposed to be on a date, so why am I suffering?” Yae-san also sounded depressed.

The girls were in the female changing areas, comparing thoughts on various swimsuits. I had been asked to go by my sis, but Rika-san persuaded them I’d like it more if they surprised me on holiday. So now I was sitting on a chair outside, listening. Shaeula was next to me, seeming uninterested in the shopping. Which does not seem like her. She’s seemed… distracted, ever since we arrived at the store. Her gaze keep straying… Even now, she was looking downwards, towards the street.

“Hey Shaeula, what’s wrong? You’ve not seemed yourself since we got here.”

“Hmm, there… is a presence nearby. A spirit perhaps-perhaps. I find it unusual I can feel it here on the Material plane. It almost seems to be … calling to me-me.”

“I see.” The timing is bad, but… “You want to go check it out?”

She nodded, grateful. “Yes-yes. It is like an itch I can not-not scratch. I would see what this spirit is and what it wishes from me.”

“In that case… wait a minute…” I headed into the changing area, careful to keep my gaze in check. Finding Rika-san and Yae-san waiting outside the changing rooms I told them I would need to nip out with Shaeula for a few minutes, and asked them to keep an eye on the girls.

“Sure, since you asked I’ll do it.” Rika-san sighed. “But I sure am jealous…”

“Uh, well, why not pick out something for yourself while you are here, as a thank you for coming along today and helping me out?” I offered her a bribe, hoping it would cheer her up.

It did. “Really? Woah thanks a lot, Akio-kun. I can see why girls like you now, generous guys are the best!”

I turned to Yae-san, who was pouting savagely, looking close to tears. “You know, I was going to take you shopping again on our date and buy you something, but if you want to just grab something now, you can.”

“Thanks Aki!” Yae-san darted in for a hug. I could have dodged it, but I let it slide as she put her arms around me, pressing in close. I kept my hands up though, so as not to give her the wrong idea. “I might as well get something sexy now then, so we have more time for… fun … later.”

“I can hear you…” Eri said from the changing room. “Akio is mine, and stop calling him Aki. You barely know him.”

She released me with a giggle and pulled down her eyelid and stuck out her tongue at the changing room with Eri in. “See you later Aki. We’ll be here or on one of the other floors.”

With that done I hurried downstairs with Shaeula and out into the street.

“So, where are we looking?” I asked. Shaeula peered around and then took my hand, leading me around the corner and down a side street. Tucked away at the back was a small shop, with a sign reading 'Takakura Antiques'.

Interesting. It looked a pretty old store, the wooden frames of the door and windows faded with time, varnish peeling. The window itself was pretty dirty, and in it sat various old items, such as rocking horses, carved statuettes, old plates, and one rather weathered old doll, looking like a girl around eight to ten years old, dressed in a faded lace dress with tattered ribbons in her hair. It was also surprisingly large, getting on for life-sized.

“There.” Shaeula pointed, right at the doll. Her eyes blazed amber and she studied it for a moment. “I see now-now. We should go inside.”

Opening the door, a bell chiming to alert the owner they had a visitor, she went in, with me following. The interior was certainly mysterious too, the inside lit only by a few lamps and what light could filter through the grimy window. Clutter was everywhere, old chairs, display cases full of knick-knacks and faded china, dilapidated furniture and more clogging up the interior. Shaeula ignored it all though and went to the doll, reaching out. As her hand made contact with it she let out a dull hiss, jerking it away, before touching it again. She sat in silence for a moment, eyes glowing.

“Can I help you two?” I heard a voice ask, as a surprisingly young woman came over to speak to us. She looked to be in her late teens, with long black hair down to her waist, worn around her almost as if she was using it as a cloak. Her face was pretty too, with very pale skin, as though it had not seen sunlight in ages, and her eyes were dark, yet somehow sharp. “it’s rare we get youngsters like you pair in our shop.” Youngster? I look older than you…

“Oh, I saw the shop as I was walking down the street with my friend here and decided to pop in on a whim. Are you the owner?”

“Who, me?” she smiled. “No, my aunt owns the store. My sisters and I help out sometimes. So, have you satisfied your curiosity, or are you here to buy something? Perhaps your family would like a gift…”

“We need this-this.” Shaeula said, bringing over the doll, which was half as tall as her, so it looked like she was carrying a little sister. “Master, please buy it for me.”

“Oh, your girlfriend here is adorable. And she has a… good … eye.” Takakura-san said. “That doll is quite the antique. My aunt says it comes from a very noble family, and it was played with by children for hundreds of years. It is a bit… in need of restoration, but a piece such as this, you won’t find it just anywhere.”

Starting the hard sell already, huh? Taking a look at the price tag I let out an involuntary yelp. How much? Look at those zeroes. eight hundred thousand yen, that’s… simply obscene.

“Uh, well, it is a nice doll, but like you said, it needs some restoration, so surely we can … discuss… the price a little, right?”

“Oh my, already driving a hard bargain. Do I look such a frail girl I can be bullied?” Takakura-san smiled gently, and we began haggling. After a round of strenuous bidding I managed to get the price down to a still punishing six hundred thousand yen. Paying by card I asked if I could have her phone number in case she had any other similar pieces in.

“Oh my, trying to hit on me in front of your girlfriend, after making my heart shake with such a hefty purchase. You are a sly one aren’t you?”

I started to stammer a denial before she burst out laughing. “I am only teasing you. You can have the store number, I’m afraid I don’t give out mine to customers, even handsome ones like you.” Giving me the digits she turned to Shaeula. “You look after that doll now. Your boyfriend paid a lot for it. It is quite old, but it’s been treasured by many children. Maybe your own will treasure it too, someday.”

Our children? Is that even possible? No, I’d be having children with Eri anyway… ugh, so not the time for this.

“Shall we go then?” I asked, and after bidding Takakura-san farewell we left the store, but after only a few steps outside Shaeula winced.

“It is no-no good. The spirit is tied to the doll, but also is trapped in the store somehow. If I take the doll too-too much further away it will suffer.”

“So, what do we do?” I asked.

“We must enter the Boundary and free it there as well-well.” She declared. “I expect no master of mine would abandon such an opportunity… it would be such a waste too-too, as this is a doll our children will cherish, correct-correct?” She smirked at me, and I blushed. Damn, you can be wicked when you are in a good mood…

“So… what to do…” I pulled up my phone and searched quickly, mindful we left the girls shopping. “There’s a public toilet at the end of the street. Is that close enough?” I asked.

Shaeula looked at the doll once more. “It should suffice. Let us hurry-hurry.”

Entering the toilet I realised we had a problem. Shaeula had followed me into the male toilets. Luckily there was nobody else around, but that wasn't the issue. If anyone was to catch me with her in here, they could only think one thing. I’d be finished socially!

“We need to find-find somewhere to enter quickly.” she hissed at me, so admitting defeat I pulled her into the cubicle and locked the door, where she and the doll were squeezed up against me intimately. Sorry Eri, I think this might count as cheating, but I’ll make it up to you! Ignoring the warmth of Shaeula as she pushed against my lower body I closed my eyes and circulated my aether.


Seventy-Nine


The first thing we noticed was that the Boundary was empty, it was devoid of any sort of being whatsoever. There were none of the usual drifting lesser spirits, nor any other creatures. The toilet block we had entered within was a bare skeleton of charred rubble, exposing the sky filled with dark auroras, and all the surrounding buildings were shattered shells too. The ambience was rather chilling. The second thing we noticed was…

“What the hell?” I looked down at the doll that was pressed against me. It was now covered in a disgusting black liquid, almost like tar. It was starting to scorch my Wyrmscale mail where it was touching me, discolouring it with baleful sizzling sounds, an acrid steam rising. Shaeula let out a panicked cry, dropping it to the ground, shaking off the muck that was covering her.

“Ugh, so disgusting indeed-indeed.” she whimpered, surprised and appalled by the sudden change.

“Just what is going on here?” I asked as I summoned wind energy to try and blow away the black slime from the doll. “Everything seems dead. A city like this should be… full of life… not like this, right?”

Shaeula nodded, having scattered away the filth that covered her. She looked over back towards the antiques shop. “Something is there… something… terrible-terrible indeed.”

At her words the doll trembled. It didn’t seem to be alive, but it wasn’t exactly dead, either. Hang on a minute… “Isn’t this doll a Material item? So how is it here in the Boundary?”

Shaeula paused to consider as she continued to clear away the hideous ooze around us. “I have heard tales of Fae who have been trapped inside cages of cold-cold iron, forever bound in place, helpless for eternity. My sister used to revel in telling me such-such tales, hoping to frighten me, saying I looked cute-cute clinging to her. Perhaps this is somehow similar?”

I’m not sure, it doesn’t feel quite the same… if anything it reminds me more of stories of Tsukumogami, items that become spirits with use and love… but even that seems off… “We don’t have time for this. The girls will miss us if we are gone for too long, and worse…” Our aether was being absorbed from us, the polluted air hampering our movements. This is the Territory of… something. Something bad.

The doll was shivering, making small but noticeable movements. As we approached the Boundary version of the antiques shop that we purchased it from the motions increased in intensity, until it was shaking fiercely, soiled hair swinging and joints rattling like chattering teeth. Shaeula was walking behind me, peering over my shoulder at the building, which was made from dark, corroded metal, oozing foul liquids, the space where the window was in the Material merely a dark, lightless archway. “Okay, are you sure we need this doll?” I asked. I was feeling intense pressure, and as we drew closer the oppression of the Territory was increasing. “Whatever is in there is definitely Raven Knight class, or worse...”

Shaeula looked troubled, glancing down at the doll that was once more in her arms. “I feel we do-do.” She sighed. “My winds of fortune are blowing around it, as if… as if they have found a kindred spirit-spirit.”

“… lp… ple…” “…I… hel… ase…”

When Shaeula finished speaking faint, almost inaudible whispers were heard, coming from the store. Listening closely, holding our breaths we could finally hear it clearly. “Help me, please. I’m so scared… help me. It’s been… so long in the dark!”

“You heard that too, right?” I asked, and Shaeula nodded. Grimacing, my hands gripped the shaft of my spear, knuckles whitening from the force. “Shit, I don’t really want to go in there, but…”

“Indeed, I know. The voice… it sounded so terribly lonely, and full-full of endless pain.” Shaeula looked down at the doll, amber eyes gleaming with compassion. “I would not-not leave such a being to suffer, could I but-but avoid it.”

“It’s decided then.” I affirmed. “Though let me make it clear I’ll not risk you over whatever is in there. I would like to save the doll if I could, but saving others means nothing if you lose those you care about. You mean more to me than a stranger I don’t know.”

Shaeula flushed pink. “Such smooth words indeed-indeed. Is this the way a male who has secured a fine female speaks? But I do understand. We must return to Eri and Aiko alive. We shall do only what we can do-do.”

The door was not functional, merely being a rusted, black-iron plate, welded shut and leaking black goo from the joints, so our only entrance was through the window-void. Swallowing audibly, I leapt through, Shaeula following, doll clutched in her arms. The darkness was almost tangible, feeling like we were crawling through sticky syrup, and then we were through, into the barely lit interior of the shop.

This… this looks bad. The interior was completely encased in roiling dark slime, pillars of it holding up the ooze-covered roof like it was a corrupted Greek temple. Constant spatters of acid were raining down, and even underfoot was a writhing black mass. Pain immediately began to sear my nerves as I sank ankle deep into the toxic mass.

Behind me Shaeula let out a cry and unleashed the wind, blowing away a clear circle to charred floorboards under her feet. The doll was moving now, waving its arms and flailing legs, mouth opening and closing.

“You… came. Save… save me please. I don’t want… to be in the darkness… any more. Save me or let me die!” The voice we had heard, perhaps the voice of the doll, was now clearer to us. It was a childlike timbre, either a young boy or a girl, yet the sound was somehow.. ethereal, as if it was not entirely there. Casting my gaze in the direction of the voice I saw a figure dangling from the ceiling, wrapped in tentacles of dark liquid, smoke constantly being emitted, foul smelling and sharp. As the bundle shifted I caught a glimpse of an eye, panicked and desperate as it gazed out across at us.

Red, huh? “I’m going to try and cut the doll-spirit free. You cover me.” I told Shaeula as I tore myself out from the acrid slime below. Around the room there were a few other items scattered about, such as a rather ornate looking dagger, half-buried in goo, and a mannequin wearing ceremonial vestments. Priorities first, I can investigate those later, should I get the chance.

Moving closer, careful to slice away the slime as I went, I reached the bound figure. Wrapping the fang spearhead in vibrating winds I lashed out, cutting some of the tentacles of ooze that were holding up the prisoner. It parted with a sizzling hiss, slime splattering everywhere, and the figure fell. I grabbed them as the mess holding them in place unravelled, only to find myself holding a young girl who matched the doll, except for her bright red eyes and the many hideous burns that covered most of her exposed skin.

“Are you all right?” I asked. The doll-like girl turned her head to gaze at me, eyes piercing, her long, dark hair trailing her like a shroud.

“Thank… you… but it won’t let you go… now that you are here. It will want to keep… you in the dark… forever.” The voice was hesitant at first, but as it spoke desperation set in. “It … likes to torment us. It feeds… off our pain…” The girl burst out in a mixture of crazed laughter and sobs. “Sorry, sorry, sorry! I just wanted … to be… saved… but now, it will take you too!”

Shaeula had picked up the buried knife in one hand and was admiring it. At the mad, pained laughter from the girl she looked up, doll still weighing her down. Her eyes flared amber, and she opened her mouth to scream. “Akio, careful. It is in… the slime-slime!”

I was moving even before she shouted, having had a very bad feeling. Tentacles of foul jelly shot from the ceiling, piercing deeply into the ground where I was standing mere moments before. My spear was being swallowed up by the muck on the ground, as I had dropped it to catch the girl, and the situation was rapidly turning for the worse as creatures of ooze, looking like featureless, overweight humans, were spawning from the coated floor.

“We don’t have to kill it. Let’s just go!” I shouted. I channelled aether, fighting against the owner of this Territory, barely managing to snatch my spear. Setting the girl over my shoulders, where she clutched me around the neck, still laughing madly, sparkling tears falling, soaking my shoulders, I spun for the exit, only to find it entirely blocked by a waving, writhing mass of tentacles.

Ugh, it’s hentai hell in here. Shaeula attacked with her wind-weasels, which had grown more terrifying now that she had mastered compressing, rotating, and vibrating, and gaps were ripped open in the squirming mass, but as she cleared them more spiked tendrils lashed down from the ceiling at her.

“I don’t think so. Hang on little girl!” I shouted, using wind to boost my jump, spear slicing through the attacks. As I landed the jelly humans rushed at me, and I engaged in a rapid exchange of blows, hacking them to pieces while my Wyrmscale mail soaked up hit after hit, starting to fall apart.

Ugh, I only just fixed this. It’s good gear, but still doesn’t cut it against the tough opponents. The slime-men were slithering together and reforming, so this was a battle I was not going to win. Concentrating a chunk of the aether I had left I pushed hard against the drain and imagined fire. A blaze leapt from my hands, engulfing the slimes, but all it did was release noxious smoke, they came on regardless.

“Curse you disrespectful brutes-brutes!” Shaeula was yelling. She had used her Emerald Wind Prison, and the cutting edges were facing outwards, shredding the multiple tentacles that were diving towards her. One managed to pierce through without being completely destroyed, and she swung at it with the dagger she had found, which slashed through it with ease, a burst of bright light momentarily illuminating the darkness of the shop.

Racing towards her, I conjured my own wind attacks, thin strings of vibrating air spreading out in a net, dicing up the mass of foes and tendrils coming my way. Reaching the edge of her wind barrier I could see the doll Shaeula was holding struggling to free itself from her grasp, arms reaching out to the hysterical girl on my back. Shaeula released it, and it started to stumble forwards, crossing the slick floor unsteadily. Opening the wind wall to allow it to pass Shaeula continued to fire off wind blades at the bulging ceiling, sending clumps of foul matter raining down.

“We… shall never see the … light of the sun… again. Oh, how I wanted… to have a home… once more!” the small girl was wailing.

“Look, I don’t know what you’ve suffered in here, but it is too soon to give up now. We will escape here. I promise.” I assured her, trying to calm down her hysterics.

The doll slid forwards, small legs pumping with audible cracking noises. It stretched out one faded hand towards the girl on my back, who through her sobs noticed it coming closer. Her red eyes dimmed, and she too stretched out a timid hand, delicate fingers reaching for carved ones. They were mere moments from touching when suddenly the slime on the ceiling split, revealing a huge yellow eye, repulsive and reptilian. Shaeula let out a cry of warning and as I turned to gaze up at it, the girl on my back spun away from the doll, and a volley of tentacles speared out from beside it, slamming into me, scattering silvery blood everywhere.

The girl was flung off my back, towards Shaeula’s remaining wall of razor-sharp wind, while I fell, blood pooling from the many new injuries that suddenly afflicted me. As I hit the ground I could hear the despairing cries of Shaeula, and see the grin in the eye of the master of this prison of torment…


Eighty


Landing heavily the breath was knocked out of me. Pain seared through my body as ribs creaked under the impact, my Wyrmscale mail completely giving up the ghost and shattering apart. Rolling in the acidic slime which sprouted tentacles to try and drag me under I channelled most of my remaining aether into closing up the worst wound I had suffered.

Shit, if I’d not moved my leg at the last moment I’d have lost it… Even so a large gouge had been bored through my upper thigh, and silver and crimson blood was spilling out, draining my strength. The wound slowly started closing as I poured my aether into it, keeping a strong visual image, even as I struggled free, lines of burns seared into the flesh of my torso and upper arms where the slime tendrils were grasping me. I really hope I’m not bleeding out in the Material. If the girls find me dead … ugh… no time for this…

Shaeula had dropped her wind barrier and caught the screaming spirit. Even as she did so her amber gaze was fixated on me as I tore to my feet, trailing streamers of blood and slime. Tentacles surged towards her, chased by the slime-men, but she paid them little heed, merely flapping one hand at them, a volley of air drills ripping them to pieces.

“Master, are-are you unhurt?” The dagger in her free hand lashed out, cutting down the goop in her path.

“Hardly unhurt…” I grated out, still closing the wound in my leg. Every time I tried to put weight on it I nearly collapsed as it buckled, so I was using a breath of wind to hold me up. “But not out of the fight.” Glaring back at the smirking eye in the ceiling I unleashed invisible air blades. For a moment I thought I had it, until a web of tentacles formed a wall in front of it. They were shredded apart, vile ichor dripping down, but the eye had time to disappear back into the mass of ooze, reappearing on one wall.

“If we don’t get out of here soon we are done…” I looked around. The spirit was struggling in Shaeula’s arms, striving to reach the doll. Behind Shaeula a tide of slime was rising, forming a giant hand. There wasn’t time for Shaeula to react so I launched my spear, which exploded through it, leaving me unarmed.

“Get the spirit to the doll. We can’t defend both!” I cried. Tendrils were trying to cage us in, and towards the exit additional slime-men were forming. The situation was getting far more dire every moment, but at least I’d managed to largely close the wound in my leg. Damn, wish I could regenerate like a Troll, that’d be super handy about now…

Looking around at the accumulated junk in the lair of this beast I spotted a wooden handle buried in the muck. Reaching in I yanked it free, using small blades of air to sever tentacles that rose to stop me. On pulling it out the handle was attached to a series of bells, carved from some sort of pink stone. Damn, I was hoping for something more… weaponlike…

A slime-man rushed at me and I struck down with the bell-stave, crushing the head. The delightful chimes the bells gave off was quite soothing, but I wasn’t looking for relaxing music right now. The crumpled slime-man burst apart into a mass of tentacles, and only a quick slide backwards prevented further injury.

I could create a weapon through imagination, but with the aether I have left it won’t last more than a handful of seconds… Using the bells as a club I applied a mini version of Shaeula’s wind barrier to it, turning it into a vicious grinder. Fending off ever more escalating attacks my wind energy was depleting. I once more tried to take out the eye with strikes from multiple angles, blades of sharp wind rushing in like boomerangs, but it again shielded itself and disappeared into the muck, appearing back on the ceiling again.

As I was fighting Shaeula had grabbed both the doll and the spirit, leaving herself open. The spirit stopped its wailing, ruby eyes looking into the lifeless black eyes of the doll, before it tentatively stretched out one hand. Its fingers met the carved ones of the doll, and it let out a truly beautiful smile, childlike and joyful. “At least… I won’t… have to feel… anymore…” it muttered, before vanishing, leaving only the doll behind.

“Behind you!” I roared as a mass of tentacles spiked towards her. Racing over as fast as I could I was still too late, and the writhing snakes of ooze hammered into her, sending her flying away against the wall, where she was splattered by disgusting burning goo.

You… you mother fucker! Something snapped in me then and I dived to where the doll had fallen, face down in the muck. Beside it was the knife Shaeula had acquired. I grabbed it, heedless of the acid staining my hand, and raced over towards the unmoving Shaeula. Tentacles flashed in from all directions but with the staff in one hand and dagger in the other I cut my way to her, flashes of light and echoes of music accompanying my charge.

The eye seemed to be jiggling in glee at my rage, sending over more slime-men, but I paid them no mind, purely focused on Shaeula. Reaching her I lashed out with the dagger, cutting her free. As she fell into my arms she opened her eyes, then vomited silver blood. Her scale-mail was cracked and charred, broken fragments falling away, yet on quick inspection I couldn’t see any penetrative wounds. “Just… where-where… are you looking?” Shaeula muttered, raising one hand weakly to pat me on the head reassuringly. “Eri will not-not be pleased you are ogling me…”

Relief flooded through me as she managed to crack her joke. Setting her down gently I steadied her as she wobbled. “Looks like we bit off more than we could chew. If things like this are lurking about already, I don’t think much for the survival rate of other chosen prospective Astral Emperors.”

“I… doubt that many-many are as reckless as you, Akio.” She coughed then, another thin trickle of blood leaking from her mouth. Looking around at the mass of slime-men and tentacles that were headed our way she grimaced. “Still, it is better to be lucky than good. Give me that…” She looked at the bells in my hand, curious. Taking it from me she rattled them gently. “Indeed, I can work-work with this.”

Swinging them she channelled wind energy through them, amplifying the effect, sweeping away the oncoming rush of ooze in a gale of shredded black tar. As the way was opened back towards the doll she slapped me on the back with her free hand. “We must… take the doll and flee. This beast is too-too powerful for us to handle.”

Actually, seeing that last attack, I have an idea… “Can you do that attack you just did with the bells again?” I asked, and she nodded. “It uses much energy, but I can manage it perhaps a couple more-more times.”

Better to be lucky that good. All right then… “I hate that we are letting it one-sidedly batter us. Still, dying here is not worth it. But I’d like to strike back once if I could…”. I whispered something in Shaeula’s ear and she nodded.

Running towards the doll I used my wind to snatch my spear out of the sticky tar where it was buried. The oppression of the enemy Territory and our injuries was mounting up, so it was now or never. Tentacles surged at me from around the doll, but instead I swung to the side, running towards the hideous eye. Gathering what energy I had I leapt at the foe, corroded Wyrm-fang dripping vile liquids.

As expected the eye retreated into the voluminous ooze of the ceiling, tentacles lashing at me. My spear hammered into the roof and I let go, tendrils lashing outwards, hammering the shaft into splinters. As I fell Shaeula let out a great cry and ringing the bells she unleashed her wind, scooping out a great mass of the slime, pulling it away from the rest of the vile matter that thronged the roof.

The eye appeared on the falling orb of filth, looking panicked, and a slime-man ran underneath it as it fell. No, I don’t think so… fuck you for hurting Shaeula. That crosses my bottom line.

Sliding low I sliced through the legs of the slime-man, separating it from the ground in a flash of light. As the eye popped out on the torso of the ball of slime, Shaeula attacked again, her Emerald Wind Prison, Second Form, boosted by the bells, surrounding it and caging it in the air, closing in and gradually shredding it apart like an industrial grater.

I grabbed the doll in my free arm, wincing at the pain of my burns. Shaeula was moving towards the exit as she concentrated, her expression intense, amber eyes glowing brightly in the dark. The eye was struggling desperately as the ooze it dwelt in was sheared away. I was getting showered in the crap, so I pulled off the vestments from the nearby mannequin and used it as a cloth shield.

As the winds died down the remaining goo fell towards the ground, the eye blinking wildly. It was then I moved, my remaining wind energy sending me hurtling towards it. Giving it the finger I quickly drove in the dagger, and the eye vibrated, letting out a piercing squeal before exploding.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Twenty to Twenty-two.


Ether exploded into the air, a huge amount of it, probably the biggest single burst I had seen yet, and as the welcome message and surge of strength entered me I tried to siphon it up. Some flooded towards me, but barely half was absorbed, the rest…

“I have a bad-bad feeling about this. We should flee now-now, while we still can!” Shaeula warned.

Yeah, this is bad. I mean, really, really bad… The oppressive air of the enemy Territory had not faded, if anything it was growing stronger. Still clutching the doll and the dagger, I fled towards the exit. “We are running. Grab anything you can and we’ll get out of here.”

The tentacle mass that blocked the window was surging towards us, but Shaeula’s wind and my new stock of ether was enough for us to start hacking our way through. We suffered numerous small injuries and impacts, but we were making headway, and then, as if to mock our efforts, the whole building… shuddered.

“Faster!” I croaked out, dagger slicing through the wall of ooze that trapped us in. Looking back I wished I had resisted the urge, as another large eye appeared in the filth, followed by another, and another. Soon the wall was covered by a myriad of baleful eyes, like some nightmarish vision of Lovecraftian horror.

Oh fuck, no way we are beating those. It has pretty much killed us taking out one eye, and even that took way too much luck for comfort. The eyes started vibrating, generating a buzzing that seemed almost like laughter, as the tentacles began to writhe faster, men of slime rising, this time in larger, more demonic shapes…

“I will not-not die here.” Shaeula muttered, swinging the bells, wind roaring around her. “Not-not until I have climbed to the top of the Seelie and proved my bloodline is as noble as any-any, and not-not before…” She glanced at me, expression inscrutable, before turning back to the blocked exit and letting out a roar. “Wind, come forth and destroy!”

The wriggling mass in front of us exploded, and the window was visible then, reflecting darkness. Even as the way was cleared tentacles were growing anew, spearing towards us, so with a muttered apology I slammed into Shaeula, using my greater mass to hurl her through the window. Tentacles slashed at me, one piercing home into my lower body, and as it tried to drag me back I let out a pained moan, dagger slashing down to sever it. Closing the wound with aether as best I could as a temporary measure, I strengthened myself and leapt out, still holding the doll that we had struggled so hard for.

Shaeula was waiting for me anxiously outside, and as I tumbled out into the dead, still Boundary she sighed in relief. Her joy was short-lived, however, as tentacles began crawling out of the building after us, tipped with barbed hooks and unblinking eyes.

“Give me a break…” Shoving the dagger in the waistband of my ruined trousers I grabbed Shaeula’s hand with my now free one. “I think we need to run…”
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Several minutes later we were hunkered down in a burned out building, watching nervously as tentacles snaked about the streets of the Boundary, some as large and thick as tree-trunks. Eyes were looking everywhere, but it seemed their senses were not so sharp outside their lair, as they were blinking and leaking disgusting poisonous fluids.

Shaeula was generating a little wind around us to keep us from being heard or smelt. Leaning in close, she whispered to me. “I fear we need to return to the Material now-now. We are separated from our other bodies, and should those… things…” she spat angrily. “… have a means to see the Silver Cord and damage it…” She gestured to where my Cord was, not that I could see it unless I really concentrated. “… only death awaits us. There is some-some risk that we will be noticed as our bodies merge, but to stay… it is simply death-death.”

“No kidding. What the hell even is that thing, and how can it be so strong?” Praying we would be safe, and that our injuries had not killed our Material bodies, I felt my consciousness slipping, light rushing into my Silver Cord and carrying me away…


Eighty-One


Opening my eyes I bit down on a pained moan, fresh torment all over my battered body. I guess pain is a good sign, at least it means I’m still alive. How... how is Shaeula? As I looked at her, pushed close against me in the tiny toilet cubicle, she let out a long breath and opened her eyes. Seeing me looking down at her she forced a smile, heedless of the blood that was staining her mouth.

“So, you are not-not dead than, Akio. I am pleased to see it.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure yet.” I was engulfed in throbbing waves of pain. This was by far the worst I’d ever felt, even worse than when I had been mauled by the dog, saving Eri and Aiko. Looking down at the ground I could see it was puddled with blood, and my trousers were also soaked through, as was my t-shirt.

Ugh, so much blood. No wonder I’m feeling light-headed. This doll had better be worth it, because there are certainly easier ways to grind a few Levels. Coughing, tasting iron in my mouth, I looked down at the doll. It wasn’t moving, but one thing I noticed was the eyes were no longer dark, they were now a bright red, matching the spirit that was trapped in the Boundary.

“So, did we… free it?” I asked, and Shaeula nodded, wincing in pain as she did so.

“I believe so-so. Though it seems to be dormant, lying silent within this doll shell. Perhaps it will awaken in due time-time, or perhaps it will sleep forever. It will be at peace-peace, regardless.”

“I suppose being… ouch…” I groaned, my leg buckling under me. I could still feel wetness running down my thigh. This is bad. “… the same type of being, you wouldn’t want to leave it to suffer. That’s very kind of you, but I don’t want you putting yourself at risk again.”

“All life carries risk. I will always take the path I believe in, no-no matter what.” she retorted. Sniffing, her nose wrinkled at the reek in the air. “But for now, we must tend-tend to our injuries. Recriminations and retrospectives can wait-wait until later.”

Listening out I couldn’t hear anyone else using the male toilets, so I opened the door gingerly, staggering out, supported by Shaeula, who was unsteady herself. Once outside I looked at us in the light of day and was horrified. We looked like victims of a slasher, covered in blood-soaked clothes. Unsteadily lurching behind some large bins left out by one of the stores backing onto the alleyway, I slumped to the floor, air stinging my many burns and abrasions. Shaeula crouched down beside me, using a little wind to slice open the leg of my trousers, to reveal a brutal wound.

My thigh had been laid bare to the bone and had bled copiously, the tissue inflamed. Fortunately, it had missed the major arteries, preventing me from bleeding out. Bruises were winding across the rest of my leg, along with burns, though they were superficial, more painful than life-threatening.

“This will not-not do.” Shaeula muttered, stripping off my sodden t-shirt. As she did so I shivered, cold air hitting my ravaged skin. Her touch was light and tender, feeling around my ribs where I had been punctured.

“I think-think you are fortunate. The blow has struck bone rather than penetrating your innards.” She let out more wind, soothing my sweating brow. “Your body is strong, you will heal. However…”

However? As Shaeula tossed my shirt aside, my phone rang. Oh yeah… the girls. Taking out my phone I saw we had been away from them for nearly half an hour, and I had missed several calls and messages. Yeah, now I’m screwed. Explaining this is… well, quite frankly impossible.

“Hi sis. What’s up?” I said as I took the call, trying to sound as bright as I could.

“What do you mean, what’s up? Wow, are you trying to be a jerk, big bro moonstone? You ditched us and went off with Shaeula, making Eri very jeal…ouch, I mean very sad. Wow, don’t hit me…” Her voice was muffled for a few seconds before she resumed. “Anyways, wow, yeah… where the hell did you two get to bro? We have lots to pay for here, and we are just left hanging. So not cool, bro!”

“Sorry about that. Shaeula remembered there was something she just had to buy, so we went to get it, but then some stuff happened and…”

“Stuff, what stuff?”

“Don’t worry about it, I’ll tell you later.” Thinking quickly I looked for a way out of this mess, my thoughts sluggish from blood loss and pain.

“So, when are you getting back bro?” my sister inquired insistently.

“Uhh, soon, definitely soon. I bet there were some outfits you girls liked but decided against to buy other ones, right? Why don’t you each pick out one or two of those and add them to the pile. If you give them to the cashier and tell her I’ll be along to buy them shortly you guys can go and relax in the café on the top floor and we’ll meet you there in a few minutes.”

I heard some muffled voices on the other end of the call. “Ugh, greedy … the two idiots with us ask if you mean them, too?”

“Sure, why not. They are your friends after all, they’ve kept you company while I’ve been busy.”

“Friends huh. Yeah whatevs, my bro says yes, you too, so be grateful, okay?” She was talking to Yae-san and Rika-san and I could hear their cries of joy.

“Anyway, I’m hanging up now… oh wait, Eri-chan wants a word.”

On taking the phone there was a bit of a pause, before she spoke. “Everything is all right, isn’t it Akio? I have a bad feeling… you aren’t in trouble are you? Or… doing anything you shouldn’t?”

For some reason I’m starting to feel guilty, even though I’ve done nothing wrong, other than huddle against Shaeula, and that wasn’t my fault, really… “Don’t worry.” I kept my tone light. “You’ll be surprised when you see what Shaeula bought. We just took a while… coming to an arrangement on price. I’ll see you soon.”

“Yes, please come back soon. I love you.” Eri whispered, before hanging up.

Shaeula was laughing at me. “How can you still-still manage to blush despite having lost so much blood-blood? I love you!” she mimicked, enjoying my discomfort.

“Don’t ask me.. and she caught me by surprise there, I wasn't expecting it. Who knew she was such a bold girl. Anyway, are… are you all right?” Now she had assessed my wounds she was leaning against the bins, looking exhausted.

“I shall-shall survive. I was not-not pierced, my Wyrmscale mail blocked the worst of it. This Material body only suffers but a portion of my true-true wounds. Yet…” she looked down sadly at the hem of her dress, which was stained with blood. “I did like this dress. I am saddened to see it ruined. But it will serve us well-well.”

With that she pulled her dress off in front of me before I could look away, and I caught sight of her milky skin, marred by some pretty nasty bruises. Feeling my gaze she snickered again, before suddenly being robed in her usual yukata with the weasel patterns. Tearing her dress apart she used the strips of fabric to tie around my wounded leg and bandage the stab-wound in my chest. I shivered both at the pain and her gentle touch, admiring the light in her eyes.

“That’s bad for my heart.” I complained. “Show more modesty. And we can get you another dress, we know what store sells it.”

“I know-know you enjoyed it.” She said. “Though perhaps you feel bad for Eri, no? Fear not-not, she and I will come to a suitable arrangement in due time. But what shall we do about you? I have not-not seen people in such a state walking about the mortal world. It would draw attention, I fear-fear.”

“I remember there was a vending machine on the corner. Here.” I handed her some money. “Go get as many bottles of water as you can.”

Shaeula hurried off and came back quickly, her arms brimming with bottles. We used them to wash the blood off me and to clean my trousers and t-shirt as best we could. Pulling on my damp and stained shirt I looked a real mess. Still, it was much better than before. Gritting my teeth I followed Shaeula back to the store, getting incredulous looks from various passers-by.

Crap. If I was on my own I’d probably be detained by the police. At least with Shaeula there this looks… well, different. I was in a bloodstained t-shirt and ripped trousers, with my hands looking rather injured. Shaeula was as adorable as ever, but even she was walking stiffly, putting on a brave face. The large doll she was carrying made the whole thing even more surreal. Once in the store an assistant came over, and I could see store security waiting behind them, ready to pounce.

“Can… can I help you?” the assistant stammered. “If you need medical attention…”

“Sorry about this.” I smiled. Pulling out my bank card I waved it. “I need some new clothes urgently, I just had an unfortunate accident. I then have to pay for the clothes my friends put aside upstairs. I appreciate your concern though.” I exerted all my Majesty, willing everyone to believe me and just let it go.

“Accident?” The man was incredulous, but being Japanese was too polite to argue. In fact I’m lucky this is in Japan. If we were back in Britain everyone would be filming me and taking pictures. Thank God for Japanese reserve and politeness.

“Indeed-indeed.” Shaeula smiled, her visage captivating the eyes of everyone around us. “It would be an incredible tale to tell, but perhaps now is not-not the time?”

“Oh, yes, this way.” Professionalism won out over surrealism and with that I quickly bought new jeans, a long-sleeved high-neck shirt and some gloves, putting them on. After paying at the checkout I went upstairs and also paid for the very large collection of clothes the four girls had purchased. Damn, with this and the doll, I need to win some more cash before the trip next week. Honestly, I had enough for my goals, but even so, spending so much in one day hurt…

“We must remain calm-calm here.” Shaeula said as we took the lift to the café on the top floor. “You do not-not want to alarm them unnecessarily.”

“Yeah, I'm not sure how well we’ll manage to pull that off.” I moaned. Fortunately I didn’t have to carry all of the bags of clothes as the store clerk had them taken downstairs for us to collect when we were leaving. Stepping into the café I saw the four girls at a table, enjoying crepes and parfait. Eri was the first to see us, and she waved brightly, her face lighting up, only to cock her head and adopt a look of puzzlement. At her gaze the other girls looked over, to mixed reactions.

“Wow, what the hell bro, you’ve changed clothes? I mean, they look good, but… why? Suspicious if you ask me.”

“Yeah, he vanishes with Shaeula, then comes back with new clothes… huh, Shaeula’s changed as well. That’s one cute yukata though, so adorbs. Still…” Rika-san said, eyeing us. “…what the hell is with that huge doll?”

“Smells like cheating to me. Why else would they have changed their clothes?” Yae-san pouted, standing up to hug Eri, who dodged her with a glower. “Oh come on Ri-Ri, we need to commiserate each other. Aki has been sneaking off to cheat on us.”

“Us, there isn’t an us. Akio is my boyfriend!” Eri fended her off.

“Wow, enough messing around.” my sister complained. She too stood, hands on her hips, glaring at me. “So come on, fess up big bro moonstone, what is going on?”

Man she looks pissed. Makes sense, I don’t really know how I can explain this. Hell, it might even be easier to pretend I was cheating…

“There is no need to make-make a scene.” Shaeula said primly, though I could see her arms tremble under the weight of the doll. She must still be in pain. “I simply had to buy this doll, it was a fated purchase, one might-might say.” At those words my sister and Eri looked at each other for a moment, before turning back to Shaeula. Their gazes locked and Shaeula nodded slightly.

With a sigh my sister sat back down. “Can’t be helped then. If it’s something fated then what can we do? Right, Eri-chan?”

Eri pouted but agreed, saying nothing, only looking at me with her black eyes, making me a touch uncomfortable. I don't want to lie, but the truth is just too dangerous for now....

“That’s all very well, but that doll looks old, how much did it cost?” Rika-san asked.

I shuddered then with a different sort of pain than my injuries. “Don’t ask. Even after extensive haggling… my wallet cried.”

“So, he’s buying you really expensive presents… and that yukata too, I guess, away from his girlfriend?” Yae-san was still annoyed, it seemed. “Dressing up another girl when you have a beauty like little Ri-Ri already, that’s bad. If you wanted to cheat you could have asked me…”

“Yeah, yeah.” I waved her off, wincing as the fabric of my shirt pulled at my wounds. Hopefully no blood comes through, Shaeula wrapped the injuries decently well… “Seriously, there was no cheating, the shop that had the doll had some yukata too, and Shaeula really wanted it, so I bought it. Then Shaeula thought it would be good if I changed my image a bit, so we got me some new threads. Simple as that. Speaking of buying things, I’ll cover lunch while we are here, sound good?”

My sister and Eri were looking at Shaeula, waiting for her nod. When she gave it, they relaxed a little.

“Do you… want to share this?” Eri pointed at the menu to a jumbo parfait that was supposedly a treat for couples. Her gaze was digging into me, expectant, so I nodded, ignoring the laughter around me, and the muttered complaints of Yae-san, who was still insisting nothing added up…

Well why would it? I’m just amazed Eri and my sis are taking my crappy story so well. Maybe it’s Charm at work?


Eighty-Two


The rest of the afternoon passed me by in a blur. My wounds were alternatively aching and itching fiercely, making it very difficult for me to pretend everything was fine. I tried using aether to close my wounds like I would in the Boundary, but I had too little and it used orders of magnitude more in the Material, so it was a futile effort. A useful side effect of this though was after an hour or so I managed to turn down the pain, though I wasn’t sure whether I was interfering with the nerve signals or affecting my own brain. Still, at least after this breakthrough I was able to move more or less normally.

We went from the café to several other stores, shopping for various bits and pieces Eri and my sister would need for our trip. In the end we also ended up in a store selling jewellery, and I while I was there I bought Eri a rather attractive pendant, sapphire and ruby, sapphire being her birthstone, her birthday being in September, and I would never forget that date, and ruby to symbolise first love. The price made her wince, but if she was going to be my girlfriend, I wasn’t going to treat her poorly. I also bought something else, too, but I kept that in my pocket when no-one else but Shaeula was looking.

As the afternoon wore on it was time for my date with Yae-san, so I saw off my sis, Eri and Rika-san, Shaeula acting as their security, not that the other girls were aware of that. My sis did make a retort at how they had to carry all the bags back with them, but since it couldn’t be helped she left it at mere grumbles. As the girls caught the train back to our town we waved them goodbye, me trying not to show my injuries. Beside me Yae-san was eyeing me strangely, face pensive.

“What’s up?” I asked gently, giving her a reserved smile.

“Err, well, it might be a bit late to say this, but I’m starting to feel a little bit guilty. I know I pushed for this date, but… I feel kind of bad for little Ri-Ri.”

“Well it's too late now. Besides… Shaeula is right. Promises should be kept. It isn’t like we are going to be doing anything improper, so you might as well just enjoy it, right?”

“I guess…” she agreed. “I mean, whatever happens, I’ve had fun with the girls today, plus you bought me some nice gifts, so I’m already pretty satisfied… besides…” her gaze turned stern. “You aren’t fooling anyone. Just what happened to you? I’m not sure why Ai-chan and Ri-Ri ignored it, but you’ve not been right since you returned with Shaeula and that doll.”

Ugh, she’s got sharp instincts. But then I guess it isn’t so hard to see something is up, what with the change of clothing and all… “It’s… a bit hard to explain. I’d appreciate it if you could just overlook it for now, and I’ll do my best to at least make the date memorable.”

“I think it’s been memorable enough already.” Yae-san giggled. “But… you aren’t getting involved in anything shady are you? You’ve come back to town with an awful lot of money. I mean, adult circumstances like that are hot, but little Ri-Ri will worry. She isn’t very brave… though I guess she’s changing a bit now you are going out.”

“I can assure you I didn’t do anything illegal today. Like I said, it was an unavoidable accident.”

“Well, can you at least take off the gloves? They really don’t suit you, and I wanted to hold hands like on a proper date. I promise I won’t say a word to the others.”

Sighing I removed the gloves, revealing my scraped and burned hands. Over a few hours the worst of it had recovered thanks to my superhuman status, but even so they looked a bit of a mess.

“Uh, wow. You really did hurt yourself. You were limping earlier too and moving very stiffly. I kind of want to ask you to take your jeans off so I can have a check, but Ri-Ri would probably kill me if she found out you were in your underwear with me. She’s got the makings of a very possessive girlfriend you know, but I think it’s too late for you to do anything about it now!”

“Like I said, a freak accident.” Glancing at the clock on the station wall I held out my hand to her. “Look at the time. We don’t want to be late for what I have planned. I won this prize, so this evening you are all mine.”

Yae-san blushed then, looking away embarrassed. On turning back she reached out and grasped my hand in hers. “You are such a smooth talker, I don’t remember you being like this the last time we met. My heart skipped a beat then. You know what, you are right. I earned this date too, by letting Masaki-kun bet me… I guess it doesn’t matter what you and Shaeula were doing, now you are with me!”

With that we strode off hand-in-hand towards the first destination I had planned. Her hand was soft in my palm, and her skin was warm. Sorry Eri. I’m really not cheating on you, I promise. It’s only handholding…
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“I’m feeling a little out of place here.” Yae-san admitted, as I poured her a glass of water out of the transparent jug the waiter had brought over. Under the candlelight I thought she looked very attractive, with more mature charm than usual.

“Yeah well, it isn’t as though I’m a seasoned pro at dating myself.” I laughed. “But being a working adult I’ve had experience at social gatherings and also a few business lunches. You get used to it. But you are one of the prettier clients I’ve had the pleasure of dining with.”

Yae-san blushed. “Oh you! I’ll tell Ri-Ri you were flattering me! In fact… you haven’t even been on a real date with her yet but you are out with me. She’s going to be dying of jealousy. I hope you are ready for that. She seemed meek, but I’m beginning to wonder…”

“I think that once she made up her mind to go for what she wanted, she found that maybe it wasn’t as scary as she’d always feared. As for the date… yeah, I guess I am a bit of a jerk not having my first one with Eri, but at least I’m whisking her away to a very nice hotel next weekend. I think that might make up for it.”

“Yeah, but you’ll be there for work. It isn’t exactly a date, is it?” Yae-san was looking at the menu nervously, swallowing a bit at the price of the meals. I had booked this restaurant once my plans were finalised, and while it wasn’t top end, it was fairly decent, one of the best in Inuyama.

“True, but I won’t be working all the time, I’ll make sure she has a good time and makes some unforgettable memories.”

Yae-san let out a squeal of delight before remembering where she was and covering her mouth. As she blushed I reached out and patted her on the head, taking her by surprise.

“I knew it, you really are rather cute. You were wasted on that Masaki-san, a girl like you deserves better. I hope you can stay friends with Eri and my sister too, and keep an eye on them so no bothersome flies buzz around them?” I took a drink of wine from the glass in front of me, savouring the flavour and the atmosphere. Hmm, I wonder if I am so calm because of my heightened mental stats? If this was me a few months ago I’d be sweating bullets, struggling for things to say.

“If I'm being honest, we aren’t really that close, though since our town is small and we are classmates… well anyway, pretty much everyone likes Ai-chan, she is so energetic and upbeat… though the boys hate that she seems more interested in you, the little brocon queen!” Having decided what she was having from the menu I called over the waiter and ordered for us.

She continued to explain. “As for Ri-Ri… you know, guys go for the shy cute girls, but other girls really hate that sort of personality. We always see it as seeking attention, being insincere. But… the thing about Ri-Ri is everyone except you seemed to know that she was only into you, so since the other girls knew it wasn’t an act, we cut her some slack. But now… girls with boyfriends don’t really get picked on, so you needn’t worry. Still, I’ll keep an eye on her. Rika-chan will too. How could we not after today?”

“Hey, I knew she liked me!” I protested. “I just thought it was more… in a sisterly way, you know?”

“Sure, if you say so. I guess you realised eventually…” She rolled her eyes at me, exasperated. “Somehow the gap between how manly you’ve been during the baseball and this date and the way you don’t understand girls is cute. Anyway, thanks for today. It’s been pretty fun, seeing how an adult does dating.”

I had taken her to a movie, before taking in some nice tourist spots. We then came to this restaurant, where we were now. We made more small talk, mostly just her teasing me, for a while before our food arrived. I had a steak, while Yae-san had a mixed sushi platter and all the sides. Once we had finished our main course we shared a large parfait for desert, my second of the day, and finally after I paid the bill we went outside, for the final leg of the date.

I had rented out a karaoke box, so we spent several hours singing away. I wasn’t that good, though my previous poor sense of rhythm and tune had improved dramatically. Yae-san wasn’t that great either to be honest, but she was enthusiastic, and she seemed to be having fun. As our time wound down to a close we left the building. Outside the night was still and humid, the stars above shining brightly.

“Here, for you.” I pressed the gift I had bought earlier at the jewellery shop into her hands, wrapped in a paper bag.

“For me? But you’ve already bought me so much…” Yae-san looked up at me, eyes watery.

“Don’t worry about it. This is your one date, so…”

“Can I open it?” she asked, and at my nod she unwrapped it, revealing a nice hairclip, studded with semi-precious stones.

“It’s… it’s lovely.” She fastened it in her hair with a shy smile, then leaned in close to me. “Take a look, does it suit me?”

As I admired it I nodded. “Yeah, it does. It’s pretty, and so are…” My words were cut off as she leaned in for a kiss, but with my reactions I was able to put my hand up between us, blocking her. As she stepped back, flushed, I smiled gently.

“Sorry, but I really can’t go any further than this.”

“I… got caught up in the moment.” Yae-san said shyly, looking away, up at the sky. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to put you on the spot. I’d feel bad for Ri-Ri too…”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m at fault here too.”

“Well, I did promise I’d put out when the bet was made, didn’t I?” she giggled quietly. “Just keeping my promise, which we all agreed was important. Still… I’ve had a lot of fun and felt like a princess with you. I guess boys really don’t measure up to men. I’ll remember this date for a long time…”

“Sure, you do that. But…” I spoke gently, but she cut me off.

“Yeah I know. You are Ri-Ri’s boyfriend. And you don’t even live locally anymore. I guess it wasn’t meant to be. Still…”

“A girl like you will be able to find a decent boyfriend easy.” I reassured her, and she nodded.

“I’m pretty confident in my looks and personality. But I guess I can’t beat a cute childhood friend. I’m not stupid…” She sighed, then looked at me, eyes bright, expression impish. “But if you ever do feel the need to cheat on little Ri-Ri, I can keep a secret. I won’t tell them about your messed up hands either!”

“Yeah whatever.” I laughed then, the tension deflating. “If ever I feel the need to be an utter bastard and cheat on my beloved childhood friend, you’ll be the first girl I call.”

“It’s a promise then.” She touched her hairclip. “Seriously though, thanks for today. It made breaking up with my boyfriend a whole lot less painful. I’ll try and find a good man and you’ll be jealous you missed out on me.”

“Yeah, you do that. I promise to regret it, if even a little.” I’m a man after all. I don’t want to do anything to hurt Eri, but I can’t help but wonder what kissing Yae-san would have been like. She’s actually damn cute…

“You’ll be coming back to town more now that you two are together, right? If so, don’t be a stranger. We should hang out, even if it’s all six of us, like today. And one last thing. Enough with the Yae-san. It may have been mostly a joke, but we did have one romantic date, didn’t we? Call me Yae from now on, please.”

“Okay then Yae, I’ll do that.” Man, that is difficult, lucky I had the practice with Shaeula. Calling a girl I barely know by her first name without honorifics is quite the hurdle.

“Oh, that gives me shivers.” She smiled once more. “So, shall we go?” Holding out her hand to me I took it again in mine, ready to head back to the train station, after a long, eventful and heart-racing day. In more ways than one, in more ways than one...


Eighty-Three


On returning home that night the girls were still up, Eri having stayed over again at our home. I was given the third degree about the date with Yae, though since my conscience was clear I fielded their insistent questions with dignity. Eri still looked a bit flustered, but after some more kisses she calmed down and accepted it was over.

Ignoring the mocking jeers from my sis and Shaeula, I went to bed, leaving the girls to their slumber party. I was too exhausted and pained to consider entering the Boundary, so I simply had a quick shower, careful to dispose of the bloody shreds of Shaeula’s dress by hiding them in my luggage. Once that was done I dragged myself to bed and slept soundly until the morning.

On opening my eyes to bright sunlight streaming through the window I held in a groan as my wounds still ached fiercely. However, looking down at my hands they had largely recovered overnight, as had most of the minor burns and abrasions. The wound in my thigh and side had definitely improved too, though some fresh blood had seeped out and ruined my pyjamas. Luckily the futon itself seemed okay.

The major injuries do look better though. It is as if several days have passed, or more. New flesh was growing in the wounds and scabbing and scarring looked quite advanced. Still, I wouldn’t be doing any jogging or combat training for a while yet. Using aether in the way I had discovered yesterday to numb my pain sensations, I used my ruined pyjamas to construct fresh bandages, before dressing the wounds and putting on some clothes that covered me properly.

Going down for breakfast I found Shaeula with Eri and Aiko. For some reason my sis and Eri looked absolutely exhausted, dark circles around their eyes, skins pale. Probably stayed up too late, doing girl talk. I hope it wasn’t all about me…

Once breakfast was done I had a talk with my parents about the trip at the weekend, before walking Eri back to her house. There I was forced to have tea with uncle and auntie Mori, listening to their warnings about ‘not taking things too far, but if I did I was to take responsibility’, with emphasis on the ‘taking responsibility’ part. I couldn’t help but feel that they were secretly hoping that something would happen, as auntie Mori especially seemed keen on a big wedding.

Eri and I exchanged looks, sharing our mutual embarrassment, before I set off for my final errand of the day, which was to arrange Marika-chan’s transfer to the shrine at Shirohebizumi. I was not looking forward to this, as her mother was a bit of a pain. Eri had offered to accompany me, but I wasn’t going to put her through that, so she stayed home, while I called up Shaeula to assist me. Heading up to the shrine we met Marika-chan, her mother, and the priest of the shrine, her grandfather.

Fortunately the conversation wasn't as difficult as I had been expecting, the effect of Shaeula’s befuddling winds holding. She was still terse and a bit argumentative, but she was not going to stop her daughter making the move to Tokyo. I ended up swapping phone numbers so that we could keep in touch to discuss matters of Marika-chan’s welfare, and after handing over the details of the train tickets I had booked for her, I agreed to come and collect her the weekend after my return from Las Vegas.

With all our tasks done, Shaeula and I returned home to collect our luggage, and my family and Eri saw us off at the station, Eri giving me another long kiss before we parted, which brought a lot of teasing from my mom. Saying our goodbyes we boarded the train, ready for the lengthy journey back to Tokyo…
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“It’s good to be back…” I sighed as I put down our bags. Behind me Shaeula was already headed for the fridge to get a beer.

“Now, do not-not be like that, master.” Shaeula snickered at me. “I know you had much-much fun spending time with Aiko and Eri. You certainly seemed to enjoy all the kissing. Is it that good-good, I wonder? I can not-not help but be curious.”

I think I’d better change the subject… “Sure, if it’s with someone you care about… it’s pretty nice I guess. Anyway…” I stripped off my clothing to reveal my bandaged wounds, wincing as I unwrapped them. “Enough about that, I can finally relax without worrying my family. Damn, I hope that doll was worth it.”

I eyed the large doll which was sitting in the corner beside Shaeula. The lifeless red eyes were a little … creepy, I had to admit. Still, I couldn’t help but remember the desperate sadness the spirit had displayed while trapped within the inky sludge hell that was the Boundary version of the antiques shop.

Shaeula shrugged. “We survived, did we not-not? I felt the stirrings of fortune and fate seeing it, so in time I have no doubt all-all will be revealed.” She looked at me as I was checking my wounds, her eyes flaring amber. “Your injuries are healing well-well. But this shows the need for greater power. There are many-many things in the Boundary that could crush us like insects, to say nothing of those that dwell within the deeper Astral, such as the lands of the Fae.”

I nodded my agreement. “Yeah, you are right in that regard. I sure wish I could regenerate like a Troll.”

“Bah, if you were a Troll I would be quite disgusted. I much-much prefer more elegant males.”

“I’m sure you do.” I managed a grin. Taking one of the beers Shaeula offered I wiped down my wounds. Even over the course of the day they had noticeably improved, the one in my abdomen starting to close up, though my thigh was still an angry mess. Yeah, going to have to take it easy for a few days. At least I don’t have too much to do until we fly out on Thursday…

We spent a few hours drinking beer and eating snacks before we decided to enter the Boundary, now we were back in our Territory. Hopefully nothing bad had happened in our absence. Closing my eyes I found myself next to the Territory Anchor, which was shining in an array of rainbow colours, slowly growing and changing. Well, at least the Anchor still stands… I wasn’t sure if being so far from my Territory would mean I didn’t receive warnings about attacks. I guess I still don’t know the answer to that…

“Delightful. We still have spoils of war…” Shaeula crowed from beside me. I turned to her to see that the doll was here in the Boundary too, still motionless. But besides that… Shaeula was holding the set of pink stone bells and a small glass mirror framed in carved wood, while beside me was the ornate dagger and the vestments I had used during the battle with the ooze abomination. In contrast the armour of Wyrmscale we both were wearing before were now just shattered fragments, completely irreparable.

“I see. Since these items were like the knife I found my first time in the Boundary, they exist here so we can take them with us. Not sure how they moved with my Astral body from all the way over there to here. Do you know?”

Shaeula shrugged. “The mysteries of the Astral are many-many. Perhaps some of the scholars of the Seelie Court might know?”

I’ll put that aside for later then. I recognised all of the items except for the mirror. Seeing my gaze Shaeula puffed out her small chest proudly. “I saw it as we were retreating and as it was in my path I grabbed it. I do not-not know what it does, but I feel it has some sort of power.”

An antiques shop in the Material, and a treasure trove of items in the Boundary… what a strange place it was. I’m tempted to call the store since I have the number and make some enquiries, but that Takakura girl might think I’m just doing it to hit on her. There's no time now anyway, the trip to Vegas is coming up…

I tried examining the items in a similar way to how I used Self-Appraisal or Kin Appraisal, but even as aether was expended I got no results. Damn, I thought that might work…

In any case we gathered the items. Shaeula kept the bells and the dagger, though she tried to push the blade on me, as I preferred her to have a decent weapon to secure her own safely, as seeing the slime monster injure her was bad for my heart.

“These bells-bells are meant to amplify the abilities of the voice such-such as Banshee cries or Siren charms.” Shaeula said, admiring them. They sure did look pretty, if impractical, being a little like Kagura suzu. “But I have been studying your mortal ways, so I now know-know that sound is but a flow of wind, a movement of the air-air! So I knew it could amplify that too!”

She was clearly looking for praise so I ruffled her hair gently while she flushed pink. Moving on we looked at the other items. The dagger seemed to give off bursts of light, perhaps being of the rare light element. The vestments I wasn't sure about, nothing we did gave us any result or indication of what powers they held, but it could have been we just didn't understand them well enough, so I set them aside for later. To that end we stored the doll by the anchor, and put the vestments and mirror in the Warehouse.

It was then that Grulgor, the White Snake Kami and the Kamaitachi turned up.

“Grul says you have come back.” He observed. “Grul reports little man-things came so he broke them. Be pleased.”

Uh, not very helpful… “Can you explain?” I asked, and the Kamaitachi took over, after bowing to Shaeula and greeting her, praising her safe return.

“While you have been gone we have-have defended the Territory as you requested. It has been mostly calm-calm, only a few stray beasts to defeat, yet over the last few days more and more roving bands of pig-headed monsters have been spotted to the north. They appear poorly co-ordinated but many-many, and Grulgor and his Trolls… they grew tired of ignoring them and wiped out several gangs of them.”

I turned to look at Grulgor who only appeared proud. Damn, he really is a bonehead. We are trying not to draw attention to ourselves while the Anchor is upgrading, as our Territory is a sitting duck. Speaking of… I quickly checked how long the Anchor would require to upgrade… Ugh, nearly eighty-eight Astral days still… this sucks…

“That is typical of you stupid Trolls.” Shaeula complained. “Always thinking with your fists, not-not your brains.”

“Enemies must be crushed, Grul says. Break them, stomp them, smash them!” the massive Troll countered, completely unashamed of their rampage.

Before the situation could escalate further the Kamaitachi intervened. “The situation is not so dire-dire. Grulgor was roaming about outside the Territory, so-so the battles happened quite some distance from our borders. We may-may have passed undetected. The enemy did not seem organised, merely roving at random.”

I see. I’m not happy Grulgor was out looking for fights while he was supposed to be defending our base, but… hmm, poorly co-ordinated disorganised forces en-masse… it couldn’t be, could it… it may just be… If my hunch was right this meant trouble.

“All right then, no more hunting trips, got it Grulgor? We have to keep a low profile. I don’t want to draw attention to us yet, until we are ready. When we are, I daresay you’ll have all the battles you’ll ever want.”

At his grumbled complaints I had to sigh, but there was nothing more I could do for now. He only needs to behave while Shaeula and I are in Las Vegas. When we get back we can keep an eye on things until the upgrades are done…

“Is there anything else we need to know about? If not we have things to do.” I asked.

“There wassss one thing.” The White Snake Kami spoke up suddenly. “The Koboldssss working the mine at my sssshrine wissssh to ssssee you. They have tribute to offer.”

“Tribute? Fitting indeed for such lesser Fae to give-give gifts to their princess!” Shaeula preened.

You know, I think they are giving it to me, not you. But whatever, you’re cute, anyway…

“All right then, let’s go see what they have for us.”


Eighty-Four


Before I visited the Kobolds I decided to check out the stocks of ether we had accumulated. Unfortunately my Territory Appraisal skill, despite having increased recently, was still unable to provide all the information I wanted, which was annoying. I mean, come on… stuff like ether draw rates per Spire and upkeep costs should come as standard. If this is a mobile-style gacha game it is very poorly designed…

In addition since my Territory seemed to produce ether based on the area under my control, and also defeating foes added more, getting an accurate figure was impossible, to say nothing of the variances within the Etheric tides that complicated things further. Oh and there is apparently a fairly chunky reduction in the ether my Territory and Ether Spires produce while the Anchor is upgrading, muddying the waters further… also where the Spires are situated matters as well… I was going to have to work on my Appraisal skills, they were seriously lacking. I still needed to learn how to Appraise items too… Damn it, my work is never done.

That aside, from what I had observed I could say that with six Rank 2 Ether Spires and the Territory at the size it was now, with the tide having diminished to a more normal level I was pulling in roughly between two thousand five hundred and three thousand ether a day just from those. Now I had a Rank 3 Dark Rhyming Tree that quantity would certainly grow, but making a guess as to how much was fraught with uncertainties, and currently that was being offset for now by the current production drop…

Checking the Silo I found a balance of a bit under half of the maximum capacity of the Silo, around sixty-five thousand ether. That wasn’t bad for while I was gone, and must have been supplemented by the ether Shaeula and I had gained, and Grulgor too. Still, that meant at least my Silo wouldn’t be full before I returned from Las Vegas. I don’t want any more Wyrms looking for easy lunch, nor do I want to attract the attention of whoever was sending those pig-faced troops out. I guess they must be Orcs? Japanese Orcs anyway, I think Western ones are different…

Shaeula followed me out to the shrine on the hill, where a large group of Kobolds greeted us. Bowing down before us they offered me a portion of their spoils. There were several handfuls of pretty looking gems which I gave to Shaeula since she appreciated the sparkly stones, along with some more useful things. First there was a stack of Etherite Ores. Most of them were red ores, but there were a couple of orange ores too. Since breaking them down now would be foolish I entrusted them to the White Snake Kami so I could use them later.

There were also some metals. I recognised iron, copper and silver. But there was one I had never seen and suspected was no mere periodic element, a blueish-silver metal that was giving off a strange feeling. Intrigued I channelled a little wind energy into the metal and it greedily sucked it up, holding it within, glowing a faint jade colour.

“That is Kobold bluesteel, our prized ore, best metal.” The Kobold overseer barked. “We find blue gems that we need to grow stronger, become mightier, but we use some to make this metal. Very nice, very special.”

“I have heard of this-this metal.” Shaeula nodded. “My sister has a spear made from it. It can hold elemental essence and use it to strengthen itself. It is as good-good as some dwarf-made weapons, so-so she says.”

Hearing her words of praise the Kobolds looked elated, even forgetting for a while that they were usually deathly afraid of her. With words of thanks we took their offerings and returned to the wind-rich area near Shaeula’s old dungeon. All right then, a lot to do, so what to start with?

My Astral body was still carrying the scars of the wounds inflicted by the black ooze, so I decided to use aether to close them. As I did so, I wondered. Wounds inflicted on the Astral body affected the Material body, and vice versa, so surely I could use that link to heal my Material wounds? But how? My Astral body was repaired, but I had a feeling it was not reaching down to the Material. How could I make it work?

Beside me Shaeula was still experimenting with her wind, practicing gleefully with help from her Kamaitachi. Unlike before she was now quite the training fiend, seeming eager to surpass her siblings. Seeing her earnestness I shook my head wryly. She’s come a long way. I’m pleased to see it.

Deciding to take a break from my futile efforts I ordered some of the waiting weaselkin to fetch what scales and fangs we had left in the storehouse. There wasn’t much left over, but there was enough for a few more crafts. Taking a look at the ingots of bluesteel I experimented. They could hold aether, but it leaked away quickly, vanishing into nothing. However when I stored wind energy, the metal continued to hold it, gaining some of the attributes of wind. It could also be released at will.

Okay, now that gives me some ideas… I have a weapon for Shaeula in mind. Shaping the metal into a series of long fine threads I then crafted several other items before attaching them together. As I worked a welcome message scrolled through my vision, informing me that my Ether Crafting Skill had gone up a Rank. Looking proudly at the items attached to the thin metal cords I suddenly had a breakthrough…

Oh man, I’m such an idiot. Why didn’t I think of that before? Seeing the sudden realisation cross my face, Shaeula stopped her training and asked me what was up.

“Oh, I’ve just worked out a way to heal my Material body from the Boundary… well, I think so, anyway. I’m going to give it a try, but while I’m doing that, here.” I picked up the weapons I had made for her and handed them to her. “I think you should be very compatible with these.”

She looked at them quizzically. “These do not-not seem like weapons, they are strange, are they not-not?”

“True, but I think they leverage your best advantages. Here is how they work…”

As I explained them to her I saw the light of understanding dawn in her amber eyes. By the end she was nodding excitedly. “I see-see, yes, very clever. I would expect no less from you, Akio. I must-must try them out at once!”

“Well, when you do can you fetch me a few branches from the Rhyming Tree? Don’t go mad though, I only need a few.”

As Shaeula headed off I gathered my concentration. Holding focus on my Silver Cord I saw it appear in my vision in a burst of rainbow light. I can see why people romanticise the Silver Cord in stories of Astral projection. It really is very pretty. Sending my consciousness into it I felt my mind drift down, almost as if I was going to return to the Material, but I resisted, holding firm, channelling aether. In that strange state where I could feel both bodies, which was uncomfortable yet somehow liberating as well, I carefully began to pass aether down through the Silver Cord and into my Material body. As I did so I imagined my wounds closing up, like I did with my Astral form. It was fiendishly difficult, the concentration required brutal, but I persisted, and after a while I felt a prickling heat that seemed to emanate from my Material form, yet I could still feel it here. I continued until my exhaustion was too great, collapsing down onto the ground in a tired heap. It was then…

Your Silver Cord has advanced from Rank 2 to Rank 3. This has strengthened both your Astral and Material forms. Aether can be utilised more efficiently with less waste.
You have gained a skill, Ether Healing Rank 1. This Skill allows you to more efficiently use Aether to heal injuries to your subtle bodies, such as Material and Astral forms. In addition your subtle bodies will slowly draw in a minor amount of Ether from the surroundings and automatically repair themselves.


Jackpot! Just what I was looking for! It seemed I was on the right track, as picking up the Skill was a sure indicator that what I was doing must have been helping. It isn’t Troll regeneration, but even a minor healing boost is very welcome. And it should grow as I Rank up the Skill…

I relaxed, gathering more aether while I waited for Shaeula to return. When she did, carrying a few severed branches, she asked me why I was so pleased with myself. When I told her I’d gained a new Skill as well as a Rank up of my Silver Cord, she applauded me.

“Excellent indeed, I fear you are putting me to shame-shame, I must work harder myself. These new weapons are… quite-quite special indeed. I shall master them soon, have no fear.”

Reassuring her she would certainly be an expert in them in no time, I started work on a weapon of my own. Once more it was a spear, my third one… Damn, I wish bastards would stop ruining them… This one was made of a mixture of Rhyming Tree wood, Wyrm materials, various metals and, to finish it off… Yes, this bluesteel will do nicely.

In addition I made several devices out of the remaining bluesteel, imitating a manga I had read recently, as well as crafting Shaeula and I yet another set of Wyrmscale mail, using up most of our remaining materials. This time though they had additional metal reinforcements and just a dash of bluesteel. I guess I’ll have to thank the Kobold miners. Letting them use the Spawning Spire to make more diggers they can order about was a good move too…

I would be able to do more crafting when the Kobolds excavated more ores for us, but until then, this would have to do. Still, coupled with the bells and dagger Shaeula had, we were now well equipped, compared to before. I was even confident we wouldn’t be bullied by that black ooze so easily again. Well, at least not when it was just one eye, we’d still get flattened by the whole nest…

I spent a while recovering, watching Shaeula practice her new attacks. She was also using the bells to good effect, and they combined especially well with her new gear. Hang on a minute? Could I even beat her in a fight now? I’m not so sure… For some reason that thought hurt my pride a bit, so I threw myself into more healing, until I had exhausted both my aether and my concentration. Returning to the Material once more I opened my eyes, only to find far less pain than I was expecting.

It worked, I knew it! The wound in my abdomen had largely healed, only a shallow hole left, while my thigh had changed from an angry red mess of scabs and torn flesh, healthier pink skin starting to fill in the sides of the gash, the scarring diminishing. It remained a nasty wound and still hurt, but it was as if I had spent a week or so in hospital recovering.

Shaeula came over and looked at my injury, face rather too close to me for comfort, especially as I was naked except for my underwear. Looking at the wound she smiled. “Yes, that looks much-much better. I would feel rather sorry for Eri if you were left with a scar. I would have to apologise, which sits poorly with me.”

“Well, it was hardly your fault was it?” I glanced over at the motionless doll. “Besides, I don’t think she’d blame you, would she?”

“Oh, I would not-not be so sure. Eri is quite the strong-willed female underneath it all… oh my, you must control yourself, my master. Have some shame-shame.” She smiled at me, her face pink. I followed her gaze, to see she was looking at my groin, where a certain morning physiological issue was cropping up. I let out an undignified squawk and hastily covered myself, blushing far redder than Shaeula had. I grabbed for my trousers as her laughter followed me…

Damn, I won’t forget this!


Side Twelve – Zhao Heng, Patriarch Of The Incorruptible Jade Sect


“Patriarch Zhao, the Party is once more demanding that you send your respected daughter to attend the meeting. They are warning of dire consequences should you choose to be reluctant about this matter.”

Zhao Hang, Patriarch and Sect Master of the famed Incorruptible Jade Sect, looked down at the Sect elder grovelling in front of him and held in a sneer. Turning away he gathered his thoughts, admiring his reflection in the priceless mirror that stood in one corner of the lavishly decorated villa, hidden away in the mountains of Shaanxi Province. The antique carvings of jade Dragons, Qilin, Phoenix, and other mystical beasts wound around the golden frame, reminding one of the true power their Sect was meant to possess.

Indeed yes, our Sect has remained uncorrupted by the passage of time, just as the finest imperial jade never loses its lustre. Looking at his flawless pale skin and night-dark hair, muscles strong under the sleeves of his ceremonial robes, he grinned. Lesser men for lesser times. But we were meant for the greatest of ages.

Turning back to his cowering subordinate, Zhao Heng met his stare, channelling a little Qi through his gaze, causing the elder to shudder uncontrollably, his spirit overpowered. “Consequences? Consequences? Those upstarts who only care about money and comforts? Bah, they forget who built this country, who has kept it safe for over two thousand years…”

“Yes but…” the elder choked out. “… Our arts… they are nothing in the face of modern weapons. A single attack helicopter could destroy everything here… we cannot refuse…”

Heng put more Qi into his gaze, causing the elder to start choking, writhing in pain. “Our arts? Nothing? You are a disgrace to the Sect, such a fool. My father was blind to tolerate your insolence all these years. But father is gone now, and I am the Master of this Sect.” Zhao Heng stroked his well-groomed beard with one hand idly as he thought, heedless of the fact the elder had started to vomit, a sodden mess spilling out across the tiled floor.

It is certainly true that we are unable to oppose the military that now rules this sacred land. Not until the holy land of Kunlun once more returns, or the spiritual energy of the world, the Qi of the Heavens and the Earth, returns resurgent. For two thousand years our Sect has kept the sacred knowledge alive, cultivating as best we could in a world nigh-devoid of spiritual energy. Even managing to reach peak Qi Refining is a sign of a genius, and to break through to the Foundation stage… other than Heaven-blessed prodigies like my daughter, it is but a distant dream, or at least it was…

“Much as it pains me, you are right.” He withdrew his Qi, and the elder let out a relieved wheeze as the pressure within him faded. How pathetic. All we can do with Qi now is strengthen our bodies or inflict injuries to the internal meridians of another. Long gone are the days when we could soar through the skies and call down lightning to face off against those who would oppose us. The days of Saints and Immortals have long passed. They ended when the cowards who ran the former Great Sects sealed off Kunlun from the outside world, in an effort to keep as much energy as possible from fading into the void, accelerating the decline.

“However… we cannot simply bow to their demands without question. They give us no face whatsoever. How I hate these… civil servants that know nothing of tradition or honour. Money-grubbing merchants, the lot of them.” Just thinking about the state of modern China was enough to make his blood boil. Luckily, despite being one of the lesser Sects the powers of Kunlun had abandoned, fortune had still favoured them. A sacred scroll had detailed a Dao-prophecy, stating that in the distant future the energy of the Heavens and the Earth would rise again, far more pure and potent than before, and the way to new worlds with new resources would open, heralding in an era of glory for the strong who followed the Path of Cultivation.

And that time is surely now. But only those who have the wisdom and knowledge of the past should have the right to seize it… “Call in my daughter. I would speak with her.” He ordered the grovelling idiot, who promptly bowed and scuttled away, leaving soiled footprints on the floor as he went. Unfortunately, the Heavens have chosen poorly in their choices of new champions. Although of course, one was chosen correctly…

There was a gentle knocking on his door, and he bade them enter. As the ornate doors slid open, he was once more greeted with the sight of his daughter, looking so much like his late wife that his heart ached.

“Honourable Patriarch, I have come as requested.” His daughter bowed gracefully, the long cascade of her midnight hair a contrast against her skin as beautiful as the purest white jade. My daughter truly is outstanding. Surely only the highest families in Kunlun would be able to produce such talented beauties. I know none of the other modern Sects can…

As his daughter stepped forwards, careful not to stand in the… mess... the elder had left behind, her hands crossed over her modest yet well-balanced chest, which was straining against her tight, creamy-white ceremonial robes, he looked her in her dark eyes, expression serious. “Disciple Daiyu’er, I have called you to discuss a matter of great importance, not only to the Sect, but to all of China, nay, all the world.”

“I understand, Honourable Patriarch, I have expected this day since the Dao revealed the path I must follow. My skills will be up to the task ahead, and your teachings shall guide me. What is it you require of me?”

“I fear that before Kunlun returns to the world, we must make sure that the modern fools do not destroy all we have tried to preserve. Power belongs to those who will wield it properly. The Party has demanded your presence, along with those others who the Heavens have chosen. I suspect they would try to force us to work for them… for the glory of the Party and China. They give us no face, it is disgraceful. We are who carry the true legacy of China forwards through time. However…” his daughter remained impassive, listening intently, her dark eyes filled with intelligence. “… since my useless elder correctly pointed out that Qi cannot stop bullets and missiles, at least not yet… we have no choice but to show these officials some face ourselves, much as it pains this old man’s heart.”

“So, what would you have me do, Honoured Patriarch?” his daughter asked in her smooth, melodious voice.

“I will send you to this gathering, though you will not go unescorted. You can agree to aid them in small ways, but nothing that would compromise the interests of the Sects. But most importantly, I need you to discover how they know who has been chosen by the Heavens. It is surely no coincidence they have asked for you by name, Daiyu’er. I doubt they want you merely for your beauty, great as it is.”

“That too puzzled me.” she agreed. “We only know of those from the Sects that were chosen, and I believe some will be hiding their great fortune, to better hoard its power for themselves. How did those who have no true grasp on Qi or the Dao discover us?”

“If they did not use some strange technology, such as their satellites and listening devices, then… my suspicions are that one of the chosen in the Party was gifted with a way to sense others. I would like you to confirm this if possible and…” He produced a ceremonial set of jade bells, ringing them noisily as he mouthed the final few words at his daughter. Her face hardened for a moment, before she bowed in acquiescence.

“Indeed, Honoured Patriarch. It shall be done.” She agreed. “Is there any other way I can serve you today?”

“No, Daiyu’er. You have done well as always. I shall allow you to continue your work. It goes smoothly, I assume?”

She bowed again. “Of course, Honoured Patriarch. In the Spirit Realm the Qi is rich and full of elemental energies. My Foundation had stagnated, but I can feel it strengthening again, and I soon expect to clear the next stage. Some of the techniques in our scrolls and talismans may also soon prove usable, though if possible, I would ask a boon…” she paused. hesitating to speak.

“Of course, for you, my Disciple, I will do all I can.”

“We seem to be missing some key parts of the older scrolls. Perhaps if we could arrange a trade with some of the smaller Sects who have not been chosen, to acquire the missing pieces?”

Hmm, a troubling request indeed, and my daughter knows it well, based on her hesitation. Ordinarily I would have to refuse, but right now… “It would cost us dearly in resources, which ordinarily we would hoard jealously for our own benefit… but… I judge their loss worth the price, if it can guide you past the Foundation realm, and bring back the lost techniques.”

“I thank you again, Honoured Patriarch. I shall now take my leave.”

“You are dismissed, Daiyu’er.” As he waved her off he considered his daughter, his pride and the hope of the Cultivators, whose place was ever shrinking, driven into the fringes of society by the ever-growing beast of science. The Heavens love the beautiful, and my Daiyu’er is as precious as the black jade she is named after. She will restore our Sect to glory, and when Kunlun returns, she will stand amongst the greatest of Cultivators, an equal to any of those cowards. Nothing will be off limits to her. Not the Saint Realm, nor Immortality. However…

His thoughts turned to the gathering of the chosen, Heaven scatters its blessings but scarcely, and the Dao does not seek but is sought. Even so, China is a country of teeming masses, there will be many with new gifts. Some will have to be… pruned, others brought into our fold. It is like walking along the edge of a blade, one misstep and all is lost. Still, if anyone can achieve it, she can.

Putting down the bell he had used to shield his… treasonous… order, Heng took to his seat. A breakthrough in the Foundation realm… He licked his lips greedily. His daughter was a prodigy indeed, reaching the Peak of Qi Refining at just sixteen years of age, and managing to break through to the Foundation realm not long after. Still, he himself was Peak-stage Qi Refining, just bottlenecked before reaching the Foundation realm, and thus no weakling. If I was chosen by Heaven… If it was not to be, it was not to be. But if the ancient scrolls were to be believed, as the energy of Heaven and Earth returned, then Cultivation would be once more rejuvenated.

Perhaps it is not too late for me yet. The higher realms extend life, so…

As leader of one of the new Five Great Sects that were the strongest Kunlun had excluded, he was naturally aware of the chosen in the other Sects. Three had declared their own chosen to match Daiyu’er, while one had remained adamant they were not so blessed. But do I believe it? I fear they may be trying to steal a march on us…

Yes, playing the pig to eat the tiger. That was likely their aim. Of course, when one realised the pig had fangs, such a stratagem could only lead to the pig being roasted over the flames…

Our Sect will be the true power in China, no, the world. And those who would stop us from leading the rebirth of Cultivation, they… they will realise their eyes could not see Mount Tai…


Eighty-Five


Wednesday dawned and I woke up early, having a lot to do in preparation for our trip tomorrow. After a hasty breakfast with Shaeula we set off for the city proper. First on the agenda was to pick up Shaeula’s passport and a few other documents. We then had to grab a few final bits and pieces, and as Shaeula was often reminding me, replace that dress of hers she liked that was ruined bandaging me up.

On our train ride back to our nearest metro station, Shaeula was grinning at her passport, constantly flicking through it. I wasn’t sure what was so entertaining about boring documents like that, but since she seemed to be having fun I let her be, trying to ignore all the gazes from the surrounding commuters. Well, we do stand out. Shaeula was definitely eye-catching, and since my Charm had increased a lot I had noticed more and more people looking at me. It’s honestly a bit disconcerting, but it can’t be helped…

Getting off at our local station we dropped the various items we had bought back at my apartment, before setting off for the most important task of the day, at Shirohebizumi shrine. As we were about to leave a door opened a bit away from us, and a rather dishevelled Karen-chan peeked out. On seeing us her expression brightened a little.

“Back from your trip home then?” she asked, her voice hoarse. Damn, she doesn’t sound well.

“We are indeed. I found Akio’s hometown rather-rather fascinating. And of course the festival was especially entertaining for me-me. But that aside…” She looked at Karen-chan with some concern. “Are you well-well? You seem down…”

Karen-chan smiled, though it looked forced to me. Opening up the door she stepped outside. She was wearing sweats and an old t-shirt, and her face was devoid of make-up, which was not like a working woman such as Karen-chan, who liked to take care of herself. “Thanks for your concern, but I’ll be all right. I’ve just… not been so well recently. It’ll pass, it always does.” She sighed, clearly downheartened.

“If you need anything, let me know. Although saying that, from tomorrow we will be away again until early next week.” I offered, wanting to help her out if I could, but not knowing what to say.

“You are always so busy nowadays. Must be nice to enjoy your work.” She looked down, before plastering another smile on her face. “When you get back we should go out again. Your treat of course, Akio-kun.”

“Yeah sure, that’s fine.” I agreed. “You just take care of yourself and don’t push too hard, okay?”

Shaeula echoed my sentiments, advising Karen-chan to rest, and as she closed her door, retreating to her apartment, I wondered just what was up. First she skipped work to go to the city with us, now she’s not well. I hope she’s all right… Sadly I couldn’t solve the problems of everyone I knew, so putting that aside I made a resolution to treat her to a decent meal out and some drinks when we returned to cheer her up. At least that I can do.

“All right then, off to Shirohebizumi shrine. Once we’ve concluded our business there, we can do our last efforts in our Territory and we are ready for the off!”

[image: image-placeholder]

As we ascended to the shrine I noticed that it was looking far more… well, tidy… than normal. All the torii had now been freshly painted, the steps had been scrubbed until they gleamed, and fresh lanterns and other adornments were everywhere. There were also a fair few shrine maidens working, using traditional bamboo brushes and other tools, including a few I recognised from the meeting before.

As I crested the top to the shrine building proper, a young-looking Shrine maiden came racing over, pale with breathlessness. She gave me a rather cute grin and a little bow, before looking at me with her big eyes. “Hey Akio-kun, hey Shaeula. What brings you to the shrine today?” she asked brightly.

Akio-kun, hmm. She’s pretty forward for a younger girl, but then Keomi-chan is kind of an airhead from what I’ve seen and heard. I don’t suppose it matters.

“Oh, I was hoping to have a word with Izumi-san, the head of the shrine. Is he about?” As I asked her, I could feel a strange gaze on me, it was causing my back around my lunar Chakra to prickle strangely. Shaeula too must have felt something as she was looking around, her eyes glowing amber in the sun.

“Oh, you mean honoured grandfather? Sure, he’s in.” Keomi-chan answered. “Though he’s meeting with someone real important at the moment. I don’t think he’ll mind if it’s you who interrupts though.”

“No, I can wait. I’ve got time spare today. So, is Kana-chan not around today?”

“Oh, no, she’s out with her friends.” Keomi-chan giggled then lowered her voice, leaning in close to whisper conspiratorially to me. “I think honoured grandfather has been really hard on her recently. He’s pushing her to train her gifts. Whoa…” Keomi-chan caught the hem of her outfit and tumbled forwards, nearly knocking us both off balance, only being kept up by me grabbing her arm. She flushed red, and I released her.

“Oh, sorry about that. Everyone says I’m pretty clumsy.” She apologised, but I waved it away.

“Oh, by the way…” she continued, looking up at us hopefully. “Did you bring us any more cake? That was really good last time.”

“I’m afraid not.” I answered, amused to see her looking so suddenly downcast. She’s like a little kitten, she shows what she is thinking by her body-language instantly. It’s quite adorable… Withdrawing some money from my wallet I handed it over. “Why don’t you take a couple of your friends and go get some? I probably should take a gift if I’m meeting Izumi-san anyway.”

“Wow, thanks Akio-kun, you are super nice. Girls, come on!” She hurried off, and I thought about just how my life had changed. A month ago I wouldn’t be dreaming of situations like this… like this… hang on, I’ve just been giving money to schoolgirls again. Am I coming across as some kind of deviant?

Deciding that since my motives weren’t improper it was okay, I settled down to wait on one of the benches around the shrine. Some of the maidens came over to talk to Shaeula, who was soon enjoying herself gossiping with the girls about food and fashion. Still, the prickling around my lunar Chakra was not diminishing, if anything it was growing stronger, a feeling of being watched annoyingly uncomfortable. Closing my eyes I focussed, channelling a little aether until I could vaguely sense the direction of the gaze. In surprise I opened my eyes, looking over at an ornately painted folding screen that was blocking off one edge of the courtyard, depicting an image of a family of Kami. Is that Susanoo-no-Mikoto and his wife Kushinada-Hime? Along with their son and her grandparents? Maybe I should have studied more in those classes in school. Still, the expensive-looking screen, which was not there last time I was here, was not the issue. I could see eyes peering at me through the folds, their gazes intent.

“So, you mind coming out from hiding?” I asked politely. “I can feel three sets of eyes on me from behind the screen, so don’t be shy.”

For a moment there was nothing, before three young people came out from behind the screen. There was a pair of twins, middle-school girls by the looks of it, in matching sailor-suit type uniforms, though the colours were wine red and white, which was a bit unusual. They were accompanied by an older boy, who was wearing a set of garments similar to what the shrine priest would wear. The girls’ brother, maybe? There’s a resemblance, he is quite the handsome one. Bet he breaks plenty of hearts at school.

“Don’t be shy, what can I do for you?” I asked them. The two twins were holding hands, gazing at me intently, while the boy was more confident, striding over.

“So, you are the guy huh?” the boy asked. “Father wasn’t going to come until my sisters told him we should.” He looked me up and down, then shrugged. Damn, he even looks handsome doing that. “At least you seem to take care of yourself. But soliciting such… well, poor shrines. I don’t think your judgement is sound.”

Wow, rude much? I aped my sis in my thoughts. Before I could answer the twins spoke up.

“Ren-sama, please do not be rude.” one said quietly, followed by the other. “Please forgive our brother. He is just concerned we might be being fooled.”

Ren-sama? That cracks me up. If Aiko ever called me Akio-sama in that tone I think I’d die laughing. Still, being fooled? I’ve never met these people, and I have no idea what is going on here…

“What is all the commotion over here?” Shaeula returned, casting her eyes on the kids. “Are they showing you disrespect, master? If so, should-should I chastise them suitably?”

“Hey, you are a pretty one. You must be the spiritual being. Want to hang out?” Ren-san asked, eyes wide at her appearance.

“No, you can't, Ren-sama…” the girls hissed together, flushing with shame. There was a long pause before Shaeula burst out laughing.

“You are quite-quite a funny male, little one. No, I shall remain by Akio’s side for now. I have little time nor inclination for this hanging out, as you call-call it.”

As Ren-san looked annoyed, opening his mouth to speak, Shaeula raised one of her small white hands to stop him. Her eyes glowed and she made a strange sound. “However, you seem to be gifted, are you not-not?” she asked him. “A gift… of light? Interesting.” Her gaze moved to the twins. “You as well. Though I can not-not discern your talents, you have a small spark of the spiritual it seems.”

The two girls nodded warily, and Ren-san spoke up. “Yes, you can recognise my brilliance. I have one of the strongest talents in all the shrines of Tokyo.” He puffed up with pride. “Your eyes must be special indeed.”

Shaeula flipped a hand and suddenly a gust of wind blew, forcing the boy back a step, the skirts of the girls fluttering wildly. I looked away prudently, shaking my head. Shaeula really should be more careful, there's no need to embarrass the poor girls.

“Such arrogance. Talent is nothing-nothing without discipline. The world extends far beyond the walls of your little shrines.”

Ren-san’s face twisted into one of annoyance, the twins shying away. I was about to step in when Izumi Masaji-san, Kana-chan’s grandfather and head of the shrine, appeared with a devilishly handsome man in his mid-thirties, who was likely the father of the children we were arguing with. All around us the shrine maidens who had stopped to watch our argument went back to work with a vengeance, trying to avoid attention.

“That is quite enough of that. I fear you are being rude to Akio-sama and Shaeula-sama.” Masaji-san said. Ignoring Shaeula who was annoyed by the honorifics, I turned to them and bowed in apology.

“I’m sorry, we got a little carried away. Though there is no harm done, I assure you. We were just getting acquainted is all.”

“I’m sure.” The newcomer laughed. “Knowing my boy, I doubt he was being humble. Anyway, a pleasure to meet you, I’m Hikawa Hiroto, head of the Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine. This is my son Ren and my daughters Chiaki and Chiasa.” Ren-san scowled at me as he gave greetings, while Chiaki-san and Chiasa-san both bowed politely, while still holding hands.

Hikawa-Kawagoe? That’s a big shrine indeed, with a really old history… what are such big fish doing in our small pond?

“It’s a pleasure to meet you all.” I returned the greetings. “I am Oshiro Moonstone Akio. Please ignore my stupid middle name, I’m a half, you see. And this is Shaeula. My… compatriot and friend.”

Shaeula likewise smiled back politely.

“So, I see, I see. Looks like my lovely daughters were right on the money as always. It’s a blessing to have talented children, is it not?” Hikawa-san said happily. “Isn’t this a treat? I think it must be fate that we have this second chance.”

Second chance? Now I’m lost…
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“Idon’t quite follow.” I admitted. “What second chance? I don’t think we are acquainted in any way?”

Hikawa-san continued to smile brightly, patting his daughters reassuringly on the back as he passed them, coming closer to me and Shaeula, who he was eyeing curiously. “No, no we are not.” He agreed. “However, I had heard of you, when messengers from Shirohebizumi shrine and some other… more rural Tokyo shrines claimed to have a ‘chosen one’ who could speak to the Kami. Now, I’m a man who can believe much, especially when I was already aware of such from our Faction, but I figured any such person who didn’t arise from within the temples and shrines was likely to be rather… unimpressive. No offense.”

“None taken.” I responded automatically. Faction?

“Besides…” he continued, backing up as Shaeula’s face was turning stern from his inspection. “And of course this is a matter of secrecy, but I figure I’ll be open with you. Kiyomizu-Dera temple in Kyoto has a ‘chosen one’ already and is expecting my support… at the upcoming Conclave I’ll have to declare it.”

Another big shrine. And as suspected the Conclave is about ‘chosen ones’, candidates to be Astral Emperors… “I see, and what does that have to do with me?” I asked, readying wind just in case.

“Whoa there, calm down.” Hikawa-san said, seeing me tense up. “No need to get all defensive. Like I said, I felt you would likely be no big thing so I turned down the offer of this shrine to support you, but…” His gaze strayed to his daughters. “My girls here, they go to school with one of the shrine maidens that was at the meeting here. They talked about the two of you, and it was… rather more shocking than I was expecting. My girls you see… they can tell when someone is lying to them.” He scratched one cheek gingerly. “It can be a pain at home, but it has its uses…”

Wait, what… isn’t all this supposed to be secret? We agreed word shouldn’t get out… Seeing my stern, annoyed expression Izumi-san sighed.

“My apologies. The girl who talked is being soundly punished. But she was not foolish enough to speak openly about it. She knew that the twins here are daughters of a true shrine too, so could in some regards be trusted. It was a mistake, but do not think we are spreading knowledge carelessly.”

I suppose it was always going to be impossible to keep the Boundary under wraps, as even if I don’t spread it, others will… but the longer I can operate in secrecy the bigger my advantage. I need at least until the Territory upgrades and isn’t so vulnerable, as well as securing my next plan here in the Material. It’s still annoying we have loose lips here though, but will it be to my advantage, or…

“Yeah, go easy on the girl. It all worked out. Must be the guidance of Kushinada-Hime, I’m sure.” Hikawa-san said piously. “Anyway, when I heard what my girls said, I just had to see for myself. And now I have… yeah, you two are fascinating. There was no mention of the Kiyomizu-Dera chosen one or any of the others having such a beautiful spiritual companion. It really is a wonder. And so stable here outside the spiritual realm too.”

Others? … “So, where do we go from here?” I asked.

“Well, I’ve heard many interesting things from Izumi-san here. Submitting a request to the Conclave was clever, but small local shrines without Faction backing are unlikely to get much support or traction. Home shrine support is good and all, but what matters is the prestige and history of the big guys… lucky for you, our shrine is a major one.”

At that Ren-san looked proud. The little lump of pride does have quite the ego…

“So, let me get this straight. You want to offer us backing? Sounds too good to be true to me.” I pointed out, wary.

“Indeed-indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “Something for nothing is always suspicious. Boons must be matched to have value.”

“I can see why you would think that.” Hikawa-san agreed. “And to be honest, we are not backing you, as we will likely be committed to supporting the candidate at Kiyomizu-Dera. We are happy to support you, though, in exchange for some mutual aid. With our support you and your allied shrines will have an influential voice in the Conclave and within our Faction.”

So there is some give and take. But… “The thing is, I don’t know much about your politics, and less about your ‘chosen one’. Maybe we wouldn’t be a good fit, and who knows, maybe I’m a better candidate? After all, I have Shaeula, like you said that puts me in a strong position.”

“Hey, don’t speak to my dad like that…” Ren-san began, but his sisters began chiding him gently. Behind Hikawa-san, Izumi-san was looking a little troubled. This is clearly a complicated issue…

“Firstly, our shrine is Susanoo faction, which is unsurprising as one of our enshrined Gods is Susanoo. I would say that we come closest to the minor shrines in our faction politics. It would be a decent fit, rather than the more aggressive Amaterasu faction, who want the shrines to regain all their lost influence. Tsukuyomi faction tends to play both sides, and while I feel they are more likely to support us, I can’t say I appreciate the fence-sitters…”

“Indeed.” Izumi-san said slowly, face set sternly. “We approached several larger shrines in Tokyo for their support, but all were Susanoo or Tsukuyomi faction, or neutral. None were much interested in our words, however, until now…”

“Yeah, no dice. At least I thought about it before turning you down.” Hikawa-san laughed again. “Seriously though… it’s a win-win for you guys. And maybe if you can impress enough of our Faction buddies, you can sit in the hot-seat. I’ve not met our candidate personally, so I don’t know much about them, except they are supposedly proper old-blood and talented. Still, I ask that you at least give them a chance.”

Shaeula and I exchanged gazes. What to do, what to do…

“Oh yeah. The girl told my daughters that you were going to be training her and some others in how to enhance their talents. Sounds awesome. My kids need to get in on that. Shouldn’t be a problem adding three more, eh?”

Well, in theory no, but… “I did say only two per shrine…” I began, but he cut me off.

“That’s cool. My baby girls surely count as a single, right? Twins are two-in-one after all.”

“Father, please do not embarrass us…” one began, and the other nodded, flushed, echoing her disquiet.

“Seriously though.” Hikawa-san continued. “If you could show results by the Conclave, and with talented youths from a major shrine… everyone wins. I don’t know what the other Factions are doing, or if they have any spirits or Kami in the physical world, like this girl here, but I do know that my weight will sway many smaller independent shrines and some of the Susanoo faction. Can you turn that down?”

No, I probably can’t. Real world backing is something I can’t get by expanding in the Astral… and from a shrine even I’ve heard of to boot…

“All right then. I’ll add your children to the training. That I can do. As for the support, I’ll need to decide at the Conclave, but assume you have the first chance to impress me.” That was the best I could offer…

“Fine. Say hello to your new teacher then, kids.”

“We will be in your care, Sensei.” one twin said, the other echoing her. Ren-san looked a bit sick, but he also managed a fairly polite acceptance.

“Now that is settled…” Izumi-san said with some relief. “Just what are you here for today?”

“Oh yeah, we did get distracted.” I produced a bundle of paperwork I had put together that morning. “You’ve go a lot of land here, which is unusual for Tokyo, even here on the outskirts, right?”

“Shrines tend to be landowners, yes.” Hikawa-san agreed. “True shrines have long history and that lends itself to wealth.”

“We do have fallow land on the hills,” Izumi-san said carefully. “Why do you ask?”

I handed him the documents. “I’m planning to construct training facilities here, amongst other things. I did say I’d help your shrine prosper, so this seems like a good way.”

As he looked through the documents, Izumi-san was frowning. Beside him Hikawa-san was eyeing them with interest, muttering “I see, I see.” Shaeula was busy trying to talk to the twins, while Ren-san was butting in, trying to impress her to little avail.

“Ambitious. But not cheap, especially if you want to make swift progress.” Hikawa-san mentioned.

“True, but I’m expecting some money soon. I believe you have some old buildings that are in disrepair? Kana-chan mentioned them before. We could spruce them up for now and make do until construction is done?”

At mention of his granddaughter, Izumi-san agreed. “But these are just wish-lists, not detailed plans, and there is consent, taxes… it is no small undertaking. And the benefit to you is small, compared to what we would gain…”

“That’s why while we are away you should consult an architect to get detailed plans drawn up and start the ball rolling. I’ll cover the bill, of course. On my return… I should have the funds to start the project. As for my gain… I suspect it’ll increase my support within the Conclave, right?”

“Very clever.” Hikawa-san agreed. “You know what, I think I like you, Oshiro-san. I think we will work well together…”

“Oh, and while I remember, Chairoakitara shrine is sending a shrine maiden here to learn and support the alliance. We need to make arrangements for her…”

As we made further plans and shared words of alliance, Keomi-chan returned with cake. The twins and Ren-san enjoyed some with Shaeula and the other shrine maidens, and later when Kana-chan returned she too joined in…
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“So, tomorrow is the day.” I said, releasing the last of the wind energy to the sky of the Boundary, green wisps floating away. “A shame, as I’m so close to finally increasing my ability to create wind energy. Just one more push…”

“You can not-not help it if you are inferior to my majesty, master.” Shaeula patted me gently on the head, reversing our usual roles. “You will succeed in due-due time. Until then merely remember you owe me a boon, for I won our wager.” With that said her eyes went to the dark Boundary skies. “I can hardly wait to fly on this aeroplane. I have seen-seen them on your television, and am most curious as to the experience. I look forward to seeing Eri and Aiko again. Eri must be missing her beloved too-too.” With that she snickered nastily.

“I guess. I’d be happy to see her too.” It’s a strange feeling. Me, having a girlfriend. And it’s Eri. Even so, things don’t feel too different between us. After all, I’ve always liked her from a young age… oh man, I’m no good with this sort of thing…

Putting thoughts of budding romance out of my head I decided to take a look at my status. There was little else to do but train in the Boundary, as the Territory was still a long way from upgrading to Rank 3. Here we go then.

[Material Statistics]
Might                  83 128
Fortitude             80 123
Intellect             102 147
Resilience         106 154
Alacrity              78 121
Precision             99 142
Aether               159 370
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                5 10
Majesty               2 5
Charm                 4 9
???                         2
Determination     3
???
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 2 Rank 3
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 2
Aether Manipulation Rank 2 Rank 3
Aether Combat Technique Rank 1 Rank 2
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 1 Rank 3
Wind Manipulation Rank 4
Ether Healing Rank 1
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spear Technique Rank 3
Combat Technique Rank 1
Wind Spear Technique Rank 1 Rank 2
[Practical Skills]
Ether Crafting Rank 2 Rank 3
[Perceptive Skills]
Self-Examination Rank 5
Self-Examination, Territory Rank 4 Rank 5
Kin Examination Rank 2 Rank 3
[Unique Skills]
??? Rank 0
??? Rank 0
[Level] 11 22
[Classes]
Fae-Bonded 7/20 12/20
Kami-Blessed 5/20
[Territory Rank] 2


It made welcome reading. All of my physical stats were shattering human limits, and my aether had massively improved, though of course Shaeula still owned me hard in that regard, as she reminded me with a chortle when I shared my figures with her. My Fortune was giving me a twenty percent boost to acts of random chance, which Shaeula could double with her winds, putting me in the right place for a trip to Las Vegas! I also now had much higher Charm, which while nice was a bit of a double-edged sword. No wonder Yae found me so appealing, it didn’t make much sense otherwise…

In addition I now had points in Determination, and ???, which was possibly the same ??? as Shaeula had.

Skills-wise the picture was decent, but it was very hard to raise the Rank of Skills, compared to gaining points in my Statistics. I was close to Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 4, I could feel it, but I just needed an insight or something to push me to a breakthrough. It seemed that each Rank of a Skill was an order of magnitude harder than the last to gain, and at Rank 5 it really slowed to a crawl even more. My unknown Unique Skills were still Rank 0, and I was eager to know what they were, but alas, it seemed not to be time yet.

Turning back to Shaeula I decided to call it for the night, as we had a busy weekend ahead of us… Las Vegas, here we come!


Side Thirteen - Uchida Ren – Master Of The Kiyomizu-Dera


In the flickering lights of the many candles set around the inner sanctum of the shrine, Uchida Ren, master of the Kiyomizu-Dera temple and shrines and head of the Susanoo faction of the true shrines and temples of Japan stared at the documents his son had brought him.

“Are you certain of this, Yamato? If so, this could be… problematic.”

His son nodded, bowing low. “Yes father, I’m afraid it’s true. Luckily the… incident… didn’t happen in our faction, so we’ve lost little.”

Oh really, lost little? Ren clicked his tongue in annoyance. His son was smart, that was for sure, being a student at Kyoto university, and his looks were acceptable, but he had no… no delicacy. It is not all about profit and loss. Even being chosen by the Gods has done little to change that.

Looking at the great golden statue of Kannon, the Goddess of Mercy, with her serene expressions on her eleven faces, he put aside his anger and allowed his intellect to prevail. Yes, this is not the time for irrational emotion. Cool heads are needed.

“So, just to confirm… the shrine maiden of that shrine is dead, found… horribly mauled and mutilated, and worse… the sacred statue in the shrine has shattered. And the Diviner stated that the Kami within had perished, never to return?” It sounded ludicrous, how could a Kami, a God, perish? Nonetheless, the Diviner would have no reason to lie… even now, if trust in her was lost it would hurt her Faction too much, and the faiths of Japan as a whole, which she would never countenance… “The Gods aren’t even able to come down to the world any more, you should know that better than anyone, Yamato.”

His son agreed. “Yes, it seems that the Gods are too powerful to manifest, even in the Spiritual World. Most of the Gods enshrined in Kyoto are too mighty, ours included. But perhaps… if I was to hazard a guess…”

“Go on, I would hear what you have to say. You are the most well-informed of our entire Faction on these matters.”

“Since she was belonging to a smaller shrine, and the Kami within was minor at best… I wonder if she was a ‘chosen’ and made contact with her Kami. Then she tried foolishly to expand her sphere of influence and … ran afoul… of some of the many dangers that lurk in the Spiritual World. Since Kyoto is an old and deeply spiritual place, the dangers I have seen here…” Yamato shuddered, and his father sympathised. “… if the Kami manifested, maybe it too was devoured…”

Such foolishness. The loss of a precious irreplaceable Kami, and for what? Misplaced pride and self-belief… “This is why we need to pull together. We should have already held the Conclave, but those bastards from the Amaterasu faction are constantly pushing… they already claim to have two chosen by the Gods in Kyoto. I thought that would pressure Kudou-san and his fence-sitters to support us, but now it’s devolved into a three-way deadlock, with every Faction eying the others warily. Madness.”

Why do people not think? If Japan was experiencing a resurgence in the spiritual then other countries would be doing so as well. And while we are bickering, our potential enemies may be uniting… Tales of yore, such as the horrors of facing Chinese Cultivators, or the darkness of the Night Parade… if such things were to happen to a disunited Japanese community, the results could only be catastrophic…

“It will be all right, father. I have good news. I have solidified the sphere of influence around our temple to the Second Rank. With the gift I was granted, I can call upon the Golden Warriors to defend us should anything go wrong…”

Yamato was trying, he could hardly fault his son for that. Forcing a smile, Ren congratulated him, though understanding how the spiritual world could be controlled was beyond him. “Well done, Yamato my boy. We need to stand firm, or the other Factions will walk all over us. Still… I do hope you are right, and we don’t have some crazed killer loose in Kyoto. Far better to assume it was just a greedy fool getting in over her head…”

“I can ask some of our allies to look into it.”

He waved off his son's offer. “No need. We have other matters to attend to. He unfurled a map of Kyoto, with the known locations of the shrines tied to the ‘chosen ones’ each faction had disclosed marked out. The map had also been annotated with information from Yamato, who had highlighted areas of great danger or reward.

“If there are others hidden, can you find them?” he asked.

Yamato frowned, deep in thought. After a while he nodded. “It should be possible, in time.”

“Do it then, but safely. I don’t want you put at risk, my son.” It would be helpful if we had a second like the Amaterasu bastards. That way he could front us and spare my son from the greatest dangers. Oh well, no use wishing for what I don’t have. Hang on, maybe that one… He dismissed his son, who gratefully returned to his rest, having exhausted himself in the Spiritual Realm. Producing a report he looked at it once more. Before, he had barely glanced at it, but now he sensed opportunity…

Yes, a ‘chosen one’, not from a shrine or temple, but an outsider, yet supported by some small Tokyo temples of no great influence. I had penned them acceptance of their invite to Conclave, but thought no more about it. But now, we could use the extra support. That sly dog Kudou-san is likely keeping some hidden, if he can… and as for the Amaterasu…

He had been ecstatic when his son informed him he had been whisked to the Spiritual Realm by a messenger of Kannon, and gifted the power of the Golden Warriors. Seeing his son grow stronger and faster, more able to exercise his abilities on Earth, as if it was the distant past… the thought brought tears to his eyes. He had been so proud, and also overjoyed that the long-awaited return of the Spiritual seemed nigh, during his lifetime.

However, Yamato had also been warned of grave danger, that dark forces would descend from the Spiritual in time, seeking to plunge the world into darkness. In addition, Yamato had grown careless, and had suffered injuries within the Spiritual World. He had healed, true, but remembering that morning when his son woke up drenched in blood, crying in pain…

Biting his lip hard enough to draw blood he continued reading, putting aside his fears. If I could pull this one to our faction then he can take the danger, while my son remains safer, focusing on building up his strength and our sphere of influence. Let me see, which shrine was this… He rang a small golden bell that was on the table beside him and a young shrine maiden came in, bowing. He ordered her to fetch the list of true shrines, and a short while later she returned, breathless, carrying a bound book. He thanked her and allowed her to leave, flipping open the book until it reached the page for Shirohebizumi shrine.

I see, small and unimpressive, but with a long history. Still, that just means they will be susceptible to currying favour with more powerful factions. But did they write to us alone regarding this matter? They… probably wouldn’t have sent anything to Amaterasu, they don’t seem an overly aggressive lineage, but to Tsukuyomi… I need to move fast on this…

In addition there was another matter he had to attend to, one that he had been putting off, trying to rally Kyoto to his cause and pinning down a date for the Conclave while his wily foes bickered. Taking out his mobile phone he dialled a long-time friend and supporter, though favours from him did not come without a cost. After a few rings the phone connected, and a strong baritone voice greeted him.

“Ah, Uchida-san, it’s been too long. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I’m sorry for calling so late, Takakura-sama. Still, in times such as these, sleep is a luxury we cannot always afford.”

“Quite. Well, do go on.”

“I was wondering if you had given any more thought to my request? It would be most helpful if I could count upon the support of the Three Great Houses, and considering your influence with them…”

“I have broached the subject with them, of course, and the three Grandfathers are certainly considering how this matter will influence Japan and their duty in the future. However, I suspect they feel it is much too soon to intervene one way or the other… besides…” Takakura-sama hesitated, his voice over the phone contemplative, making Ren very nervous.

Besides…? Ren stifled a gulp.

“… I have been approached by several others seeking… similar assurances. Therefore it is tricky to know quite where to place my influence. I would suggest, and this is echoed by the three Grandfathers, that you do not let this matter break out into open chaos. Preserving the precious past and legacy of Japan is important above all.”

“You suggest? Not… order?”

“… goodness no. the shrines and temples of Japan are one of the three pillars holding up this great country, us nobles are merely the second pillar, no more important than the first. But losing what we have striven for centuries to protect over… infighting… would be disappointing. And worse…”

Worse?

“… we have more interests and contacts outside of Japan, and we have heard… troubling… rumblings from America and China. We would not want to be caught flat-footed here. I do not claim to understand the particulars of this ‘Spiritual Awakening’ the world seems to have undergone, but I do understand that if we are divided, stronger more united powers will reap the benefits. I hope you will take that to heart.”

With that the call was over, leaving Ren unfulfilled and irritated. Unfortunately, it was not entirely unexpected. Of course the others would have reached out to the Nobility as well. That makes securing some trump cards ever more important. First, this ‘chosen one’ from Tokyo. He should be within our hands. Secondly, there must be others, hidden away. We must procure as many as possible for our own ends…

The temples and shrines would reclaim their rightful place as those who guided Japan. And Japan would surely guide the world. But who would guide the temples and shrines? Only I am fit for that role. I and my son… After all, we serve Kannon, Goddess of Mercy. And what does the world need more than ever now, but mercy? If dark times and darker beings are coming, the light of true faith and mercy shall light the way…


Side Fourteen – Mori Eri


“Hey Eri-chan, why are you grinning like an idiot? Are you that happy to be having new clothes… nah, that can’t be it, you are just so excited about getting to go on holiday with big bro, right?”

The voice of my best friend Aiko-chan startled me. Looking up from the suitcase I was holding I smiled at her a little. “I think it’s you who is excited, Aiko-chan. Ever since Akio returned to Tokyo you’ve been restless. Really, you love Akio a lot, don’t you?”

Aiko-chan has always been very fond of Akio. Everyone at school always used to laugh about it. Still, Akio loves her very much as well. I think it’s nice, I don't have any siblings, but the two of them have always treated me as if I was their sister too, though now I don't want Akio to treat me that way, but as… something more.

“Wow, Eri-chan is making fun of me. That’s unusual. I guess finally dating my bro has made you grow up. Who’d have thought a few kisses would mature you so?”

Reflexively I touched my lips, feeling my face heating up. Kisses… I found it hard to believe I could be so bold, but when the moment came, I couldn’t stop myself… Muttering an embarrassed reply back to Aiko-chan I let my mind drift back, lost in memories both painful and pleasant…

I had always been really shy as a child, which was strange, as my parents were outgoing. They always tried to encourage me, but other people… I found them scary. I’d rather shut myself away, and read or play with toys. But my parents were friends with another couple, the father had grown up as childhood friends with them, and after working abroad he came back with a foreign bride and a young son. They had a daughter about the same time as I was born, so it was only natural that Aiko-chan and I would be thrown together…

I don’t remember it well, but it took me a while to warm up to Aiko-chan, or so I’m told. Still, eventually we became good friends, toddling about and doing things young children did. There was always someone else there though, someone older. A boy. Again, at first he must have frightened me, but seeing how Aiko-chan obviously adored him, I eventually lost my wariness.

As we started to get to the age I can remember, Akio grew larger in my thoughts. He was always watching over us, and if Aiko-chan or I were too tired to walk home after playing he would carry us, or if other kids came over and scared us, he would fend them off. In time I just… expected… him to be around. And then…

The dog… I still remember it now. the huge dog, towering over us, eyes mad with rage… sharp teeth. I shuddered uncontrollably, just thinking of it.

“Hey, are you cold?” Aiko-chan asked. She was rummaging around in her case for snacks. “Want me to get some hot tea when the vendor comes around?”

“No, I’m fine. A bit tired but… just… just thinking of the past.” Looking out of the train window I cast my mind back again. I remember screaming and wetting myself, too scared to move. Aiko-chan was crying beside me… it wouldn’t be surprising if we died there that day. Yet Akio… I remember his back, shielding us from harm, as the dog tore into him. I remember blood, so red, bright under the sun, and the sound of screams. Then I fainted and I knew no more until I woke up that night…

When I next saw Akio he was all bandaged up and pale, yet seeing me he gave me a smile and asked if I was all right. I think it was then I first knew love, though at the time I had no name for the feeling.

School started then, and it was hard for me, as people frightened me still, especially other boys. I was pretty, everyone told me, my parents, even Aiko-chan, though I always felt Aiko-chan was prettier than me. I wished I had her eyes, blue as the sea… still, Aiko-chan was always in my class and shielded me, and if there was ever any real trouble… Akio was always there.

For years I followed at his back, only feeling relaxed when I was with him and Aiko-chan. As puberty hit the boys became more aggressive, trying to ask me out or worse, but Aiko-chan and Akio always helped me. I never really understood love, yet I did understand that Akio would always be there for me…

Until he left.

“You sure you’re okay, Eri-chan?” Aiko-chan asked, and I nodded, stifling a yawn, as we had only slept a little last night.

“I’m all right, why wouldn’t I be? We are going to see Akio. I can’t say I’m not worried though…”

“Yeah I get that. Do… do you think we aren’t normal?” Aiko-chan asked me, a little hesitant. “Shouldn’t… we be more afraid or wierded out by all this?”

I thought about it, as I had many times over the last few days. “It does sound like something out of a manga, but we know it is true. We’ve seen the proof. When it is there in front of us, all we can do is accept it. Besides…” I trailed off, speaking quietly, almost too quietly to hear. “… I always knew Akio was special. He was always a hero… to me.”

Akio moved away to University, and we were without him for the first time. Aiko-chan was distraught, and I… for the first time I think I realised what love meant. I wanted to spend my life with Akio and Aiko-chan. Did I want to do things with Akio like those scary boys wanted to do with me and Aiko-chan? I… I thought I did. At first Akio came home every few months, and it was bearable, but as years passed he came home less and less often, and calls and texts dried up… he had gone on ahead…

“A hero… sure. But … ugh. When we went to Inuyama and the two of them disappeared, only to come back like that… “ Aiko-chan was clenching her fists so hard that her knuckles had gone white. “I can’t believe my big bro thinks that we wouldn’t notice. If it wasn’t for Shaeula telling us it was all okay…”

I know. I feel sick just thinking about it. “I wanted to hit her. I’ve never felt that way before and it scared me.” I admitted. “Akio was trying to pretend he wasn’t hurt, but… close to him I could smell the blood, and when he thought we weren’t looking, the pain on his face, the way he was limping…”

“Yeah, even the idiot duo noticed something was wrong when he was eating with gloves on…”

“The only thing was…” She was hurt too. Putting on a brave face.

“Wow, yeah I know. The whole situation is just mad. I can see why big bro moonstone doesn’t want to worry us, but he’s doing a really bad job of that, isn’t he? Making his girlfriend sad like that, he’s the worst!”

Girlfriend. As time passed I watched girls in class like Yae-san getting boyfriends and listened to them talk of the things they did, seeming so happy. I… I wanted that too. But I was never able to catch up with Akio. Even now if a dog like that was to attack, I’m not confident I could do much about it… and I could never leave our town, go out into the world like he has. Even now people still scare me, I only talk to those I trust… I felt… I felt like nothing I ever did would matter. I’m so pathetic…

“Well, anyway, cheer up Eri-chan. I got a text from Shaeula saying he’s all healed up as good as new and apparently it was all worth it. I don’t really get it, but she promised us we will, right? She’s… pretty great, isn’t she? Though you might not want to hear that, eh?”

“I’ve… complex feelings about her, yes.” I admitted. When Akio came back with Shaeula, I felt my heart was crushed. I had given up, or so I thought, he had moved ahead, and even when we were together, he treated me exactly like Aiko-chan, the sister he dearly loved. I felt happy he cherished me so, but … I no longer wanted to be like his sister, I wanted more. She was an obstacle to that… I could tell… “She… I think… no, I know she has feelings for Akio too. I don’t know what they’ve shared together, but if it is life-or-death, like she said… it’s no wonder she likes him. And …”

“Yeah. I get it. My big bro… he’s clearly into her too. They are pretty natural together. Makes me sick honestly, when did my big bro get to be such a player? He’s just big bro moonstone after all. Still, that doesn’t mean you lose out. He’s totally into you as well Eri-chan, and why not? After all, you are way too cute!” Aiko-chan sprang up from her seat and started snuggling me while I tried to fend her off.

Everyone, even Shaeula, the girl who had crushed my dreams, urged me not to give up. I’m not brave, I always hid behind his back, but… with everyone pushing my back, under the fireworks… I said what was in my heart, hidden for so long. And in that moment…

“I… I think I’m a greedy girl, Aiko-chan. I want Akio to be all mine, the way only he is in my heart. There isn’t room for anyone else…”

“Wow, that hurts my feelings badly, Eri-chan. Don’t you have me in your heart? And you don’t even want me near big bro? Wow, I think I’m going to cry. Sob, sob, sob!”

“Don’t sob in such a monotone way.” I laughed, the mood brightening. “You know I don’t mean you, Aiko-chan. You, me and Akio, the three of us, we are going to be together forever… or until you find a man. It isn’t just me who is popular, you know. Since you are so outgoing everyone likes you. Just look at... Kenji-san?” I'm certain that was his name, the fool who Akio defeated. Not that I care to remember him...

“I’d rather not.” Aiko-chan said primly. “That guy is garbage. As for a man… well, I can’t say I’m not interested in romance, but our town has no-one worth dating. Besides… I want them to be at least as good as my big bro. I’m not settling for someone worse than you!” She poked my cheek,, teasing me, but I felt it was to distract me from pushing any further. “So maybe I’ll just be a mean sister-in-law and let you and my bro take care of me for life.”

“I wouldn’t mind, if that’s what you wanted, but you’d worry Akio like that. Still… I don’t want other girls hanging around him, especially ones as beautiful as Shaeula.” Ugh, jealousy doesn’t feel good, and its worse as she has… been nothing but good to us.

“Yeah, but should she count? I mean, is Shaeula even really a girl? After all, she isn’t human, is she? Wow, can’t believe I’m seriously saying that. How can a week turn our lives upside down like this? I knew it, we are definitely strange.”

I still don’t feel I’ve earned Akio’s heart. I still feel I forced him, though everyone tells me that isn’t true. But Shaeula was right about one thing. All I have to do is make sure he never regrets loving me, returning twice what I receive. And I can do it. After all… this has always been fated, has it not?

I smiled then, genuinely. Putting my thoughts in order had helped a little, though knowing me I’d be ruminating on the same thoughts again soon enough. “Oh she definitely counts. The way she talks to him, looks at him… smiles at him. She’s a girl, no matter what. It’d be easier if she was a bad person, but…”

“Yeah, we’ve only known her a few days, but I consider her a friend.” Aiko-chan agreed. “But to think she’s a magical non-human princess. My brother has done really well resisting her until now, so cut him a bit of slack. Anyway, to think she is teaching us magic. Wow, my heart races at the thought of it. Not that I really get it, do you? I’m pretty dumb after all.”

I hate it when you say that… “You aren’t dumb at all. it’s just Akio is more focused on academics, so in comparison…”

“Wow, academics, yeah. Did you see the baseball game? Can’t say that about big bro anymore. You know… I’m not really grasping what Shaeula asked us to do. I can get the visualisation, that isn’t too different to Kyūdō, but what good does that do?”

“I’m not sure.” Shaeula did something to us both that night, and it really hurt, leaving us crying in pain for ages on the floor, clutching our lower bodies. Once we recovered she taught us a visualisation technique where we had to imagine and even feel energy being drawn into a point on our lower bodies. It didn’t make much sense, but Shaeula seemed sure it would work it we did the exercises enough…

“I know-know what I am doing, it will work. I am not-not mistaken like I was with Akio, but never-never tell him that!” Aiko-chan mimicked, mirroring my thoughts. As I too giggled I touched my lower body. Sometimes I felt a faint prickling there after the exercises, and I did it as often as I had free time. If … if Akio was going to face danger, I would never allow him to face it without me, not alone with Shaeula, that was for sure!

“Anyway, she seems cautious. If we get a strong feeling there we are to stop, otherwise it might damage our bodies. It isn’t like those anime where she just gives us power.” Aiko-chan observed.

“I trust her, because Akio does, and she trusts him too.” I declared. I want Akio to trust me too. I’ll be of help to him, I know it. “Maybe we should practice on the train. We have time?”

We spent the next few hours on the train alternating visualisation and chatting. I could feel faint prickles of something in my lower body, like small needles jabbing me, but it was faint, perhaps just an illusion? As the train pulled into Tokyo station I looked out the window, my heart skipping a beat.

He's here. Akio. I’ve looked at your back all these years, yearning… but now I’m finally catching up… Even seeing Shaeula beside him couldn’t dampen my mood. No more withdrawing. I’ll fight for what I want… never again will I let him leave me behind. I’ll walk beside him from now on…

The feeling of needles in my body increased, faint warmth spreading, though it was drowned in the warmth I felt in my heart, seeing Akio again…


Side Fifteen – Fujiwara Shige, Head of Fujiwara House


The old man shifted in his padded chair, tired bones creaking. Damn it all, when did I get so old? I remember the days of my youth, when Japan was recovering after the disaster of World War Two…

Shaking his head to clear such unproductive thoughts, Shige glanced at his reflection in the unlit video-screens in front of him. Despite being in his eighties, he still looked robust and muscular, though his once-dark hair had long since turned a pale silver-white. His eyes, they still retained strength though. Strength I need now more than ever. Have the times ever changed this much? Even the War…

“It is time.” he said to his butler, who was standing ramrod-straight beside him, impeccably attired as always. At his word, delivered in a still-powerful voice, the butler operated his remote control, and the two screens in front of him burst to life, displaying two similarly old men.

The first was a bald man, lean and tall, with eyes as piercing as a raptor. He raised a hand in greeting. “Shige, Itsuki. It’s been too long… since the dance recital for your granddaughters, I believe? Mine isn’t interested in traditional dance, all she cares about is business, and she’s stopped listening to me. A shame, as I’d have loved to see her all dressed up. Still, your granddaughters were spectacular.”

The man on the other screen spoke, hollow-cheeked and pale, his hair a yellowy-white that looked sickly. He was hunched over, and in-between some hacking coughs got out his words. “Kira, Shige. Good… to see you all again. Excuse my … ill-health. Summer fevers can be a pain at our age.”

Shige nodded his greetings in return. “Kira, Itsuki. Yes, I am rather proud of my granddaughters, they have been raised to be the perfect examples of Japanese women. Yours was quite lovely too, Itsuki. As for your granddaughter, Kira, my oldest will be hosting a party soon, she should come. I’d be happy to give her some advice on business. Perhaps coming from me, it would resonate with her?”

“I’d appreciate it.” Kira laughed. “After all, the power and lineage of Fujiwara house is to be respected. Still, enough small talk. We have to discuss important matters, no?”

Straight to the point as always. Kira was head of Ichijou house, which like his own Fujiwara house was one of the oldest traditional Japanese houses left, ripe with power and influence. Ichijou house was into heavy manufacturing, construction, IT and technology, as well as some military industries. In comparison, Fujiwara house was invested into near-enough every Bank, Financial Company, Real-Estate Brokerage and similar in Japan. Though its true power lay elsewhere. In comparison though… Takatsukasa house has been on the wane since the War, fortunes never recovered after that blow… to think that one of the three remaining Greater houses could fall so low…

“Indeed we do. Takakura-san has compiled all the information we will need to make our decisions on how we proceed.” With another gesture the butler operated his remote, and various maps and data-sheets were displayed on their monitors. For a while there was silence as everyone skimmed the information, before Kira let out a long sigh.

“Utter madness. If it wasn’t coming from Takakura-san I’d believe it was all just an elaborate prank. Of course, when it comes to faith, Takakura house is the most devout of all the Fifty-Seven. It was Takakura-san who talked me into becoming a monk, remember, though I couldn’t suppress my worldly desires… ahh, memories.”

The Fifty-Seven. How that number pains me. Houses whose legacy surpasses a century, houses of old Japan who maintained the traditions and respect for the greatness of the past… only fifty-seven now remained, as more and more fell over time, either lost to succession disputes and foolish heirs losing their fortunes, or crushed by the times. That damn World War Two. Many houses were destroyed, either lost in the fighting, or reduced to poverty in the occupation afterwards, ancestral treasures and homes looted or destroyed. Even the Emperor and his line lost much…

“Indeed, I find it… hard to believe myself…” Itsuki coughed, body trembling with effort. “It sounds like something the… young would dream… up.”

“Our disadvantage is that no child of the Fifty-Seven seems to have encountered this strange phenomenon, at least none that was owning up to it. I have asked the Three-Hundred, and am awaiting answers from them.” The Three-Hundred. If we just allow our numbers to dwindle, generation after generation, then eventually all that honour and keep the old ways of Japan will be gone. Therefore… Therefore the Three-Hundred. Families were chosen who have stable companies or arts for at least three generations, with impeccable pedigree and willing to join in preserving the legacy of the country. Their children were sent to special schools where only nobles could attend, one for girls and another for the boys. It was churning out a generation of fine young people, though it was not without its drawbacks…

“Well, our daughters and granddaughters wouldn’t lie to us. The school teaches them to be modest, beautiful and filial, as well as always truthful. Perfect Yamato Nadeshiko indeed. It is our sons and grandsons we need to watch, as we taught them ambition and pride. I wouldn’t put it past some to keep such things to themselves. Though they would be a fool to go against you, Shige. You do have that private army… ahh, sorry, security company of yours, don’t you.” Kira laughed meanly.

“As… for the Three-Hundred… they would surely be honest. Having the support of our houses… means much to them.” Itsuki forced out.

“If it is merely a matter of numbers, we might find some to investigate. The shrines are a pillar of this country, and while we have much respect for each other, we cannot command them, not even through Takakura-san, though they desire our support. Perhaps, it is more likely a matter of… faith.” Traditional belief is important, the shrines, temples and old ways should, nay must be preserved. But balance is important. If only the shrines have access to this new, world-shaking power…

“So, where do we go from here?” Kira asked, getting to the point directly, which was very like him. “From what Takakura-san has said, the shrines and temples themselves seem to be at odds with each other over how to proceed and who shall lead? I know us nobles have our own disputes, but the three of us have kept everyone united all these decades. Is it too much to ask that they manage the same in this time of crisis?”

“Could… we not… throw our support behind one group to resolve… this mess?” Itsuki asked haltingly.

“I am wary of treading into such a quagmire, I feel we should take the advice of Takakura-san on this.” Takakura house is even older than ours, and has always been tied to traditional faith. They even have their own impressive shrine and priests. It is a pity none of them have experienced this strange new awakening… still, as one of the major houses, if below us in importance, they can be trusted to act with prudence on this matter. “Instead, I suggest we concentrate on discovering everyone in Japan who has access to this new power. If upstarts like the yakuza, or worse, potential terrorists, had access to abilities beyond what we commonly understand… the very stability of Japan could be threatened. But there is an even more frightening possibility…”

“Foreign powers. It could become an arms race… and if that leads to war…” Itsuki muttered, no doubt remembering how the last war led to the precipitous decline in the fortune of his Takatsukasa house.

“Indeed. It is hard to say what these changes will bring, as even Takakura-san has limited information on what abilities those chosen are granted, but should they prove great… other countries are not always as wise as we are. We should keep a close watch on our allies and enemies alike. I have heard rumblings from my connections at the US Embassy that make me suspect the US Government is already aware of this phenomenon. Our Diet remains in the dark, however. To an extent, we are already behind….”

“Yes, I haven’t had the details, but since we are deep in the military trade little rumours from the American Army and Pentagon have come our way. Nothing concrete, but it doesn’t take an oracle to guess that the US Military will weaponise this if it can be.” Kira agreed.

So, how best to proceed. We are all on the same page it seems. “In that case, we must pool whatever information we can find. Knowledge is our first need, and most important bulwark against the changing times. There is no way we can allow a Third World War, for if our houses fall, all that is good about our country will be lost. I shall set my Fujiwara Security Services to seeking out any who can be found. Also, we need to monitor banks and other institutions for suspicious dealings, and also make connections with the Police and Public Security. In addition we should gather our subordinates and branch families, and set them to the task. Are we in agreement?”

As his two old friends agreed with him, Shige turned his mind to the future. Our children, our precious grandsons and granddaughters… without this new power, how will they fare in this world? Is it something that can be obtained, or are their chances gone forever? In any case, I will not let all we have struggled to preserve fail. May I live long enough to see the end of this crisis…


Eighty-Seven


As Eri and Aiko got off the train I waved at them. “Over here you two!”

Eri came scuttling towards me, face red, and before I could react she had her arms around me, pulling me close, before planting a kiss on my lips. It wasn’t a deep one, but nonetheless I was feeling both embarrassed and warm. Woah, kissing in public. That’s so bold… still, this feeling, is it… contentment?

Eri released me, blushing furiously, not listening to Shaeula’s cackles or the wolf-whistles my sis was performing. As she stepped back her gaze dropped down my body. Hey, where are you looking? Reflexively I tightened my leg. The injury had healed significantly, as during my training last night I had been sending aether down my Silver Cord to try and repair my body, causing the wound to shrink even further, new tender flesh filling the gouge. It wasn’t fully restored by any means, but it was now bearable, even without numbing my pain senses. I guess I still feel guilty keeping it hidden from them. Still, it’s for the best…

“I’m happy to see you too, Eri.” I said, patting her on the head gently. “So, are you two looking forwards to the trip? It should be fun.”

“Sure am bro, sure am.” My sis said brightly, handing the suitcase Eri had dropped in her haste to rush to me back to her. “It’s a shame that we can’t check out your Tokyo pad while we are here, but we have a plane to catch, right Eri?”

“Yes, I’ve never been on a plane before. I’m very curious.” Eri said, looking around at the large crowds at Tokyo station. She moved to my side, and I reacted instinctively, draping an arm over her shoulder, and pulling her close.

“Indeed. I too am very-very curious about how a giant metal bird can fly so high.” Shaeula agreed from behind me. “I feel seeing it may give me some precious insights on the nature of the wind.”

Uh, less talk about Astral stuff in front of my sister and Eri please! Although I guess that was pretty vague, so only people in the know would get it…

“You’ve never flown then, Shaeula? So how did you get to Japan then, you are a foreigner, right?” My annoyingly perceptive sister asked. As I struggled for a response she shrugged with a giggle. “Never mind. Doesn’t matter really does it? Hey big bro, we should stock up on supplies for the train to the airport. No time to waste, we are in Tokyo, there must be nice stuff!”

“The train to Haneda airport is only an hour. You won’t need much. But we can grab some bento I guess.” I led them to a store selling some rather nice boxed lunches and paid for us all, as well as grabbing some drinks, though Shaeula moaned when I wouldn’t let her have any beer.

“You can’t get drunk before getting on a plane.” Eri advised her as we descended to the platform we needed. “They are really strict about that. They serve drinks on the flight though, don’t they?”

“They sure do. It’s a twelve hour flight, so we’ll get meals as well. Though ironically due to the time difference we’ll end up landing before we set off, if that makes any sense.” I laughed.

I had explained this to Shaeula before, and it took a while before she had understood the concept of time-zones. Still, it meant that we’d be arriving around lunchtime Thursday at local Las Vegas time. As the train we needed pulled up, I asked Eri and my sister if they had stayed up late like I had advised.

“Yep, don’t worry about it, big bro. We only slept for a couple of hours, so I think we’ll be able to get some more on the flight. How about you two?”

Well, I didn’t do anything special, but with my abilities, going without sleep for a while is no big deal, the same for Shaeula. “Yeah, I might sleep a little. Anyway, make sure you have everything.” I grabbed Eri’s suitcase with my free hand, lifting it in, even though it was quite light, as we were only going for a few days. My sister pouted as I didn’t take hers, but I laughed it off as the duty of a boyfriend to carry his girlfriend's bags.

On the train we chatted away, the four of us attracting attention from some of the other passengers. I was surrounded by three very attractive girls after all, one of them foreign and exotic in looks. We ate our bento boxes, which were as nice as they were expensive, and discussed what we were going to do when we arrived.

“I can’t believe my first flight is such a long one.” My sis exclaimed. “Oh yeah, the two fashionable idiots are super jealous of us, so we have to make sure to really rub it in by sending them lots of pictures of cool things. We need a few of you and big bro being all lovey-dovey as well, Eri-chan!”

Eri chided my sister, blushing, but she agreed with her. “It’s… my first trip with Akio as his girlfriend, so I have to make memories. My mother and father will want to see pictures as well…”

“Don’t worry, Shaeula and I may be there for work, but we’ll have time to hang out and have fun together.” I promised. After all, there’s no point risking my life to protect friends and family if I don’t get to spend any time with them…
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Shaeula was kicking her legs in amusement as we took our seats. I had upgraded us to seats with better leg-room with some winnings I had earned over the last few days. I suppose I could have gone all out and upgraded us to business class, but I spent enough on the hotel. Maybe on the way back we’ll be in First Class… She had sunk a couple of beers in the airport bar while we waited after check-in, while Eri and my sis were doing some last minute shopping. Seriously, girls do need a lot of stuff…

“This aeroplane really is very impressive indeed-indeed.” she chimed in, peering out the window at the other planes as they took off and landed.

“Oh, you are just truly adorable.” my sis laughed. “You too Eri-chan. You’d think you’d never been on a plane before… oh, we haven’t have we? I guess I’m pretty excited too. Thanks for this big bro, you really are the best!”

Eri was on one side of me, Shaeula on the other, while my sister was seated next to Eri. Eri was looking a bit nervous about the flight, so I held her hand reassuringly, getting a radiant yet shy smile in return. Damn she’s cute... and her hands are so soft and warm…

“Don’t worry.” I told them all. “The best is yet to come, I assure you. This will be a trip of a lifetime!”

We were interrupted by the cabin crew running through the safety announcements, which my companions watched with rapt attention. Once that was done, the plane taxied to the runway, and I found my other hand also being held by Shaeula. Eri shot her a stern glance, but upon seeing my sister smirking she turned away.

“Cut her a break Eri, she’s nervous too. Me, I’m just excited. Wow, this is going to be awesome!”

And with that the plane accelerated, taking us into the air, Shaeula peering out of the window in fascinated amazement, Eri with her eyes shut…
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The gentle snoring of my sister and the slow, quiet breaths of Eri could be heard as the plane cruised at high altitude. Good, finally asleep. They could use the rest…

Beside me, Shaeula was enjoying a beer, having become tired of staring out of the window. I too had a drink, and was enjoying the calm. “So, did you get any insight into the wind? That would be an unexpected bonus to this trip.”

“Hmm, it is hard-hard to say. I definitely feel some insight is just within my grasp. After all…” She paused, gathering her thoughts. “This massive machine is moved by but the wind coming from those engines, is it not-not? To think the wind can hold such power, create such marvels… yes, if only I could-could duplicate it…”

“Yeah, if we could fly a plane in the Boundary we could bomb the crap out of all our enemies. I doubt it’s feasible though. And I’d worry about being shot down by Wyrms too. Still, harnessing the same power to move an aeroplane with a smaller object could make one hell of an attack…”

We bantered on as time passed, enjoying a few more drinks while Eri and Aiko slept peacefully. Luckily the flight was smooth, with little turbulence. I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it was surprisingly relaxing. Though I guess the company helps…

“You know what, I was wondering…” A sudden thought occurred to me. “What do you think would happen if we entered the Boundary now?”

Shaeula paused, glass of beer raised to her lips. Gently she lowered it and looked at me, her amber orbs gazing into mine. “I suggest… we do not-not try anything foolish, my master.” She shuddered then. “I suspect all that would await us would be a very-very long fall. Perhaps there might be lands or dungeons in the skies, but if not-not…”

“Yeah, I thought it would be a lousy idea. I was just curious.” With that our conversation became lighter, and we passed another few hours before my sister stirred from her slumber. Opening her eyes she glanced around, seeing Eri still sleeping, and Shaeula and I enjoying ourselves with beer and some spirits.

“No fair bro, why do you pair get to drink and have all the fun?”

“Well, the perks of age, I guess?” I raised my glass to her sardonically. “America is even stricter than Japan, so no beer for you, which is probably good after your hangover last time. Of course, I expect you’ll have more than enough fun without it. Maybe if you are a good girl you’ll find a way later…”

My sis joined in our chat, and around an hour later Eri woke up too. We ate dinner and passed the time reading, chatting and watching some in-flight movies, until our captain announced that we would be landing shortly.

Eri, Aiko and Shaeula all crowded the window, watching as we descend to the airport. In the distance the tall, exotic buildings of the Las Vegas strip could be made out, prompting expressions of delight from the girls. Once we landed we headed to passport control, where I discovered that Shaeula could speak English as well, though she didn’t seem to be aware she was talking a different language. That makes me wonder if Shaeula is actually speaking any language at all… maybe it’s like telepathy… but that wouldn’t explain how she understands the written word or the TV. Hey, maybe because I speak both languages, and she’s bound to me and my Territory…?

The customs officer smiled at us as he checked our passports and other paperwork. Impressed by our excellent English, he asked what our purpose for visiting was.

“Well, us two are here for business. But I thought I’d bring my sister and my girlfriend…” I still blushed saying it… “… along for a short holiday.”

“Well, welcome to Las Vegas, Sin City. Don’t be leading these cute girls astray now, you hear me?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. Anyway, where can…” I asked a few questions about getting a taxi and so on, and soon we were through customs and driving towards the strip, a very chatty taxi driver showering us with compliments, my sister talking back excitedly. I hadn’t told the driver which hotel we were staying at, only to drive to the strip, as I wanted to surprise them. As the girls gawked at the impressive showpiece buildings around us I too admitted I was impressed. Damn, this place is something special… a month ago, who’d have thought this is where I’d end up?

“So, which hotel you guys staying at?” The taxi driver asked now we were at the main strip. I replied, “MGM Grand, please.” The driver took us there, leaving us in front of the massive building. As I paid the driver and gave him a suitable tip he flattered the girls outrageously, saying that he would likely not see passengers as cute for a long time. Yeah, Americans sure are more forward than us Japanese. Still, seeing Shaeula puff up with pride and Eri writhe in embarrassment, I thought it wasn’t so bad.

Entering the impressive hotel we approached the desk. I leaned in and spoke to the receptionist while Eri and my sis were looking around, captivated by the hustle and bustle, a far cry from the quiet town life they had known. The receptionist noticed the room we were staying in, and raised an impressed eyebrow. “Nice. Living the high-roller life I see.”

“Sure am. My first time here, so I thought we might as well make the most of it.” As I took the keys she signalled over a porter to carry our luggage. Following us to the lift we went up to one of the upper floors. As we got off my sister was becoming more and more excited. “Uh, big bro… just what room are we staying in? Aren’t the nicer rooms towards the top? You can afford this, right?”

“Well, all will be revealed.” I said, checking the key. “Here we are. You can drop the bags here, thanks.” I told the porter, giving him a few dollars, and he headed off with a smile and a wave. Unlocking the door I pushed it open, revealing a four person suite room, with an expansive seating area, two large bedrooms with massive beds, and even more…

Sure, this was expensive as hell, burning through a ton of cash, but considering the plan, it’s insurance…

“Wowowowowowowowowow!” My sister had broken, rattling out her signature verbal tic at a rapid rate. “You must be joking bro. we are staying here? Seriously?”
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“O.M.G, O.M.G wow! Just look at the view.” My sis was entranced as she looked out over the strip from the massive windows. Eri was looking around too, shocked at the luxury, while Shaeula was already lying on one of the massive king-sized beds, her shoes off, pale feet wiggling in the air. Uh, from that angle I can see up your skirt…

Mi sis skidded around the room, admiring the layout, cooing appreciatively at the second bedroom, which had another king-sized bed, as well as a smaller one I’d asked them to add for the duration of our stay. “Look at this, Eri-chan! So huge! We can cuddle up like princesses!”

“I am the princess here-here!” Shaeula muttered. “Finally Akio is showing me the luxury I deserve!”

“Oh wow, wow, there’s a big swirly hot-tub in the bathroom!” my sister was shouting. “It looks like there’s room for us all if we want. I knew it, big bro just wants to get us in our swimsuits and ogle us! But a suite like this… sure, you can ogle me all you want bro!”

Eri looked at me, concerned by the opulence. “Um, Aiko-chan asked earlier, but you can afford this, right? You aren’t getting into debt just to impress me, are you? I don’t care if we are poor, as long as I’m with you… I’d go anywhere.”

Oh shit, my heart seriously skipped a beat then. Is it me or is Eri getting cuter? “Don’t worry.” I pulled her in for a hug, feeling my heart beating fast. “I’m not as stupid as that, I promise. Though I admit, I do want to show you all good things. Seriously, this is a business expense.” Surprising myself I leaned down and kissed her fleetingly on the lips.

“Get in here, Eri-chan, Shaeula! We need to take pictures, pictures! I want Yae-san and Rika-san to squirm and die of jealousy! Hurry, hurry!”

“At least put your luggage away first…” I chided, but it was a lost cause, as my sister was insanely hyper, and quickly dragged Eri and Shaeula into her orbit. With a resigned shake of my head I unpacked my clothes, including the suits I had brought, putting them into the wardrobes. I had just finished doing the same with Shaeula’s, marvelling at the rather attractive swimsuit she had bought, when my sister came back in. Seeing me unpacking, she grabbed her bag, as well as Eri’s. “Hey, no peeking at our swimsuits. You’ve already spoiled Shaeula’s surprise, but not ours. Go sit down over there or something while we unpack!” She pointed at the TV, so Shaeula and I sat down on the very nice sofa and watched some American television for a few minutes until the girls were finished.

“All right then, all done. So, what’s the plan bro? You have some work meetings here or something, but when are they?” my sis asked.

“Oh don’t worry, they are later on this evening.” I lied, feeling a little bad, but there was no way I was going to explain we were here to gamble with far higher stakes than we could ever do online. Over the last few days I had gambled during my free time, and had more than replaced the ludicrous spending on the antique doll, so my war-chest was full. “Until then… why don’t we take a bath, get changed and have some lunch. Then maybe check out some sights around the strip? You wanted to take photos, didn't you?”

“A bath… you want me in there already?” my sis hugged herself, shivering theatrically. “Wow, such a perv. But I did promise, so…”

“Come on, you know what I mean. You girls can go in together if you want, then I’ll go after.”

“Yeah, come on Eri-chan, Shaeula, let’s get cleaned up and dressed up! This is Las Vegas! Las Vegas! Wow, I’m hyped just thinking about it…”

She ushered the other two to the bathroom, and a short while later I could hear splashing and giggling coming from there, so I went to the fridge, finding some complimentary cold American beers. Cracking open a bottle I took a long drink, looking out over the strip. Well then, time to play…
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After the girls came out of the bath, hair still damp, dressed in summer clothing such as shorts and short skirts, I took a bath myself. My abdomen was largely healed, and my thigh wound was tolerable, hidden behind a pair of long shorts. On getting changed I found the girls and Shaeula also drinking, though Eri and my sister were having fruit juice. “All right then, we good to go? Do you have any places you would particularly like to see?”

“If you don’t mind, I’d quite like to see the fountains outside the Bellagio Hotel.” Eri asked. “I did some research when you said we were coming here, so…”

“Hey, no need to be embarrassed Eri-chan, it’s the job of your boyfriend to take you places. It does sound pretty romantic too. But wouldn’t night be better for that?” my sis teased her, then asked a question.

“Well, we can always check it out at night too, can’t we? Anyway, it isn’t far, so why not? Has everyone put on some sunscreen, I don’t want anyone getting sunburn?”

“Wow bro, you are such a worrywart. We already did it, Eri-chan wanted to stay pretty for you, don’t worry.” My sis rolled her eyes, calling me overprotective.

“Aiko-chan!” Eri was a little irked at the constant teasing, but my sis just waved it off with an insincere, teasing few words, which made Eri smile, despite her small annoyance, unable to stay mad at her best friend.

“All right then, off we go!” We headed down in the elevators to the strip outside, drawing curious gazes as we chatted in Japanese. The afternoon sun was beating down, the sky blue and clear, yet a different shade to the sky we were used to back home. Shaeula and my sis were gazing at everything with feverish curiosity, while Eri stuck close to me, my hand in hers, though she was still looking around, like a cautious kitten. Yeah, this is nice. A reminder as to why I have been risking myself…

My sis was taking pictures of everything and I warned her to be careful not to offend anyone, but the passers-by just laughed and joked about it, being more relaxed about it than I expected. Again, I guess the Americans are pretty chill.

Strolling towards the Bellagio I bought everyone ice-creams, and as we ate them we finally reached our destination. A quick check of the time revealed the next show was in a few minutes, so we settled in to wait. Once it was time the plaza was filled with dancing water, coloured by lights and accompanied by music. It was very attractive, I had to admit. Beside me, the girls were looking on in rapt attention. As the display was winding down I made to take a picture of the girls, but they wanted me to be in it too. Guessing their intentions from our body language a woman next to us gestured that she would take a picture for us. When I thanked her in perfect English, followed by the girls, she was surprised. After that, she took a lovely picture of us all with the fountains as a backdrop, then recommended booking a fountain-view restaurant at night if we had the cash. That seems a good idea.

I forwarded on the picture to the others, who were admiring it gleefully. We then ended up taking a trip on the big Ferris Wheel that soared five-hundred and fifty feet into the sky, as well as checking out some of the sights around. We also took a tour of the Shark Reef Aquarium at Mandalay Bay, marvelling at all the sea-life they had there. Once that was done it was getting on towards the evening, so we had a meal at the Eiffel Tower restaurant, looking out over the strip as we ate. I was haemorrhaging cash, but I wasn’t going to stint my sister, my girlfriend, and my ally on such a trip.

The meal was surprisingly romantic, although it was Shaeula and I sharing the wine, not Eri and me, though there was a fun interlude where one of the waiters came over to advise me children couldn’t drink alcohol. Luckily Shaeula had her passport with her, so after profuse apologies we were left alone. As we watched the fountains again, Eri leaned in and kissed me, her tongue seeking mine, her hand gripping me tight. When done she looked up at me with moist eyes and whispered “I’ll remember this day forever. It’s just another precious memory you’ve given me. I love you.”

Ugh, shit, a surprise attack! Eri is learning too much boldness from Shaeula and Aiko!

Seeing my dazed expression she flushed and giggled, kissing me again, though this time it was a fleeting brush of our lips. Other diners were smiling at our antics, and my sis and Shaeula started their customary teasing. After a dessert where I was sharing a parfait with Eri, we decided on our next plan. We would head back to the Grand and get changed for the evening, and since there was a famous magician running shows every few hours, Eri and and my sis would watch while Shaeula and I had a ‘business meeting’.

Handing Eri and my sister some money they were surprised at how much I had given them, five hundred dollars each. “Err, bro, not that I’m not grateful, but that’s like… fifty thousand yen or so, right? Are you sure I can have this much?” Beside her Eri nodded, equally troubled.

“Look, we’ve been through this. If I couldn’t afford it, I wouldn’t give it. Besides…” I looked at them both. “I feel better knowing you have money on you in case anything happens. Nothing should, but if you need to get back to the hotel after getting separated or you need to get in somewhere, I’d like you two to be able to.” With the serious talk over, I lightened my tone. “Besides, if you see something you want, like souvenirs, that way you can get them."

“All right then, I’m not going to be shy, since you insisted.” My sis leaned in for a hug. “Come on Eri-chan, you too. Your big spender of a boyfriend needs his reward.”

Eri joined us, her arms around us, and Shaeula was grinning broadly behind us. With that done we returned to our room, where Shaeula and I changed quickly, polishing off a couple of beers while the girls spent their time picking out what they wanted to wear. I myself was in a decent shirt and designer jeans, while Shaeula was in an evening dress in a fetching pale ivory.

“Wow, you two look pretty sharp. You’ll impress your clients for sure!” my sister said, coming out in the expensive skinny jeans I had bought her, pairing it with a patterned t-shirt. Eri followed her out, wearing a long skirt and loose top in grey and blue, matching the colour of my and Aiko’s eyes. I wonder if she did that on purpose?

“Yeah, you two are definitely cute.” I said, earning bright smiles. “I’m one lucky bastard, having the cutest sister and hottest girlfriend in Vegas.”

“And what-what am I, Akio? A pebble on the roadside?” Shaeula pouted. With a wry laugh I bowed to her.

“Hardly. Surely the cutest co-worker, without question. Anyway, shall we go?”

We took the girls to the show, agreeing to meet them outside in two hours. With that done we headed to the casino floor. Shaeula was carrying a good chunk of my funds, while I had the rest. There’s a slim chance we both go bankrupt here, which will almost certainly ruin the rest of the trip, but at least the hotel is paid for, so worst case we can lounge about for a few days…

Taking her hand in mine, we stepped through the entrance, immediately surrounded by the glowing neon of signs and slot machines, accompanied by the buzz of excited people and jolly music. Shaeula looked around, entranced by the spectacle so far removed from the Seelie Court, while I felt excitement rise within me. This is it. The start of the next phase of our plans.

“Shaeula, your winds…” I asked, and with a green glow swallowed by the garish lights of the casino her blessing enveloped us both. “It’s time then. We have two hours. You know what to do?”

At her nod I smiled broadly. Let’s get ready to gamble!
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Shaeula headed off one way, while I moved towards the roulette tables. Even though it was still early, the hustle and bustle of the many eager gamblers was intense, people celebrating the joys of a big win or commiserating their losses. Grabbing a beer on the way I took a pleasant swig of the cold alcohol, before sitting down at the most expensive table, which was a minimum bet of a hundred dollars a chip. Dropping a roll of bills I received a large pile of chips, and when there was a lull between spins, several gamblers beside me sighing as their chips were taken by the dealers, I placed my first bet.

“Twenty-Eight, Black, Even.” Came the voice of the dealer, and with a smile I watched as he added two hundred to my chips. A promising start. Taking another long swig of beer I pushed some more chips onto the table…

I noticed as time passed and the wheel spun that the blessing of fortunate winds seemed to be whispering to me, giving me brief flashes of inspiration. It wasn’t like the solid knowing I felt the first time I won big on roulette, or when I was fighting the jorogumo for the first time, but when it came down to chances where the odds weren’t too long, I was winning more than I would have expected, even taking into account my Fortune statistic. Soon a rather generous helping of chips had piled up in front of me and the half-dozen people around me, most of whom had started to follow my bets as well.

The dealer is looking rather pale. I guess I’ve been too lucky. I don’t want to push it too far too fast, so perhaps it's time... “Well, I think I’ve rode my luck enough for one night.” I smiled to everyone around me, ignoring their cries of disappointment. “Besides, I have to meet my girlfriend after this, so…”

“Oh come on man, you never quit while you are on a heater.” one guy said, and several echoed him, but I waved them off apologetically. Counting up my chips I swallowed saliva nervously. Nearly sixty thousand dollars in profit in just under two hours was in my hands. Shit, that’s insane…

“Now now, don’t hassle the man. We’ve all made out like bandits chasing his luck, right? Let’s not be ungrateful.” one man, a tall, blond American said. He turned to me and winked. “So, you sticking around in the old City of Sin for a while, or is this it?”

“I’m here for the weekend.” I admitted, bringing a bright smile from him. He draped an arm around me, which I felt was a bit forward, but I guessed that Americans were pretty informal when it came to physical contact.

“Oh, I see, I see. Well, if you are feeling really lucky and want to try for some big money…” the American grinned. “… how are you at poker? I’m a man who trusts my gut, and my gut tells me you are someone I should get to know. So if you think you know your way around a deck of cards, there’s a fair few big tables going down tomorrow, and a tournament at the Casino El Diablo as well. Hundred grand buy-in minimum, but with your winnings, you could afford it. The pot for the winner should be in the millions… sound good? It should, even hearing about the tournament at El Diablo shows that you’ve caught the eye of someone big in Vegas…”

Poker hmmm? I had tried to test my Fortune with cards and luck definitely helped change the odds, but then poker was far from all about luck… but it can’t hurt to ask… I wonder where Casino El Diablo is? I haven’t heard of it, must be a smaller one…

As we discussed it, discovering that the first tables would be starting at nine in the evening, I agreed to take part should nothing else come up. The American was satisfied by my tenuous agreement, and hoped we would meet in the final table. As we were finishing up Shaeula came back, looking extremely pleased with herself. I guess things went well for her, too?

“Oh, so this is your girlfriend, huh?” The American, who told me his name was Buck, misunderstood, but since it was a pain I let him think what he wanted. “Very nice looking, if I do say so. How you doing there, doll?”

“Doll?” Shaeula frowned. “I suppose it is of no-no matter. How fares your fortunes, Akio? I have performed well-well, as can surely be expected.” She showed me her hands, full of chips too.

“Hey, guess your girl is as lucky as you, eh? I can’t wait to see if your poker skill is as great as your luck. I knew my instincts weren’t wrong. Always trust your gut!” He chuckled, patting his stomach.

Ignoring the buzz of my fellow gamblers Shaeula and I went to cash out. She had made just under thirty thousand dollars of chips as well, and as we received our winnings Shaeula chatted excitedly about the various games she had played. Not knowing the rules that well she had observed others, then placed bets almost at random, winning more often than not.

It's a great start, better than I’d hoped, but to put in place my plans for Shirohebizumi shrine far more is needed. Poker sounds like a good way of making big money… Perhaps it was fate, or my Fortune at work, meeting Buck…
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Hanging around outside of the show, we waited for Eri and my sis to come out. As they exited amongst the crowds Eri spotted us, her face lighting up. Hurrying over, my sis following, she grabbed my hand, face flushed with excitement.

“Akio, the show was amazing. I’ve never seen such tricks. I wonder how they do it? You should have come with us!”

It’s unusual for Eri to be so excitable, she must really have liked it…

“Come on now Eri-chan, you know big bro and Shaeula had business to attend to. So, how was the meeting? You didn’t blow it so that we have to fly home poor and sad, did you?” my sister teased me.

“Nah, I’d say it went really well. I have a follow-up tomorrow, but assuming that goes as planned, your big brother will be in business!”

“Cool, mom and dad will be really pleased. Eri-chan too.” My sis elbowed her slyly. “Looks like you’ll be a lady of leisure when you two get hitched, my big bro will be bringing in the money!”

Listening to Eri’s embarrassed protests and Shaeula snickering I had to grin, feeling warm inside.

After letting them banter a while we headed out to a bar that still served minors, despite the hour. As we entered the strip, mesmerised by all the neon that pierced the darkness of the night, I noticed Shaeula was glancing about strangely, seeming distracted.

“What’s up?” I whispered, careful not to let the girls hear.

“There is something strange around… something… off. It feels almost like-like… a Territory? But this is here-here on the Material. Maybe I am mistaken?”

Shaeula isn’t often wrong. We should be wary… Patting her reassuringly on the shoulder I spoke quietly. “Maybe we can look into it later? No point worrying about it now, right?”

She nodded her agreement, and soon we arrived at our destination, and enjoyed some drinks, Eri and my sis sticking to mocktails of course, and snacks amidst laughter and tales. This continued for a while until the girls started to look tired, yawning and nodding off.

Yeah, it’s good to remember why I am doing all this. It isn’t for the money, it’s for how I can use the money to keep my family safe and happy… who else but I can protect them in these changing times?
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Looking at Eri and Aiko, snuggled up together in the king-sized bed in our suite, I shook my head wryly. “The poor girls are all tuckered out. It makes sense, it’s been a busy day and all that after a long flight. We’ll let them get some rest, so they are all fresh for tomorrow.”

“So, what shall we do now-now?” Shaeula asked. “We could return to the casino and triumph some more-more, or perhaps we could visit the Boundary and train?”

The Boundary, huh? I am very interested in seeing what it’s like out here in the American desert…

“Well, the plan for tomorrow was to do a lot of gambling, and now we have this poker tournament to check out, so we can probably give more gambling a miss for tonight. Let’s check out the Boundary here. Who knows, it might be a valuable experience, right?”

With a snort of agreement Shaeula joined me in our room, she took the king-sized bed, while I took the smaller one. Cycling aether we were soon within the Boundary, only to feel oppressed and weak.

Damn, I never really thought this would happen… Aether was drifting slowly from our bodies, depleting into the air, so I concentrated, trying to hold it in as Shaeula joined me, peering around at the rather horrific room we were within, spikes of bone and chitin jutting out from the walls, making us feel we were within the jaws of some malevolent beast.

“This building must-must be a Territory here…” Shaeula said, eyes shining. Luckily the suite room still had a solid door of hardened shell barring the rest of the building from us, but from outside I could hear malevolent clicking noises and the clink of bone on bone, growing in intensity and number. With a solid thump the door shook, as if something heavy had banged against it. From within the room there was a series of chittering sounds and a swarm of hand-sized spiders of bone scattered, scuttling in all directions.

Ugh, gross. What is this, Silent Hill? Another series of thumps shook the door, dead white dust falling from the ceiling under the vibrations.

“So, are we going to counterattack?” I asked. “I forgot that large buildings seem to house denizens of the Boundary more often than not. You think we can handle whatever is out there?”

“Perhaps-perhaps.” Shaeula replied. “But this is not-not our home ground, and we are trapped within. The master of this place will surely have great advantage over us. We could-could return to the Material, or…” Her eyes fell on the great window occupying one side of the suite in the Material. Here it too was a window, but one surrounded by bone hooks and spines.

“Clever. But we are quite high up. Oh well…” I walked over to the window, which was layered in filth and dust, and with a blow from my new spear shattered it, large shards of soiled glass falling to the warped street below. As the window was opened a breeze blew in, filled with shimmering motes of elemental wind, and hints of elemental fire.

Wow. “This is… quite the view…” For a moment I forgot about the oppressive weight of the Territory and the ever-increasing cacophony outside of the malformed apartment. The sky was full of shining aurorae, rippling with the brilliant green of wind energy. All around us tall buildings were visible, some looking like their Material counterparts, neon lights joining the non-light of the Astral, while others were like the building we were in, changed and shocking in appearance. The Bellagio, for example now looked like a series of antlers rising into the sky, while there were others that were like giant slimes or rusted iron golems towering above the landscape. Further out, beyond the changed strip, the Nevada deserts stretched out endlessly, pillars of shimmering stone rising from the sands, great plumes of green and yellow energies flickering in and out of existence.

“Yeah, I’m glad I got to see this.” I muttered, before Shaeula slapped me on the back of the head, jolting me back to reality.

“You can admire the view later, master. For now-now, I fear we should be going, no?” Behind us the door was starting to crack, and through the tears I could see yellow eyes glaring.

“Yeah, I think you are right. Let’s hope there is a way down. We are up pretty high…” Looking out of the window I could see the outside was also covered in large bone spikes, so it was possible, if rather scary, to climb down, assuming one had suitable strength. Hang on, I think we have something that will help us as well…

“Shaeula, it’s your time to shine!” I smiled at her, and for a second she didn’t seem to realise what I meant, before returning my grin…
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Shaeula jumped down from the jutting spine of faded bone, landing in my arms. I staggered back for a few steps, then lowered her gently to the ground. My gaze drifted upwards, to the climb we had just endured. Up high above with my greater visual acuity I could see various bone-white monstrosities peering out of the window at us, eyes yellow and rheumy, mouths dripping disgusting yellow and green ichor. Yeah, I’m glad we didn’t stay and fight…

The climb down had been equal parts exhilarating and terrifying, but there were ample hand-and-footholds to use, plus Shaeula had been able to support us with her new toys. Now that we were down we backed away from the building into the centre of the strip, leaving the Territory behind. A few lesser spirits drifted towards us, only to pop into tiny orbs of ether from our strong presence, but the numbers were… Hmm, a place like Vegas should be full of lesser spirits, right? This reminds me too much of Inuyama…

“There are many-many Territories here…” Shaeula muttered, looking around. “But one… one is very strong. As strong as ours. I can feel it…”

“We should stay away from that one then.” I replied. “How about we go out into the desert? I dare say we can find things to hunt, I could use a few more Levels. And if we find sources of elemental energy, all the better. Deserts should have fire, right? Or maybe earth…”

Shaeula took a while to respond, before nodding slowly. “Yes, it is-is prudent to avoid courting trouble. We are alone here. We should not-not bite off more than we can chew. That… creature… from before that wounded you badly should-should be lesson enough.” With another long, pensive look into the distance of the strip, we crossed out into the desert, which was somehow more… primal… than the Material. There were patches of rainbow sand, glimmering like jewels, while massive rock formations towered into the sky, some nearly as high as the hotels of the strip. In addition large, otherworldly cacti were growing in small forests, green and grey, needles as long and sharp as spearheads.

“It’s surprisingly pretty out here, in a rather rugged way.” I observed. Mixed in amongst the dunes I spotted a red glow, and quickly found a Red Etherite buried in the opalescent sands. Crushing it for ether, we continued to move out into the desert.

Rock pillars jutted up around us like teeth, strange long-leafed ferns dangling over the edges, hanging down like kelp, the fronds occasionally twitching, despite the lack of breeze of the Boundary. Shaeula gazed out over the fields with her gleaming amber eyes, deciding on our route.

“This-this way.” she advised. “I sense great wind energy, as well as elemental fire. It should suit-suit our needs.” As we moved further away from the Las Vegas strip I found several additional Red Etherite ores. I’m jealous. All these resources ripe for the taking. As I dug out another from the sands I opened my mouth to express this, but Shaeula held up one pale hand to silence me.

“Quiet-Quiet.” She hissed softly. “I hear something coming…”

We hunkered down in the shadows of the rock formations, as a group of large desert hyenas padded across the terrain. They were a dirty grey-brown colour, with mouths full of sharp fangs. They were also huge, the size of small ponies. Hmm, native monsters, or… no… They were wearing collars, great bands of rusty spiked metal. That means there must be some intelligence guiding them…

The beasts were sniffing the air, acidic drool smoking on the sands below. Shaeula was letting out faint wisps of elemental wind, preventing our scent from leaking out, but our hiding spot was not exactly great. Drawing out my new spear I gestured to Shaeula, and she nodded. With that her wind changed, blowing strongly, and the faint shield she had conjured blew out, changing into a volley of razor-sharp vibrating blades, slashing into the hyenas. Several fell instantly, decapitated and bursting into shimmering ether. Several others fell, howling in pain, as limbs were severed and torsos sliced open.

I raced out, wind accelerating my own movements, and one hyena died instantly, as my new bluesteel spear tore into it, the edge of the blade humming. Yeah, this is damn good. God bless the Kobolds, I hope they can dig us up more of this… A second hyena died, and as a third leapt at me, I slid aside and pierced its heart, slaying it. Shaeula was also reaping a toll, but a hyena at the back of the pack let loose a loud howling laugh, echoing across the desert.

Yeah, taking them all out before they could alert their handlers was always a long shot… Even so, we didn't stop attacking, and the rest of the enemies were quickly taken out. I scooped up the ether, transferring most of it to our Territory and burning the rest to aether to restore my supplies, then turned to Shaeula. “I think we should go…”

We sprinted out across the desert, my leg still aching a bit from the nearly healed wound I had suffered in the Boundary at Inuyama. Shaeula followed, her short legs churning the desert sand. Her yukata wasn’t really made for running, so I had to slow a bit to allow her to catch up. As I did so a volley of barbed arrows struck the sands where I was about to be. I staggered to a halt, Shaeula bumping into me. Wow, lucky. Fortune strikes again…

From the surrounding terrain a mob of creatures appeared, looking like some sort of dog-beastmen, though they were nothing like Kobolds. They were kind of cute, these… not so much… They stood over six feet tall, with dirty grey-brown fur covering their human-like bodies, though they had massive, twisted hands, and their heads were those of hyenas, with staring yellow eyes, filled with madness. They carried bows, spears and other melee weapons, and were wearing armours made of dirty hyena pelts reinforced with rusted metal plates. They had surrounded us from multiple sides, and were barking out disgusting laughter. Another pack of hyenas were held in chains by several of the monsters, straining to be let off the leash, exposing their fangs in grinning mouths.

“So, you ready?” I asked Shaeula, and she nodded.

“Very well-well, let us show these ugly mutts who are their betters.”

Drawing deep on wind I unleashed a volley of invisible slashes at the archers surrounding us on the rocky outcroppings. They were slaughtered before they even knew what was killing them. The hyenas came racing towards us, only to explode into bloody chunks and then ether as they ran into the barely visible wires of wind Shaeula had thrown up around us. Without decent ranged attacks such as elemental abilities, their numbers mean nothing…

“Remain focused. Do not-not let arrogance blind you.” Shaeula warned as she swept away a group of onrushing monsters.

“I know, I know…” I agreed. “I like to think I do learn lessons, if slowly…”

[image: image-placeholder]

“Well, that was fun…” I drew in a lungful of air, still wondering if it was really necessary with my Astral body. Old habits die hard, I guess… Beside me Shaeula was sitting on the ground, white legs peeking out of the bottom of her yukata. The hyena beastmen had thrown themselves at us en-masse, but with their archers dead and me sniping any that tried to flee with drills of wind, they had been fodder for the deadly cage Shaeula had surrounded us with. Still, their numbers were great and their ferocity shocking, so they had fought until the end.

Fortunately, our wind energy held out… There had been gains as well, my Level climbing by one, a welcome boost. We had also obtained a pleasing amount of ether. “So, we don’t have all night. Shall we press on, or retreat?” I held out a hand, helping Shaeula to her feet.

“I am curious to see this wind I sense-sense in the distance.” Shaeula replied. “I can feel a strange power from it. It would be a great-great shame to leave my curiosity unsatisfied.”

“All right then. We could cut across the desert proper to avoid more trouble. I don’t feel safe amidst this stone jungle.”

We headed further out, the rock pillars sinking into dunes of glowing sand. Small roving packs of desert scorpions and strange walking cacti that shot foot-long barbed spines tried to bar our path, but blades of air or my spear were more than enough to take them out. While we moved across the sands I spent some of the aether I had extracted to continue healing my leg, and the pain I felt putting my weight on it had almost faded to nothing. Although I am constantly feeling a strange chill in my lower body, near my Chakras. Is it related? Maybe I shouldn’t overdo the healing…

Another swarm of scorpions came scuttling over the dunes, dozens strong. Still, without intelligence they ran headlong into our traps, sliced apart by humming strands, those in front driven to their deaths by the press of bodies behind. As Ether filled the air, I received yet another Level-up. This is an unexpected bonus. This trip was more for money, but I won’t say no to free Levels!

“Damn, this is just like my hometown. Wilderness areas have tons of monsters. Tokyo by comparison is starved for resources. I’m so jealous. If I lived out here my Level would be way higher.” As we watched the last few scorpions scuttle away or bury themselves in the sand I continued to complain, though my spirits were high. “I bet there are all sorts of Territories in the desert, sunken temples, stone circles, any number of mystical sites… exploring them would be exciting and profitable, I’m sure…”

“Once more, I must remind you that meeting me is of far-far more value than a mere-mere handful of Levels.” Shaeula sniffed. “Besides, we have only explored but a short distance from our Territory. We do not-not know what foes we shall find on our borders…”

“True. Oh well…” We continued our trek over the dunes. It was then that the dark sky seemed to brighten a little. I rubbed at my eyes, but it didn't change. Squinting, I pointed out the strange light to Shaeula.

“I believe that-that is our destination.” she agreed, her mystic eyes easily seeing it in the far distance. “It is… rather impressive.”

Picking up the pace we hurried across the sands towards it. As we moved across the dunes we noticed that the encounters with native beasts dwindled to nothing. The sands themselves were now devoid of rock formations, just endless shimmering grains, which seemed to be… trembling?

The view is stunning. I wish Eri and my sis were here to see this. Though I guess that the danger kind of outweighs the spectacle… As we continued to run across the shivering sands a faint rumbling, grinding noise could be heard, a series of vibrations running up through my legs, making it hard to walk. Beside me Shaeula was stumbling to a halt, her legs cramping.

I’m getting a bad feeling about this. Wait, sand, vibrations… oh shit… Grabbing Shaeula quickly, heedless of where, I suddenly jumped, channelling wind and aether to take us further into the air.

“Where-where are you touching, you brute? If Eri knew you were molesting my chest, she…” Shaeula began squawking, but I silenced her.

“No time for this. Start using your wind to push us towards our destination. I’ll keep us in the air.” I said desperately, and not a moment too soon. The mental image of keeping us lighter than air was quite tiring, and consumed a decent amount of aether while holding it. Seeing the deadly-serious expression on my face Shaeula complied and we began to drift through the air. As we moved the ground erupted where we had been standing mere moments before, a huge eyeless maw ripping out of the sands, vast circular rows of teeth grinding like a drilling machine. Yep, called it. Damn sandworms! Guess I should thank Dune for teaching me what to watch out for...

The massive beast thrashed around, swallowing up mountains of sand, before sliding back into the ground, unsatisfied. As it vanished from view, leaving a great crater that quickly filled in, I was reminded of the Jaws of the Questing Beast that the Raven Knight almost killed me with. Yeah, I am definitely not good with huge toothy maws.

“Your instincts are good as always, master. I would not-not have liked to have ended up as food for such a disgusting creature. Such an end would not-not be befitting a princess such as myself. Still, perhaps you should… move-move your hands, yes?” She gazed at me and I realised one hand was cupping her bottom, my other on her rather modest chest. Flushing, I shifted my hands to a safer spot.

“Sorry, that was an accident. I just wanted to get us airborne as fast as possible.”

“Hmm…” Shaeula was flushed too, and she looked away, chewing on her lip nervously. “For your honour I will-will believe you this time, my master. Though you should be sure to compensate me with delicious alcohol when-when we return, else I might have to make mention of this to Eri. She would be most-most wroth with you, I fear.”

“I know. I’ll be sure to treat you tomorrow. We’ll hit a bar when the girls are doing something else.” Changing the subject I looked down at the dancing sands. “I guess that everything has a downside. There may be plenty of prey out here, but there are also monsters like that which dwarf anything I’ve seen in Tokyo. That was Wyrm-class for sure, and I doubt there is only one…”

“Indeed, we should-should be grateful for what we have.” Shaeula agreed, forehead covered in sweat from moving us rapidly through the air. Below, the ground was starting to become rocky again, white and brown stones rising from the sands, so it was likely safe to descend. As we reached solid ground we both sighed in relief.

“So, just where…” I trailed off, as now I could more clearly see where we were headed to. A vortex of green and yellow energies was swirling high into the air, like a waterspout, only of jade and citrine. Now that… that is a sight to see.

Beside me, Shaeula grinned. “It reminds me of the lands of the Fae. It is rare-rare to see such rich elemental streams here in the Boundary. Normally they lie deeper within the Astral proper. Yet here-here it is, ours for the taking, no?”

Looking upon its splendour I could only nod. Yeah, I want it. With such energies I could make the breakthrough I am so close to… “All right then, lets claim it.”


Ninety-One


As we approached the swirling vortex of elemental energies the temperature rose, the air dry and hot. The Boundary seemed to reflect environmental conditions in a different, more muted way to the Material, the deserts of Nevada being somewhat cooler than expected, so it was strange for the temperature to rise to what one would expect. There was a strange smell on the hot breeze too, a faint hint of smoke and spices.

Picking our way over rocks and around pillars I noticed that there were quite a few Etherites scattered around. I quickly gathered a half dozen red ones, as well as a couple of oranges. It’s a free-for-all loot party. Damn, I wish I could set up an Ether Spire here, I bet it’d pull in a lot of ether and elemental essence. Putting aside what we couldn't have, we carefully made our way closer. There was a ring-like wall of bare stone around the epicentre, jagged stone teeth rising into the sky, reminding me again of the sandworm. Ominous … Let’s hope we don’t get swallowed up…

There was little life around, a few palm-sized scorpions scuttling away, no threat to us. A few dead fern-like trees and dried-out cacti were clinging to the bare rocks, but other than that the place was desolate, flecks of green and yellow energy drifting down on the hot breeze like confetti.

“We should remain cautious.” Shaeula intoned, her amber eyes scanning the area. “I am struggling to perceive any dangers we might-might face, the glare from the elemental energies is quite-quite blinding.”

“Yeah, we are quite low on our own elemental essences too.” Flying had left us short, though I still had a trump card or two left in reserve. A series of cold shivers ran through my lower body, at odds with the heat of the elemental winds, and Shaeula eyed me quizzically.

“It’s nothing. Come on. You might want to ready your weapons just in case.” I brandished my spear, and at my words Shaeula brought out her bells and dagger we had obtained from the dark realm within Takakura Antiques. As we reached the jagged spires I retrieved another orange Etherite, breaking it down for more aether, filling my body with power. Well, we are as prepared as we can be…

Looking at the walls in front of us I sighed. “I guess being small is an advantage after all.” I joked. “It’s going to be a real tight squeeze for me.”

“Hmph, I am not-not small, merely delicate and refined, as a princess should be.” Shaeula smirked, amused. “I shall go on ahead and you can-can follow.” With that Shaeula squirmed herself into a crack between two of the stone fangs. As she clambered through, muttering to herself, her yukata rode up, but like the gentleman I was I looked away. White today, I see…

Once she was through Shaeula called to me. “Come quickly master, for I require your assistance now-now.”

Squeezing my own way through the gap I winced as I scraped against the rocks. Soon my head was through, and I could see Shaeula engaging in battle with… some very strange creatures. There were large human-like figures made of heaps of stone, clomping slowly across the ground towards her. As I watched Shaeula unleashed a blade of air, but it merely bounced from the stone with a dull whine, barely scouring a faint line in the rocks. As she clicked her tongue in disappointment and backed away, other figures came forwards, beings of swirling winds and air. Several strands of Shaeula’s hair were floating in the breeze as a slashing arm of air narrowly missed her, striking shards from the rock walls behind her.

“I did say quickly, did I not-not?” Shaeula danced away, leading the elemental creatures after her, though she was trapped in the makeshift arena by the walls.

Damn, this is dangerous. I lashed out with my own attacks, blades of vibrating air clashing against the rock elementals, but it barely staggered them, just like Shaeula’s attacks. As for the wind beings, the blades passed through them, leaving them seemingly unharmed. Shit, this is the difference between experience fodder like the hyenas and things that are actually dangerous…

Channelling some aether I used it to reduce the friction around my body and the rocks, and coupled with a burst of wind energy I shot out of the crack, my armour protesting from the strain and scraping painfully against my skin. Hitting the stony ground I rolled onto my back, staring up at the green and yellow vortex that was gushing from the ground, cascading into the sky. Yeah, beautiful and eerie. But this isn’t the time for admiring it…

Shaeula was being hemmed in, so I had little time to waste. As several of the creatures of wind advanced in on her, moving alarmingly rapidly, I drew deep on the aether I had stocked, imagining flames. Bright white fire shot across the wind elementals, and with a scream like the howling of a gale they vanished into burning flakes and sparks, raining down to the stony earth. Some ether was scattered by their deaths, but compared to what I had just expended… Yeah, since I can’t withdraw from my Silo due to the Territory upgrade, I’ll run dry long before they are all dead…

Okay, time to start busting out some trump cards… The equipment I had made from the remaining bluesteel the Kobolds had mined were attached to the back of my armour, and I quickly drew upon them, the stored wind energy within responding to my call, forming a string of air so fine and sharp that it was practically invisible. It slashed into the rock elementals, whining as it started to bite into their durable bodies, stone dust filling the air. Even so, it was barely damaging them. Shaeula used the distraction to dart clear, rejoining me, breathing heavily in the heat of the makeshift arena. Shit, these stone bastards make Trolls look like Kobolds in terms of toughness…

Verdant wind elemental energies had also been released by the burned air elementals, and Shaeula and I greedily absorbed it to replenish our stocks. I quickly funnelled it into my deadly strand, pushing back against the foes, but my supply rapidly bottomed out and the strand snapped with a spray of escaping emerald light. The enemies were damaged, but still functioning.

“Watch out, from above-above!” Shaeula cried, and I looked up to see another air elemental darting down at me, shapeless hands outstretched, wreathed in sharp winds. I tried to parry with the shaft of my spear, but it passed right through, slamming into me, pitching me against the rock walls. I coughed silver and red blood, but forced myself to move as it came against me again, Shaeula’s wind blades again passing harmlessly through it. It was like trying to punch the wind, futile.

Still, we aren’t getting back out the hole. We could try to fly over the rock pillars, but with the air elementals in the sky… think man, think… elementals… they must have a weakness. I cast more aetheric flame outwards, feeling my body become sluggish from aether depletion. An air elemental burned apart, bouncing into another which caught fire and exploded too, but one more flew to the side before diving at me, formless arms outstretched.

Thrusting with my spear reflexively the bluesteel head passed through the wind creature, meeting no resistance. Beside me Shaeula had unleashed a slash of light from her dagger, gouging a chunk of stone from one of the oncoming rock beings, finally severing an arm. Even so, others were closing in. Expecting to feel the impact from the enemy I was surprised as the wind elemental flinched back, howling. Swinging my spear at it again, the shaft passed through it harmlessly, but where the metal spearhead hit, the elemental trembled. As it shook I could see wisps of green leaking from the foe, sucked into the spearhead.

Of course! Bluesteel can absorb and use elemental energies, it’s why I made batteries and Shaeula’s secret weapons out of it. And these creatures seem to be some sort of elemental. Listening to the ringing of tinkling bells and Shaeula’s curses as she tried to fend off the foes with her knife, I tried to put my plan into action. One-handed I struck out with my spear, while with the other I unstrapped a battery. Holding it up I slammed it into the retreating elemental, ignoring the pain in my hand as the buffeting winds that made up its body ate into my flesh. The creature moaned, whistling eerily as I began to direct the flow of its energies into the metal. Seconds later it died with a last mournful wail, the remaining energies drawn in, a burst of ether heralding its defeat.

“I’ve found their weaknesses!” I cried, racing to the aid of Shaeula, who was using her superior speed to stay just ahead of the stone men. “Use your new toys to drain their elemental essence!”

I discharged the wind the battery had absorbed, using it to slide along the ground behind one of the rock elementals. Slamming the battery against its hard back I began to drain it, though since I had no real affinity for earth it was a slower process. Despite my shortcomings, the stone turned brittle, flakes falling away as red energies leaked out.

“I can not-not!” Shaeula protested. She slashed her knife with another flickering burst of light, biting into stone, then rang her bells, the wind she summoned flooding into the crack before exploding outwards, finally shattering into a shower of stone, elemental energy and ether. As the earth energies leaked outwards Shaeula darted away, avoiding them with a sour expression on her face.

“I am a Fae of wind-wind, earth energies are inimical to me!” Her gaze turned to the vortex of wind energy. “If only the wind here was not-not tainted with fire, I would easily be able to deal with these slabs of rock-rock.”

“Fine, well I guess you are doing okay. Don’t lose focus and get caught, keep kiting them…”

“Lose focus? How insulting, it is you-you who lets your attention slip at crucial moments. Have no fear, I am now a master of kiting and all-all other forms of tactical combat!” Shaeula seemed proud she got the reference, as she led the half-dozen stone elementals away. I finally finished draining the one I was fighting, and it collapsed, energies captured by my battery. I wish I understood earth better, it isn’t as easy to grasp as air or fire… oh well, that’s for later. Since I’m not trying to draw it inside me, only direct it, I can manage somehow…

Under the strange light of the vortex we fought a series of running battles, avoiding the slower moving stone creatures, gradually grinding them down until all that remained was a pair of full batteries shining with a red glow. Shaeula was slumped down, exhausted, and I was covered in bruises where shattered stone had bounced off my armour. Leaning on the butt of my spear I surveyed the vortex now that we had time to take a breath. The green and yellow energies were pouring out of a dark rift in the ground, the edges covered in a variety of gem-like crystals, some of which looked like Etherites.

“I think it is what you would call a dungeon, like-like my Territory was.” Shaeula muttered. “Energy must be leaking from higher up in the Astral, distorting the fragile Boundary. No-no doubt those strange creatures are simple manifestations of the overflowing elemental essence. I have heard tales of true elementals, and these were but pale-pale imitations. Had we met one such, our fates would have been quite-quite different indeed.”

Yeah, they were strong to be sure, as they didn’t have bodies that felt injury like other creatures, but their attacks were simple, almost instinctual. If they had worked together we would have been finished. Despite that, it’s been another valuable lesson. Getting a couple of Levels earlier made me complacent again. How many times am I going to have to go through this?

I gathered a number of red and orange Etherites that were sprouting from the crystal formations around the rift. Breaking them down I refilled my aether, the rest going to my Territory. Some of the other crystals looked useful, but it wasn’t like I had some sort of Item Box skill or a Spatial Ring, so I limited myself to snapping off a few samples for the Kobolds. All right then. My supply of wind was low, so I decided to draw from the gushing geyser of essence in front of us. As I did so, green flooding into me, I suddenly felt a burning pain within my network, flecks of yellow energy reacting violently.

“Fool-fool. Release your control now.” Shaeula bolted upright, slapping me on the head. “Did you not-not listen when I said the energies were tainted? They are impure, mixed. And fire feeds off wind. Trying to use-use it is folly.”

Oh yeah, you did say that. I was pretty busy at the time though… As I struggled to convert the rampaging energies into aether without sustaining damage to my network, I was forced to listen to Shaeula’s lectures for nearly ten full minutes…


Ninety-Two


“So, what do we do now? I’d really like to investigate what is causing this.” I looked down into the gushing geyser of elemental energies. There was room to clamber down the side of the pit, and I could make out faintly glowing points of red and orange further down that might be more Etherites. It can’t hurt to fill up our coffers, as when the Territory is upgraded we’ll have a lot of things we’ll need to build, and that all costs ether…

“I find myself curious as well-well.” Shaeula admitted. “The wind may-may be tainted, yet it also has a remarkable flavour. Perhaps it is a unique wind at the core-core of this. Obtaining such can only strengthen us greatly.”

“Well, we’ve come this far, braving sandworms and elementals, so turning back now wouldn’t sit right with me.” I mopped sweat from my brow, feeling the strange cold shivers at my core again. Seriously, what is that?

“I’ll go down first then, and you follow.” I said, starting to scale down the series of ledges and jagged outcroppings that made up the side of the pit. Shaeula followed me, and I quickly realised another issue. Every time I looked up at her I could see up her yukata. Such a luxurious problem to have… Since she didn’t seem to have noticed I turned away my flushed face, taking a detour to gather up some more Etherites. After descending perhaps a couple of hundred metres we could see the bottom, a small, roughly circular room, filled with crystalline outcroppings and twinkling Etherites. Rocky creatures and beings of wind were filling it, as well as some flickering flame-beings. Fire elementals, I guess.

“All right then, since we’ve picked up a load of Etherites and I have aether to spare…” I once more imagined the white-hot blaze, this time as a fine rain, and sizzling flames fell in the narrow chamber, quickly cascading destruction down over the area, the air elementals disintegrating violently. I had to crush two orange Etherites and some red ones to keep topped up, which pained my heart, but it was better than getting caught by highly mobile flying enemies while we were stuck climbing.

Sadly I also discovered another problem, as several Etherites below were struck by the falling flames and shattered, their ether content spilling free. I was too far away to grab most of it, so a good chunk of it was wasted.

“Okay, you’re up.” I said, and from above Shaeula chimed her bells, sending down a blast of wind, driving back the earth elementals, though the winds died, consumed, when they made contact with the flaming humanoids. Fortunately, it bought me time to drop down to the ground, aether softening my fall to a mere painful jarring of my legs and back. Releasing the earth energy stored within my batteries I had a brief moment of regret, but quickly shrugged it off. Not like I can use it yet anyway, and there is earth essence at Shirohebizumi anyway…

The room was small, and the centre was occupied by the gushing energies, so I had to quickly deal with the elementals. Darting in I thrust my battery into the nearest fire elemental, while wreathing my arm with ice using aether to protect me from getting burned. Damn this is uncomfortable… A second fire elemental was closing in, so I slammed it with the other battery. Shaeula was keeping the earth elementals at bay with a wall of wind, so I had time to work. Dodging searing hot swings from the foe they burst apart.

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


As the message scrolled across my vision I started discharging the fire energies from the batteries. I had practiced with fire before and had almost grasped how to use it, so it only took a little aether to guide it into doing what I wished. Flames gushed over the stony foes who were hemmed in by Shaeula, heating them up and melting their exterior. When they met the colder winds barring their passage they cooled rapidly, starting to crack and splinter.

Not enough. But… Converting ether to aether by grabbing what was being released from the shattering Etherites that were destroyed in our struggle, I called forth my own wind, filling it with an arctic chill. Stone exploded, and one after another elementals shattered. More experience for me.

A flash of light left Shaeula’s knife as she landed beside me, severing a fire elemental in half. It halted for a moment before the two sides squirmed together, but in that pause I used my batteries to drain it dry. Finishing off the remaining broken earth elementals, we secured the area, scooping the remaining ether.

“Good fight.” I said dryly, ignoring the numbness in my arms where I had wrapped them in ice, and the many smaller burns that dotted my body. “I’m glad I was good at science at school. Thermal expansion is very effective against stone and metal.”

“I do not-not quite get it, but perhaps I will check it on my phone tomorrow.” Shaeula said, stepping across the ground which was covered in shattered stone. She bent to pick up one of the few Etherites that had survived. “This one is yellow. Quite-quite the rarity indeed.”

We gathered up the other few ores before finally taking the time to check out the reason we had come. At the centre of the chamber was a crack in the ground, from which was gushing fiery yellow energies. However, wedged in the crack was a green gem-like shard the size of two fists. A green Etherite? No, something different… A plume of wind energy was rising from it, the source of the vortex. Flame energy was being drawn in and carried up out of the rift as well, likely the source of the taint. Did this green meteor fall from the sky and pierce down to the naturally occurring fire energy?

“This is truly-truly fascinating!” Shaeula exclaimed, her mystic eyes appraising the jewel. “This is a manifestation of a unique wind. Yet it is not-not pure. It must have been here for many-many years. It has taken on some of the properties of the fire it is bathed in. I have heard of such, but to think-think I could see it…”

While Shaeula was eagerly fussing over the wind, I peered below at the flame energy that was rising from the earth. Sure, some of it was tainted, but there was plenty of pure flame to be drawn in. I was so close to a breakthrough before, if I take my fill from here…

“I’m going to use this flame to make a breakthrough. Why don’t you give it a try as well? You’ve been studying, haven’t you?”

Shaeula paused, looking away from me, face pink. “I have-have. But… fire consumes wind, I admit to feeling trepidation at the thought. I would not-not wish to harm myself… though the potential power… and I did swear to myself…” she trailed off, muttering to herself.

“Why not watch me and my network, gain a few extra insights that way. It can’t hurt, right?”

At her agreement I settled down to meditate on the energy, drawing in a steady stream of flame, power moving through me until it reached my solar plexus Chakra, where it was absorbed, though some of the yellow energies were also moving towards my lunar Chakra, joining the wind energies that were pooling there. Fire. Flame. It isn’t really a ‘thing’, more a process. Oxidisation. So what does it control? It also has spiritual and magical connotations, a classic element in both Western and Eastern myths… and I know it can feed off wind. Speaking of wind… My gaze went to the tainted energy. It was damaging to me before, but why? Hadn’t I realised that all the elements were connected, as was aether… surely I can use it. Wind strengthens fire…

As Shaeula watched I began to draw in the tainted wind, fanning the flame element within to consume the wind, allowing a vast flood of fiery energy to permeate my network. Shaeula opened her mouth to protest, but as she saw what was happening she remained silent, amber eyes wide.

Yeah, this is uncomfortable, but I don’t think it’s damaging… In response to the large amount of wind energy entering me and changing to fire, the wall I had been struggling against collapsed, and my heart Chakra blazed brightly, gulping down the wind greedily.

Your Skill, Heart Chakra Of Wind has advanced from Rank 3 to Rank 4. Your Heart Chakra now generates significantly more Wind energy and is better able to handle variant and unique Winds.
Your Skill, Wind Manipulation has advanced from Rank 4 to Rank 5. Your understanding of Wind has significantly increased, and you can handle Wind with less wastage and greater efficiency.


The messages were welcome, and I could feel the benefits immediately, my control suddenly firmer and effortless. In fact, I believed that with a little more work I might be able to go even further. Still, that was not my aim here. Sweat was running down me, citrine and emerald energy rising from my body in faint wisps of colour. Just one more push… There was something… some power, within the mass of wind and flame. It was trying to force its way within me, my network straining. Smooth the flow. Think of it like a series of tributaries from a stream, or branches of a tree… Using aether I directed the flow, and a glowing orb of yellow, flecked with green was pulled inside me. It moved to my blindingly brilliant solar plexus Chakra, merging with it.

“Ugh… Oh my God…” The pain was suddenly blinding, as if my very insides were boiling, blood and aether bubbling hot like magma. It started at my solar plexus, and then moved to my lunar Chakra as painful energy flowed between them. As I let out an agonised moan silver flared in my vision…

You have gained a Skill, Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 2. Your Solar Plexus Chakra will generate Fire energy and your ability to absorb and utilise it has increased.
You have gained a Skill, Flame Manipulation Rank 4. Your ability to…


I’ve done it! And at Rank two for generation… if only I wasn’t in so much pain. Now I could manipulate the fiery energy properly I could see the sheer weight of the unique fire I was trying to take in. Still, if I stopped now it would burst out of control and do devastating damage to me. Shutting my eyes to better concentrate I wiped the glowing sweat from my forehead and clamped my jaw, the strain making my teeth ache. It was then I felt a soft hand in mine, and a gentle breeze cooled my brow, before a kind wind snaked into my body, swirling around my heart, solar plexus and lunar Chakras.

My eyes snapped open, to see Shaeula right in front of my eyes, my hand in hers. Before I could speak she smiled gently.

“Do not-not reject my energies. Remember how I have assisted you in awakening your lunar Chakra and stabilising your network? I have practiced since-since, and I am confident that together we can succeed. Have faith in me.”

She’s practiced since? No, that isn’t important. “Have faith in you? Don’t insult me, I have more faith in you than anyone else you know.” I grinned through the pain.

“You are a hundred years too-too early to be so cocky with me.” Shaeula said, her free hand on my back, on my lunar node. The green gem was starting to shatter, energies consumed by the flames and drawn into me. As they passed through my network they congealed in the lunar Chakra. The pain increased again, but Shaeula intensified her support, and for a moment I was sure I could see some of the energies leaking out of me, to be absorbed by her.

Is that safe? There’s a lot of fire in that energy. She was worried about suffering damage before…

“Shaeula, be careful, there seems to be a lot of fire…”

“Silence now.” She cut me off, her own brow now equally drenched with sweat, her eyes bright with pain. “One final push, no-no time for hesitation.”

I can feel it… but I can also feel Shaeula through it. We are linked, our lunar nodes pulsing in harmony. “All right then. Here we go…” Concentrating all my will to one point I forced the energies inwards. The strange gem of wind shattered, shards sucked inside me, absorbed into the surrounding flames.

“Wait, stop… this isn’t… it… it is penetrating my very soul… I feel… you… my kin-kin!” Shaeula started babbling incoherently as chunks of green energy shimmering with fiery yellow shot through my network and were guided into her own. Still, I had no time to pay attention to her, as everything was burning within me…

Your Skill, Eight Moons Chakra Network has advanced from Rank 2 to Rank 3. Your Chakra network has strengthened, better able to handle Aether, and has taken on aspects of the Fae. Your Material and Astral bodies have become more integrated and ???????? ???????? ?????????.
You have gained a Skill, Lunar Chakra Of Wind And Flame Rank 1. Your Lunar Chakra has now stabilised and opened fully, resonating with the Elements within you. This further increases the aspects of the Fae within your Material and Astral bodies, and it will generate additional Elemental energies. It has also ???????? with your bonded Fae, resonating and increasing your ????????.
You have gained a Unique Flame, Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze. This unique Fire has long dwelt within the earth, but it was made impure by the addition of a foreign Wind that drifted in from the higher Astral. With unexpected assistance you have purified it and taken it within you, and you can now call upon its fury.
Your Unique Skill, ????????????? has increased from Rank 0 to Rank 1. It has evolved from Kin Restoration to Kin Bonding and Restoration. It ???????? ????????? ???????? ?????????. Resonance has occurred with your Bonded Kin, strengthening her ??????????? and ?????????.
Your Fortune, Majesty, Charm, ??? and Determination have increased. Your Aether has significantly increased.
Your Class, Fae-Bonded, has increased from Level Twelve to Level Fifteen.
Your Fortune and Charm have further increased.


The huge slew of messages flooded through my brain as the pain within my body suddenly vanished, leaving me feeling fantastic, burgeoning with power. I’d never seen so many boosts to me all at once. There were some real shocks, but was this the start of my rise to a true powerhouse OP protagonist? Before I could thank Shaeula for her help she looked at me, eyes wide, then she slumped against me, losing consciousness…


Ninety-Three


Iheld Shaeula gently in my arms as I considered what to do next. I could somehow feel that she was going to be all right. It was almost as if there was something connecting us, our lunar Chakras beating in time with each other like synchronised clocks. Hmm, it’s got to have something to do with Kin Bonding and Restoration, right?

Taking a moment to inspect the Skill, the first obvious thing was it was clearly a version of the Kin Restoration Shaeula possessed, which allowed her kin to be reborn over time. Even now, I suspected the spirits of some of her dead kin were circling her, awaiting their next chance at life. As I thought this, I could faintly see some of the ghostly lights around her. It was quite the pretty sight. Wait, does that mean…

Checking the Skill I realised what a bombshell ability it was. it allowed one to take possession of the very spirit of a slain kin, sheltering and nurturing them with aether and elemental energies until their Astral forms could be restored. Astral forms, eh? Shame, that means that if my sis or Eri were to die… ugh, it makes me sick to think about it, but still… yeah, it doesn’t bring back Material forms, so it wouldn’t work on them… I could feel a faint tickling deep within my lunar Chakra when I thought about Eri or Aiko, but when my thoughts turned to Shaeula… suddenly a link similar to the Silver Cord that connected my Material and Astral bodies formed between us. Fire energy started flowing out of me, burning away the excess boiling winds that were wreathing her core. In exchange some of her wind energy was also flowing to me. It was a unique… feeling for sure. Yeah, this is in no way embarrassing… or kind of lewd. It felt almost like kissing. Ugh, my heart hurts, I feel sorry for Eri. But she wouldn’t want Shaeula to suffer, she’s always been a kind girl. I guess I’ll make it up to her…

The link must have been the ‘bonding’ part of the unique Skill. Most of the description was just question marks, alas, but it did explain that I would be linked to my kin through our lunar Chakras, and we could share elemental energies, aether and some other things hidden behind yet more question marks. I can clearly see the use of it, but the drawbacks… oh well, it’s Shaeula, I’ve no worries being bonded with her…

As Shaeula settled under the care of my energies, I looked at the diminishing tides of green and yellow that filled the cavern. The jade vortex was failing fast, now that the source of the wind was within us, and the citrine energy, while still plentiful, seemed to be noticeably declining. Emptying out my batteries I filled them with some of the remaining essence, figuring it would be foolish not to. As I was finishing up Shaeula opened her eyes from my lap. Her amber gaze met mine and she blushed a deep red.

“Welcome back, sleepyhead. You feel all right?”

“Akio… I…” She suddenly bolted out of my grasp, settling a few metres away from me.

Well, this is new. She’s never been this shy before. “What’s up? You seem tense.”

Her mouth opened and closed a few times as she struggled to get words out. She swallowed gingerly, then nodded. “It is nothing-nothing. Merely a strange fancy. Though…” She paused, shutting her eyes and concentrating. As she did so our lunar Chakras were connected again, and energies started flowing between us. Yeah, the sensation is very lewd. I feel hot around my Chakras, and some of them are positioned very… delicately…

“This connection. It seems you are now-now one of my kin, which should-should be impossible….” Opening her eyes again they flared a bright amber once more. “And…” She looked away, flushed once more, scratching at one cheek nervously. “Your scent… it is reminiscent of the Fae… your looks too-too…” she said, her voice getting quieter and quieter as she continued. “… your very aura is that of a noble Fae… … …” her words trailed off to near inaudibility “… very appealing…”

I couldn’t quite catch that. But she’s talking about my odour? Weird. But I guess I have taken on more aspects of the Fae, apparently. Still, that isn’t what's important right now. “It seems that somehow I’ve managed to get a copy of your Kin Restoration Skill. It’s even evolved.”

“I see-see. Mine too has evolved, I thought it most strange.”

“A lot has happened, hasn’t it? I worried a bit when you fainted, but if you are all right…” I thought for a moment. “I’d love to test the limits of Kin Restoration, but a Skill that works on the dead… no way I’m killing you to find out if I can bring you back…”

“I should think not-not.” She sneered in response. “To suggest such a thing to such a royal princess is folly itself. However…” She strengthened the link between us, more used to the Skill than I was, clearly. “…it is strange. Through you I can feel-feel faint traces of other spirits. Perhaps… can you feel the spirits of my kin-kin?”

Concentrating, I reached out through Shaeula, finding that I could feel her emotions. Not thoughts, they were closed to me, but I could feel her embarrassment and another, more suppressed feeling, that caused me to itch uncomfortably. Spreading out my consciousness she started to squirm and twist, turning away from me. I need to expand… outwards… Aether was draining from me slowly as I concentrated. Her kin are connected to her, and I am connected to her, so surely I must be connected to… wait, there… It was a fleeting feeling, brushing against a dormant consciousness. Reaching out again it slipped away, then a third time, but then…

My eyes widened as I could now clearly see the glowing orbs around Shaeula, spirits drifting like foxfires or will-o’-the-wisps of myth. As soon as I could see and feel them all, like faint half-heard thoughts in the back of my mind, I felt energy leaving me in modest trickles, seeping out into them, causing them to grow ever so slightly brighter.

“My kin… are your kin!” Shaeula panted, bright crimson and sweating. “And you too can feed their dormant spirits! With us both joined as one, surely they will return to us soon-soon!”

Even as the link to Shaeula dimmed, energy was still leaving me constantly, not a lot, but a perceptible drain. Has Shaeula been doing this all the time? If so, does that mean when her kin are all restored, she’ll have all this extra power to spare? No wonder I was able to defeat her, she wasn’t at full strength, with most of her kin being dead already. This skill is a real double-edged sword…

Since my aether and other abilities had gone through a great leap, I was able to support the outflow comfortably. And I had to admit, the thought of having numerous Kamaitachi to support us was a pleasing one…

“Well, I’ll keep sending them energy.” I agreed. “I did promise to help you restore your kin, and now I can contribute in a concrete fashion. But anyway, enough of that. It can’t have just been the link we created that made you pass out. What happened?”

She nodded, wiping sweat from her brow, opening up the collar of her yukata to fan herself. “You are indeed-indeed correct. When you were absorbing the energies, the wind-wind that lay long dormant here, trapped in fire… it entered me, becoming one with my subtle body and lunar Chakra. Normally I would have had no-no issue making it mine, however, the wind was tainted with fire, and the pain… it was most-most unpleasant.” She paused, before nodding to me in gratitude. “I could feel your energies through the bond-bond, consuming and controlling the tainted winds that were spilling free. Thanks to you, I have gained mastery of the new-new wind. It is called Foehn, Wind-Eating Breath.”

“Damn, that sounds cool. I got a flame myself, also called Foehn. I guess being mixed together for so long, the fire and wind became similar?”

“Perhaps so.” She allowed. “Still, I now-now have three unique winds at my disposal. My strength has greatly increased. Perhaps only my eldest brother and sister can boast-boast of such bounty themselves.” She looked at the fading emerald sparks of wind from the dying vortex. “It seems taking the wind has ended this place. Shall-shall we go?”

Nope, I think you are being premature. “Before that, why don’t we fully exploit this opportunity? Such good fortune might be a once-in-a-lifetime event, right?”

“And just what do you mean-mean?” Shaeula asked warily.

I looked down at the slowly diminishing wellspring of fiery yellow energies. “I think it’s time you learned how to manipulate fire too. After all, I managed it. You’ve been studying, and you watched me with your mystic eyes, right? In addition… I think I can guide you through our bonds.”

“Using the bond is…” She chewed her lip nervously, looking away, flushing pink yet again. “Besides, I am of wind, so I fear-fear the fire…”

I get it feels… well, nice… to link ourselves, but we have to push through this… “You did want the power to show your kin you are worthy of rule, didn’t you? Besides, you may fear the fire, but you told me it is earth that is the true poison to you.” I strode over to her, grasping her hand. She let out a little squeak of surprise and our gazes met, her eyes wide. And beautiful. She truly does have such expressive eyes. “I am with you, and I’ll not let you come to harm. Have faith in me, like you asked me to have faith in you.”

Shaeula exhaled, a long sigh. She nodded once, her hand tightening its grip in mine. “When you speak to me in such-such a manner, how can-can I refuse and still maintain my pride?” She grinned then, back to her usual cheeky self. “Very well-well. I shall tame the flame, make fire my own, and become something greater.” Guiding me over to the flaming yellow energy, she sat down beside it, pulling me down too, my hand locked in hers. “Do not-not let go. Should the flow of fire energies escape my control and start damaging my network, do-do intervene. I shall be relying on you.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got your back.” I agreed. “So, final check. You remember what you studied about fire, right?”

“I do-do. Though I do not-not claim to comprehend all of it, like how it is a process rather than a tangible thing. But since I understood wind was merely a movement of these invisible gases of many kinds that surround us, I believe I can-can accept it. Truly the knowledge of you mortals is deep-deep indeed. No wonder us Fae were driven out.” She looked tense, nervous, though that was only to be expected.

“Well, now it is time for the Fae to return, right? If you succeed in your dream to rule the Fae one day, you can make it happen. And you’ll look back on this day then, and remember it was a big step towards making your dream a reality.”

“Hmph, now-now you have the aura of a Fae, your tongue is silver too…” she scoffed. “Or did that start when you accepted Eri? No matter, silence now, I need-need to concentrate. I remember how you balanced the fire, even feeding it with wind-wind when it looked unstable. With my eyes, I can do this…” she muttered something to herself too quietly for even my ears to catch all of. “… worse ways to meet-meet my end…”

As I watched she guided a flow of the fiery energy into her root Chakra, circulating it upwards. She groaned in pain, yellow and green wisps of energy rising from her lower body. As yellow energy started circulating in her solar plexus Chakra, she slowly trickled down green energy from her heart, which was consumed, the yellow growing brighter.

“Ack…” she coughed then, silvery blood leaving her mouth, tainted with fiery yellow and verdant green. Her hand tightened in mine, her eyes wide with pain, yellow tears dripping from them. Still, she did not stop, now moving energy to her lunar Chakra, which greedily drank in the new citrine luminescence.

Damn, this seems way more violent than when I did it. Sure, I had to be careful not to let the conflicting energies clash, and it put a real strain on my lunar Chakra, but it was nothing compared to this…

Shaeula’s jaw was straining, her teeth locked together as she fought against the pain. I gently wiped off the sweat and tears from her face, ignoring the faint stinging as the expelled energies discharged. Her gaze flickered to me momentarily, before she resumed her struggles. More and more energy was being absorbed, it was now flowing through her entire network, yet it was not a smooth flow, as citrine met emerald it often consumed it, growing in scale and starting to burn her from within. As soon as these areas of danger erupted she smothered them with her aether, similar to how I used it to guide my own flows.

“Gah… Ugh… just … just a bit more-more…” She spat fiery blood all over me. I could somehow feel her aether fading, burning through the dwindling stocks of her vitality. However, despite her pain she was still squeezing my hand reassuringly.

Fuck. No way! I pushed her to this, and even if it is for her long-term good, I’ll be damned if I let her cripple or kill herself for this… Opening the bonds between us, our lunar Chakras were joined, and I felt a rush of jumbled fire and wind flow into me, along with the sensations of pain she was feeling.

“Holy shit… fuck… you are… enduring this?” I gasped, momentarily overwhelmed by the feeling of all my veins and arteries boiling.

“I… must-must follow… my master. Even unto… the… end…” She gasped out, the pressure lessening as the tide of rampaging energies gushed into me. “Only by being strong… can I stand-stand… at your side….”

Idiot. My eyes were spilling hot tears now, and not just from the pain. Pouring out my own aether to her, shattering what Etherites I had left and absorbing it as fuel for us both, I leaned my head in close, our foreheads touching. Shit, she’s so hot, her Chakras are scalding.

As more aether flooded her, she continued to try and stabilise the chaotic, boiling energies clashing within her. Her whole body was convulsing now, muscles spasming and teeth chattering.

I remember… how her wind was used to soothe me, and direct the flow… now it is my turn to help her! Besides, I even have our new Bond, surely I can manage! I sent in my own energies, wind to replenish her where her stores had been consumed, flame to consume wind that was scattering in all directions, as I had before, and aether to guide the flows where she was weak. She was panting and moaning, and I too was suffering, the feelings of agony she was enduring echoing to me, but I merely bit down on my lip, blood flowing, and carried on. Shaeula was clutching my hand so hard I thought my bones would crack, her hot breath scorching my face.

For what seemed like an eternity but could surely have been no more than a few minutes we struggled against the tide, before she loosened her grip with a final long gasp of breath. Going limp she released my hand, toppling backwards, our bond dimming. I quickly caught her, panicking, but she looked up at me weakly, barely able to move. And then she smiled, a beautiful pure smile of sheer relief and joy. It was then a bright star of yellow burst into bloom in her solar plexus, her lunar Chakra a mixed aura of jade and citrine.

Your Class, Fae-Bonded, has increased from Level Fifteen to Level Sixteen. Your Class Fae-Bonded has evolved to Fae-Souled. The aspects of the Fae you embody have been strengthened significantly. Those who are bonded to you can accept a deeper connection, sharing both blessings and misfortunes.
Your Majesty and Charm have significantly increased. Your Aether has dramatically increased.
Your Foresight has increased.
Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan has accepted the connection of your spirits. May you experience much Weal and ward off all Woe.
Your Class, Fae-Souled has increased from Level Sixteen to Level Seventeen.
Your ??? has significantly increased.


As my vision was flooded with a series of powerful messages I looked down at her, only to be met with her arms snaking around me in a hug. Her voice was hoarse, her agonies still not fully faded, but her voice was as sweet as I had ever heard.

“Akio, my master, my true kin, my second self. I have-have succeeded! No longer am I bound-bound by the element that makes up my being, I am free to grow, unhindered by anything but our bound spirits!”


Ninety-Four – Contains Status – Akio 6, Shaeula 3


“Uh, you might want to calm down a little.” I said, trying to untangle myself from her arms, but she merely gripped me tighter, putting all her strength into it. What the hell just happened? My Class upgraded, then Shaeula accepted something… I could feel a bond with her still, but now it was deeper, more real.

“Do not-not be like that, my master.” Shaeula snickered, still hugging me. “I am merely delighted beyond measure that I survived. Truthfully… I expected to die-die here.”

What the hell? I was shocked at the revelation, and as my attention wavered Shaeula tipped me over. I fell, hitting the ground painfully, leaving her straddling me. As she looked down on me tears fell from her amber eyes again, this time tears of relief rather than scalding pain.

“What do you mean? Why would you die? Okay, I get it was risky, but we studied and took precautions. Sure, it was far more… gruesome than I envisaged, but…” She placed a finger over my lips, shushing me.

“We Fae, we are creatures of spirit, of the soul perhaps, as you mortals would-would term it, though such a thing I have never seen. Our Astral bodies are far closer to the root of the soul than the Material bodies you mortals wear-wear, though of course they still are not-not the soul itself, that surely dwells elsewhere, perhaps in a realm high above the Astral…”

Her gaze momentarily rose to the skies above, barely visible out of the deep chasm we were within. “Our bodies are the stuff-stuff of aether and essence, unlike the matter that makes up your forms. As such, they are fragile indeed-indeed. When you mastered two elements, despite the fact that fire consumes wind, I realised… though your mortal forms are clumsy and blind-blind to the higher mysteries of the Astral tides… they are robust and malleable indeed-indeed.”

This is fascinating and all, and information I’m fairly sure I needed before this, but… “Okay, I get how we are different, but what… what does that have to do with you dying? If you’d have said, I would never have forced you… do you think I don’t care about you, and just think of you as a servant, a slave?” Damn, my heart is aching, this feels just awful.

“Such a fool.” she whispered. Then, her voice strengthening, she made her resolve and continued. “You wound me, my Akio. Of course I understand that you treasure me. How could I not-not? You have tried your best to abide by the three Oaths you swore to me, you have fed me, given me much alcohol and many-many gifts, even brought me to meet your own kin, which is a sacred act to us Fae. Even before our lunar Chakras were bound, I knew-knew…” She looked away for a moment, before turning back, her eyes set with conviction.

“I am such-such a fool, you see. Sent to the lands of my mother, with little aid. Even my overbearing siblings were unable to support me. The Seelie Court is rife with intrigue and turmoil, and as I am not-not pure-blooded Fae…” Her face twisted in anguish at her own words. “… I am ripe to be a pawn in games of politics. Such was to be my fate-fate. Still…” She raised her hand and a small yellow flame bloomed on it. “… fates can be overturned. You did not-not even understand what we swore, did you? After all, I used one of the Boons I should have given you to enslave you to my foolish dream of one day ruling the Seelie. In fact, I swore very loose oaths, with many-many loopholes. Us Fae are cunning folk indeed-indeed. Had I wished, I could have betrayed you at any time, my conscience clear and Oaths unbroken. And yet…”

This is heavy stuff. I’ll be honest, I never really thought about the content of her Oaths too much. But thinking about what she’s said, she’s right.

“And yet… you have fought beside me, taken injury meant-meant for me, showed me nothing but respect and kindness, and put your faith in me… I felt bitter at my duplicity, despite it being our ways. Even that oaf Grulgor left himself a way-way out with his requirement you ‘not-not oppose Duke Formor.’ After all, what is opposition? But no, I made a proper third Oath, one that I did not-not tell you about. I would follow you, even unto death. My third Boon shall be that I will always act in your interests, even should it cost me my very-very existence.”

“You don’t need to go that far. I’d be heartbroken were you to die. And I will see my promise to you fulfilled. You will be…” Again she cut me off with her gentle hand.

“I am weak, even now-now, compared to my father, let alone the Queen, I am nothing but a little child shouting into the wind-wind, throwing but a tantrum. I have hardly grown at all-all since my misplaced pride led me to my banishment in the land of my mother. But you… you have gone from a nobody that barely-barely defeated me through luck and my own hubris, to someone who can defeat Grulgor in combat. Your will to grow stronger, to protect those you love-love, to see what lies-lies at the end of strength… all that, I find it so very blinding. And so, if you wished for me to plunge my essence into the flame, to burn-burn away to ashes … I would do it gladly, for I have no-no wish to be a weak burden that always walks behind you. No, I would stand by your side, or I would blaze away to nothing, the fate your aid deferred claiming me at last-last.”

She’s shining now, and not with fire. Her pride, her nobility… she truly is a princess. Still, I can’t let this stand.

Shaeula yelped as I stood suddenly, picking her up and lowering her to the ground. I patted her head, ruffling her hair, causing her to squint in pleasure. I then suddenly tugged at her long hair, causing her to yelp and scowl at me. “Bad, bad Shaeula! You need to tell me these things. If you had died here, I would have blamed myself. I thought that because I could do it, you would surely be able to, as you are far more talented than I. But still…” I enfolded her in a warm hug. “I’m so glad you didn’t die. No more risks like that, okay? The end of our journey may be shrouded in darkness, the fate of the Earth and of us all unknown, but I shall walk it together with you, and your kin, and Eri, Aiko, my family and friends, even that damn fool Grulgor. If we aren’t all together to walk it, why would I even care about saving the world? I’m no hero, I’m pretty damn selfish. I only care about those I love being happy.”

I paused for a second then. “Uhh, speaking of Grulgor… shit, I think I can link to his lunar Chakra as well. It feels disgusting. Still, at least he didn’t ‘accept the connection of our souls’ like you did. So what’s up with that anyway? I can’t slacken the bond like I could before, it seems to be a permanent connection.” The words poured out of me, in relief that Shaeula was both alive and had finally truly opened her heart to me. I had thought that when she told me about her mother we had fully trusted each other, but… to think there was still this much more in her heart. Women, even Fae-women, truly are deep creatures…

“Hah, that idiot Grulgor would not-not accept such a bond, all he seeks is foes to crush and enemies to eat-eat. As for me… as I said, we Fae are creatures much closer to the spirit than you mortals. As you join-join your Material bodies with those that you love-love, we blend our Astral forms, our lunar Chakra overlapping and mixing. It is a sign of the greatest trust. I never believed that you would become so like the Fae that it was possible for us-us though.”

Uh, hold on just one minute! If joining Material bodies… which is surely a euphemism for sex right, is the same as mixing our lunar Chakra, then… holy shit, did we just have sex? Oh my God, Eri, I’m sorry… but… it wasn’t consensual, wow, did Shaeula totally take advantage of me? I’m innocent, right?

Shaeula grinned maliciously. “I can tell-tell you are thinking something extremely foolish. In fact, since our spirits are now bound, I can almost hear it. Do not-not be so concerned…” Her cheeks were pink though, and she looked away, though she still wore that insufferable grin. “It is not-not quite the same as you are thinking. Fae who have great love and respect for each other might join-join their spirits, even if they had no wish to give birth to their offspring. Though of course… should one wish-wish to have children, then… mixing is a must…” She turned shy all of a sudden.

Children… with Shaeula? How would that even work? I shouldn’t be thinking about it, I’ll be having children with Eri… damn, thinking about that is just as bad…

“Take heart, my master, my Akio. You have not-not cheated on your beloved Eri, not-not truly, for the mixing was not-not consciously directed. I would not-not betray her, for though we have met but a short while ago, I find her rather special. Your sister too. The Material world is full-full of interesting mortals. Although…” Her grin was back, her embarrassment fading as quickly as it arrived. “Considering how much you have hugged and groped me here, were she to find-find out…”

“All right, enough teasing.” I interjected. “Seriously, I just want to know what it is you did. Please. I mean, I didn’t even get the choice to refuse it, which seems strange…”

“Very well-well. When I finally succeeded in taming the flame and merging it with my very existence, I could feel the change in you as well-well. Your Astral body, nay, even your very spirit has become much more-more like the Fae, a being of pure spirit. And in that moment we were connected more deeply than ever-ever. And I felt…” She paused, gathering herself, before continuing. “… I felt that if it was you… I would want to share-share everything. After all, our fates are bound by Oath and Boon. It is surely destiny that we are able to do-do it. As for your refusal… how foolish. Refuse me-me? Of course you could not-not, for your very spirit itself knew how much you like me!” She smiled then, radiant as the flames she now possessed. “I must-must say though, the joining was not-not exactly as I was taught it would be by my elder sister. Perhaps it is because you are not-not a true Fae? Yet it is still deep-deep and meaningful. But it is not-not… sex. The act of reproduction would require us to share our very essence through our now-now intermingled lunar Chakras.”

Uhh, haven’t we shared plenty already helping each other to tame the elemental fire? “So… how would that even be different?”

“Pervert!” Shaeula laughed. “Already eager to drag me into your clutches. It is as if now-now we are extremely close, holding each other by the hand for all eternity. In fact it feels deeper than that-that, something about the mixing of our spirits has made me feel that we now-now truly share one fate. But should you desire to go further… to… to reproduce, then I could show you… though we should not-not, lest Eri be betrayed… Although, I have been sullied in a way, no longer a pure-pure maiden indeed…” she fidgeted bashfully.

It's been a while, but the tsun is back… still, I think I get it. I guess it’s like we are hugging each other tightly, naked, as close as we can be without taking it to the next stage, it’s definitely absurdly intimate… Eri, I’m sorry!

“All right, this subject is getting a bit heavy for me now.” I changed the topic. “Do you mind if I inspect you to see what has changed? I know you said it felt a bit uncomfortable when I used my Kin Examination before.”

“By all means, after all, we are twin spirits in one-one after all.” She waved her assent. As I gazed deep into her, silvery letters scrolled across my vision, and this time I felt little resistance. In fact it was so trivial I could easily see how to analyse her, and as my proficiency quickly grew I received messages that I had increased in Skill Rank, it rapidly reaching parity with my own Self-Examination.

[Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan] [Noble Fae] [Wind And Flame Aspect]
[Material Statistics]
Might                     82 112 (+5)
Fortitude                80 110 (+5)
Intellect                120 150 (+5)
Resilience              78 108 (+5)
Alacrity                 132 162 (+5)
Precision               96 126 (+5)
Aether                    517 960 (+5)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                    7 14 (+0)
Majesty                    2 7 (+0)
Charm                      8 13 (+0)
???                            2 8 (+0)
Determination        5 (+0)
Foresight                 3 (+0)
???                           1 (+0)
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 3
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 6
Aether Manipulation Rank 3 Rank 4
Aether Combat Technique Rank 2 Rank 3
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 5 Rank 6
Wind Manipulation Rank 4 Rank 5
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 1
Flame Manipulation Rank 2
Lunar Chakra Of Wind And Flame Rank 1
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 1
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eyes Of Perception Rank ??? Rank 4
Kin Restoration Rank ??? Rank 4
Blessing Of Fortunate Winds Rank ??? Rank 3
Blessing Of Befuddling Winds Rank ??? Rank 2
Foehn, Wind-Eating Breath Rank 2
[Level] 5/5
[Classes]
Great Wind And Flame Fae 1/20 8/20
Pledged One 2/10
[Mastered Classes]
Wind Fae 10/10


Damn, you’ve really grown! I’m impressed, and I bet your family would be too…

“So, how do I look?” Shaeula puffed out her chest proudly. “I feel I have matured indeed-indeed. In many ways…”

“Yeah, I’ll say. You are a proper mage build now, for sure. And not a glass cannon either, your physical stats are already past what a normal human can manage. I’m just going to check out a few things…” Now that my Kin Examination skill had levelled up nicely, I was able to get further information on a lot of stuff. Foresight, hmm? I received some of this myself… might as well check it out.

Foresight – One’s attunement to the flow of Fate and Destiny. It manifests as a sixth sense that gives a limited prescience to events that strongly affect one’s future.


Okay, now that is cool. Though I bet we would need a ton of Foresight to get much of value, otherwise It would be busted as hell. But then... do I even believe the future can be foretold? It goes against everything we know about the universe, and calls into question free will... Suddenly less impressed, I quickly checked through her Unique skills. All of them were powerful, but I knew that already. Foehn though, it was situational, in fact nearly useless most of the time. but against the right foe… it was truly worthy of being a trump card.

Then there was her new skill, Aetheric Chirurgery.

Aetheric Chirurgery is the ability to use Aether and Elemental essences to heal and repair damage to Material and Astral bodies, as well as support and develop Chakra networks and Chakra nodes. This skill reduces the resistance of the patient's body to such invasive acts and accelerates stabilisation and healing of modified Chakras.


I guess she got that Skill from working on me? It’s a good one, I want it too… it’ll be really useful for our training school at Shirohebizumi shrine. Anyway, moving on…

Her Fae class merely offered bonuses to her aether and strengthened her elements, which was not a small boon, but Pledged One… I hesitated before inspecting it. Here goes…

Pledged One is a token of the unbreakable bond freely given by a Noble Fae and gratefully received by the recipient. It is a mingling of spirits, a deep connection. When one falls, so shall the other perish. 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. As this Class grows, ???????? will ??????? ???????.


Damn, more question marks. And gratefully received? Come on… although… I have to admit, I doubt I’d have refused was I offered the choice… I’m such a bad person, I never thought I’d be this… well, unfaithful… although, no, it isn’t entirely my fault, is it? Yeah, let’s go with that…

“You can praise me now-now.” Shaeula intoned, and I patted her head.

“Good job, good girl. Who is a little badass, you are, yes you are! Anyway, might as well check out my growth while I’m here, since this has been one hell of a productive night…”

[Material Statistics]
Might                      128 193
Fortitude                 123 189
Intellect                   147 212
Resilience                154 220
Alacrity                    121 187
Precision                  142 217
Aether                      370 660
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                     10 13
Majesty                     5 9
Charm                       9 14
???                             2 5
Determination           3 5
Foresight                    2
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 3
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 2 Rank 3
Aether Manipulation Rank 3 Rank 4
Aether Combat Technique  Rank 2 Rank 3
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 3 Rank 4
Wind Manipulation Rank 4 Rank 5
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 2
Flame Manipulation Rank 4
Lunar Chakra Of Wind And Flame Rank 1
Ether Healing Rank 1
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spear Technique Rank 3
Combat Technique Rank 1
Wind Spear Technique Rank 2
[Practical Skills]
Ether Crafting  Rank 3
[Perceptive Skills]
Self-Examination Rank 5
Self-Examination, Territory Rank 5
Kin Examination Rank 3 Rank 5
[Unique Skills]
??? Rank 0
??? Rank 0 Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 2
Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze Rank 2
[Level] 22 25
[Classes]
Fae-Bonded 12/20 Fae-Souled 17/30
Kami-Blessed 5/20
[Territory Rank] 2


Oh how sweet my status was. My Aether had nearly doubled, I’d earned new Skills and even my lowest ability was one hundred and eighty-seven percent of human maximums. I was now well into superhuman Territory. I think the tutorial is over and Shaeula and I have graduated from noobs to experienced players. I wouldn’t say we are powerhouses yet, as a single punch from Grulgor could no doubt still kill us, but even so… it feels good to have grown! Yeah, focus on the positives, that’s what I need to do right now…

Turning to Shaeula I spoke jovially. “So, it’s getting late and we should be headed back to the Material, we don’t want to keep Eri and my sis waiting for breakfast, but then… they were really tired so are probably sleeping in. How about we quickly test out our newfound powers? Are you game?”

She returned a broad grin, and on one palm surged citrine flame, on her other a gust of olivine wind. I guessed that was answer enough…


Ninety-Five


We headed back towards the Boundary version of the Las Vegas strip, careful to avoid the sandworms lurking within the sparkling dunes. In the distance the jagged rock formations were rising from the earth, towering into the sky. Using aether and wind we raced across the sands at a rapid speed, passing by small groups of scuttling scorpions and hyenas, but since we didn’t have much time we ignored them, giving them a wide berth. I want to end the night with a bang…

Reaching the rocky part of the desert we slowed down, safe from the dangerous worms. Behind me, Shaeula spoke. “They were most-most unpleasant indeed. I would have enjoyed exterminating such abominations, but I fear we do not-not have time…”

I couldn’t help but smile. She sure has become more aggressive now she’s mastered the fire. Perhaps her personality has turned fierier too… “Yeah, I bet they’d have been quite profitable to kill, but to be honest I think that earth element would be better against them.”

“Very well, I shall follow you as always.” She agreed. “I shall find-find us some suitable prey.” She gazed around, her eyes burning bright. As she looked around her expression turned troubled. Noticing this I asked her what was wrong.

“There are many-many powerful elemental essences I can see-see. Most of them seem to be converging on one location. And in that place I see a rare-rare element indeed. Elemental lightning.” She pointed, and following her gaze I could see one rocky spire towering over the others in the distance. Squinting, I could just about make out flashes of something from the sky, followed by a dull rumbling noise a moment later.

“I see. Are there any better targets?” I asked, considering our options. I know I’m eager to maximise our gains, but being too greedy could be poison…

Shaeula nodded. “There are smaller groups of those with strong essence I can spy-spy, though my mystic eyes can only observe those who have strong spiritual properties at this distance. I can not-not predict how many others will be accompanying them.”

She still looked unsure, so I asked her what she wanted to do.

“Elemental lightning… it is a composite element, and one-one the Queen herself wields. It and nature, which I have heard some mortals refer to as wood, are considered the Royal elements within the Seelie…”

Oh I get it… “So, since it is of Royalty, you’re curious, right? I guess it would be a rare opportunity to observe it. Oh well, If you want to see it, I guess we can. We can watch from a distance, and if the situation looks bad we can always cut the night short and return to the Material, can't we?”

As I spoke, my body shivered, cold around my lower body. I guess I am pretty nervous. If I know my anime and manga, lightning element would be fast and deadly… Putting that aside I asked Shaeula a question that had been on my mind a while. “Your eyes are pretty special, aren’t they? It’s been a huge advantage for us, you being able to see hidden things and essences. We wouldn’t have come so far without them. Are they common in the Fae?”

We started racing towards the distant conflux of strong opponents, bypassing the smaller groups Shaeula had observed. As we ran, wind behind us, Shaeula answered me. “Both the Queen and King of the Seelie have such eyes, yes-yes. My father too, and my sister and youngest brother. The Fae can often see what others can not-not. The Unseelie… they too have many-many bearers of mystic eyes amongst them…” she spat, expression disgusted. “However, their eyes bring naught but destruction.”

“So, they are common then?” I confirmed, and Shaeula scoffed.

“Yes, but not-not in the way you are thinking, master.” She was proud, striking her chest with a small fist. “My eyes are potent indeed-indeed. Few can see the hidden as well as I. And…” She looked at me, smiling brilliantly. “They have been-been growing in strength ever since I was chosen as your ‘hero’ when you gifted me my new Throne. Back then, my gaze would not-not have extended over such a distance. I suspect as we continue to grow-grow in power, so too shall my eyes continue to strengthen.”

It makes sense. I wasn’t able to see the Ranks of her Unique Skills before, but her other Skill Ranks have gone up a lot, as has her Aether…

“Are you not-not grateful you met me, Akio?” she gloated, and I agreed with a smile. We were coming up on the lightning now, seeing forked bolts of varicoloured energies flashing down, striking the ground with a roar of thunder. Rock pillars were lying shattered on the stony desert, tipped over, and the cries of battle could be heard in the muted air of the Boundary.

“All right, time to see just what we are getting ourselves into…” We reached the rubble at the edge of the battlefield, hiding in the shadows of one of the fallen pillars. I whistled despite myself, quickly putting a hand over my mouth to silence the noise. Holy shit, it’s a full-on war!

On one side a huge army was swarming, hundreds strong. There was a force of hyena-beastmen riding giant sand-coloured lizards, led by a massive armoured one, astride a towering lizard that was nearly three metres tall at its head. They were wielding cruel harpoons on long chains, and were constantly throwing them at the target of their ire, which was positioned in front of a half-fallen rock spire, as if defending it.

Is that a… Thunderbird? I was hardly an expert on American mythology, but most people who had played computer games had heard of them. I also used Thunderbird browser back in the day… nah, no time for that…

The majestic bird, with a wingspan exceeding twenty metres, was struggling, its bright gold and emerald plumage muddied with fierce amounts of blood. Feathers were scattered all over the ground, glittering like jewels, and the sand and stone below were thick with gore, faint silver mist rising. The hyena-men had many harpoons lodged in it, restraining it. A second force of hyena-men, these ones accompanied by large packs of ugly desert hyenas were also assaulting it, dozens strong. But that was not all. Even as the Thunderbird let out a piercing shriek, lightning answering it, turning a half-dozen charging hyenas to dust, other troops were trying to flank it. There were more hyena-men, huge lizards, desert scorpions, walking cacti and more. Damn, there really are hundreds of foes. Multiple hundreds…

The Thunderbird flapped one wing, raising a whirlwind that careened through the flanking forces, flickering with more lightning. It consumed a dozen more opponents, but even as it did so needles from the cacti, more harpoons and even blasts of earth from a massive hyena-beastman wielding a tall twisted wooden staff, looking like some sort of desert shaman, all rained down, bringing another mournful shriek from it.

Yeah, it may be strong, but it’s like a frog besieged by army ants. Many will die, but they’ll take it down in the end. It should have flown away at the start, or at least bombed them from the sky… As I criticised it in my mind my eyes strayed behind it, and then all was clear. Oh. That makes sense.

Behind the Thunderbird, resting on the damaged pillar, which was also riddled with harpoons, the stone cracked and unstable, was a large nest. Within were four smaller Thunderbirds, each the size of a large eagle, cowering and cheeping in fear. A fifth was injured, blood leaking from where it had been pierced in one wing by a long needle.

“It seems to be protecting its young-young.” Shaeula confirmed my observations. “If it was free to fight as it wished, these foes would be naught-naught to it.”

“Yeah, it’s a valuable lesson that even the strong can be undone by unfavourable circumstances. So, anyway, have you noticed anything strange about a lot of these creatures?”

Shaeula nodded. “I expected you would see it as well, master. Many of them are spiritless abominations, very much-much like your weaselkin copies when we first fought.”

Bolts of lightning and gusts of wind were pelting the vast horde that was engaging the Thunderbird, but as it tried to defend its young, more and more injuries were piling up on it. Seeing the situation escalating, Shaeula asked me what we were going to do. “Shall we engage them then-then, Akio? They are distracted with each other, so the advantage of surprise would be ours-ours.”

I once more looked out over the carnage. Sure, we could ambush them and take out a fair few before they even noticed us… but I don’t really like killing sentient creatures unless I have to. My gaze wandered to the Thunderbird, desperately fighting to save its chicks. But then, this does seem rather cruel… With that I made up my mind, course of action decided.

“All right then. You stay hidden for now. You’ve got your new toys ready, right? They are perfect for large pitched battles like this. I’m going to see if we can resolve this peacefully. If I fail, then all bets are off and you can attack at will. We can always retreat if things go south, this is just a bonus to test out our new elemental abilities anyway. Besides… I am very curious to see if these forces are from another Astral Emperor candidate.” I justified my actions with the need to gather intel.

Shaeula gave me a flat stare. “I find that foolish, putting yourself at risk-risk. But if that is what you wish, I shall support you, even-even as I lament your softheartedness.” She retrieved the weapons I had crafted for her from her clothes, as they would be more use than the bells and dagger in this massive melee.

“All right then. Here I go.” I stepped out into the battlefield, trickling a little aether to amplify my voice as I shouted out. “Hey everyone. Could we stop fighting for a minute? I’d like to parlay!”

Most of the hyena-beastmen turned to face me, distracted, but the Thunderbird and the assortment of ‘spiritless abominations’ continued their battle.

The massive hyena-beastman on his giant lizard looked at me, sneering, yellow spittle flying from between his fangs as he turned to his followers. “Fresh prey for the master, grr. Kill it.”

So much for trying to negotiate. I was trying to be nice and pick up some info at the same time. Oh well… I could just feel Shaeula looking at me with scorn.

“I think you are making a mistake…” I warned them as forces peeled away from engaging the Thunderbird to move towards me.

“No mistake, grr.” The shaman-like hyena-beastman coughed, waving his staff at me. I reacted quickly, darting out of the way as the ground exploded, jagged stone spikes rising from the sands below to impale me. “If we kill you, master will reward us. Much prey, many treasures, grr.”

Well, it's likely their master could well be another candidate then… “I guess negotiations have broken down. Last time I try to be nice. Oh well, my aim for coming here was to test out my new powers, anyway. Try not to regret this…”

My stores of fire element were low, as I had only just awakened my solar plexus Chakra with flame, but I had a back-up plan. The two bluesteel batteries on my back were shining yellow with energy. Pulling it out I focused on the unique flame I had absorbed within me to my lunar Chakra. Raising one hand I gestured towards the oncoming pack of hyenas and their beastmen handlers.

“Time to burn. Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze!” The energy was consumed, turning into an amazing scene. A roiling mass of yellow, orange and red flames rolled out like a cloud, setting everything in its path ablaze. The hyenas squealed and barked in pain as they were seared down to the bone, their following handlers also engulfed, thrashing and burning. The tide continued, heading towards the shaman and his followers, who raised barriers of earth and stone to block the torrent. The flames rolled up the wall, clinging to it, and some scattered over the top, landing on the arm of a beastman, setting it alight. As it frantically tried to put out the fire burning it with desperate, exaggerated gestures all it did was spread the flames further, setting fur and flesh to flame.

As the initial tide died down, leaving dozens of charred corpses and a lot of ether, which I gratefully accepted, the very ground was still burning, yellow flames giving off acrid smoke and joining the hideous smell of charred flesh. It was like a vision of Hell. Ugh, if I was back in the Material I’d be vomiting by now. Damn, Foehn is scary. It was like a cloud of napalm…

The beastman riding the huge lizard let out a roar of rage as many of his allies were reduced to smouldering ruin. Gathering his own forces he turned away from the Thunderbird and charged me, cruel harpoon ready to impale me, his lizard riders following.

Any time now…

“Grr, I’ll take your head to our master and he’ll mount it on his throne!” it growled. Behind me the shamans were trying to smother my flames with summoned dirt and sand, but it just squirmed through the gaps, continuing to burn.

And there we go… right on time, reliable as ever! “Silence, little doggy. It is your-your head that will be resting below my throne!” Shaeula spoke proudly, as a series of thin cords wound around the charging beastman and his lizard. “Farewell-farewell.”

With a tug she pulled at the metal handles she was holding in each hand. There was a brief whining noise, and suddenly the beastman burst apart, body sliced into numerous pieces, metal armour falling with a clang, sliced like cheap tin, and the head fell clean off the giant lizard, landing on the ground with an audible thump before scattering to ether.

Shaeula grinned at me. “That was too-too easy. These ‘pinwheels’ are a most noble weapon indeed-indeed.” She tugged on her handles again and a pair of shining blue metal disks, made of multiple overlapping blades, like the pinwheels children were given at festivals, were hanging in the air, exuding jade wind energy, trailing fine metal wires. “So, who-who is next?” Her gaze went across the battling horde, gaze hungry.


Ninety-Six


“Isuggest you surrender, for I am in no-no mood to be merciful.” Shaeula crowed, her pinwheels spinning in the air, throwing off sparks of emerald energy, the ultra-fine wires of bluesteel that unwound from their spindle-like structures hanging in the sky, vibrating menacingly.

Bluesteel may not be the strongest of metals, in fact, it was worse than steel in my tests, but when I discovered that it had the ability to easily absorb and hold elemental essences, I had a few ideas…

As the shocked hyena-beastmen looked on, frozen momentarily, the Thunderbird used that freedom to launch more lightning down at the soulless scorpions, cacti and other beasts that continued to assault it, turning more into ashes.

“Too late. Since you seem to wish for death, I shall grant-grant you the honour of dying at the hands of true Seelie royalty.” Shaeula gave them little time to consider, shocking me a little with her ruthlessness. Her pinwheels suddenly changed directions, spinning outwards to drag their razor-sharp vibrating wires across the bodies of our opponents, slicing them apart in a welter of gore.

Ether was flooding me and I could see silverly letters confirming Level-ups blinking across my vision, but I had little time for that. The remaining beastmen, led by the shaman with the staff, were finally free of the Foehn’s deadly spread, and were barking orders at the forces they commanded, trying to reform the shattered ranks.

“Grr, slaughter the interlopers. The bird can wait. Master will be displeased, but we cannot fail here! The proud Wyrmtooth Gnolls cannot fall here, our ancestors would cry out in bitter shame, grr.”

Gnolls, huh? I’ve heard of them in fantasy stories before, but they aren’t as common as orcs… nah, who cares, it doesn’t change what I have to do. Trying to ignore the bright laughs of Shaeula, who was twirling her pinwheels through the enemies with reckless abandon, sending severed body parts flying everywhere, I clutched my spear and raced towards the lead shaman. A cactus-creature stepped in front of me, showering out a volley of needles but I evaded them, my spear tearing through it, the edge sharp with wind. Yeah, the bluesteel really makes my wind techniques stronger…

The ground erupted, stone turning into spikes pointed at my heart, and a few others conjured dust storms that hampered my vision. Several more cactus-needles bounced off my new armour, and a scorpion reared out of the sands, stinger poised to strike me. Too slow. I swept to the side, my spear piercing the head of the scorpion, easily killing it, before looking up at the Gnoll shamans. They were barking and growling in rage, keeping well away from the still-burning tongues of Foehn that littered the desert.

All right then, here we go… I had only a little fire element left, but I poured it into the blue metallic head of my spear. The blade began to heat up, yet the effect was minor. Of course, I had a way to strengthen it. Pouring in most of my remaining wind energy the fire devoured it eagerly, and the spearhead shone a vivid yellow, the head wreathed in fires that fountained out into a half-metre long blade of scorching energies. Running with all my strength, consuming aether to increase my speed, I raced through the burning sands, careful to avoid what was left of the Foehn, as there was no way I wanted to die to my own ability, and swung my fiery blade, bisecting several Gnolls that stepped into my path to block me from the shamans.

Ignoring the smell of roasted meat I continued my charge. Thrusting my spear forwards I released the fiery energies and they shot out like Wyrm-breath, turning a half-dozen more foes into corpses.

“Pathetic. If this is the best-best you can do, I would be ashamed to be your master. But then, your master, unlike mine, must-must be worthless if he is saddled with you trash.” Shaeula was getting carried away, taunting the Gnolls mercilessly. Her pinwheels were slowing down as her wind energy diminished, but the design was amazingly efficient, so she would be able to keep up her massacre a bit longer. I staggered a bit as the aftermath of another stormy tornado from the Thunderbird buffeted me, but righting myself quickly I engaged the first of the shamans. They were so… slow… compared to me, it was almost as if I was playing a video at half speed. My spear, now wreathed in wind, my fires spent, quickly penetrated, and I was onto the next one. Stone spikes rushed at me once more, but yet again I dodged, and a second wielder of earth element fell, head exploding. I speared a third quickly, leaving it dying, before coming face to face with the larger shaman with the tall staff.

“Grr, I’ll stake you out in the desert to die, until nothing is left of you but… grr, bleached bones! Come forth, my stone…” The shaman began to draw on earth energies, the ground trembling, but his spell was cut off suddenly, only howls escaping from his maw. I had thrown my spear, and it had pierced through its shoulder, before discharging the wind energy it contained, blowing its arm clean off. Dropping the staff it fell to its knees, clutching hard with its remaining hand in a vain attempt to stem the blood pouring from the injury.

I still had my Wyrmfang javelins left, not having had chance to use them yet, so I pulled them free, holding one in each hand. Behind me, the cries of battle were dying down, and a third Level-up message graced my vision. Okay, pitched battles are the way to go. Levels, ether, it’s all so very profitable… I threw one of my javelins, head-shotting the last of the Gnoll shamans. There were still a handful of Gnolls left, but they held back as I advanced on the writhing head shaman and grabbed my fallen spear, holding the point to its neck.

“Well, I think we won here, haven’t… holy shit…” I trailed off, surprised. What I looked out over was the scene of a massacre. Shaeula was standing amidst a massive ring of blood-soaked sand, severed body-parts and diced lizards everywhere. Her pinwheels were circling around her, humming, and the remaining handful of Gnolls who had survived were keeping their distance, hissing and growling. Scorpions, hyenas, cacti… all of the ‘spiritless abominations’ had continued to rush to their deaths, not intelligent enough to evade without specific orders, and Shaeula had butchered them, the Thunderbird slaying those that lagged behind.

The fallen shaman was glaring up at me with hatred in its eyes, but I couldn’t worry about that. “All right then, if you surrender and give me some information, you can still get out of here alive, that cool with you?”

“Grr, very well, you monster.” The gnoll growled through the pain.

“Shaeula, round up the survivors.” As she did so I turned back to the Gnoll, who had covered the open wound where his arm once was with a layer of stony energy, almost petrifying it, to stop the blood-loss. Okay, that’s pretty cool. I’ll have to remember that trick. “So, just where is this master of yours? I’d love to meet them and have a friendly conversation. I can’t help but think all this could have been avoided.”

“Grr, why should I tell you, you vile interloper? The Wyrmfang and Lizardscale tribes have fallen under your blades, growl. Now other tribes will gain the favour of our master…”

I leaned in close, looking the Gnoll in his yellow eyes. “You should tell me because I won. Don’t you value your life?” Damn, I’m threatening him like I’m yakuza now. And yes, I can hear you laughing, Shaeula… “I can spare the rest of you if you can get me an audience with your master. Talking to another potential Astral Emperor would be a goldmine of insights. I daresay he would find it valuable too. I just hope he isn’t too pissed about losing all of his forces.”

“My master’s army is as numberless as the very desert sands, grr.” The gnoll spat. “He will not fear you!”

It was then I noticed several cacti and scorpions heading this way from the distance. They seemed to be acting on instinct. Of course… if these are from a Spawning Spire or similar Building then it’ll be just like when I was attacking Shaeula’s Territory. If they are queued to replace losses here… Lost in thought I didn’t notice that the Gnoll was reaching for his staff with his remaining arm. Seizing it he unleashed his remaining earth elemental energies, launching a small greyish orb of smoke at me from point-blank range.

“Look out, Akio!” Shaeula’s voice echoed across the desert as she spotted the danger. Enraged, she used her pinwheels on the remaining captives, reducing them to ether in moments. As the orb was about to strike my face I spotted it, leaving me a moment to react. Instinctively I exhaled, my breath full of elemental wind, and the smoke was blown backwards, striking the Gnoll who had cast it, his leg turning to grey stone where it touched him.

“Grr, damn you to…” the Gnoll cursed, before my spear ended his life. The shaman turned into ether as he died, only leaving his petrified leg behind, staff dropping to the ground.

Shaeula stomped over, fresh from her massacre, and after tossing a few wind blades to purge the incoming reinforcements, she inspected me from head to toe, her face alarmingly close to me.

“You did not-not get injured did you, Akio?” she asked, her gaze intense. “That beast was using foul earth elemental curses. If you breathed any of the smoke in, it would surely-surely prove fatal…”

“No, I saw it in time, though if he aimed for my legs I probably wouldn’t have spotted it. I don’t get why he threw his life away on such a gamble though… unless he was blinded by rage over the death of his kin? We did… pretty much genocide them…” Shit, now I am starting to feel bad. I much preferred fighting monsters without intelligence such as the scorpions, it didn’t sting my conscience so…

Seeing the expression on my face, and relieved I was uninjured, Shaeula patted me on one shoulder. “I am pleased you are unharmed. Still, you are far-far too naïve and forgiving, Akio. This was a battle, and in battle only victory matters. The future will be full-full of those you have to defeat, and some, perhaps even many-many of those will be beings such as you or I. But if they stand in the way of protecting what you hold dear… mercy is but-but harm to your kin.”

Damn, she’s right. I’ve been through this in my head before. Do I learn so slowly? How do they manage this in isekai stories? They are chopping up goblins pretty much from hour one… No, I’ll firm up my resolve, but I won’t forget my humanity in the process. It’s likely that the threat to Earth will come from other intelligent civilisations… My mind made up to toughen up and do what needed to be done, whilst not going overboard or descending into a bloodthirsty tyrant, I smiled at Shaeula. “Thanks for that. I can always count on you to put things into perspective. Anyway, I’ll do what I must, yet I won’t forget mercy when I can spare it.”

“I see. In that case, regarding what needs to be done-done…” Shaeula turned and nodded towards the badly injured Thunderbird, who was watching us warily, wings spread wide between us and the nest that held its young chicks. “… what shall we do about this creature? I suspect if we were to… dispose of it, you would grow-grow stronger, and the materials left behind could be quite-quite useful indeed.” She bent down to pick up the wooden staff the Gnoll shaman had dropped, another spoil of war that had remained.

My gaze went to the Thunderbird, which let out a warbling hiss of aggression, wings lifted up to make it look larger and more threatening. It then strayed to the pillar holding its nest, where the chicks were still chirping in fear, one lying down, badly injured. Shaking my head I let out a long sigh.

“I know what you mean, but I can’t do it. If it attacked me first, then sure, like the Wyrm, but it has chicks, and we fought on the same side here… sorry, but I have to draw the line at this. My conscience couldn’t stand it.”

“Soft-hearted as ever, my master.” Shaeula mirrored my sigh. “But still, that is why Eri and Aiko are so fond of you, is it not-not? I admit, it would not-not sit well with me either, to slay such a noble creature, but as a princess, I could harden my heart and do what-what benefits us…”

“We’ve achieved more than enough today, besides, I also like your kinder side.” At my words Shaeula looked down, blushing a little. Walking towards the Thunderbird, I made sure to stow my weapons and give off no hostile intent.

“What are you doing, Akio?” Shaeula asked, following. She was holding her pinwheels in her hands, but had not put them away, ever ready to respond to a threat. As we approached the Thunderbird it began to summon lightning, the air filled with the tang of ozone, but I made soothing noises and talked to it calmly.

“I might be able to help your injured chick. Just trust me.”

The Thunderbird seemed to understand, though it was wary, and a small bolt of lightning landed by my feet. Shaeula made to respond but I held her back. “If it wanted to attack us it could have. I think it’s just warning us.” I clambered up to the nest using the footholds left in the pillar by the Gnoll harpoons and reached the nest. The Thunderbird flapped up painfully behind me, droplets of ruby blood falling to the ground. Shaeula let out a muted yelp of surprise, her eyes glowing, and then she began to gather the blood-soaked sand below.

Reaching the nest I climbed in, the chicks backing off, hissing frantically, all but the wounded one, which was in a lot of pain and immobile. Ignoring the warning cries from the Thunderbird I went to the ostrich-sized chick and pulled out the cactus-spine that had wounded it. The bird yelped, cheeping mournfully, but I ignored that too, concentrating, pouring in aether and using my Ether Healing Skill. Yeah, this is tough, but also informative. This bird contains some lightning energy, as well as wind and fire… Without being able to see what I was doing, I was going by feel and instinct. Static was crackling over my armour and my hair was standing up crazily as the Thunderbird watched nervously, but I persevered, and a few minutes later the chick sat upright, warbling in surprise, flapping the wounded wing.

“There. All better.” I smiled, the good deed soothing my heart over the massacre Shaeula and I had committed earlier. Turning to the Thunderbird I pointed back at its offspring. “See, now your chick is fine. I think you should find a new nest though, this place is hardly safe. If you’ve caught the eye of an Astral Emperor candidate, then when they replenish their forces, they’ll likely try again…”

With that I climbed down and returned to Shaeula, who had torn off the hem of her outfit and made a crude cloth bag to hold the bloody sand. I suppose we did collect the Wyrm blood too, not that we found a use for it yet…

“We should return to the Material. Eri and Aiko will be wondering why we are not-not awake.” Shaeula said, and I had to agree. However...

“No, just one thing to do first.” I pointed at the distance, where a few ‘spiritless abominations’ were coming from, seemingly respawned. “We’ll quickly follow their route until we find out the location of their Territory. Then tomorrow night…”


Ninety-Seven


“About time you pair woke up. Just what were you doing last night to leave you so tired, big bro? I bet you couldn’t wait until we went to sleep so you two could have some privacy, right?” My sister was smirking at us as we exited our room.

“Don’t do that, Aiko-chan.” Eri said from where she was sitting by the huge window that made up one wall of the suite, admiring the morning over the strip. “I trust Akio, and Shaeula too. If they were going to do that then they wouldn’t have brought us on holiday with them, would they?”

“Wow, look at you Eri-chan. When did you get so calm and collected? I guess it’s true what they say, when girls get a boyfriend they mature a lot. Still, I guess you are right, big bro wouldn’t have the guts to cheat on you. But…” She smiled then, her tone teasing. “It wasn’t just me who had my ear against their door this morning, trying to hear if they were getting frisky in there, was it?”

Eri went bright red, shaking her head in denial, and then we were all laughing with her. On checking the time it was a bit after ten in the morning. Ouch, cutting it a bit fine for what I have planned for us today, but we can still make it. Before we had left the Boundary we had tracked back the waves of creatures to their source, making sure to polish them all off for ether, of course. Upon reaching near the edge of the strip we ran into a defensive barrier of a Territory, and since our way was blocked, we returned. We now know where to start tonight. But before that…

“Let’s grab some breakfast down in one of the hotel restaurants. Then… I think you’ll all enjoy what I’ve got planned.” I checked the guide for things you have to do in Las Vegas and this was near the top, so I made sure to pre-book it.

“Oh, I can hardly wait. It’s been amazing so far.” My sis giggled. “We got a reply on group chat from Rika-san and Yae-san when they saw the pictures we posted. They are just dying of jealousy.” My sister ran up to me and threw her arms around me exuberantly. “I love you big bro, now I can lord it over that pair forever!”

“That's so mean, Aiko-chan.” Eri snickered. “Still, it did make me feel good when Yae-san was forced to look at pictures of me and … and my boyfriend.” She blushed once more, adorably.

“All right then, glad everyone is happy. But we don’t have time to dawdle, so let’s go grab some food, then get changed and go.”

“Oh, so exciting.” My sister crowed, as I ushered us all out of our plush suite. “But it better live up to the hype, or I’ll be disappointed in you, big bro. And I know you don’t want to make your adorable little sis that you worship disappointed…”
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“Wow, okay, it lives up to the hype.” My sister shouted, conceding. Spread out down below us was the majesty of the Grand Canyon, a sight we could never have seen back in Japan. The helicopter we were riding in was soaring over it, though it was noisy and shaking a little.

Beside me Eri was clinging to me, her skin cool from anxiety. Even so, she was entranced by the views, her face a mixture of nervousness and joy. On the other side Shaeula was fiddling with her phone, taking pictures, no doubt to send to her friends like Konoe-san.

“Wow, yeah that’s a great idea Shaeula, I should be taking pictures too, or maybe some videos. I can really stick it to those two with those…” Her gaze went to Eri, and she raised an eyebrow sardonically. “Pretty bold, Eri-chan. Using your nerves as an excuse to cling to my big bro like that. Still, I guess it’s allowed, you are together now. Nice job!” She finished with a thumbs-up.

God knows what the pilot thinks of us. We are quite the group, although we went for the luxury tour, so it’s clear we have money so we’ll get no disrespect… Patting Eri absentmindedly on the head I pondered what it would be like to control the Grand Canyon in the Boundary. I bet it is full of powerful adversaries, and rich in resources… oh well, I can’t have what I can’t have. There are plenty of places in Japan that would be as good…

Relaxing in the enjoyable atmosphere of spending time with those I loved, I let my own gaze wander out across the impressive landscape. Tonight would be high-stakes, so for now I would just take it easy…
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“So, what are we going to do for lunch, big bro?” My sis asked, seated at the table watching TV in our suite. “I’m pretty hot and sticky after that excursion, so I could use a bath before anything else. Why don’t we all use the hot-tub? I’m sure you have just been dying to see us in our bathing suits, right?”

Why would I want to see you in your bikini? Come on… Shrugging I asked the others if they were up for that, not wanting my little sister to steamroller them into doing what she wished.

“I do not-not mind, it would be refreshing to take a bath.” Shaeula agreed, and Eri nodded beside her shyly.

“If you want to see I don’t mind, Akio.” she said, her voice quiet.

Damn, so adorable. “All right then, why don’t I get in some room service? The one good thing about staying in a suite is that you get service worthy of the price. Do you have any preferences?”

“Oh me, me!” My sister stuck up a hand. “I want lots of quality meat and fish. The good stuff!”

“All right, all right.” I laughed, picking up the phone to order. As I did so my sis ushered Eri and Shaeula into her bedroom, with a last set of strict instructions not to peek on them changing. As if I would…

I finished ordering room service, not caring about the stupidly large sum of money it was going to cost, and changed into my own trunks. As I did so the door to the bedroom opened, and out came my sister and Shaeula, followed by a shy Eri who was hiding behind them, her expression tense.

“So, what do you think, big bro? Wowed by me, I bet?” My sister giggled, doing a pirouette in front of me. She was wearing a blue bikini, matching her eyes, and her healthy body was almost glowing, sweat shining on her slightly tanned skin.

Yeah, you’re cute sis. No wonder all the jackasses back home hit on you. “I can’t deny that suits you.” I admitted out loud. “You got all the good looks in the family for sure. The cut’s a bit daring though, don’t forget you are still in high school.”

“Oh don’t be such a prude, big bro.” She scoffed. “It’s just us here, right? Anyway, about daring…” she looked at Shaeula, who was wearing a racing-style one-piece in a very subtle orange. Yet it was cut high around the waist, showing off her flawless white legs, and was low on the shoulders too.

I remember when she bought that… but I never got to see how it looked. It… kinda reeks of a crime, now I see it…

Reading my expression, my sister burst out laughing. “I know, I get it bro, I get it. Even though the cut and colour is different it somehow reminds me of a school swimsuit. You’d seriously be getting arrested if any police were to see this, I’m sure. But anyway, we saved the best until last.”

At some unspoken signal my sis and Shaeula stepped aside, revealing Eri to me suddenly. She was wearing a pure white bikini, though the bottoms had a white skirt-like layer, covering the top of her thighs. Even so, her cleavage and vast expanses of her skin were exposed, all tinted red with embarrassment. She was stunning, though. Seriously, I always knew Eri was beautiful, but since my mom and sister were gorgeous too, I never paid that much attention to it. But looking at her like this…

Eri squirmed under my gaze, yet she returned it, her eyes melting. … I guess I really am lucky as a guy to have such a knockout as a girlfriend… Her chest looked larger in her bikini than it did in her clothes, probably because she often wore baggier clothing to hide her figure normally, and with her hair up away from her face I could truly appreciate her perfection.

“Uh, this is romantic for you pair and all…” my sis broke in. “But it’s a bit weird, you two just staring at each other.”

With a start I snapped back to reality. “Oh yeah, sorry, got lost in thought there a moment. You look fabulous, Eri. I’m a happy man. You look good too, Shaeula.”

As Eri giggled shyly Shaeula mock-pouted. “I feel my compliment was not-not as heartfelt as the one you gave to Eri, but I shall graciously relent this once-once. Shall we go?”

“Before we do…” My sister said mischievously. “There’s something I really have to point out. Just how did you get such a huge scar?” She pointed to my thigh. I looked down and suddenly cursed internally, as I could see the wound that ran down my thigh, still vividly angry, though vastly improved on before. Since it had stopped hurting and I had continued to use Ether Healing on it during my downtime I forgot all about it… shit, shit, shit, how do I explain this?

“Oh well…” my sis said, tilting her head adorably. “Never mind, I guess it doesn’t matter, does it? Anyway, come on girls, hot tub time! When the room service gets here you can fetch it, bro. I bet you don’t want anyone else seeing us in our swimsuits, right?”

With that she ushered the girls into the expansive bathroom, leaving me to scratch my head in puzzlement. Damn, that was strange. I could have sworn I was screwed then. Oh well… she’s right though, I should collect the room service…
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“Go easy on the booze. We are seriously breaking the law here.” I warned, but my sister waved me off with a drunken giggle, splashing me with water as she reached for the bottle of rather nice champagne on the serving cart beside us.

“I’ve only had a couple of glasses bro, don’t be a killjoy.” She pouted, glancing at the small girl beside her. “You never ask Shaeula to stop, do you?”

“Well, Shaeula is twenty-one, so she can drink legally.” I tried to explain, but my sis merely grabbed my arm and climbed on top of me, pushing me down into the foaming waters of the massive bath we were all in. Hugging me, she smiled.

“Oh come on, no one is going to know, are they? Besides, it’s a good way to score some points with your adorable sister, isn’t it?”

I don’t think you should be clinging to me like that in your bikini. I can feel everything.

“Oh Aiko-chan…” Eri giggled. She had also broken the law, but had only had one glass, being more sensible than my sister. Still, she was definitely tipsy, as she had loosened up, her shyness diminished. Proof of this was the way she was leaning against me, giving me a spectacular view of her cleavage every time I looked down. “… if only the boys at school could see you now clinging to Akio like that, it might shatter their poor glass hearts…”

At that my sis only clung harder, blowing a raspberry at her friend. “You just wish you were doing it yourself, Eri-chan. You have to be bold, my big bro is dense, you know that. Unless you throw yourself at him, he’ll be the perfect gentleman forever.”

“No, I’m his girlfriend now… after all these years…” Eri stuttered. “He knows I’m ready to do… girlfriend… things… with… him…” Her voice got smaller and smaller towards the end, and she was as red as boiled lobster.

“Oh really, girlfriend things, huh?” My sister snaked her arms around me. I thought she was going to hug me, but instead she snatched my half-drunk glass of champagne from the side behind me and downed it quickly, before letting out a charming little burp. “Oops, that was an indirect kiss, wasn’t it? Oh well, it’s with my bro, so it doesn’t really count…”

“Aiko-chaaaaaaaaaaaaaan!” Eri growled mock-menacingly, shoving her off me with a splash. She then promptly sat on my lap, leaning back into me. She tilted her head up towards me, blushing, so I gave her a brief peck on the lips. As my sister squealed Eri was a bit more bold, locking lips with me again for a long moment.

Shaeula was looking on with some amusement, but chose to remain dignified, if you could count the amount of food and booze she was tucking away as dignity. Carefully, she took her phone from the side and snapped a few pictures of us.

“Don’t send them anywhere…” I warned, not wanting pictures of my sister and girlfriend in their swimwear to be seen by others, causing my sis to hoot in amusement and Eri to snuggle up against me more. I looked down and realised I could see something I perhaps shouldn’t be able to from this angle, as her swimsuit was becoming slightly loose.

“It must be nice to know big bro is so possessive, right Eri-chan?” Aiko smirked.

“Uhh… something… is pressing against my bottom…” Eri had gone from lobster-red to almost purple in embarrassment, yet she didn’t move. Looking down in shame she let out a squeal as she noticed what was being revealed and where my gaze kept flickering.

“Oh my God, big bro you super-mega pervert!” My sis teased me as Eri let out another little squeal and tightened the straps of her top. Despite that embarrassment, she remained pressed against me, which was quite the feeling.

As Shaeula chimed in with her assertions that yes, I was a fiend for beautiful women, and their laughter echoed across the bathroom, I grimaced. I’m a healthy guy, and any that wouldn’t… have a certain physiological reaction in these circumstances isn’t interested in women! Besides, she’s my girl… it’d be more hurtful to not be interested in her that way, right?

Taking the empty glass that my sis had left I filled it with champagne and started quaffing it. The fun and laughter with the three beautiful girls carried on for a while yet…


Ninety-Eight


Eri was looking at me with sparkling eyes as I adjusted my tie and cufflinks in the mirror. Once we had finished the long, playful time in the hot tub, we had all refreshed ourselves and started to change, ready for the evening ahead. I had dressed in the expensive suit I had rush-ordered, as well as all the matching accessories such as a rather nice watch, and if I did say so myself I thought I looked rather dashing. Eri also seems to think so.

“You look so good, Akio.” Eri gushed then, unable to hold herself back from giving me another kiss. She was wearing a very pretty evening-style dress, a far cry from her usual attire, one that I had bought her on our shopping trip to Inuyama. As her arms snaked around me gently, careful not to crease our outfits, she let out a hot sigh as her kissing became more aggressive, the alcohol still in her system perhaps making her bold. As wet sounds echoed around the room I felt warm inside, until my sister slapped us both across the back of our heads, breaking our kiss.

“Bad bro, bad Eri-chan. Have you forgot Shaeula and I are watching? Wow, I’m not prepared for seeing that…” My sis was fanning herself, face flushed. “I’m all embarrassed now, but it was kinda hot… no, wow, what am I saying?” She shook her head to clear the fog. She was also wearing an evening dress she had bought in Inuyama, again in dark blue. Eri was wearing purple, so the two looked a bit like sisters. Cute, definitely cute.

“If I recall correctly, you were complaining but a short while ago that Eri was not-not being aggressive enough in her pursuit of greater closeness with Akio, were you not-not?” Shaeula interjected. She had also worn her suit, her legs wrapped in dark tights and a charcoal pencil skirt, the matching jacket over a crisp white shirt and slender amber tie, her wrist wearing a matching watch to mine, the more delicate design made for a woman.

“I did yeah, my big bro is past his prime, if someone doesn’t push it he’ll miss the boat and stay a virgin forever, but…” She trailed off then, realising she was effectively telling us, her brother and best friend, to… well, to put it bluntly, make love. “Yeah I’m happy that Eri-chan and my bro can get that passionate, but please, we are right here! Have a heart!”

I blushed to match Eri, causing Shaeula to snort laughter. Trying to change the subject I complimented them on their looks, borrowing my sister's turn of phrase. “Wow, Eri, Aiko, you two look like a pair of sister supermodels. Those dresses really suit you, well worth the price. And you, Shaeula. There is something really sexy about a girl in a nice suit, but few can carry it off like you.” Yeah, she’s petite and doll-like, which juxtaposes with the fact that it is usually older women in suits. As for my sis and Eri, the slightly daring dresses also balance their youth and good looks. They’ll be the prettiest girls in Las Vegas, I’m sure.

“Do I really look good in it?” Eri asked me, seeking reassurance, and I kissed her again, careful to make it a modest one.

“You sure do. I have no need to lie. You should be more confident in yourself. After all, you did bag a big catch in me, so you are set for life now, right?” I winked, and the room was filled with yet more happy laughter.

“Seriously, photo time!” my sister declared, lining us up to take a series of shots, firstly me and Eri, then her and Eri, then me and Shaeula, her and the girls and lastly all of us together. “We need to have records to remember this day! Besides, we can show these off back at school and everyone there will know we are the true princesses of Nishimorioka."

“Just don’t boast too much.” I warned. “It’s important to keep your friends…”

“I know, I know. Wow, just let me have some fun, all right? Anyway…” She looked at Shaeula and I in our business attire. “What’s the plan for this evening, big bro? You’ve got business, have you?”

I nodded. “In a bit Shaeula and I have a client meeting. But that should only take a few hours. After that Shaeula will come back and meet you two, and you can have some fun together, while I have a solo meeting with another executive.” We had decided that since Shaeula was not really suited to poker, after we had done some gambling before the tournament at Casino El Diablo she would return to have fun with the girls while I hopefully cleaned up in the tournament. After all, If I can win that, our financial goals should be cleared easily enough. Worst case scenario we have most of tomorrow to gamble hard. I want the girls to make as many precious memories as possible while we are here. Otherwise there wasn't any point in bringing them.

“That sounds great. I’m sure Eri-chan and I can kill some time while you two are busy. Then we can have a girly night again. We have lots to talk about, right Eri-chan, Shaeula?”

“Sure, that sounds lovely.” Eri agreed. “Though I was hoping to spend more time with you, Akio…”

Ugh, my heart… that sweet look in her eyes. She always used to be cute, but she’s grown up so well… “Don’t worry, we’ll have time tomorrow for that. Anyway, we have a few hours before we have to go, what do you want to do in the meantime?”

“Oh, I know, I know!” My excitable sister chimed in once more. “We have come all this way to Las Vegas. We need to gamble! It’d be stupid not to, right?”

Shaeula met my gaze and we both held in smiles. Yeah, we know. That’s why we are here, little sis. “You can’t, you are under twenty-one.”

“Sure, but you two can, right? We can just watch. It’ll be fun, right Eri-chan?”

“I don’t want you to lose all your money, Akio.” Eri began, but I stopped her.

“Don’t worry, your boyfriend isn’t a fool. We have some spare cash we can wager. How about we let you pick a series of colours/trebles and you can have a cut of any winnings? That way we can all share the fun.”

“Sounds good. Let’s go, let’s go!” My sis ushered us out of our suite, eager to play.
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We went to the Bellagio, once more admiring the fountain display, and headed to the casino floor. Shaeula was asked for her identification as usual, and the security seemed a bit put out when they realised she was old enough. My sis and Eri sat on a table overlooking the nearest roulette area, and after ordering drinks, non-alcoholic for the girls of course, as we weren’t alone in our suite now, we set our strategy. Shaeula subtly buffed us both with her fortunate winds, and I was feeling powerfully lucky, after all, my Fortune was even higher now.

“So, don’t forget to stick a ton on twenty-two, that’s Eri-chan’s birthday. You need to remember that. Her birthday is the twenty-second of September. Don’t forget it, all right? As for the other bets…”

I couldn’t help but laugh as my sis was so hyped up. Of course I remember Eri’s birthday. How long have I known her? Shaeula had wandered deep into the casino floor, following her instincts, and had drifted to the slot machines, which she was studying with interest. Leaving my sis and Eri to chat I hit the roulette tables, going straight for the high-roller ones. I couldn’t bet too much, or they would be worried, but while they could see the table from here, it was too far away to make out things like bet limits, so it should be fine to drop some big chips.

Cashing in ten thousand dollars I received my chips in denominations of five hundred apiece, and proceeded to follow the betting sequence, remembering to put a chip on twenty-two each time like Aiko wanted. Giving them a little wave when they looked over I watched as the ball spun around the wheel. It first came up on Red five, which I won on the trebles, and after that I had more small wins and losses, until on the fifth spin it came up twenty-two black. Nice. That’s a sweet profit…

My sister was pointing excitedly at us as I swept over my chips. I could feel my luck swelling, the winds of fortune whispering in my ear. Taking a long gulp of my beer to steady myself I listened to where it was leading. Twenty-two black again. This time I peppered the area around that number with as many chips as the table limit would allow. My sister and Eri looked nervous as all my winnings went back on the table, but moments later the dealer was looking at me enviously, as once more the ball landed on twenty-two, the winds around me shivering in triumph.

The large pile of chips pushed my way were filled with many high-value ones, and I didn’t even have time to count them before putting more on the table, following the selections I had been given. Over the next twenty minutes twenty-two came up twice more, and a half-dozen people around me were also well up, following my bets.

Uhh, I think I’ve won too big here… The dealer was sweating profusely, looking rather sick, and several burly men in black suits were watching in the distance. It was probably time to cut and run, but before I could do so a series of loud sirens rang out. Fire alarm… no, people seem excited?

Gathering up my chips I decided this would be the ideal time to call it. Everyone was gravitating over to the slot machines, and I could hear people excitedly talking about a jackpot winner. I suddenly had a strange feeling. It couldn’t be, could it… surely not…

A high-ranking member of the casino staff was rushing over, flanked by four security guards. I followed them, mixing with the curious crowd, to where a machine was lit up and giving off loud music. Standing in front of it, looking somewhat puzzled, was indeed a young amber-blonde woman in a sharp suit. Shaeula. Damn, this looks a big deal, just how much did you win?

She was cocking her head, looking confused, but her eyes lit up as she saw me. “Ah, Akio, there-there you are. I followed the wind which led me to this machine. I can not-not say I understand it well, but it seems I have won something. Do you know how much?”

The staff member had checked the machine, and with a pained smile asked to see Shaeula’s identification. “The machine is in order.” he allowed gravely. Looking at her passport he nodded. “So, Japanese citizen. You don’t have to pay US taxes then, but you should report it to your own revenue authority on your return as they will want to levy their own taxes. It’s around thirty percent, if I recall. Still… I think you’ll be happy with your winnings anyway.”

“Help me, master!” Shaeula pleaded, eyes spinning at his long spiel of complicated concepts. “What should-should I do?”

I patted her on the head comfortingly. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll go through the paperwork with you.” Turning to the staff member I asked the burning question. “So, I’m guessing this is a decent win. How much is it, exactly?”

All around us I could hear silence, as everyone waited for the man to answer. “Two point seven million dollars and change. Congratulations. And thanks for choosing the Bellagio for your gambling today! Do you mind if we get a celebratory picture so we can use it for publicity? We’d appreciate it. We can then get your cheque sorted out.”

My wind went blank. That’s… just under two million dollars after we pay our taxes, and we’ll have to, as unlike our other winnings this will be public record… so… roughly two hundred million yen?

Shaeula looked at me, concerned, but I pulled her into a hug, getting cheers and catcalls from the surrounding crowd of onlookers. “You’ve done it, Shaeula! With that sort of money, our next stage is in the bag, no matter what happens later!”

As she preened, impressed by my praise and the attention, not really understanding just how much she had won, I realised that we couldn’t see Eri’s table from here, and my sis and her weren’t able to come on the floor, being underage.

“Sure, we can get the publicity shot, but can I bring my sister and her friend? They aren't old enough to gamble, but for this they should be able to access the floor, right?”

The man nodded. “Sure, it’ll make the photo look better. A real family affair, lives changed and all that…”

I hurried back to the table, my sis and Eri showing relief when they spotted me. “Hey, just what’s going on big bro?” My sis asked, and Eri echoed her, saying she was worried when I ran off.

“Well… come this way. Shaeula had an incident…”

“An incident. She’s okay, right?” Eri asked, concerned. I merely patted her head gently.

“I say incident, but I mean a win. A big one. Come on, we are getting a publicity photo taken.”

Ushering them through the crowd, security clearing a path, we lined up with Shaeula, as the casino staff took our picture several times, arranging us artfully.

“Yeah, you are all so pretty and handsome.” The photographer admired us. “This story should be worth the losses. If we can have a few words after this, get your thoughts, that would be great. If you do, food and drinks are on the house all night, VIP treatment guaranteed!”

“So, wow, this… uh… seems a big deal, bro.” Aiko said, nervous. “Just… just how much did she win?”

“She’ll have to pay taxes when she takes the money back to Japan, but after that…” I dragged it out, causing my sis to punch my arm. “… around two hundred million yen, give or take?”

“Wowowowowowowowow. I think I misheard you. Did you say… two hundred… million… yen?”

Beside me Eri looked faint, so I put an arm round her, shielding her from the crowd.

“Yep, a bit over two point seven million dollars, though thirty percent of that’ll be taxed away. Guess she hit the jackpot.”

“So… wow. Yeah. Just wow.” Aiko swallowed. “That’s… that sure is something. But hang on a minute…” She suddenly flashed a malicious smile. “That’s got to be bad for you, big bro. With that sort of money Shaeula doesn’t need to work for you anymore. She’ll kick you to the curb, right?”

Eri shook her head. “Shaeula won’t do that. You know that.”

“Indeed, how could you say such-such a thing, Aiko?” Shaeula protested, having overheard. “I shall stand by Akio until the end-end. This is but the beginning of our rise to power!”

“I’m joking… I’m joking. Wow, my head has gone funny. I can’t keep up with this.”

“Yeah, me too.” I agreed. “Makes my winnings look positively anaemic in comparison.” I took out the mound of chips I had accrued. “I only made around two hundred and ten thousand dollars. I’m such a loser…” My smile was cheeky, and everyone paused for a moment.

Eri and my sis looked at me, then at each other, then back to me, where I was grinning victoriously. “Your big bro can pull off a win too, can’t he? You can’t have it now, but each of you can have ten percent when we get back. Save it and don’t spend it recklessly, okay?”

“Are you sure?” Eri asked and I held her closer.

“Of course. After all, wasn’t it thanks to you two we decided to gamble here today? Besides, sharing the wealth is what family does, right? Anyway, shall we go? I think that the staff want to interview us and sort out the details…”

Following the casino staff through the excited crowds to a private room, we spent some time going through the particulars, answering some questions and saying what we would do with the money. At some of Shaeula’s answers the man looked puzzled, but even so we managed to get through it without embarrassing ourselves too badly…


Ninety-Nine


We left Eri and Aiko behind in the Bellagio, they were going to kill a few hours in the VIP restaurant, admiring the views of the fountains outside. The staff had assured us that in return for our stories and extra promotional photographs they would take care of them until Shaeula returned, so that was one worry off my mind. Shaeula had also received her cheque, which I was looking after. We would need to open her a bank account on our return, since I had been handling all her money up to now, but we could worry about that when we got back to Japan.

Crossing the strip we moved away from the main, well-known casinos and hotels, to a more well-worn area, with smaller and less fancy establishments. Despite that, the sights were impressive in their own ways, and Shaeula, hand in mine, was looking around with great interest.

“Hmm, Casino El Diablo should be around here somewhere…” After a few more minutes we turned down a side road and a building came into view, with a large, stylised statue of a devil in a sombrero holding a pitchfork standing by the entrance. Uh, the décor is… unique, certainly…

On closer inspection, a series of illuminations spelled out the name ‘Casino El Diablo’ across an array of lanterns trapped within glass flames. But there was something else… off… about the place. “You feel that too, right?” I asked, and Shaeula nodded, gaze fixed on the building in front of us.

“Indeed I do-do. It feels like a Territory.”

“Yes, I thought so too. But we are in the Material, so that shouldn’t be possible, unless…” Thinking back to the description of my own Territory when using the Self-Examination, Territory Skill, an idea occurred to me. That makes sense, but I can’t be sure…

“What do we do?” Shaeula asked. “Shall-shall we proceed as planned?”

“Yeah, no deviation in the plan.” I confirmed. “If anything, this is now an even better chance to find out more about other candidates. It’s too much of a coincidence to assume that the Territory we faced last night and this one here aren’t connected, right? But we should be careful. We don’t know what might happen.”

Walking to the entrance we passed by several security guards, and once we crossed the threshold, several strange, uncomfortable sensations assailed us simultaneously. It’s draining aether from us, just like a Territory would in the Boundary… The effect was weak, and we were able to suppress it with our strength, but for the average person it would have an effect…

“You are correct master.” Shaeula guessed my thoughts as I looked around the casino. It was full of patrons like any other, people betting endlessly on slot machines, table games and other gambling, while others were drinking at the bar or eating in the restaurant, but everyone looked… vacant, somehow. Their eyes were cloudy and their movements slower than was usual. “Aether is being continuously absorbed from everyone here-here and funnelled somewhere else. We are strong enough to resist it, but those with no-no such prowess will find themselves weakening, their minds fogged by aether depletion.”

That was what I worried I was doing to those around me when I was practicing in my apartment, so I stopped. But my occasional drains would be nothing compared to this constant one. “Yeah, everyone looks out of it. It can’t be good for them, can it?”

“Should they leave-leave here, their bodies will draw in ambient aether to replenish themselves. They may be mentally feeble for a few days or more-more, but they shall recover. Though if one was to stay here for many-many days, or be of a weak constitution…” She frowned, considering the worst scenarios. “… it would be rare, but sickness or death could potentially follow. The damage to their Chakra networks would prove too-too much. But that is not-not all, Master. You have noticed it as well, I believe?”

“It’s pretty hard to miss.” The fortunate winds that were draping us were struggling against something opposite, a dark feeling that was the antithesis, a misfortune made manifest. Our winds were stronger, keeping us from suffering the full effects, but I definitely felt some of my Fortune being suppressed.

I guess I’m not the only one with the bright idea to gamble using luck, though I’d guess this candidate is going about it in the opposite direction… We moved over to the tables and watched for a few minutes. People were losing rapidly, their chips being scooped away by the dealers. The reactions of the losers were muted though, compared to the highs and lows I saw in the other casinos we had visited, this place was like a funeral. Oh well, I can hardly complain. I’m using Fortune to my advantage, so I can’t criticise anyone else for doing the same, but… wait, what was that?

My senses, like all my other stats, were far more sensitive since my numerous upgrades from last night. My dynamic vision was uncanny, and it had picked up something on the roulette table. The ball had moved extremely unnaturally, bouncing out of a number that would have given several gamblers a large win. Watching for several more minutes, I discovered this happening repeatedly, and on the dice tables the dice seemed to be strangely weighted too.

I see, that’s low. It may be hypocritical, but actually cheating rather than allowing Fortune to take its course seems wrong to me… and getting away with it seems easy, since everyone is aether-starved and pliant… Checking my watch I saw that it was a bit after seven in the evening. That gave me just under two hours until the poker tournament opened. Turning to Shaeula I smiled. “Looks like the owner of this casino is like us. However unlike us who rely on luck, they are cheating too. So I think it’s only fair if we return the favour. We might as well clean them out until the tournament, right? Turnabout is only fair.”

Shaeula grinned wolfishly. “Fear not-not, my master. I shall be sure-sure to add to our funds. Such trickery is nothing against us Fae, for we are true pranksters indeed.” With that she headed off for the roulette, having also seen how the cheating was happening with her sharp eyes.

I suppose I had better get started as well. It’d be nice if I could earn the money for the poker buy-in before it starts. And it’d be hard for the casino staff to throw us out even if we win big, due to knowing they are cheating. So, where to start…?

Walking towards the dice tables I passed by a pair of large African-Americans. They looked similar, maybe siblings, but what drew my eyes was the massive chest of the woman, straining at the seams of the expensive dress she was wearing. As she shot me a withering look I coughed and turned away, scuttling past, my face red. Huge. You don’t get many Asians with assets like that, Westerners have their perks. She was damn hot too… oh well. I have a girlfriend now, I shouldn’t be disloyal, but then, looking isn’t a crime… Shaking my head to clear the intruding thoughts, I pushed my way through the deadened crowd around the high-roller craps table.

Watching the dealer scoop up tons of chips as the players lost again, I tossed down a pile of dollars, changing them into chips of my own. Taking up the dice I rolled them around my palms. Yeah, weighted. These dice are going to come up losers way more than they should…

“All right then, I’m going for a pass line. Ten thousand dollars.” The table limits were higher than usual in this casino, no doubt to speed up the gain of money from cheated patrons. Tossing out the dice they were going to land on a losing roll despite my luck, but that wasn’t going to wash with me. Flicking out a finger I let out a faint wisp of wind, and one die flipped over.

“Roll is an eleven. Bet passes.” The dealer choked. Those who had also bet pass scooped their winnings as well.

“Same again.” I said, and the next round I won another ten thousand with another throw of eleven.

I won the next bet again with a seven so the throw would pass to someone else, and when they made a bet I was the only person to notice the dealer swap out the dice for another set as she grabbed them after we placed our bets. Nice try, but I’m going to turn the screw now. I had placed the maximum of five thousand dollars on it being a twelve. Thirty to one for a pay out, and quite a few others had followed me. When the person next to me threw the dice I could see them about to land on numbers that would screw the most people. But luckily for them, they are siding with me…

The dealer looked incredulously at the pair of sixes that were sitting on the table. There was a long moment of silence before she announced that we had won. It was a bet that netted me one hundred and fifty thousand more dollars.

“With that, I must have used up all my luck. I think I’ll try something else now.” I excused myself and headed to the bar, killing time by having a drink. Yeah, security is watching. I guess they can’t work out how I beat the cheating…

There seemed to be some sort of plain-clothed security as well, as several burly men wearing decent if ill-fitting suits were also watching me cautiously. Taking another sip of the expensive champagne I had ordered to maintain my big-spender appearance I cast my gaze out over the floor, seeing Shaeula winning again at roulette, a heap of chips piled up beside her. Yeah, we are cleaning up. A bit more and then we had better call it… Finishing my drink I headed to the roulette and allowed myself to lose fifty thousand in quick succession, before coming back strong when the interest of the security waned, ending up seventy thousand in profit. I then tried blackjack, but the cheating was hard to deal with there, costing me thirty thousand. Still, it was educational for the poker later. Yeah, this could work.

I met up with Shaeula, feeling many eyes upon us, to find she had amassed nearly three hundred thousand dollars more. When she saw me coming she let out a bright smile. “My luck is in tonight Akio. It seems I can not-not lose!”

Yeah, nice acting. “Well, I’ve been lucky myself, but we shouldn’t push it.” Checking my watch I saw it was a quarter to nine. “I need to save some luck for the poker tournament! With the winnings I made here I can have some extra buy-in!” I spoke loudly so the aggrieved security could hear, mollifying them. If every game here is crooked there is no way the poker tournament isn’t. And as I found from blackjack, card games are the hardest to overcome the cheating. They’ll expect me to lose our gains back…

“Very well then. I am afraid I must-must leave now.” Shaeula said to her fellow gamblers, who looked sad to see her go. Taking her chips we went and exchanged them all for cash. Shit, I feel really unsafe carrying all this around with me…

“We have time for a quick drink before the start of the tournament, you game?” I asked, and Shaeula nodded.

“Indeed. Winning is thirsty work.”

We grabbed a couple of very expensive whiskey on the rocks from the bar and downed them, enjoying the fiery heat. The time was coming up to nine, so I saw Shaeula off, giving her a warning to stay safe.

“You worry too-too much, my master.” she retorted, rolling her eyes in amusement. “You are holding our winnings, so there is no-no reason for anyone to come after me. I shall-shall spend the rest of the evening enjoying the company of Eri and Aiko.”

I can think of one reason other than money to pursue you. “All right then. I’m not sure how long the tournament will run, so stay up, all right?”

“I dare say the girls will want to make the most-most of tonight. We shall no doubt be waiting for you.”

With that I saw her off. Moving to the VIP area at the back of the casino I was stopped by a beautiful American woman in a bunny suit. Damn, I’ve only seen those in manga. It’s hot in real life… Despite the pleasing distraction, I wasn’t letting my guard down, as I could see several burly security guards hiding behind pillars. Is that a pistol at their side? Scary…

“This is the VIP area. We have a poker tournament tonight. The buy-in is a minimum of one hundred thousand dollars, and increases in the same increment. Are you here to compete?”

Making sure to appear a bit slower and more lethargic than I felt, to better match those being drained, I nodded, showing off my winnings. “I sure am. Can you take me to a table?”

Now that I was confirmed to be playing, the expression on her face changed to a hearty smile. “Of course, this way.” She took me by the arm, and as another man came up behind me to join the tournament another bunny girl appeared from the back and started talking to him too.

So, here we go. I wonder, can I beat the cheating and the other players, and if so… how much could I win?


Side Sixteen – Treyvon James – Black Wolf Company PMC


Watching my sister as she scowled at the sharply-dressed Asian who walked past us, I appraised him with interest. Not bad, not bad. I think he might be my type… “Oh come on Aliyah. Why so frowny? You’ll ruin the effect of that dress. You are really quite something in it.” She certainly was. It wasn’t often I could get her in more feminine clothes, but the mission profile called for it, so she was wearing a party frock with a plunging neckline, making the most of her ample assets.

“I can’t help it.” She scowled, infuriated. “He was totally staring at my chest. Ugh, Makes me fucking sick.”

“Harsh as ever, aren’t you? He didn’t look trained, his movements were unpolished, but my eyes don’t lie. He had good muscle under that suit. You never know, he might be your type if you gave him a chance?”

“Yeah, right. Projecting much, moron? No, if I was talking about my type, the girl he was with…” She licked her lips seductively, as she gazed over at the small blonde girl who was taking up a spot at a nearby table, wearing a snappy suit. “… small and cute, it really gets me going. Maybe I could go up and…”

“No way. Mind on the operation.” I shot her down, sighing. The last thing we needed was more trouble when we had finally got a decent lead on our target. “I don’t want you causing a scene trying to hit on a girl. Maybe if we have time later…” She was adorable for sure, the sort of girl I bet would be fun to drink with, unlike my sister. Speaking of… Shit, this isn't good, we are on mission! “Go easy on the booze sis, I know we are trying to blend in, but we can’t afford to have you go berserk here.” She was quickly draining her whiskey, the ice tinkling in the tall glass.

“I know, I know.” she replied with a sigh. “We’ll have to hit the tables if I can’t drink, we have to maintain our camouflage, we can't just stand here watching, it looks suspicious. But that’ll be such a damn waste of money.”

“Yeah, no shit. The cheating in here is blatant. But even so, did you notice?” I asked her. “Even when there isn’t any cheating people seem to be losing way more than they should. It’s totally weird.”

“Sharp as ever Trey. If only you would put your brain into learning Russian and Chinese like you are supposed to, rather than stupid shit like this and hitting on worthless guys. Everyone seems so … God, it’s like the opening to a zombie flick in here. Gives me the fucking creeps.” She swallowed the rest of her whiskey and let out an unladylike belch.

Seriously, acting like that you’ve no chance of getting a cute girl to pay attention to you. “Yeah, you got that right, Aliyah. You can see it in their eyes and the way they move. It’s like they are all under the influence of some strong drugs. And not the usual drugs people take at a casino. I’m starting to get a bit of a headache myself…”

She agreed with me, nodding. “Yeah, I thought it was just the booze, but I haven’t had that much, since you keep nagging me like some old bitch. I’m definitely feeling off somehow. I wonder how it’s done. If our target is simply pumping some sort of gas into the place I’m going to be damn disappointed.”

I was about to answer her when one of the guys we had undercover, who was slowly gambling away his money, sent us a signal with a swift hand sign. Ugh, why do none of our guys look good in decent clothing? That’s the downside of being a military contractor, no-one has any style… anyway ‘Guy here, suspicious’ huh?

It was the hot Asian from earlier. Somehow he was winning every toss of the dice. Which is strange, considering how rigged this place is. I gestured back, asking him to keep an eye on him, just in case. It was then that my sister elbowed me, rather too roughly as usual.

“Hey, don’t bruise my perfect skin.” I complained, but she quickly shut me down.

“You’ve got plenty of muscle, that shouldn’t hurt you. Anyway, our cutie over there… looks like she’s suspicious as well.”

The young blonde was winning most of her spins, and had amassed a huge pile of chips in short order. “Seriously, how are the two of them doing it? Are they in on the scam, or… maybe we have the wrong target?”

“No way Trey, we’ve untangled this mess perfectly. It might come to nothing, but the owner of this crappy casino is definitely our guy. Still, I wouldn’t mind keeping an eye on her if you want.” She licked her lips again, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for the poor girl. May you remain forever untainted by my brutish, unfeminine sister…

The Asian had moved to roulette as well and lost quickly, but I couldn’t help but feel it was calculated, and I was proved right moments later. Yeah, that guy is smart, but I don’t think he’s in on this situation after all… He waited until security relaxed their vigilance to win back his losses and more, but the notable thing was he seemed wary of the guys we had stationed around the place too. Good instincts. Maybe I should let my sister approach the girl, give me a chance to talk to him… no, mission first. We can’t afford to blow it considering the expenses. My head was starting to fog up, part of the mysterious effect that we had been tasked to investigate, no doubt.

Signalling to some of our guys to change positions, I followed the Asian with my eyes. After a brief stint of losses at blackjack he met up with the girl and they passed us, heading to the bar. I signalled to Aliyah, and she then followed them over, buying another whiskey next to them. Damn, she’s right at the danger line for causing trouble… my stomach hurts, and not from whatever poison is in the air here, damn it!

Shortly afterwards the girl left, leaving him behind. My sister returned, having finished her drink, and her steps were a little unsteady already. Fuck, that’s the first warning sign…

“Well, I can tell you one thing.” My sister said sourly. “They were drinking way more expensive whiskey than me. I can tell you another thing I learned from listening in. I think I want to marry her, she can keep me in the life of luxury I want. With her luck we’d never go hungry…”

“Seriously, cut the crap, Aliyah. My head hurts, and the longer we stay here the more money our team is blowing through on these crooked games. Did you learn anything useful?”

“Hey, don’t talk to your sister like that.” She pouted, a surprisingly feminine expression. “I’m the one who keeps us on track, remember! It looks like he’s entering the poker tournament here. We considered it, remember, to see if we could get closer to our target, but we decided against it.”

Of course we did, a hundred grand is quite the chunk of change to wager on the off chance of running into the target, and whoever goes in will have to go without backup… “Yeah, there is a lot of security back there, and they are packing heat. Any attempt to secure the target would be risky…”

“Unless…” Aliyah smirked. “… we had someone else to distract them? I’m not sure how they’ve been doing it, but that guy and his cutie have been out-cheating this dump left and right. Like you said, there’s something really odd going on here, and I reckon that they know what it is. Best case, we can use them to flush out our quarry and distract the security. Worst case and I can just extract information from him directly. It’s a win-win.”

But a hundred grand, that’s a good chunk of our operating budget… “It sounds feasible, I admit. But why you sis? I’d feel better going in myself, I’m better at CQC if it comes down to trouble. You hit hard, but…”

“Oh come on Trey, you may have a good brain for spotting patterns, but your poker-face is shit. You always get cleaned out when we play with the guys in the barracks. Besides…” She crossed her arms under her ample chest, causing it to rise up alarmingly.

Shit, whoever makes her bras should get an award, that’s solid engineering.

“… You know most of the people in that tournament will be guys, and I have… ways… of distracting them. Besides, that Asian was checking me out too, so since he’s a secondary target now, all the better if I do it. I can get close and extract information with ease.”

True, and I’m sure it has nothing to do with the fact he’s with that petite girl… still, it makes sense. But man, a hundred grand… my sister isn't a good gambler either, despite her calling me out on my failings. She's always got bad luck.

“All right. But it’d sure be great if we walked out of this with any of this cash left.” I made a few hand signals discretely, and over the next few minutes various big guys brushed past, dropping envelopes into my pockets. Retrieving it I counted out a hundred thousand dollars in used banknotes. Passing them to Aliyah I asked her one last time to be cautious.

“I’m counting on you. The whole operation could hinge on this. Otherwise it’s an all-guns-blazing scenario, and I don’t want the fallout.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got this Trey.” She boasted. “You just keep gathering info and make sure we’ve got the movements of security down. I’ll keep in contact, and if I see a chance at the target I’ll call.” She tapped the extremely discrete earpiece hidden behind her ear that we had sourced from a contact at DARPA. “Besides, I have other weapons in here than my chest.” She patted her side.

“All right then. Good luck and give ‘em hell!” with that I watched my sister stride confidently over to the VIP room at the back, and after a brief discussion she was escorted inside.

Damn, now I need a drink too, but I have to be fresh for possible combat black-ops. But my head and stomach hurt like a bitch. I’d love to know what tech is causing this so I can bust it up. Oh well, one beer to take the edge off of it can’t hurt…


One Hundred


The inside of the VIP area had eight tables set up, each paired with a dealer. Six of the tables were already full, with six to eight players seated at each. Towards the back of the rather nice-looking room, which was decorated with images of various devils and similar iconography, was a private bar, from which various bunny girls were ferrying trays of drinks and snacks to the gamblers.

“So, how much will you be exchanging?” the bunny girl beside me asked. A massive security guard had brought over three large holdalls, and as he placed them on the ground I could see rolls of banknotes within.

“Oh, I guess three hundred thousand?” That would be a good chunk of what Shaeula and I won, and should keep the casino security happy…

“A most excellent decision.” she approved, bowing to me, giving me a look at her nice body in the bunny suit. I never thought I’d see real bunny girls at a casino, I thought that was Hollywood fiction. The security guard took the money, dividing it into four piles, as I was given two hundred and eighty five thousand dollars’ worth of chips. Three piles were split between the holdalls, and the fourth the security kept.

“We are taking a five percent cut for running the tournament.” The girl explained. “And the prize pot is sixty percent first place, thirty percent second, and ten percent third place. There will be eight tables, and the winners of each table will join the final table to play for the money. It’s standard Texas Hold’em poker, with big blind ten thousand, little blind five thousand on the eight tables.”

Hmm, I see. So I need to come at least third to make my money back, but second or above…

“Oh, if it isn’t my new best gambling lucky charm, old Akio!” a voice boomed and I was slapped heartily on the back suddenly. I had sensed him coming, but since I had felt who it was I pretended I didn’t notice. “I could have used you earlier, I’m down a ton before we even started the poker. Just lost some chips on the last hand of cards too, so thought I’d go to the restroom to clear my head.”

Buck looked a little drained, whether that was due to the pressure, the alcohol or whether the aetheric drain was having an effect I couldn’t say. “Well, I did say I’d be here. You going to be all right to reach the final table, as I plan to?” I boasted, wringing a grin from him.

“Oh, confident, aren’t you? Yeah, I may have just dropped some chips, but I’m still in it. I’m on table three, and it could go to anyone at the moment, there’s no clear chip leader. But you…” He leaned in close, and I could smell strong spirits on his breath. “A lot of noise is going about in Vegas this evening. Seems the progressive slots jackpot was claimed earlier. And wouldn’t you know it if the description of who won doesn’t match your little girlfriend to a tee. Happen to know anything about that, Akio my man?”

Word gets around, huh. I did hear that a lot of the slot machines are linked across venues though, so… As I was wondering how to answer someone else spoke up from behind me, a newcomer who had just entered and exchanged her chips.

“Oh cool, can I hear about that too?”

It was the large black woman from earlier, who had scowled at me when I checked her out. This time she was smiling sweetly at me, though I perceived something a bit artificial about it. She was leaning in, emphasising her assets, and I couldn’t help but look. This time she didn’t glare at me though, only tilting her head coquettishly, her hair beads clinking musically.

“I saw her with you earlier, I think. She won money on the tables too, right? She must have amazing luck.”

“Oh my, miss, you don’t know the half of it.” Buck laughed, also checking her out. She scowled at him in return, before smoothing out her expression. It happened so quickly I doubted Buck noticed, but she couldn’t fool my eyes. “This guy, he’s a lucky swine too. They both won big yesterday and I made bank following his bets. So, come on, fess up. It was your girl, right?”

Everyone misunderstands Shaeula and me… “Yeah, well, she was born under a lucky star. She didn’t even really know how they worked, but … beginners luck, I guess?”

“Oh hell, I’m so jealous.” Buck sighed. “I hear it was over two million. But I’m not beaten, this poker game is far from over.”

“While I remember, is it usual to have the winnings for the games be handed out in cash?” I asked the question that had been on my mind a while.

“It isn’t unheard of for smaller games, but you got it, normally they’d cut the winners a cheque. But this is one of the selling points of this tournament. Who doesn’t like the thought of walking out with a big bag full of Benjamins? I know I…”

“Excuse me, sir.” A bunny girl, different to the first, interrupted. “You are needed at your table, you’ve been away long enough.”

“Oh, sorry Akio, miss.” he said to us apologetically. “Got to go and win my way to the final table. See you there!” With that he was escorted back to his table, where he was quickly dealt cards and the game resumed. The girl then returned and spoke to us.

“You are on table seven, and then the game can start.” She pointed me to a nearby table with seven players sitting around it, piles of chips ready to go. “And table eight for you, ma’am.” Table eight had three people sitting there already, and another couple of people were exchanging cash for chips behind us. “Your game will start shortly too. If you need any food or drinks signal one of us and we’ll bring it right over.”

“Hey, I’ll see you later then.” The woman who was asking me about Shaeula smiled. “Good luck!”

“Sure, you too.” I replied and headed to my table, chips in hand. As I sat down I scanned my opponents. So, how is the cheating going to play out here? The dealers being crooked is pretty much a certainty, but to make it work the casino is going to have to have players mixed in amongst us. I doubt they are on every table, but if they are greedy there will be at least three to monopolise those bags of cash.

The dealers were a mix of men and women, each sharply dressed in expensive suits. Ours was a man, as were all the players sharing my table. Five were Western in looks, probably American, but two were Asians like me. Possibly Chinese, maybe Korean?

Without much to go on in terms of possible plants, all I could do was observe the first few hands. The winds of fortune were swirling about me, fighting against the powerful misfortune that cloaked this Territory, and with an eagle eye on the dealer I waited for the first cards to be dealt.

The first hand I noticed no irregularities, and looking at my cards I had a pair of tens. Not bad, worth placing bets on. Still, keeping my face impassive I showed nothing. With my Precision I was easily able to control all my automatic nervous and muscular responses if I concentrated hard. As a round of betting went around the table I checked the piles of chips in front of everyone. They varied from person to person, but only one person had a single stack, a quiet man in a sober grey suit next to the dealer. Everyone else had two or three stacks, except one of the Asian guys, who had five stacks. The single stacker folded, as did the person next to him. Then chips started being added to the pot, and it was time for me to make my choice.

Caution first until I can learn their tells… I called the bet, but the five stacker raised by twenty thousand. With an internal grimace I called, and the next three cards were dealt by the dealer, face up. Ace of clubs, nine of clubs, three of hearts. Nothing for me…

Bets were cautious until the five stacker pilled in with forty thousand more. Damn, not good. If he has an ace then I’m on a loser… but I need to research my opponents… I called and the next card came out. Nine of diamonds. Then the five stacker went all in.

Ugh. With great dismay I folded, and a third of my chips went to five stacks, who now had an overwhelming lead. I’m not willing to risk everything on such a shot. My chance will come.

Bunny girls were bringing around drinks and I took a beer, taking a sip to relax myself. The dealer began to deal again, but this time my sharp eyes spotted cheating, as he dealt from the bottom to the player with only a single stack of chips. I see. Found our inside man on this table… Now that cheating was confirmed I would have to fight back to screw the culprit.

My cards came out. King and ace of hearts. Not bad again, but… With a tiny stab of wind I marked the cards with a miniscule scuff only my eyes would be able to see. This time the cheater was betting, so since I wasn’t paying any ante I folded. The rich Chinese guy who won the last round tried to buy the hand again, but with a full house the cheater ended up tripling his chips from the pot.

Next I was one of the blinds so had to pony up. Again the dealer went to deal from the bottom, but with my wind I managed to hold the card in place so that he accidentally dealt the wrong one out without noticing. My cards were two sixes, and I again marked them with a tiny dart of wind.

Bets were being placed, and the cheater ended up raising twenty thousand during the first round of betting. I raised it another thirty, and while a couple folded, four others, including both Asians and the cheater were in. I’m committing a chunk of my wealth here. A pair is a decent opening gambit, and the cheater didn’t get the cards he needs to cheat so… it’s between me and these two, probably.

As the next cards were turned over, I allowed myself to fake a small wince before hurriedly covering it up. Looking at my fellow Asians I could see one was not confident by the twitching of his facial muscles. The other had one of the cards I had marked, an ace. And the flop, the first three communal cards dealt out, were a six, a nine and an ace. So, I have three of a kind. As long as he isn’t holding pocket aces I’m ahead…

Once more the richest player tried to buy it, the other folded and the cheater… he seemed hesitant, probably wondering why his cards weren’t great, but he still matched us. I slid over all my chips and went all in, matched by the other two. Damn, if I couldn’t control my body now I’d be gushing sweat, I guess worst case I lose the money, and with Shaeula having won it’s not a big deal, but I want to stick it to these cheaters…

The dealer instructed us to turn our cards face up. I flipped my sixes, and the cheater had an ace and a ten, both diamonds. The Chinese had an ace of hearts that I had marked, and a king of clubs. So I was in the lead. Now the tension was ratcheting up.

The next card, the turn, came out and it was … another ten. The high-roller had lost but the cheater would win if another ten came out on the final card, the river, as it was called in game parlance. Seeing a sudden jolt of confidence cross his features as he realised the expected outcome I held my breath as the final card was placed and then flipped over. I could still lose. The odds favour me and I’m lucky, but…

“It’s a queen of hearts.” The dealer said, and I could hear confusion in his voice. With relief I dragged over my winnings, having nearly wiped the cheater out and leaping to chip leader on the table. Finishing my beer I waved over a bunny girl and asked for some whiskey, needing something stronger. Taking a moment between games I looked around, to see that Buck had recovered and was now one of only four players left at his table, while the black girl … Damn, I realised I forgot to get her name, oh well, I doubt it matters, I won’t see her again after tonight anyway… was playing cautiously, but had more chips than she had started with.

Turning back to the game, whiskey now in hand, I observed the cheater subtly signalling to the dealer. No-one else picked it up, but I couldn’t be fooled. Yeah, can’t work out what went wrong, can you?

As the game continued I kept my bets small, marking more and more cards over the next few rounds, and I even won one hand against one of the other players, wiping them out. And to soothe my conscience, no marked cards proved relevant in that duel, it was purely luck and the fact I could pick up on his lack of confidence as he went all in.

The cheater had taken out another player to replenish his chips, and the second Asian was also eliminated, leaving five players.

I was on my third whiskey, not only because I wanted to appear drunk, but also because it was damn fine, and I had paid enough of a commission to justify it. Buck was down to the last opponent on his table, and the girl was still hanging in there on hers. Several other tables had concluded, and disappointed losers were headed to the bar, all the poorer.

During the next hand the dealer once more tried to cheat, and this time I let out wind in a way that he fumbled the cards, forcing a reshuffle. Looking at my cards I placed a bet, and by the end of the hand the Asian high-roller was being escorted away from the table, all his chips now in my possession. He was complaining bitterly, so was taken to the bar to placate him, the two burly (and armed) security guards more than enough to stop his protests.

After several more hands it was just me against the cheater, and I had a substantial lead. It would take two failed all-ins in a row for me to lose. So of course that’s what they’ll go for. But I’ve marked half the cards by now, so…

Once more as the dealer tried to manipulate the dealt cards I channelled wind. It only took a little pressure to ruin his trick-dealing, and it was surprisingly easy to use wind here, closer to what I would expect in the Boundary than on the Material.

Let’s see. Five, king, both spades. Nothing special. But both of his cards are marked. Queen and jack, both Diamonds. This is going to be interesting…

We both called the blinds, staying cautious. The Flop dropped and it was Ace of spades, ten of diamonds, six of spades. So, both of us are on for flushes, but mine is looking better. I’d win on high card though. I decided to bet cautiously, drawing him in, and a few chips were added to the pot. After that the next card helped neither of us, so he folded, visibly annoyed.

I hid my smile with another gulp of whiskey. He’s rattled now, the cheating isn’t working. As I ordered another drink I saw Buck at the bar, and he gave me a thumbs up. I guess he won then and made the final table…

This time the dealer tried a different tactic, I could see their shuffling was designed to order the cards. I let it slide and lost a few chips a couple of times in a row, allowing their confidence to grow, before on the third hand I used a little wind to subtly slide in an extra card, meaning our hands would be reversed. I’m so glad I practised these sleight of hand tricks for cards, dice and roulette… and I don’t even feel bad, cheating cheaters.

My cards were pocket queens, his pocket jacks, judging by the markings. Yeah, this is an attempt to get me to go all in. Shame it’ll backfire.

The flop was a three, a queen and a jack. So we were both on three of a kind, and one would have to be a fool not to go in with three of a kind at this point. So of course we both did. When we turned over our cards though the dealer paled, swallowing nervously. Yeah, got you.

With shaking hands a four and an ace followed, and I had won, removing one cheater from the fray.

“We have a winner, congratulations!” the dealer declared, putting on a brave face. The cheater stood and after a brief handshake left, heading towards the back of the VIP area. Not subtle man, not subtle…

Counting my stacks I had twenty one piles of chips for the final table. That’s like two million dollars. Holy crap. If Shaeula hadn’t won the jackpot earlier my hands would be shaking now. No, they still are a little…

Joining Buck who was celebrating at the bar, I ordered another whiskey.

“Better go easy on the hard stuff, you need to keep a clear head.” he said, his words a touch slurred, his face pale and fatigue in his eyes.

“Right back at you, man.” I answered. Only two tables were still playing, and one of those was the one with the woman who had spoken to us before the tournament. “So, she’s doing pretty good too, right?”

Buck nodded. “Yeah, but her opponent sucks. I wouldn’t get fooled by such a simple trick.”

Yeah, it’s quite the underhand strategy. She was tugging at the neckline of her plunging dress, claiming to be hot, showing ample cleavage, disrupting the mental state of her opponents, making them bet recklessly. With a grin she went all in, and soon her last opponent was defeated, leaving her the winner.

So, the three of us eh? What are the odds. But I am pretty sure that they aren’t in on this cheating at least.

The last table had finished as well, and now the eight finalists were decided. As if that was a signal the doors at the back of the VIP lounge opened, and out came an overweight middle-aged man wearing a very expensive tailored suit and a watch that looked like it was worth a fortune. I’ve only seen those in movies. Is that a Patek Phillipe? He was flanked by two more guards and a bunny girl was following him, holding a bottle of vintage champagne.

With a smile he clapped his hands, drawing everyone’s attention. “Well done, the first round is over. Now the battle between eight skilled and lucky players for the chance to win one of the three sets of bags full of sweet, sweet money begins. Take a brief break to have some food and drinks, and we’ll get the top table set up. Those of you who lost, feel free to watch with envy at our open bar! Let the best player win!”


One Hundred And One


Iwatched the owner retreat back to his private room with interest. Yeah, he is way stronger than he looks. He must be the Astral Emperor candidate that owns this Territory. So this confirms my earlier guess…

If he owned the Casino and it was his Territory in the Boundary as well, then he could exert some effects on the Material too. It was matching up with what I had learned, and was one of the reasons I was trying to gather money myself. Hmm, I’m getting a bad feeling here… Reaching into my pocket I turned on the recording function of my phone.

Beside me the African-American girl was looking at the retreating man, her expression unreadable. She’s trying to hide it, but she’s looking like she’s very interested in him. I wonder why? I’m sure she isn’t a plant…

“Well, looks like we have twenty minutes. Want to grab some food?” Buck asked us, draping an arm around my shoulder. “You really are my lucky charm, Akio my man. But there’ll be no friendship on the final table. I’m taking home the big money. You in too, doll?”

“Doll?” the woman snorted. “I’m no doll. I’ve got a name. You can call me Aliyah.”

“Sorry miss. I meant no offence. I’m Buck.” He replied. “This here is Akio, my new good luck charm.”

We made small-talk as the organisers were setting up the final table. A single, very glamourous female dealer wearing a red ballgown was opening up several packs of casino playing cards, while security had moved the bags of money to a podium nearby. I glanced at the other competitors, and seeing my gaze Buck started telling me who a couple of them were.

“Looks like we have some competition. You see that man sitting over there?” he pointed at a Hispanic man wearing a tidy tracksuit, drinking from a glass of iced water. “That’s Bernardino Fuentes, the Brave Bear of California. He’s pretty well known on the World Poker Tour. Seeing him here is a bit of a shock. He must have been in Vegas, as this was a word-of-mouth thing, not really advertised.”

So, a professional? He’d be unlikely to risk his career rigging a game…

“And the second fellow is… oh, I see he’s spotted us too.” Buck finished, as another player walked over. He was a fairly tall and lean man, with tanned skin and a tattoo of four playing cards around a snake on one of the well-muscled arms sticking out of the sleeves of his silk shirt. He approached us, running a hand through his dark-blonde hair and greeted Buck with a hearty handshake.

“Well as I live and breathe, I thought I saw you there, Buck Kelly, you old rascal. So you won through as well, eh? And who are your friends?”

After we introduced ourselves, Buck returned the favour. “This here is another familiar face and quite the rival of mine. I’m surprised I didn’t see him earlier, must have been keeping a low profile. You may have heard of the DJ Brewery and Restaurant chain? This here is David Jacobson. Built them from the ground up. They’d be bigger if he didn’t lose all his money gambling though.” Buck grinned. “It isn’t like you to actually win, now is it? Normally you’d be a half a million dollars poorer and crying into your beer.”

“Aww, you wound me, Buck. My heart is in pain. I’m just as good as you. Your friends here must have some skills if they can make it to the final table too. Pleased to meet you ma’am.” He nodded to Aliyah, who returned it.

“I’d say I’m more lucky than good.” I laughed, as we exchanged a handshake.

“Oh, you don’t know the half of it…” Buck said, regaling him with tales of Shaeula’s winnings earlier. As it was closing in on the time for the final table I observed my competitors. Buck and David seemed tired but still mentally sharp, and Aliyah was showing no obvious ill effects from the aetheric drain. Bernardino seemed pale, but the other three, all men of varying ethnicities, who had already taken their seats at the table… Hmm, interesting…

I interrupted Buck to ask him if he knew them, and he shook his head. “Probably tourists like you and Aliyah here. If you’ve been winning big or showing off a lot of cash, people have been spreading word of this tournament.”

I see. I guess I can’t do anything yet until I get more info.

“Well, I guess it’s time y’all.” David said. “May the best man, or woman win.”

With that we took our places on the table. I was next to Aliyah, with Bernardino on my other side. Those who had been eliminated earlier were watching us from the surrounding tables, and were being given the opportunity to recoup some cash by betting on the winners. The casino owner returned from the back, accompanied by a pair of bunny girls. Stepping up to the podium he addressed the crowd.

“Welcome to the Casino El Diablo August Apocalypse Poker Tournament. Now you may be wondering just why this tournament was advertised by word of mouth. Well wonder no more! I wanted to do something a little different. Big tournaments are held in Las Vegas all the time, but isn’t it more exciting to enter a tournament you have to be lucky to even hear about? That way we don’t see the same old faces. Though there are a few familiar ones I see…”

This guy sure likes to hear himself talk. And sure, I’ll be honest it is pretty cool to hold a hidden tournament, very manga-like. But I suspect it’s more to increase his chance of retaining all the money…

With that a spotlight was on Bernardino, and he was asked to introduce himself to the crowd. He received a big cheer, as did Buck and David on their turns, and surprisingly, so did Aliyah. Beautiful women are welcome everywhere… I and the other three competitors were unknown so weren’t popular, and our odds of winning in the betting pools weren’t high, reflecting that.

Money was changing hands at the back, the losing players handing over wads of bills, their eyes less than lucid. And of course, the casino was collecting a five percent cut again. Damn, this guy is printing money. It’s just pure greed the way this casino and all his games are set up to cheat everyone too…

“All right then, let the final begin! The little blind is twenty thousand, and the big blind is forty thousand!”

Quite the jump, but considering we have a lot more chips it makes sense. Oh well, time to see how this pans out. If some or all of the other unknown players are plants, I’d target Bernardino first, then Buck and David, as they are also known to the Vegas circuit…

I started out as the big blind, so was committed to dropping forty thousand, but with twenty-one stacks of ninety-five thousand apiece, this would be a long game. The gorgeous dealer dealt everyone two cards, and I couldn’t catch any obvious cheating during her deal. Marking my cards for later, I took a look. Eight and nine of diamonds. Not awful, but not amazing either.

I ended up folding as too many probing bets came in, but one thing I did notice was that the three unknowns were big on restlessly tapping their fingers, rubbing their hands or repeatedly looking at their cards. It was… suspicious. One of them, Emilio, also won the hand, though being as it was the first one, people weren’t betting too hard. The other two suspicious men were called Angelo and Simon. There didn’t seem to be any obvious connection between them at first glance, but…

Two more hands went by, and I folded both times, simply marking my cards. Angelo won the second hand, with Emilio and Simon folding quickly, and the third hand was very cagey, Bernardino taking a couple of stacks from David opposite me.

Hmm, Aliyah has bet almost nothing too. She’s got her attention on the casino owner more than the game, which is odd. She’s also looking around, seemingly at random, but…She seemed to be checking out the positions of the security and the exits.

“We will now change cards.” The dealer said, and she opened a fresh deck. Oh. Shit. That’s pretty bad for me…

Again, Emilio won big, taking money from Buck and Bernardino. Next hand I had my first decent bit of luck, a pair of aces. I tried a small raise to bait people in, and Angelo and Emilio folded. Simon came in, as did David and Bernardino, but when I then re-raised Simon dropped out.

On the flop a third ace dropped, along with a pair of kings. I now had a full house, aces over kings. Do I raise or not? Before I could David raised by a hundred thousand. Bernardino folded, and I then raised it by three hundred thousand. David then went all in. Unless he has a pair of kings I should be good…

Flipping the cards I revealed my pair of aces. While David had… a king and an ace. As his face fell I drained my whiskey to cover my relief. Now the only card that could beat me was the last king. The odds of this are tiny. I’m guessing the fortunate winds are finally proving useful…

The turn was a seven, and the river a two, meaning I had cleaned out David entirely.

“And we have our first loser, well played but unlucky! That was some serious misfortune, but anyone else would have played the odds just the same!” the owner boomed, leading a round of applause from the watching crowd.

“Better luck next time, but it’s good to see you back to losing ways!” Buck crowed.

“I’ll see you at the bar after, win or lose.” he answered, waving tiredly to the crowd as he left the table.

So, that’s one recognisable player eliminated. I now have a ton of chips to play with, but it’s also good for the casino…

After another hand which sucked more money from Bernardino, who was swearing in Spanish, I believed I had finally figured out their basic signals. Angelo, Emilio and Simon were clearly working together. If you added the one that I had eliminated, that meant that at least half of the original tables had insiders. They were signalling to each other whether to bet small, big or fold, using that knowledge to drain cash from us other players.

Still, that doesn’t explain everything. If I didn’t know better I’d think they could see my cards somehow. That or… no … maybe…

The deck was changed again, and watching closely, wishing I had Shaeula’s eyes, I nodded despite myself. Holy shit she’s good. The other dealer I could see through, but even with my Perception this woman is nearly unbeatable…

The cards had an incredibly faint set of markings along one edge, an almost imperceptible series of indentations leaving an identifiable pattern along the sides, which she was feeling using a small groove cut into a fingernail on her dealing hand. She was then near-perfectly shuffling them into the order she wanted to deal them out. I wasn’t sure I could do that even with my abilities. She wasn’t able to control the entire order, but getting decent cards to one or two of the plants was possible. So how the hell do I counter this? She must have been practicing this trick for years. It’s really the perfect scheme, and no wonder my Fortune is failing me. After all, she’s stripped a ton of the randomness out of the game, so it’s no longer about chance. And combine it with the field of misfortune permeating the place, the fact that everyone is being drained of aether, mentally tiring them, and the three stooges there are co-operating… shit, our odds of winning are rock bottom. This bastard has planned it well indeed.

Aliyah managed a modest win, her first action in a while, and the game after Bernardino was all in, having been goaded by Emilio and Angelo. Poor fool. You’ve fallen into their trap…

As the cards were flipped over, Bernardino let out a fist pump, as it seemed he had the advantage. But his face soon turned to horror as the river flipped to an ace, which was the only card that could see him lose. As he watched in despair, his chips were taken away and he was done.

“Oh that’s a shock!” the owner announced. “The famous Brave Bear of California is out! I suspect those of you betting on the side-lines have suffered on that one. Oh well, that’s the joy of gambling and why we are all here! Why not try and recoup your losses, we still have six competitors left.”

Yeah, and three of them are in your pocket. Chewing my lip nervously I considered my next move. I don’t have to win here, I can swallow the losses, but damn me if I don’t really want to. But how can I beat the dealer and their team plays?


Side Seventeen – Mori Eri


Iwatched the fountains send jets of water high into the sky in ever more complex patterns, the illuminations of the LED lights making it a true spectacle to behold. The table we were sitting at had one of the best views out of the huge glass windows of the Bellagio, and beside me Aiko-chan was in rapt fascination with the display, despite us having watched it quite a few times now.

I nibbled away at the plates of finger-food and snacks that we had been provided with, free of charge, while I drank a variety of sparkling fruit juices. It really was the VIP treatment. To think we’ve earned all this thanks to Shaeula. She really has come into our lives like a storm… Everything had changed for us, and so quickly too. I was having a hard time processing it, but… it certainly isn’t all bad, no, not at all… I reflexively touched my lips, as I had many times over the past week. Feeling myself heating up, my face flushing, I bit down on a sigh. Even thinking about it makes my heart race. I wish I was more composed, like Shaeula. She’s so…

My thoughts had turned back to her again. A gnawing combination of envy and worry was poking at my heart, and it made me feel just awful. I hate the feeling of jealousy. It’s just the worst. Especially when she’s just so kind…

Not only had Shaeula told us the truth about the secrets Akio was keeping from us, she had offered her support in helping us step up to the same stage as him. But most importantly… despite clearly loving Akio herself, she had offered her full support to me, one of those that had given me the push I’d needed to do what I had put off for too long. She is… stronger and more generous than me. If our situations are reversed, I couldn’t do the same…

Ever since Akio had changed his mind and let Aiko-chan know he was coming back to Nishimorioka for a visit, my life had turned upside down. The grey murk of despair and loneliness had been blown away. First we started getting along better with some of the girls in our class, and then Akio was back, bringing Shaeula. I was scared of strangers, but in but a single day it was as if she had been our friend forever, and I found myself admiring her sheer boldness.

Ugh, having her for a rival is making me feel insecure. I know that Akio won’t forsake me, he loves me… but Shaeula is by his side in places I cannot yet go, and she doesn’t seem to care that she won’t be his one-and-only. She even encouraged Yae-san and Rika-san. Is it because of her father and his… his harem… or because she isn't a human?

As I sat in silence, I realised Aiko-chan was looking at me, an amused expression on her face. Blushing again I lowered the fingers that were once more touching my lips.

“Seriously, Eri-chan.” Aiko-chan sighed as she took a sip of her own drink. “Thinking about big bro and Shaeula again? I can see why you’d feel a bit hopeless, considering she just won all that money and didn’t bat an eye about giving it all to him, but you need to have more faith in yourself. You confessed, my bro finally accepted you, and now your happy life is just beginning. I’m jealous, to be honest. At least you have a man in your life. There’s no-one worth it on my horizon.”

“I know, I know.” I complained, pouting. Aiko-chan was the only girl I could show my true emotions to… No, that isn’t true now, is it? Shaeula is also easy to talk too, and I’ve laughed, cried and fought with her too… “But if you were in my shoes, wouldn’t you feel pretty bad? I mean, I’m not complaining, this last week has been just so perfect. Akio came back, we had fun, I confessed under the fireworks and I… I kissed Akio for the first time. And now this trip. I never dreamed we’d be able to go abroad, let alone to somewhere as amazing as Las Vegas. I have beautiful new clothes, he buys me gifts… it’s everything I ever dreamed of when I was younger, but had given up on when Akio moved away.”

“Yeah, it sure is amazing.” Aiko-chan agreed, stuffing her face with the snacks. “Just a week ago, who’d have thought we’d be doing this? So, if you are happy, what’s the problem? Just enjoy your new lovey-dovey life with big bro.”

“Yes, but…” I gathered my thoughts, reaching the heart of the problem. “… after this trip, we’ll go back home, but Shaeula and Akio… they’ll go back to Tokyo, living together, fighting together in a world we can’t see…” In his mind, I’ll grow faded and distant, while she will remain bright and shining, walking hand in hand with him. I guess it isn’t just jealousy, it’s fear too… I had almost given up on Akio, and while that hurt, once you reach acceptance it gets easier. But now… now I just don’t want to lose him again…

“Wow, I get it, I really do.” Aiko-chan sighed. “I’ve known you ever since we were born, and we are always together, It’s like I can read your mind. I guess that even finally getting my bro isn’t magically going to cure your chronic shyness or anxiety. Just think of it this way. Firstly, things have changed. You’ll be seeing a lot more of big bro than before, and we have money now, so you can even visit him in Tokyo during the holidays. But more importantly… Shaeula promised she would help us enter that ‘world we can’t see’ as you put it. I don’t know if I’m more scared or excited at the thought, but you and I agree on one thing. We’ll never let my brother sacrifice himself for us again. We’ll stand by him, no matter what it takes! You know I have a lot of the same insecurities as you do, and wow, it makes me feel so shitty, but that makes it so much more important that we do it, not just for my brother, the overly kind and naive fool that he is, but for ourselves too. You need to love yourself more Eri-chan. That’s all. If you love yourself, then big bro will love you more too.”

Love myself, huh? It’s that simple, is it? I guess… I don’t like myself all that much. I thought that if I poured everything into loving Akio that would be all I needed, but…

“Love myself? I’ll try. Thanks for your advice, Aiko-chan. I love you too.”

“Wow, so embarrassing. That must be the alcohol we had in the hotel talking.” Aiko-chan waved away my compliment. “Anyway, Shaeula should be here soon, it’s been two hours. I wonder what she was up to…”

I wonder too. So, as a first step… I’m going to ask her outright…
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Shaeula was drinking some sort of strong spirit, sighing appreciatively, licking her lips. She’s so beautiful. I can see why in English such beauty is called fairy-like. She is a fairy after all…

“So, how’d it go?” Aiko-chan asked. “You handle everything you needed to?”

“I have done-done my part.” Shaeula said, nodding. “I was late in my return as the owner of this place dragged me off for more-more photographs and another of these interviews. Still, I am now-now free of that nuisance. I shall drink as compensation!” She downed another gulp of her drink, the ice in the glass clinking rhythmically.

All right. I can do this. I need to take the first step… “Uh, Shaeula… can I ask… what are you and my brother really doing here? It’s got nothing to do with any sort of normal business, has it? It’s… it’s to do with the other world, isn’t it?”

Shaeula seemed a little surprised I would ask her so directly, but she smiled broadly and replied. “You are quite correct, Eri. We came here simply to raise funds for our Territory. I am very-very lucky, as you now know. Akio too. And as we grow, so does the blessing of fortune that-that envelops us.”

I… see, I think. “So, you really came here to gamble? Is that what you’ve been doing?” I asked, and she nodded, cackling as she became more and more tipsy.

“Indeed-indeed. This Las Vegas is full-full of fools who believe they have more luck than us. It is simplicity itself for us to disprove their boasts. Even now-now, master is partaking of a ‘poker tournament’, I believe it is called.”

“I thought it had to be something like that.” It made sense. Shaeula won a jackpot with odds like a lottery, and Akio effortlessly won when we urged him to play. It feels a little unfair, but it isn’t technically cheating. I’m on Akio’s side. If he needs to do this I support him.

“So, wait… let me get this straight. All the money my bro has been lavishing on us has come from gambling? Oh wow, don’t let our dad find out, he’d just explode with anger. Only hard work should pay, that’s what he thinks.”

“Hard work should indeed-indeed pay.” Shaeula agreed. “But to reach this stage, we have indeed striven hard-hard. And last night I was rewarded.” Looking around the VIP restaurant to make sure no-one was looking, Shaeula opened her hand, palm face up. A glow of green shone and I could feel my hair waving in the sudden breeze. I’ve seen that trick before, but…

“It is hard-hard for me to manifest it here, but-but…” The green glow was then replaced by a shining yellow one, and small flames were suddenly dancing over her palm. “… there, success. I truly am-am a genius, even for royalty.”

“Wow, that’s cool and all…” Aiko-chan said, a little confused. “But I don’t get why it’s anything different than before?”

“I can not-not blame you, for you know little about the Boundary and the rules that govern it. Last night, master and I fought many-many battles against powerful foes, and discovered a source of elemental fire deep-deep in the deserts. Master tamed it, making the power of fire his own. I too… at his urging, I too-too attempted to master the flames. I expected it would be the end-end of me, my essence scattered and consumed by the energies so inimical to my winds…”

I was horrified, unable to believe Akio would put her in such terrible danger. It must have shown on my face, too, and Aiko-chan was the same, her eyes angry and face pale, so Shaeula spoke to us gently, reassuringly. “Do not-not criticise Akio, for he was unaware of the scale of the feat, and I chose not-not to burden him. I would gladly face my end, for I too have my guilt and my pride, as both a female and a proud-proud Seelie princess.”

Well, obviously she survived, as she is here with us. But… she was prepared to die just at his word? Just… just how much does she care for Akio? Could I die for him…? I… I think I could, as a world without him is just empty and lifeless…

My thoughts were interrupted by Aiko-chan, who had honed in on something she said. “Guilt? Why would you be guilty? It’s stupid big bro moonstone who put you in danger…”

Finishing another glass of her spirits, Shaeula poured herself another from the bottle on the table. We really did get the VIP treatment. Again it’s thanks to her…

“When Akio and I first-first met, we were enemies. I was fresh in the land of my mother, with a few-few retainers and no treasures, trying to carve out a Territory of my own to prove my worth-worth. Alas, the politics of the Seelie Court are murky and treacherous, and those who would-would see me dead to humble my noble father sent their own-own forces to oppose me. I was trapped, at my wits’ end. My forces attempted to slay Akio, this interloper… and we were routed, and I was-was about to be killed by him. So I yielded. I thought pride was nothing in the face-face of death. I was so weak, I do not-not look back on myself favourably…”

Amazing. This is… fascinating. We had spent time with Shaeula, just us girls, talking about many things, but she had never revealed just how she met Akio, or the painful emotions involved. Aiko-chan was like me, listening intently, her emotions wild.

“I told you before, Aiko, Eri…” she continued, amber eyes glimmering brightly, perhaps with unshed tears, I fancied. “… I will never-never break my Oaths, for that is the way of the Fae. Our very-very spirits are linked to our promises. But I am sly-sly and cunning, and when I made my Oaths and exchanged Boons with Akio… I am ashamed to say-say I cheated him. Even as I surrendered, I thought on how to use him. Yet he did not-not complain, and over time… I realised that he truly cared for me, and would even suffer harm for me or even die-die, should it be needful. When I believed the Raven Knight had killed him, I realised then-then…” She shook her head, grabbing the bottle and taking several deep gulps directly from it. “… I vowed a replacement Oath and Boon for those I now-now regretted. I would truly commit to standing by his side until the end-end, and should my life be needed… well, you can-can guess the rest.”

That’s… so beautiful, and also so sad… I never knew just how deep their bonds went… My face felt wet, and I reached up a hand, only to find I was crying. As soon as my hands felt the tears I burst into long sobs, my emotions fraught.

“Why do you cry, silly girl?” Shaeula asked, enfolding me in a tight hug. Aiko-chan was telling the other guests in the VIP restaurant that I was fine. “Do you feel that Akio perhaps loves you less-less, as if a person can only contain so-so much love to share between all? Such foolishness. I have spent scant time with Akio compared to you and Aiko, though it has been the most-most intense period of my life, and yet-yet I know this, Akio loves you both very-very deeply indeed. Perhaps you misunderstand because he moved away, thinking he had forgotten you. He is but-but a male, and males can be foolish indeed. He thought of you as a younger sister, but you are neither a sister, nor-nor a child, and it took your courage to help him realise this truth. Be proud that you achieved this-this.”

She was rubbing my back gently, and as my tears slowed Aiko returned. “Wow, now I’m all embarrassed, we are in such an expensive place and causing a scene. I’m mortified. but at least you are expressing your emotions honestly again Eri-chan. You bottle things up too much. Shaeula is right. I love my big bro, I love you… and though we have only known each other a little while, I’m pretty sure I love you too Shaeula. You are just so charming, and clearly into my idiot of a brother, so I feel very close to you.”

Turning to Shaeula, she bowed her head, nearly completely folded over. What are you doing, Aiko-chan?

“Shaeula, please. Can you teach us more, or faster, about how to join you in this other world? I know big bro doesn’t want us involved, he worries, but I know you are on our side! I don’t want us to start drifting apart again. Eri-chan, Akio and I, we were all idiots, all wrapped up thinking our own wrong things, not talking to each other about what we really wanted. If it wasn’t for this mysterious world and you coming into his life, starting a change… I think that it would have been over. Sure, we might have seen big bro once or twice a year, and at weddings and funerals, family events like that… but the closeness we had in the past, where the three of us were inseparable, when every day was bright and full of joy… that would have been gone forever. And I don’t know about you, Eri-chan, but I am not going to let that happen again. We have been given a second chance, and now I want to do whatever I can do to cling onto it. We can finally repay my brother for all the love he gave to us, all he's done for us.” She smiled then, mock-maliciously. “But of course, we also have to punish him for being such a massive moonstone-class dumbass! I get that he thought as we grew older we needed to make friends our own age and that we needed to reduce our dependence on him, but even so… ugh, I’m getting so mad now! When he stopped calling or even emailing you, Eri-chan, I wanted to give him a piece of my mind, but I knew it’d just upset you further. It’s like Shaeula said, it isn’t like if he stayed in contact with us it would somehow use up our ability to make friends…”

Seeing Aiko-chan so resolute, I made up my own mind. Disentangling myself from Shaeula’s embrace, I wiped my last tears and bowed to her as well. “I’m asking as well. Please help us. You… you may not want to, as I am your rival for Akio, but… it is just like with the dog, that day… Akio is fighting, no matter how he bleeds and cries. I promised myself I wouldn’t let it happen again. But again, I’m too weak and cowardly. But I can’t stay that way. Please guide us, and if you do, I promise I’ll never forget what you’ve done for us!” If I … if we don’t walk this path, we can't walk with Akio.

“A rival? I do not-not see you as my rival, for I have great respect for your deep love for Akio. We each have our own-own gifts to offer him, and we each seek him in our own-own way. When you finally understand what you can offer and what you seek in return, I feel your insecurities will burn away like fog under the bright-bright sun.”

What I seek… I know what I seek. But what can I offer Akio? I can offer him my love, but is that really enough? Shaeula loves him, and Aiko-chan too. Shaeula can give him wealth and fight at his side, but I… I promised to return twice what I received, and I meant it, I still do, but…

“As for teaching you… I intend to do just-just that. Akio is against it, but his stance is wavering, for he indeed knows that it is better you both have the power to protect yourselves. It is like these video games you have-have here, it is better to be ‘well-levelled’ than not-not, and early is better than late-late.” Her eyes glowed amber as she took another gulp of the similar-coloured liquid in her glass. “I can see you have both-both been partaking in the exercises I instructed you in. Very good, I expected no-no less. Of course, we still-still have much work to do. Luckily I have gained in knowledge, and can now guide you skilfully. Sit, sit, both of you, and we shall-shall practice until Akio returns triumphant.”

I may not be able to beat Shaeula, but if I can at least stand on the same stage as her… I’m sorry, I feel really happy when you say I’m not your rival, but to me… Akio is mine, and I’ll not give him to you!

[image: image-placeholder]

The hour was growing late, and most of the tables in the VIP restaurant were full now. We attracted a lot of curious looks, being very out of place here, and being attractive girls at that, but as promised the staff made sure no-one bothered us, giving us true VIP service. My mother and father will be very jealous. We don’t have the money to eat out, and here I am living like a queen. I’ll have to use some of the money Akio is giving me to treat them… oh wait, I need to concentrate…

Closing my eyes for a moment I continued to visualise drawing energies through my lower body and up through it in order, from the base of my spine, through my lower body, to the solar plexus, then up to the heart, the throat, my forehead and eventually the crown of my head. I was feeling tingly, almost as if I had pins and needles throughout my whole body. Aiko-chan was doing the same, her facial expression rather funny, but she had it easier than me, as she practised visualisation during her Kyūdō. Still, if I can’t make it through talent, I’ll just work harder. I can work as hard as I need to!

Shaeula occasionally touched us, poking and prodding at various points on our backs, muttering to herself. I had nearly jumped out of my seat when she slid her small hand down the back of my dress, caressing my spine, but then I felt a warm glow spread through me, down to my heart and up to my throat. She had looked at me, her eyes seeming as bright as the full moon over the mountains of our hometown, and had said something I could barely understand. “…can use my Aetheric Chirurgery to create pathways to the lunar Chakra, but without a constant flow they will-will decay. Master was right-right, humans do not-not have a lunar Chakra, yet without it their networks will not-not achieve their full potential…”

She had looked at me so intently I blushed, squirming under her gaze. She then shook her head and moved to Aiko, also touching her bare back, muttering about “… not-not forcing a lunar Chakra like with master. If Eri or Aiko was injured I would have no right to stand-stand before him…”

Anyway, I just have to keep doing the exercises, as often as I can, whenever I can. I have faith in Shaeula that it must be achieving something. And at least we have a distraction…

There was a comedian performing in the VIP lounge, quite a famous one, even I recognised her name. She was talking about the difference between men and women, and making jokes about what each gender was seeking. Her accent is a bit puzzling, but luckily my English is really good. I grew up learning it with Aiko-chan, and I’m glad I did. It makes English classes at school so effortless, and I’ve had no problems on this trip at all.

Aiko-chan was still devouring the free food. Her appetite surely was something amazing. I wonder how she stays in shape considering what she eats. Is it doing sport that helps? I was merely occasionally taking a drink as I concentrated, half-listening to the comedian talk.

“Women are complicated creatures, unlike men. We want all sorts of things. Nice clothes, good food, to look beautiful, to be respected by our peers… it’s really hard being a woman. Being a man on the other hand, that’s really easy! Most men are perfectly happy to wear old t-shirts and scuffed jeans, are happy to just grab takeout instead of cooking, don’t even shave half the time, looking like some homeless bum, and as for respect of their peers…. Ugh, us women shouldn’t try and understand the way men bond with each other, unless of course we are talking what the Asians like to call ‘boys love’. That’s kind of hot… but only in 2D. In fact, most men are better left in 2D… if the world was full of only women, oh what a paradise it would be…”

I let out a little giggle in spite of myself. Akio did always dress lazily in the past, and not take proper care of himself. Though now… he dresses so well, and looks so much more handsome than I remember. The thought of Akio in his suit was filling me with a different sort of warmth than my visualisation exercises.

“… so, what do guys really want? They are simple creatures, unlike women, who have evolved to be better, men are still stuck in the past. A modern man isn’t so different to being a caveman. It’s all primal. Women are smart, wanting to improve themselves and their environment, while men… men just want their urges satisfying. They should stay in 2D! down with all men, I say! I can see you men in the audience grimacing, but you girls agree with me, don’t you?” She began to talk to the audience, going back and forth. A lot of the banter was amusing, but when she turned to us…

“And just look at the table over there. You three cuties don’t have a man with you, so you get what I’m saying, don’t you? I bet you get hit on by men aiming to fulfil their urges with you all the time, don’t you?”

“Sure we do. We are all gorgeous.” Aiko-chan shouted back. “I had some jerk even challenge my brother to a bet for a date with me last week. I’m not a thing, I’m my own woman.” Aiko-chan crossed her arms under her chest in annoyance. Then her face lit up, her bright grin drawing attention from all the men in the room. “Still, my big bro sure did put that loser in his place. He crushed him ruthlessly. So while I agree men are trash, my big bro stands alone.”

“Well, I’ve not met your brother, so I’ll take your word for it, but you lead me on to what men really want. Thanks for that, you’ve been a great sport, hope you enjoy the rest of your night, lovely girls. Anyway, like I said, it’s all primal. This girl’s brother was showing the caveman urge to protect what is his. Since he sees his sister as someone to be protected, especially from a rival male who might take her, it’s all ‘time to club him down like he’s a tiger straying into my cave.’. And then…”

“I don’t like the way she’s talking about my big bro..” Aiko-chan complained. Shaeula merely laughed, lounging back on her chair, her bottle almost empty. She was flushed and reeking of alcohol. If she was a human girl of that size, she might be unconscious already…

“She doesn’t know Akio.” I defended him, agreeing with Aiko-chan. “If Akio was here the way he was earlier, she’d be charmed by him, I’m sure!”

“Ever the loyal girlfriend.” Aiko-chan giggled.

“… so it basically boils down to a full stomach, lots of sleep and sex. As long as those three needs can be met your average guy won’t even care about anything else.” The comedian continued, to laughter and cheers from the women and boos from some of the men. “and if those needs are threatened, they get all ‘me caveman, me crush you, you no take my woman!’”

Really? Well Akio is extremely protective of Aiko-chan and I… he always has been. Does he… does he want those things too? Food, sleep and… sex? I’m not very good at cooking, but I could learn… but, just maybe…

I felt a shiver go through me, my body hot, like needles of fire deep inside. My legs squirmed and I pictured myself… no, I can’t even think about it, my face is on fire. But… I do want to find out what I can give to Akio…

Trying to clear my head I shut out the surrounding noise and concentrated on my visualisation exercises. But it was a struggle, vivid images creeping back into my head whenever my concentration slipped. Just… just what do I do…? I didn’t even notice I was touching my lips again, fingers stroking them softly…


One Hundred And Two


The next few hands were cautious, the three stooges forced to shuffle money around between each other since Aliyah, Buck and I weren’t biting. I did have one decent hand, but seeing as the dealer had dealt specific cards to a couple of the plants, I wasn’t going to risk getting suckered into a fatal all-in.

So, just how do I pull myself out of this hole? I could keep it tight, but sooner or later Buck and Aliyah will be wiped out, and as one against three I’d be next. Besides, I think it’s only fair to shoot for a one-two-three finish with all of us legitimate players… now how can I make that happen?

The next hand my cards were unexceptional, but Buck, looking rather pale, started to raise. Aliyah folded, and I followed suit. Shit… this is bad. If he goes all in he’ll be cleaned out. Luckily when the flop came out and none of the cards helped him he folded. Alas, it was still more chips for the enemy.

All right, if I can’t cheat myself, since her shuffling is so tight I don’t think I can manipulate the cards with wind unlike against the first crooked dealer, can I make it so they can’t cheat either? Drawing deeply on the wind energy within me I let out a gentle gust, masking the glow.

Beside me Aliyah looked up, suddenly alert to something. Her gaze roamed around between me and the dealer, who was shuffling the cards, her facial muscles twitching slightly. After a short delay she started dealing, and I took my cards, very careful to look at them in a way that would prevent any hidden cameras from seeing them, just in case. Seven and eight of spades. Not awful, but not amazing. But… With my perception I could see the dealer was definitely perturbed. One other thing I noticed though was the casino owner was also looking a little puzzled, glancing around, and Aliyah had fixed her gaze on him, not even checking her cards.

Judging by the hand signals and body language of the three, they were unsure of how to proceed, and so a few chips were cast into the pot. Aliyah folded again, as did Buck. On the flop it was seven, eight and king, giving me two pairs. Now one of the stooges started raising, and I re-raised, and soon we had both added around seven stacks. The turn came out, and it was an eight. Okay, now I am good for it.

I tried another raise to bait him in, but sadly for me he folded. I had taken a fair few chips, but it wasn’t a killing blow. As the dealer changed decks, opening a fresh pack of cards, I stifled a grin. That won’t help you…

Wind blew again, gently and subtly, and I was gratified to see a droplet of sweat drip down her perfect face. She dealt with noticeable hesitation, something Aliyah seemed to have picked up on as well. This time when I checked my cards I was gratified to see a pair of kings. If I return the game to randomness then it comes down to luck, and even with the bad fortune of this place I’m thoroughly confident.

Aliyah was big blind, so after going around the table she had the chance to raise, which she did after glancing at me. I’m sure she can’t read me, so… This led to Emilio and Simon checking her bet. I considered raising them, but I decided against it in case I scared them off.

The next cards that came out were two queens and a ten. Now I had two pairs, but if someone had a queen… Simon raised several stacks, and Aliyah folded. Her chips were diminishing quickly, but she didn’t seem concerned. I checked the bet, and then Emilio came in hard, with five more stacks. Still, when he did so I noticed his hand trembling. Is that excitement or worry? I can’t tell…

Doubling it with ten stacks I threw the pressure back at him, and he folded. I made more chips, and am well in the lead, but I’m not landing killing blows. One failed all-in will leave me nearly wiped out…

The next hand my cards were a pair of nines. Buck and Angelo were in on the betting, and on the turn… two nines and an ace! As the ace was flipped up I saw Angelo twitch, faint movement around his eyes. Oh, so you like that, eh? Angelo put in a twenty stack bet, and I raised it by thirty stacks. Buck folded, cursing, and Angelo went all in. I called.

Triumphantly Angelo flipped his cards to reveal a pair of aces. Sorry guy, but you are in my battleground now. With the cheating out, we are back to randomness. I casually turned over my cards to reveal my pocket nines, and Angelo looked sick. Despite my advantage, if the dealer drew an ace he would win… but of course she didn't, the last two cards meaningless, and Angelo was gone, eliminated. Dragging over the chips I now could afford one big loss.

“Well look at that, Akio establishes a commanding lead, and Angelo is out! Don’t forget to place more bets, and we will now have a short break for refreshments. We will resume in fifteen minutes!” The owner was trying to be jovial, but I could see the muscles in his cheek twitching. Yeah, now he can’t monopolise all of the places, plus with a player down their collaboration is weakened…

The dealer was talking to the casino owner, her eyes downcast, while Emilio and Simon both headed for the toilet. Buck, looking down at his modest stack of chips, glanced over at me. “You really do have all the luck. I wouldn’t be surprised if you go all the way. Still, I won’t go out without a fight. You want anything from the bar? You too, Aliyah.”

“I’ll have a beer, need to keep a clear head.” I answered, and Aliyah waved him away, sticking to water. As Buck left us, Aliyah leaned in towards me, giving me a fantastic view down her dress. She rolled her eyes and whispered in my ear. “So, what’s going on here? They are totally cheating. So how are you beating it?”

I looked at her, barely masking my surprise. Yeah, this girl is sharp. She’s been observing a lot of things intently. “It’s the playing cards. I think they are changing the decks repeatedly to make it look legitimate, but if you look really closely you can see a pattern of indentations barely visible down the sides. She must be a genius or have practised a very long time, but she can deal out the cards she wants with around a sixty or seventy percent hit rate.”

“I see. Makes sense as most of the games in the casino outside are rigged.” She surprised me again, having noticed that too. “Plus… there’s something in here, a gas perhaps, that messes with people’s heads.” She rubbed at her eyes, which were bloodshot. “Despite that, you seem very chipper. I don’t think you are in on it, but tell me, how are you beating the dealer?”

She’s beyond sharp. She’s as observant as I am… but sorry, I can’t say. “That’s a secret. Watch and you might find out.” I bluffed. Buck returned and gave me a beer, followed by the two cheaters. The dealer then came back, neck sweaty, revealing her nerves, and with that we started again, her opening a fresh deck.

As she shuffled the cards her gaze went to the owner, who scowled. As cards were dealt, I inspected mine once more. The next hand Aliyah managed to win, though it was quite a cagey one, and the dealer was looking more obviously distraught. Peering carefully at my cards I let out a fake gasp, before pretending to cover it up. Bait time…

Sadly, no-one took the bait, and my efforts were wasted. I have too many chips, it’s hard to sucker people in. The next hand came out, and it was a three and a king of diamonds. Not that special, but the fortunate winds were whispering to me to bet. As I moved out some stacks to raise, Buck went all in, and was then called by Emilio. I was going to join them, but I had a bad feeling so I folded.

Emilio had an eight and a ten of spades, while Buck had an ace of hearts and a six of hearts. The flop was king of hearts, two of hearts and nine of spades. Then the next card was a two of diamonds. Buck was winning on a pair with high card ace, but a lot could change on the final card, the river. It was dealt and… it was queen of hearts! Buck roared in delight as he scored the flush, more than doubling his chips, putting him back in the game.

Finishing my beer I continued to swirl my winds gently around the dealer. If her ability to feel which card is which relies on such sensitivity, if I create a series of differing, jumbled sensations, it completely blinds her…

Looking at my cards, I felt the winds surge once more. It was time! Simon was betting well, drawing out my chips, and going all in, he forced my hand. I felt fortune surge, and as we flipped our cards I met his gaze. Simon was well ahead, a pair of kings against my seven and eight, matched by the king, six and ten on the table. He had three of a kind, while I had nothing. Still, there were two cards left and I was feeling very lucky. A two came out on the turn, and Simon’s grin grew more vicious. And on the river… a nine of clubs! I had done it at the last moment, filling an inside straight on the river. It was a foolish gamble, the odds in my favour slender, but to the fortunate winds it was nothing special. Even as I celebrated, the winds died down, their fight against the misfortune in here spent, and I suddenly felt as if my skin was crawling with something damp and fetid. Ugh, the unlucky aura in here feels disgusting…

“Everyone, that’s half our players down, in this exciting August Apocalypse secret invitational!” the owner was saying, egging on the crowd. “At the halfway stage, just one more to go and we’ll know the players who will be walking away with the prizes.” He gestured to the bags of cash on the podium. “These are just a taste of the riches for the winners. Now to announce the rankings going forwards.”

“In first place…” He looked at me, eyes burning with barely-veiled hatred. “Our dark horse from Japan, Akio Moonstone Oshiro! An unusual name, but is it bringing him good fortune?” His hot gaze lingered on me, and I met it calmly, feigning disinterest.

“In second, some way behind, is Emilio Domingo, a poker player from sunny Mexico. He’s closely followed by an old hand at poker, winner of several tournaments on the strip, owner of the famous Kelly’s Rest chain of Irish-themed bars, of which one of the finest lurks on our own Las Vegas strip, Buck Kelly!”

He was waving happily, in contrast to Emilio, who seemed tense.

“Lastly, bringing up the rear as our short-stack, with a lot of work to do if she wants to win, it is a rare flower, a woman who can mix it with the best of the men, Aliyah James, a New York girl in what she tells us is her very first poker tournament. I think we’ll see her again, right? Now, eat, drink and make merry, and be sure to get those bets in. You may have all been beaten by these four champions, but you can still make some money!”

He is so damn insincere. If people weren’t so drained, they’d notice for sure. Though it does seem he can selectively choose who he absorbs from. The dealer, his plants, the security… none of them seemed to be weakened. Whereas next to me Aliyah was digging her nails into her palms to keep focused, fighting against lethargy.

“Very well, dealer, open a fresh pack and start the next hand. We have a tournament to finish!”

As the dealer did as instructed, the owner gazed at me again, his lips quirking into a slight smile. It was then I felt an oppressive weight settle over the table, the feel of aether in the air. My wind died away instantly, and as I tried to call it out once more I realised it was being blocked. Trying to keep calm, I looked at my dealt cards, mind racing. Well shit, I guess he can use his abilities too…


One Hundred And Three


That smug shit… I groaned internally, as I tossed my cards aside, folding again. Glancing over at the master of this casino, as he sat at the podium, I could see he was barely holding in his glee. And why not? I had just lost my third hand in a row, Emilio eating into my lead steadily. I had tried to raise wind, but whatever the owner was doing to suppress it was effective. I could manage a little breeze around my hand, but projecting it towards the dealer was impossible.

As the next set of cards was dealt, I had already contributed my blind. Looking at them cautiously I saw they were again nothing special. Beside me, Buck was frowning at his cards, perhaps bluffing.

“I’ll raise…” Emilio said, pushing forwards another stack of chips. Aliyah folded, as did I, but Buck, his hand trembling a little, pushed his chips in to call the bet. The dealer then showed the next three cards. Emilio raised again, and Buck… Don’t do it, it’s a trap…

Unfortunately he had no way of knowing my thoughts, as he went all-in, sensing an opportunity. With a smug grin Emilio called, and Buck was committed to an all-or-nothing bet. Face up, there was a pair of sixes and a nine. Buck flipped over to reveal a six and a king, while Emilio had a queen and a nine. For a moment Buck looked pleased, sensing victory, until the next card came out another nine. The final card was a four, and with that Buck was defeated, Emilio further increasing his lead.

“And there you have it!” The owner crowed to the audience. “A crowd favourite, Buck Kelly, bows out just before the money! Better luck next time Buck. Of course, now we know who will be taking home shares of the prize money, our final three! But who will be number one?”

Seriously, it should be obvious as hell that they are cheating, there is no way they can win so many hands in a row without it, but… My eyes surveyed the crowd. Some of the losers had already left, feeling weak and drained, but the remainder were pale, eyes unfocused. As he stood, Buck came over and shook my hand. “Oh well, so close, hell, just a bit more luck and I’d have been right back in it there. Still, you go ahead and clean up, Akio. I’ll be cheering for you, and I’ll see you at the bar afterwards, win or lose. Same to you, Aliyah.” He nodded at her too.

“Sure, I’ll do my best.” My plans of a one-two-three were ruined, and looking at Aliyah, she had almost no chips left. Ugh, think, how can I get through this?

The next hand I actually had decent cards, an ace and a king. Looking at the dealer, I also didn’t see her mess with the card order. That’s odd… Putting in a modest ten stacks to test the waters, Emilio folded, saying out loud that his cards were bad. I get it. The dealer must have signalled him this round is a dud to make it look less suspicious. As I pondered this Aliyah matched my bet, taking a chunk of her remaining chips and casting them forwards.

As the next cards came out it was a queen, jack and ten. I now had a straight. Damn, that’s a really good hand. But how will Aliyah play it? I decided to scare her off with a thirty stack bid, but she smiled sweetly at me and went all in, pushing her chips to the middle.

Damn, do I call, or fold and let her restock? It might buy me time to think of a way to overturn the cheating but… I’ve got nothing…

“I hope you won’t regret this…” I mouthed at her, matching her bet. She had a queen and a ten, giving her two pairs. She was behind, but there were still cards in the deck that could beat me. The next card was… a three. And the final card was… another three. And with that Aliyah was beaten. Giving a shrug which set her ample assets bouncing, she waved to the crowd. “I guess third isn’t bad, now is it?” she said wryly, and a round of weak applause came back from the losers.

“And so we have our third place decided.” The owner said, gesturing to security, who picked up one of the large holdalls. As he opened the zip, I could see it was full of rolls of bills. “Taking home, in sweet cash, ten percent of the prize pool, which amounts to one point seven million dollars!” Pausing to let that sink in, he was silent, then he gestured, and the guard brought it over to Aliyah, who took it, her muscles flexing at the weight. “Our rare flower from New York, Aliyah James, third place in her first tournament. We hope to see you again, should word reach you!”

So, just you and me, Emilio. Well, really it is you, the dealer and the owner all against me… so, what now?

“If you could wait until the game is concluded, so we can get interviews and photographs with the three winners, I would greatly appreciate it.” the owner was continuing, and Aliyah agreed, heading for the bar, heavy bag in hand.

“All right then, the final battle between two unknowns, making a meteoric entrance to the Las Vegas circuit, begins! There can only be one winner! Dealer, shuffle those cards!”

The next few hands were cagey, and my eyes had become accustomed to seeing when the dealer was cheating, but that didn’t help me much, as Emilio was quick to only lose a handful of chips on those hands. Soon I was running low, completely outmatched. Wind is useless, can I do anything with fire? No, setting the table on fire won’t do anything… damn, this is so frustrating…

The owner was watching smugly, as yet more of my chips were taken. At this rate I’d be bled out soon. I might as well go for an all-or-nothing gamble, but I’m not feeling lucky… I shivered, feeling ill-luck like clammy fingers down my spine. As cards were dealt to me on a hand that the dealer was not cheating on, I looked at them and was pleasantly surprised. Nine and ten of spades. Not awful…

I decided to go all-in, as another chance might not come again. I expected him to fold, but I was wrong.

“I’ll call.” Emilio said, and the owner was commentating, saying that this could be the end.

I showed my cards, and Emilio… Ugh, he has two jacks. My Fortune isn’t favouring me here…

The flop was laid out, and it was ace of spades, jack of spades and a five of hearts. Well, really that doesn’t change much for me. I’m still losing, but now, if I get one more spade…

The next card was… a three of clubs, and it all hinged on the river. Holding my breath, I watched as it was flipped, to reveal… king of diamonds. I lost…? Damn…

“And there we have it. In second place, his early luck deserting him, is our traveller from distant Japan, Akio Moonstone Oshiro! He may be defeated, but he shouldn’t be sad, as he claims the second prize of… a bit over five point one million dollars!” With that security brought over two heavy bags, and hoisting them onto my shoulders I was impressed by the weight. Shit, there must be fifty kilograms here… thinking about it, sure, I wanted to win, but even this money is more than plenty. It just doesn’t sit right with me that this bastard rigged the game so badly. It may seem hypocritical coming from me, though. Of course, if his greed is as rapacious as I expect, the chance of him letting me leave with the money is low…

I let his annoying voice wash over me as I headed to the bar, where Buck and David were drinking with Aliyah, who was now draining a glass of whiskey, licking her lips.

“Bad luck there, you almost had him.” Buck commiserated, slapping me on the back again. “Still, second place isn’t so bad, is it?”

“Yeah, I guess I can’t complain. But I really wanted to win.”

“You and me both man, you and me both!” Buck agreed. “Anyway, that’s a lot of cash you have there. Not only will it be a pain getting it back to Japan, but you’ll also get taxed to Hell and back on it, right? Why don’t you leave it to your pal Buck? I can have an acquaintance of mine from a major bank visit you and set up an account for you. You can deposit the cash then, and they can also take measures to minimise your taxes back home. No point paying more than you have to, right?”

“Well that would be helpful, yes, but I’m not sure why you are helping me out?” I asked. We had only met briefly at the tables before this.

“You wound me, Akio. I’m a man who trusts my instincts, and you are a man with great luck. I definitely think we should be good friends.”

“You say that, but I didn’t win here, did I?”

“Well, how much was your buy-in? Because I’m damn sure it was less than five million, wasn't it? I’d say that’s pretty damn lucky, no?” Buck winked, raising his glass to me.

Uh, yeah it’s hard to deny that…

“So what do you say? Let a friend help you out, it’d be rude to refuse. I know you Japanese are annoyingly polite at times and hate owing people favours, but we are in America right now. In fact, to celebrate you should bring your cute girly to Kelly’s tomorrow. I’ll show you a good time! It's my bar so I'll pull out all the stops.”

“Well, I’m also here with my sister and another girl, but they aren’t old enough to drink in America, so I don’t know if that…”

Buck cut me off. “Don’t worry about it. As long as they aren’t drinking alcohol I can cover for any trouble. Don’t be letting me down, you’ll hurt my feelings. You can come too if you want Aliyah, I’ll get you some fine whiskey to celebrate your third place.”

“I’ll think about it.” Aliyah replied, rubbing at her ear absentmindedly.

“All right, I’ll take you up on your kind offer.” I told Buck, who grinned. Well it would solve an issue, as I was not expecting to have this much money by the end of the trip… I told Buck I was staying at the MGM Grand, and agreed he would contact his acquaintance and have them visit in the morning.

After that we enjoyed a few drinks and made small-talk, the crowd of defeated players thinning out. It was then that the owner came over, smiling greasily. “If I could have a little time, Akio, Aliyah. I’d like to get the formalities over with. If the rest of you could head out to the main casino, I’d appreciate it. There is still plenty of fun to be had, I assure you.”

As Buck, David and the others said their goodbyes and filed out of the VIP area, I watched as a burly security guard shut the door. So, here we go then…

“You are really very interesting, aren’t you, Akio?” The owner leaned in much too close, so I took a step back. “I definitely feel you are someone with… special… skills. You do seem awfully lucky, don’t you?”

“Oh, you think so? Well, I’d say that I’d need to be. There is definitely a real aura of misfortune here in this Territory… oh sorry, your casino.” I probed him, trying to gauge his response.

“Well, who knows, there are a lot of tall tales regarding ancient Indian burial grounds, maybe this casino was built on one.” The overweight man giggled. “Anyway, I wanted to congratulate you both on your winnings.”

“So, where is Emilio, the true winner?” Aliyah asked suddenly. “I don’t see him.”

“Oh, since his bags of money were too heavy to transport easily he’s taken them to the back. I’ll have someone courier them to his hotel.” He said. “I am more than willing to do you two the same favour. After all, it’s been a profitable tournament for me.”

“I think I’ll pass.” I declined. “It’s a bit heavy sure, but my Material body is strong, I can handle it. My hotel isn’t too far away anyway.”

This guy just oozes sleaze. I’ve seen more trustworthy con-artists trying to sell paintings and vases to gullible Tokyo tourists. Glancing around I assessed the situation. There were a dozen security guards around, and all the dealers had left. In addition, several of them were carrying pistols.

Does he know Buck is going to send someone to my hotel tomorrow? Does he even care if he knows? That was the problem with gaining supernatural powers, it did tend to skew one’s perspective, something I often had to reflect on, mostly unsuccessfully, alas. Behind me Aliyah was watching intently, tapping at her ear, perhaps a nervous tick of some sort.

If something happens to both of us, that would surely be too suspicious…

“So, Akio, Aliyah. How about a drink, one for the road, to celebrate?” He went behind the bar, and now I noticed even the barman was absent. Pulling out a sealed bottle of a golden-brown whiskey, he put out three glasses. Opening the bottle he poured us some generous measures over ice. Lifting his glass, he gestured to us. “To victory, and all the spoils it brings.”

Aliyah and I lifted our glasses, and we clinked them together. “Yeah, to a good game.” I said, sarcasm seeping into my voice. The owner wasn’t drinking, so I took a small sip of the whiskey. It was a good one, to be sure, but it was also… Yeah, there’s something in this drink. It’s spiked…


Side Eighteen - Aliyah James - Black Wolf Company PMC


Ijust wish I knew what was going on here. That fat swine is surely our target, all the intel we gathered and the data points towards him. So just who the hell is this Akio guy? Aliyah reached for her glass, trying to focus her thoughts. Her body felt listless, a nagging ache in her skull. Fucking gas or whatever. I feel vile. Even alcohol isn’t helping…

Akio took a sip of his whiskey in front of her. Her sharp gaze that was focused on the fat sack of shit that was the cause of all her hardships picked up a sneer that momentarily crossed his face. At that moment Akio somehow tripped over his own feet, his elbow flashing towards her. What, so fast? An attack…? She tried to react but before she could the glass was struck from her hand, shattering on the expensive marble floor, spilling amber liquid everywhere.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me. I’ve been feeling weak for a while, my legs just went from under me.” He apologised, meeting her eyes, but his gaze was trying to convey something. You are spouting bullshit. You don’t look affected by the gas to me. Oh, and don’t think I didn’t see you checking out my cleavage then too… God, do men ever think of anything else?

Forcing herself to stay in character, she forced a smile. “Oh, don’t worry about it. Luckily you didn’t get it on my dress.”

“Yeah, it might be my medical condition acting up I’m afraid. I have Aether depletion. It’s very rare.” His eyes had flickered to the fat turd, it was subtle but he couldn’t fool her senses. He is probing him. He’s said several strange things, trying to feel out my target. Just who is this guy, and more importantly, who does he work for? He speaks flawless English so he could be one of ours, but this mission was passed our way. Did someone fuck up in the planning stages?

“Let me get you another glass, we shouldn’t ruin this toast.” The ball of lard said unctuously. Nah, I think I’ll pass…

“No, I think I’ve had enough actually. I’ll be carrying a lot of money back to my hotel, I’d best keep a clear head.” As she finished a hint of anger was seen in his eyes. Yeah, the drinks must be spiked and that guy noticed. Probably why he is now taking really small sips…

“That’s a good point.” The slug agreed, smiling falsely. “I should have thought of that, sorry. But I do hate the thought of a young woman such as yourself taking such a heavy bag home alone. Las Vegas is usually very safe, but if something happened to you… why I doubt I could forgive myself.” He turned to Akio as well. “As for you. That’s an awful lot of money. Feel free to leave it here and I’ll have it ferried to your hotel tomorrow.”

“Oh, I’m afraid I’ll have to decline. Buck has already sent round someone to pick me up.” Akio lied, as she knew Buck had said no such thing. “I’ll be fine.”

Yeah, he’s definitely suspicious of the worm. Ugh, I wish I was in a bar, drinking and looking at beautiful girls. Men are such… “Yeah, my brother is waiting for me. He’s a big guy, he’ll deter any muggers. So I’m good too.”

“Oh. Well that is a shame. Anyway, if I could prevail on you just a bit longer…” As he stalled, Akio tensed, and Aliyah also noticed the movements of the security change. Fuck. Looks like it’s time. My plan to infiltrate went way better than I could have imagined, but this Akio is a rogue element…

Tapping on her earpiece she sent the signal for operation start, and suddenly noise and chaos could be heard outside. Moments later the sealed door burst open, and a security guard rushed in, panting. “Sorry boss, some fights have broken out on the floor. They’ve accused us of cheating. We could use more security to damp it down.”

“Fuck, now of all times.” The tub of shit scowled. Gesturing, he sent four of his guards out with him. As the door shut and the bolts within engaged, the remaining four guards were approaching slowly, trying to look natural.

“Well, this didn’t go as I wanted. You…” He glared at Akio. “You are responsible for foiling the dealer, aren’t you? Of course, you were no match for me, here in my own castle. And you were overconfident. There’s a powerful soporific in that drink, you should already be getting dizzy. If you’d just lost like you were supposed to then I wouldn’t have to do this. I need money, as much of it as I can get, and I’ll do whatever it takes.” Towards the end he was raving, spittle flying from his mouth. Ugh, he’s third rate, blabbing his crimes like an idiot. Has he forgot I’m here? At least if he's so eager to spill his guts now, we should get plenty of info from him later. Tapping the earpiece again she signalled for the next stage of the plan. A few seconds later the lights and power went out, plunging everything into darkness. Aliyah moved, remembering where the guards and the fat bastard were from memory. Dropping behind the bar she hid herself from view.

The emergency lights then flickered back on, only for her to see that Akio had moved towards the back door during the power cut. Still, the four security guards had moved his way, surrounding him, two with guns, the other two producing long-handled metal batons.

“It’s such a shame. You are going to be found dead in an alleyway, your money gone. Las Vegas is generally safe, yes, but… besides, I heard you talking to that Buck Kelly. There is no car. You think I’m easy to fool, here in my castle? I don’t need to be near you to hear you!”

“Yvoo von’t get avay vith ‘is.” Akio slurred, unsteady on his feet, the massive size of the heavy bags of money he was carrying weighing him down.

“Oh, so the drugs are kicking in. About time. All right then lads, a bonus to the one that retrieves my money! Try and make it look like a robbery gone wrong, then dump the body in the back alleys.”

Fuck fuckety fuck fuck. This is getting serious. At least stage two of the plan went well, so… Reaching under her dress she withdrew the ceramic knife that was taped to her skin. It had a special handle that rejected fingerprints and was untraceable, a true mercenaries weapon. Sorry, private military contractors weapon… Trey is anal about that. Not all he’s anal about, in fact… ugh, not time for off-colour humour. That idiot is going to get killed. I’d like to help, but the mission comes first…

“Don’t think badly of me, I’m only doing my job…” One of the burly men stepped forwards, reaching for the Japanese man, when he suddenly shook off his supposed poisoning and spun forwards, his knee sinking directly into the gut of the guard. As the stunned man folded, releasing his baton, Akio twisted rapidly, a bag of cash crashing into his assailant's skull, knocking him out. He then raced at the second, moving like a panther, fast and lean. His elbow shattered his opponent's nose, and with a squeal the stunned guard staggered, fainting. A third raised his gun and fired but Akio had already left his sight, the bullet pinging off the floor.

So fast. He must be a professional for sure. Is that… looks like Muay Thai, mixed with… He engaged with the third hired guard, keeping him between the last one with a pistol. He grabbed his arm, twisting the baton free then threw him over his shoulder at the gunman, who stepped back, unable to get a clean shot. ...some sort of Eastern martial arts. They usually aren’t much good, but I’ve heard all their operatives have to know one for cultural reasons. What a crock of shit. Still, he’s good… oh fuck, he’s got my attention. Besides, if he was with that real cutie I saw earlier, I don’t want her to cry. Beauties should smile…

Her knife flew through the air, plunging into the shoulder of the last man standing. As he let out a yell of pain, the blade lodging in bone, Akio stamped on the head of the guard he had thrown savagely, knocking him out, before delivering a series of rapid blows to the guard she had assisted him with, dropping him with the sound of breaking bone.

“You… you scum!” the fat slime that owned the casino gibbered. “How dare you! You think you can get away with this, in my castle, my domain? I am chosen, one of those who will rule everything, and you … you dare to get in my way?”

The guy has lost it, but it only firms up he’s our target. Come on Trey, I’m waiting…

“You know, I think I can.” Akio pulled out his phone. “I’ve been recording everything since I entered this VIP area. Plus I have proof of the cheating outside. I can’t prove your misfortune field, but even so, I have enough. You freely threatened to murder me for money. On that note, I’m leaving. If you let me and the girl go, I’ll consider this a tie, since I did make a decent profit. You’ll be taking the cash Emilio won too, won’t you? Being too greedy is poison, be happy with what you have.”

Misfortune field? They were hinting about that earlier. Is it something to do with the tiredness that is affecting everyone? Although fat bastard and his staff seem unaffected. Shit, I need more information…

She briefly considered taking in Akio again, but if he was a foreign agent, Japanese special forces or something, that would be off-mission. Getting foreign powers involved would only end badly. After all, contractors such as her and Trey were employed for discretion, technically extra-legal actions that went against the US Constitution, that were still necessary for national security. That came with freedoms, but also meant we had no backup if shit went south.

“You bastard, I’m going to show you what it means to… urgh!” She leapt over the bar, thrusting her knee into the small of her target's back and looping the elegant necklace garotte she wore around her neck around his. Having a weapon disguised as fashion always catches them by surprise.

“Gah… let… me… go… bitch…” He gasped as the links of the chains pulled into his corpulent neck. He flailed his disgusting arms at her, scattering her with sweat. As he struggled, even with her knee in his back, which should have denied him any leverage, he was surprisingly powerful and tenacious. How is this slug so strong? And now I really need a bath. Man-sweat is disgusting.

“Uh, I don’t suggest killing him…” Akio seemed a bit hesitant. “After all, a lot of people knew we were here. I don’t fancy ending up in prison on murder charges. I hear US prisons really aren’t nice…”

“Don’t worry about it, I’m a professional, like you. besides, you’ve hurt those guys worse than I’m crushing this blob of shit.” At that the oily maggot squealed out some choked protests, so she pressed her knee harder in retaliation.

“Well, in that case…” He went over to the emergency exit. The electronic locks had been disengaged by Trey's stage-two cutting of the power supply earlier, but it was still chained shut. Akio looked at it for a moment, then seemed to twist the chain in his hands, and with a squealing of metal the thick links split apart, just enough for him to slip it through the bolts. “.. I’ll see you later maybe, miss Aliyah. Farewell. I’m never coming back to this place though…”

“Sure. By the way…” She got in one dig before he left, trying to rattle him. “Give my regards to the blonde cutie you were with earlier today. She’s just my type.”

“Ahh, sure… okay. Will do. Don’t kill him, okay! Just be satisfied with your winnings.” With that warning repeated he darted out into the alleyway, heavy bags of cash on his shoulders.

As she watched him go, her arms flexing as she choked the swine, who was still squealing and thrashing, long after he should have fallen unconscious, her earpiece pulsed. That was the signal. Backing up to the door to the main casino, she turned the key and unlocked the remaining bolts the little power-cutting stunt hadn’t dealt with. As the doors creaked open Trey and a couple of their burlier guys slid in, shutting the doors behind us.

“What the hell is going on, sis?” Trey asked, seeing her strangling the jerk and four unconscious and wounded guys over by the now-open exit.

“Long story.” she replied. “But first do you mind slugging our target here? He’s annoyingly tenacious, who would have thought a corpulent shit was this tough?”

“Sure. You two, go out back and pull some of the vans round. We’ll load them in and take them away. They might know something.” Trey stepped up and slammed the fat weasel with a couple of pinpoint strikes to key points of his body, and he finally fainted, allowing her to let go. Her arms were trembling from the effort of choking him.

“So, now that the situation is contained, what happened here?” Trey asked, surveying the chaos.

“First tell me everything is going to plan?” she retorted. Going behind the bar she helped myself to an opened bottle of whiskey and took a swig. That’s better. Fuck I feel like shit. I hate this place and this shitty job. Still, on the home stretch now…

“You have to have more faith in us, Aliyah. To be honest our part was easy, you had to infiltrate and make an opportunity. I’ve no idea how you pulled it off, to be honest, I was expecting a hot extraction. Guess I shouldn’t underestimate you, sis. Anyway yeah, our guys are being thrown out by their security as we speak, tying them up, and we cut the main power circuit. The backup generators fired, but without a reset the security systems and cameras are down. We should get out clean.”

“Good.” Taking another swig she retrieved her holdall of money, which she tossed to Trey. As he unzipped it, surprised, she smiled. “I got third place. Over a million and a half in there. Not bad eh?”

“Oh shit Aliyah, not bad at all! That money was a sunk cost for the mission. I guess drinks are on you…” As they talked more of their people had entered through the back door, dragging off the guards. They locked the door to the main casino and jammed it, rendering it inoperable, before bailing out of the back and boarding the van. As the doors slammed shut and they drove off, the target and his lackeys secured, she turned to Trey once more.

“Things got pretty complicated in there. I think other agencies are sniffing around, probably foreign. There was this Japanese guy, pretty sharp, took down those idiots over there.” She jerked her head at the fallen security, who were now tied up, thick masking tape used to tie their hands and legs behind their backs and gag them. “Fast and strong. He’d give you a good fight. He seemed to know something we don’t too, I got some coded language, like Material, Aether, misfortune field…”

“Shit, that’s not good. You reckon he’s part of a team? If so, they might try and extract the target?”

“No, I don’t think he’ll go for that. When he fled the scene I felt he was giving the target to us. I find it frustrating, but we succeeded. Still, we could really use what he knows.” I feel we only know a fraction of the bigger picture. Sure, we are only the hands and feet of the government, but even so…

“So, what do we know about this guy?” Trey asked.

“I’ve got a name. it might be fake, but it was so unusual I doubt it. Akio Moonstone Oshiro. From Japan. I also got his hotel. Plus… I reckon I could get more, if we needed…” Kelly’s Rest. If he’s laying low he won’t be seen in the open, but … if he wanted to make contact with us…

As she pondered Trey asked if they should raid him at his hotel, shake him up a bit, but she shook her head. “No way. I’m not sure how true it is, but I heard he’s with his sister and some other girls, and they aren’t even old enough to drink. I know you wouldn’t be up for that. Shit, I’m not…”

“Yeah, I’m not down for collateral damage on kids. It’s not in our mission spec anyway. We got what we came for. We’ll pull out clean tonight.”

“Yeah, I’ll stay behind. Leave me one of the girls and I’ll follow my lead tomorrow. If I get any extra information, then all’s good. If not then I’ll count it as a reward for my hard work.”

“Sure, sounds good to me. You reckon you’ll have any luck?”

She remembered Akio as he left, warning her, seemingly genuine about not wanting her to get in trouble. “I don’t know, Trey. I don’t know. But…” I have a feeling our paths are going to cross again. And in this business, you always go with your gut, as those that don’t… well, they don’t live long, do they?


One Hundred And Four


As the doors of the MGM Grand shut behind me with an audible hiss, I suddenly staggered, the high tension that I had been feeling leaving me all in one go. Hell, that was intense. Going from a rigged gambling tournament to a confrontation with another Astral Emperor candidate and then a battle with security, some armed with pistols… It’s been a series of nerve-wracking events, one after another. And in addition… Being poisoned wasn’t the most fun thing either. Fortunately, my body was now quite capable of processing harmful substances rapidly and repairing any minor damage near instantly, which made me sad when it came to alcohol, of course, but that didn’t change that it really wasn’t a good feeling to be drugged.

It wasn’t the first time I’ve been involved in fights with other humans, I did beat those thugs down who were harassing Konoe-san, but this was taking it to the next level. Sure, in terms of abilities I could easily handle several trained security or soldiers in hand-to-hand combat, my reaction speeds and strength went far beyond what they could hope to achieve, but… guns is taking it too far! I’m Japanese, we don’t have to worry about such things!

One thing I was sure of was that even with my stronger body, bullets would still blow holes in me, and while I was technically superhuman now, I wasn’t Superman, and I certainly wasn’t faster than a speeding bullet. When a fight started and I concentrated, my superior Alacrity kicked in, and time almost seemed to slow a little, giving me more time to think and move, that was all. Realising I had no way out of the situation but to fight, I relied on the fact that while I couldn’t dodge bullets, I could move faster than the guards could aim, and once I was close… well, that combat training hadn’t been in vain. But… Yeah, I’m still stressed out over it, I feel sick…

The feeling of bone crunching under my blows was very different to that of when I defeated monsters in the Boundary with my spear and elemental attacks. It wasn’t so much the sensation, as the mental feeling… Again, it’s hypocrisy, those Gnolls for example, they were just as alive and sapient as the security guards, and I didn’t even kill the guards… These unproductive thoughts were getting me nowhere, so I started heading towards the elevator, pushing the disquieting feelings into a corner of my mind, to think about later.

Seriously though, that girl, Aliyah… She was a total badass. She had the owner captured with ease, before I had even noticed. She was a real stunner too, big … big everywhere… Hopefully she won’t have done anything stupid like finish strangling the guy though. After all, it wasn’t like eighty or so people didn’t not only know we were there, but have our names too. To say nothing of the load of cameras that would no doubt be all over the VIP room. It was a casino after all.

My self-defence was going to be caught on camera for sure. Luckily they made the first move, and I had the good sense to start recording before things went south… I patted my pocket, feeling the comforting weight of my phone inside. She did say something strange though. ‘I’m a professional, like you’. Did she mistake me for some sort of secret agent or something similar? And surely that meant she was one too. CIA or FBI? Surely she’d have shown some sort of government ID and have had more backup if that was the case… maybe some off-the-books black ops team like in Hollywood blockbusters?

Shaking my head I dismissed that line of thought. I had no way of knowing for sure. What I did know was it did seem she was on alert the whole time she was playing poker, particularly keen on observing the owner and me. If that meant what I thought it meant… yeah, no secret stays hidden forever, especially not one with so many holders of it… Damn, I’ve got carried away and been too visible. I need to be more cautious, draw less attention…

As I approached the lift, heavily laden, a concierge came over and asked if he could help carry my bags up to my room. I didn’t need to, as the weight was manageable for me, but I figured I wouldn’t deprive him of his job. As he took the first bag from me, staggering, he made a joke about there being gold bars in it or something. He isn’t too far off. With a smile I watched as he retrieved a luggage trolley, and with that we took the lift up to our suite.

At the door I took back my bags and tipped the guy a hundred, which he accepted gratefully. He insisted he could carry the bags in, but I declined as the girls were probably back now, it being quite late. As he departed I opened the door, stepping inside and letting the heavy bags fall to the floor with a meaty thud.

“I’m home.” I called softly, and Shaeula and my sis looked up from where they were sitting on the comfortable sofas.

“Oh, hi big bro, welcome back. You are pretty late. By the way… those look like heavy bags. Been buying us more gifts?” My sis giggled teasingly.

“Not exactly, no. Though tomorrow we should go shopping. We have to take back souvenirs anyway, so I don’t mind treating you girls to something nice.” I tossed aside my suit jacket, took off my tie and loosened my shirt, undoing a few of the buttons, happy to relax at last.

Shaeula rose from the sofa, a little unsteady, and she tottered over to me. I could smell the booze from here. “Hey, Shaeula, just how much did you drink? You look wasted.”

“I admit to having partaken in rather-rather a large amount of fine alcohol.” She let out a small belch. “Still, as we were-were the… VIP’s, as they called it, I would have been rude indeed not-not to make the most of their hospitality.”

“Yeah, it sure was fun, big bro.” my sis agreed. “I wish I was old enough to drink though, Shaeula looked like she was having an awesome time.”

“I guess you’ve forgotten your experience with hangovers, then?” I chuckled, as Shaeula passed me by and unzipped one of the heavy bags I had dumped on the floor.

“I assume you were surely-surely triumphant, Akio?” Shaeula asked.

“Sadly not. Second, as it happens. Still, quite a lot went on. I’ll fill you in later, okay?”

“Wow, I wish you wouldn’t talk about stuff I don’t understand in front of me.” Aiko pouted, getting up as well. She was in her pyjamas, and was looking quite adorable. Though she should be more modest. I know I’m her brother, but I am still a man, it’s a bad precedent. She sauntered over and let out a shocked gasp at the sight. “Wow. Just wow. Is that … money?” she asked, jumping to the second bag and unzipping it. Her eyes widened at the rolls of bills within. Taking out a stack, she gasped. “These… these are all hundred dollar bills… that’s like a ten thousand yen note, right? How… how much is there here? Did you rob a bank or something? Wow, is my bro going to be a wanted criminal?” She was grinning, obviously knowing I wouldn’t do something like that, so I ruffled her hair gently, smiling. I guess I can explain it…

“After I finished up business I was invited to a poker tournament. Since we won big earlier, I thought it’d be okay, even if I lost, but your big bro had some decent luck, and I came second. And so I won… well, how to say this. A bit over five million dollars.”

“Five… million? Uh… really?” My sis staggered over to a chair and flopped down, stunned. “So, let me get this straight. Shaeula won two point seven, and you won five… that’s… uh, a bit under eight million dollars. We’re… we’re rich now, right bro? I’m not asleep, am I? Wow, if this is a dream please don’t wake me up…”

“Quite impressive indeed, though I am surprised you did not-not triumph.” Shaeula observed, losing interest in the money.

“He was a tough opponent.” I conceded. “and it was his home Territory, so… he had the advantage.”

“Oho, I see-see.” Shaeula nodded, understanding my hints.

“You are ignoring me again, and I don’t like it!” my sis pouted. “Just because you are super-rich now, you can’t forget about me.”

“Don’t worry, how could I forget my simply adorable sister?” I grinned. “Oh, by the way, where is Eri? Has she gone to bed? It is quite late.”

“I don’t think so.” she answered. “Eri-chan said she had some things to think about, so I guess she’s lost in thought in our room. Want me to call her out to celebrate your big win?”

“No, if she’s got things to think about, we can leave her to it. Anyway… it was damn stressful, let me tell you. I need a drink.” We still had some champagne left from room service earlier today, as I had seriously overspent, so I popped the cork and poured out a glass.

“Hey, some for me, too?” Aiko looked at me, fluttering her eyelashes in what she likely assumed was a seductive manner.

“Sure, why not, we are celebrating, I guess. But only a glass, I don’t want you hungover tomorrow. If you ruin the last day of the trip you’ll regret it.”

“I know, I get it.” she agreed, taking the glass I poured for her. Shaeula had also come over, hand out, and I gave her a glass too.

“Seriously, you are a lush, Shaeula. I don’t know where you put it all, you are pretty small.”

“Hey, that’s harassment, big bro!” my sis teased me, sipping on her champagne.

As we laughed and drank, I regaled them with a somewhat edited tale of my poker heroics, one that would be safe for my sister to hear about. It was then that the door to Aiko and Eri’s bedroom opened, and Eri pattered out slowly. I turned to greet her, only to pause, open-mouthed, face going red. Uhh… just what… is she wearing?

“Welcome back, Akio.” Eri said shyly, wearing a nearly transparent nightgown over her body, through which I could see her underwear, a pair of white panties and… shit, she isn’t wearing a bra. I can see her chest… her surprisingly-decent assets were fully on show to us, and her skin through the transparent fabric was flushed red, perhaps with embarrassment, or…

“Eri, what are you doing?” I choked, averting my eyes. Shaeula was snickering away drunkenly, and my sis was blushing too, letting out a dull whistle.

“You’ve become so bold, Eri-chan.” my sis said, once she had recovered her wits. “But… you know that big bro can see your… well, wow, your tits, your tits!”

Stop saying tits, a young girl shouldn’t be so vulgar… uh, so, did she not think I was back? But we haven’t been that quiet. So if she does know I’m here, then… My thoughts were racing uselessly, but my eyes had gone back to Eri despite my best efforts, and I was seemingly helpless to look away. Eri and my sis both blushed all the harder at my stare. I get why Eri is embarrassed, but why Aiko is… it's a mystery.

Looking me in the eyes despite her shame, Eri walked over to me and grabbed my hand, pulling my arm up to her chest. As I sank into her soft flesh, I could faintly feel her body heat through the thin fabric we both wore. I could feel my own brain heating up, especially as Eri let out a long sigh that sounded extremely alluring.

“Akio is … is my boyfriend, so this is nothing strange.” Eri responded, voice faltering a little. It seemed she was forcing herself to act boldly, and I opened my mouth to say something, but Shaeula beat me to it.

“So, you have made-made up your mind, have you, Eri? Your resolve is indeed quite-quite splendid to see.”

“Uh, hey, so what resolve? What’s going on? Eri can’t be drunk as we weren’t allowed to drink alcohol in the Bellagio…” my sis asked, not following.

Ignoring the two girls beside us, Eri looked into my eyes, faint tears glimmering in hers. “I need to talk to you, Akio. Please come with me…” And with that she led me into the bedroom she shared with my sister, with me seemingly unable to resist, my thoughts racing pointlessly. As she shut the door behind her, the conversation from outside fading to mere background noise, I had one lucid thought. Who would have thought that Eri would be so warm?
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Eri led me to the king-sized bed, and we sat down, my arm still in hers, pressed to her chest. As we sank a little into the soft mattress she let out a damp sigh. Looking at her, I once again marvelled at her beauty, her dark hair black as night, matching her obsidian eyes. Her face, which was upturned, gazing up at me, was like someone had crafted it, her skin without visible flaws. If life was a Chinese novel, no doubt she’d be described as a peerless jade beauty. And further below… I swallowed nervously, keeping my gaze on her face.

“So… uh, don’t you think you should be covering up?” I asked. “What happened to your normal pyjamas?” Damn, that was a stupid thing to say. This situation is throwing me off balance…

Eri giggled then, her arm tightening. “I don’t know why you are so freaked out, Akio. It isn’t like you haven’t seen me naked before.”

Wait, what? No I haven’t… oh wait, does she mean…? “Yeah, but that was back when you were an early elementary student. Just a child. Sure, I helped you and Aiko clean up and bathed with you a few times, but… that’s different, isn’t it?”

“Oh, you don’t understand women, do you Akio? I used to think you knew everything, and it’s nice to know there are some things I understand better than you.” Eri smiled then, her face still red under the muted lights of the bedroom. “I still remember, and it’s the same to me… besides… if it’s my… my breasts… didn’t you see them this morning?”

Oh… you noticed. “I didn’t want you to be embarrassed. It was only a little gap under your swimsuit anyway…”

“I was embarrassed. I could feel… that… poking at me.” She giggled nervously. “But I was happy too. I was so worried that you didn’t desire me, but your body, it’s honest isn’t it? You know, you can touch me if you want, I don’t mind. I’m dressed like this for you. I’m not an adult, not until I turn twenty, but I’m old enough to get married if I wanted, so doing this… it’s fine.” she whispered, her voice shaking yet somehow shockingly erotic.

This is escalating very quickly. It was a good job I was still wearing my suit trousers, as if I was in my own sleepwear, a certain… reaction… would have been clearly seen. “Seriously, just what has got into you Eri? This isn’t like you, and I’m worried.”

“Worried? I don’t want you to… be worried.” She sniffled, her eyes shining again. “I want you to be… happy… I want you… to want me!” It was then tears started spilling from her dark eyes, running down her pale cheeks, dripping to the near transparent gown she wore. “I dreamed of being your girlfriend for all these… years, and…” She paused to sob. “… I got my wish, after … nearly giving up… but now… I’m more scared than ever… I hate it!”

Putting my other arm around her I pulled her close, her head in my chest. Freeing my arm from her chest I rubbed her head gently, whispering into her ear like I did when she was young and scared of something. “It’ll be all right Eri. I’m your boyfriend, I’ll be by your side always. We have all the time in the world ahead of us. You don’t need to do… this…”

“… this? Don’t call it this. It’s love!” Eri insisted. “I know you care about me, even love me. I don’t doubt it. I can’t. if I doubted it I wouldn’t be me! But we’ll be apart for so long again, you in Tokyo, me in Nishimorioka. I know you’ll visit, but… but…” Crying tears freely now, her voice was loud. “I need it. I want it. A connection between us no-one else has! If I have that, I can hold on while we are apart! Besides…”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Eri. Sex is… well it’s something that shouldn’t be done so carelessly. You should only do it when… owwww…” I let out a yelp of pain as Eri reared up and bit into my lip, my blood scattering. As it flowed she inserted her tongue into my mouth, and even as she cried she aggressively kissed me, her body heating up. Mine too. It’s… she’s… very hot. My body is reacting too…

“You… you can be an idiot sometimes, Akio.” she cried as she released my tongue. “It isn’t just that. Not just a connection. I’m not yet an adult, legally, but I’m not a young girl either.” She sniffled softly, and with that she slid down the shoulders of her gown, her bare breasts exposed to the air. Her nipples are hard… and damn, I can see a stain on her panties… oh God…

“You don’t think I dreamed of the day when you’d hold me like the prince I always thought of you as? A romantic first love, like in a storybook? Well let me tell you girls want it just as much as boys. Besides, not only do I want it, but…” She angrily wiped away her tears with her now freed arm, and gave me a most brilliant smile. “I think it’s the ultimate expression of love for a woman, to offer themselves to the man they are going to spend the rest of their life with. And make no mistake, we’ll be together always. You promised me, and I’m promising you.”

With that she guided my free hand to her chest, and it was warm under my palm, and so soft. I swallowed nervously. I can feel her heart beating. If I’m honest… Looking at the desperately embarrassed, yet agonisingly cute Eri in front of me, it was impossible to say I didn’t want to… still, my last shred of reason intervened. “Well… sure, I can see that you have thought this through, and aren’t doing it for the wrong reasons, or just to please me… but… well, I promised uncle and auntie Mori that I wouldn’t do anything stupid while we were away. You wouldn’t want… owwww!” She bit me aggressively again, kissing me sensually, her hands unbuttoning my shirt, exposing my sweat-slicked chest, her hands running over my body, giving me shivers. The juxtaposition with the usual terminally shy Eri and this mortified yet aggressive one was sparking warmth within me, and my own breaths were also coming in hot gasps, matching hers. As our lips parted she spoke words that crushed my last bastion of reason.

“They said you just had to take responsibility, didn’t they? Were you planning to dump me after all? The Akio I love wouldn’t do that, right, right?”

Well, no. I didn’t accept her lightly, even if the decision was one I wrestled with. But… “No, I promised you to be your boyfriend and to make you happy, always. But… if we cross this line… I can’t see you as a childhood friend anymore. Our relationship will change. And I find that both somehow sad and also frightening.”

Eri nodded, her pert breasts jiggling. “I understand. I really do. I’m scared too. But not of you, Akio, or of what we are going to do here… I’m scared that when I become your lover… I’ll love you too much. I think… if you ever abandoned me, I’d die…”

Uh, she’s very intense. It’s pretty worrying really. But I guess this was destiny in a way. Everything was leading up to this moment. Kissing her again, this time gently, I laid her down on the bed. Looking down at her, who was looking up at me, her onyx eyes reflecting a mixture of anxiety, arousal and happiness, I asked her one last time. “Are you sure? There’s no going back after this.”

“I’m sure of this as I’ve never been as sure of anything in my life.” She answered. “I am going to seize the happiness I want, and I’m going to give you twice as much as I receive. But since I receive such an infinite amount just knowing that you’ll be with me, I guess we’ll have the same amount of happiness!”

Oh fuck, that line was so corny, but… Feeling my own tears I hastily scrubbed them away. Leaning down to kiss her once more I then pulled away, turning towards the door. “I think there was some condoms in the bathroom. This suite has everything…” Before I could finish she pulled me down beside her, angrily pouting.

“No condoms. Not the first time. I won’t allow it!” she shouted, face red with anger this time.

So annoyed all of a sudden… “But… what happens if you get pregnant? How would we face our families? And what would you do about school? You have university entrance exams coming up soon, so if you were to…”

“Do you really think I would ever survive at university? I am scared of people I don’t know, especially men. It’d be hell for me. Besides, we could never afford it, you know how poor we are.”

“I have money, I could…”

“If you are going to spend money on me, I’d rather just be your wife, waiting for you when you come home. I’ll learn how to cook and clean and how… how to satisfy you in bed.” She smiled brilliantly. “It all starts here. But I’m not a fool. Just… just this once let fate decide it. If I get pregnant this time we’ll accept it, and if not then we can use protection until we are both ready. You believe in fate, right?”

More than you know. This last month has shown me many things I wouldn’t have believed in before, but this night… perhaps it is the most surprising yet… Instead of answering I lay beside her once more, and our lips met, tongues entwining, our hot breaths merging as one…
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“So, wow, you think… you think they are going to do what I think they are going to do?” I asked Shaeula, taking another big gulp of champagne. “I know Eri-chan has been volatile ever since you and my big bro came to Nishimorioka, but this… it seems… well, I don’t want to say out-of-character, as she adores my bro and would readily give herself to him if he wanted… but, ah that’s it. Bold. It seems wildly bold for her!”

“I believe she has just-just found the shape of the happiness she is aiming for.” Shaeula answered. “She wanted to know what she could do for Akio, and she has decided she can be his lover. It is not-not so complicated. Besides…” Shaeula grinned at me. “I feel we both know she wants this herself. Those who are shyest are often the most-most… forceful when the time comes.”

“Yeah but… I know they’ve been kissing and all, but… ugh wow, I need more booze. I know I said only one glass, but…”

“Feel free.” Shaeula slid me the bottle and I poured more of the delicious fizzy liquid. “I would not-not worry too much though, Aiko. After all your brother is quite the coward. He has not-not even tried to push me down, despite seeing me naked several times. Perhaps I was too-too harsh with him at the start when I suggested that my father and siblings would have his head cut off-off and spiked on the ramparts of the Twilight Gate if he touched me inappropriately. How regretful indeed-indeed.”

Wow, hang on… I can’t let that slide. “Seriously, no joking. You.. you want my big bro to… do that with you? I know you’ve talked about a harem and not minding sharing him with Eri-chan, but… I kinda thought you were joking, at least a bit.” Plus he’s been seeing you naked? Damn, my brother really is soaring up the steps to adulthood. Wow, I feel both happy and sad.

“Every day I become more-more sure he is the other half of my spirit, the full moon to my new moon. Still, I am a patient one, I can wait until I have won Eri over too. And then… just a gentle push-push. Besides, we have already…”

“No condoms. Not the first time. I won’t allow it!” The shout echoed through the closed door, and I reacted by spitting out a mouthful of champagne, spraying it all down the front of my pyjamas. Wowowowowowowowowowow! What? That was Eri-chan?”

“What are these condoms?” Shaeula asked, straight-faced, and I turned purple, writhing in embarrassment.

“That’s your question? Really?” I choked out. “It’s a tool to prevent pregnancy, the man wears it on his… oh you know what, I am not talking about this now. They are going all the way, going to do it! My brother and best friend will finally be adults. Eri is going ahead of me! Wait, shit! That’s my bed too… I have to sleep there tomorrow night. Oh I suddenly feel sick. Please Shaeula, let me room with you from now on!”

“So they will become as one? A bold-bold move. I am very happy for her. She has decided what she needs-needs to do to banish her fears.” Shaeula raised her glass to the closed door.

“Well yeah, really, I’m shocked, but I’m happy for them too. They are perfect for each other. My brother has a lot of love to give and is very protective, and Eri-chan needs to receive love and be protected. But to think she’d be so bold… just… wow, my dad is going to freak out…”

Besides, I can’t believe they’d do it while we are here listening. Shaeula seems amused, but I’m half-convinced she doesn’t know what sex is anyway, but I do! I know damn biology. Wow, these two are going to owe me bigtime tomorrow…
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My tongue rolled on Eri’s breasts, licking around the nipple, feeling it hard against my lips. She had a sweet taste, a mixture of light sweat and lemon. It was hard to describe, but it made my heart race. This may not be the right thing… but I admit I want this now… the thought that she’s a sister to me is fading as I lose my reason.

Under me Eri was moaning, fidgeting restlessly as my hands and tongue roamed over her body. Sliding further down I licked along her stomach and then into her navel, causing her breath to come in short gasps. I slid lower then, my tongue sliding over her white panties. Now that I could see them closely they were very mature, patterned silk that was now almost transparent with her love nectars, clearly outlining her most private area. I stroked my tongue on her wet patch, doing what seemed natural, and she let out whimpers of pleasure as I stimulated her gently.

“It’s sour…” I muttered, and she clutched my head with her arms, her moist gaze watching as I toyed with her.

“That’s… so… embarrassing. I’m ashamed… yet… I can’t stop…” she gasped, as I intensified my probing, my hand on her breast, the other sliding under her to caress her ass. She had a fairly small bottom, yet it was tight and soft to the touch. I never knew…

I’m discovering so much I never knew about you.” I marvelled, feeling lightheaded, my blood rushing from my head. “Your taste, your feel, your pleasured moans…”

“It’s … it’s scary, yet so, so right. Learn everything about me. Everything no one else ever will!” Eri squealed, her voice shockingly loud. “Devour me, eat me up, make me yours for ever!”

Her gaze was driving me beyond reason, my body ready, so my hand tugged and her panties slid down over her thighs, revealing her fully. She had pure black pubic hair, not much, just a small neat patch above her leaking slit, which was closed shut and cut like a knife-wound, perfectly straight against her smooth white flesh. Love nectar had already soaked through to the sheets below, darkening them.

“So, how is it. Am I beautiful?” Eri asked bashfully, aroused at the shame.

“As much as a Goddess.” I answered, entranced. “I’ve thought this since you were just a little girl, but you were always gorgeous. Like the stars at night, beautiful yet ephemeral.”

“You should have told me.” She moaned softly. “We missed out on time we could have spent more wisely…”

“No, I think this is better, you know.” I looked up from her privates, surprising her. “You are not an adult, but not a girl either. Before, I never could have seen you as anything but a young girl, my second sister, but now…” I gently caressed her slit, wet squelching sounds echoing. “… I see you as a woman. My woman. Who I’ll cherish forevermore, against anything that stands in our way, even death.” We kissed, our tongues seeking each other in both desperation and joy. “It’s time. Last chance to go back.”

“As if I would, after such a love confession.” Eri smiled, so radiant it blinded me. “Make me yours, take what a woman can only give once in a lifetime. Though if we are born again… I’ll find you and we can enjoy it once more!”

“Wow, so lewd!” I laughed. My hand gently opened up her vagina, and she shivered as cold air entered the delicate insides.

“I’ve… never opened it up before.” she admitted. “I… I did touch myself, thinking of you… but only the outside. I never wanted anything inside but you, ever since I learned about sex in class.”

You really are too good for me. I can’t believe I thought you’d be better with other friends when I moved away. If I could go back in time I’d punch myself. But it wasn’t too late… if I didn’t have the chance to be an Astral Emperor I would never have followed the chain that led me back to Nishimorioka, and we would have drifted apart forever. So no matter what comes… no matter what hardships are ahead for me, I’ll always thank Exposition-san for that…

“So, are you ready?” I took a look inside her, in a mixture of curiosity, and concern I would hurt her, seeing a milky-pink film inside her. “I can see your hymen. It doesn’t look too thick, but what the hell do I know? You are the first girl I’ve slept with… I hope it doesn’t hurt too much…”

“Of course it will hurt. It is my pride as a woman to have the man I love deflower me. Don’t be afraid, I’ll accept any hardship to love you, and the pain will be my badge of honour, that I saved myself for you!”

Her hands reached up and tugged down my boxer shorts. As my erect member burst free she let out a little yelp, transfixed. “It’s big. Will it fit? It will, won’t it?”

“Men and women are made for this, so I guess it will.” I was wet myself, pre-cum soaking my shaft. “One last kiss, please.” As we entwined again, I lowered my body, my penis meeting her vagina, and with a push…
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“Oh my gooooooood, I can’t take this.” I was complaining bitterly, on a beer now we had finished the champagne. The buzz of the alcohol was kicking in, but it still didn’t drown out the moans leaking from the bedroom. “What the hell are they doing in there? Don’t they care we are listening?”

“You know what they are doing, it is sex, is it not-not?” Shaeula giggled. “As for us listening, I believe they have forgotten we are here entirely. Besides, I count it as an act of trust in us, that they would-would be so carefree in their most private moments with us here.”

“I have to admire the way you always stay positive. If I was you I’d be a bit more jealous.” In fact, I was feeling the bite of jealously myself. Not that I was jealous of Eri having my brother of course, no, but that they had a bond I couldn’t be a part of. Oh well, our three musketeers act was going to shatter one day. I thought it was already lost, but big bro came back, and at least it’s better now.

“Jealous? Why? I may have-have this Material body, and I would open myself to Akio should he wish to try this sex, for I am most-most curious myself. But I am a weaselkin. I do not-not procreate in such a manner. No, us Fae bring new life to the world and find pleasure in the mixing of our-our lunar Chakras, the wellsprings of our power. And last night…” She licked her lips, so seductive that I was captivated in spite of myself. “… to save my life as I burned with flame, Akio dove deep-deep within me, and our spirits connected. We have a bond, one that ties-ties us together. We have shared something as intimate as any human sex can be… he is my other half, just as Eri will become one-one of his other halves.”

“You can’t have more than one other half, it doesn’t make sense!” I protested, wincing at the noise from the bedroom as it grew more intense. “So… you are telling me you’ve had fairy sex with my brother? Does he even know? Wait, you’ve NTR’d Eri-chan? Beaten her to the punch? Wow, oh Gods…” My bro would be unhappy if he knew I knew what NTR was. It’s those two stupid boys in our class, forever going on about their shitty porn. No wonder I hate guys. Hey, wait, does that mean I’m the only one here who is still a little girl? Ugh. My thoughts had turned to nonsense to escape, and I swigged more beer. Gonna hurt like hell tomorrow and big bro will be pissed off, but it’s his damn fault for putting me through this!

“Perhaps you could call it… foreplay?” Shaeula said, seemingly completely lacking in embarrassment. “It was not-not a full conscious melding and mixing. Though it was rather… amazing.” Shaeula was flushed, sweat running down her body, and her legs were twitching under the hem of her yukata nightwear. “Our bond is there now, and we could go beyond as-as we wished.”

“Well, enough of that. It’s just making me sad. So, you’re a weaselkin huh? I’d love to see that.”

“When you master the lessons I have taught you, then-then you can.” she agreed, and that sparked a thought.

“So, it’s like mixing your essences. But didn’t you put your essence in me and Eri-chan to start awakening our networks? Have you been banging us too? Have I climbed the stairs to adulthood in a shower of lilies?” God, I’m drunk, I must be, I’m talking utter rubbish…

“Hardly.” Shaeula snorted. “All I did was inject a little aether into your deactivated root Chakras and show you how-how to stimulate them, then use my mystic eyes to identify problems in your flows, striking defective nodes-nodes and branches to activate them as necessary. I suppose you could liken it to the handshakes you humans like to do-do, or perhaps a hug? It definitely can not-not equate to sex.”

“Oh thank God, I’m still pure.” Wow, I’m so stupid…

Suddenly a pained scream from Eri-chan echoed through the room, followed by my brother claiming “The worst is over, it’s in…” Suddenly feeling sick I turned to Shaeula, who was still fidgeting restlessly.

“Oh please won’t you kill me? I think I just listened to my big bro and best friend lose their virginities live. I was sure my fortune at the shrine last time I went wasn’t ‘worst luck’ so why must I be here?”

Oblivion with alcohol is my only solace now. Thank the Gods Shaeula is here to suffer this with me…
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My penis slid slowly inside Eri’s pristine virgin soil, slowly pushing her open. She groaned softly and I slowed, concerned, but she gave me a warm look. “Keep going. This is what all women have to face. To me this is joy!”

Grabbing her hand in mine I kept kissing her as I pushed inwards, my glans colliding with a barrier, preventing entry. As Eri was panting hard, I paused. “You ready?” I asked softly, and she kissed me once more in response, salt from her tears on her lips.

With a groan I surged forwards, feeling resistance, and then something tore. Eri let out a pained scream, clutching my hand tighter, but I didn’t stop, I couldn’t stop, not now.

“The worst is over, it’s in…” I told her, my voice shockingly loud, my control over my body shattered. My penis was being clamped tightly by her moist folds, which were convulsing slightly with her rasping breaths.

As she nodded, tears fell like rain, and I wiped them away gently. “You regret it?” I asked, and her free hand slapped me softly across the face, a token blow.

“Of course not, silly. How could I ever regret giving my heart and virginity to the one I’ve always loved? It does hurt a bit though, still, if it didn’t I wouldn’t feel that we had done it right…”

Looking down I could see she had bled quite a bit, blood staining the sodden sheets. I hate to see her in pain, but she wants to feel this, so if I lessen it a bit… I trickled some aether in, using my Ether Healing, and she suddenly sighed, her insides twitching harder.

“I feel so warm inside. It must be love.” She smiled. “The pain is dying down, you can start to move. Just… kiss me, touch me, while we do?” she asked, with a gaze that inflamed all my passions.

“I don’t know if I can stop when I start… you are just so… so beautiful, and it feels so amazing to make love to you!” I said, as I started pistoning, gently at first, but speeding up, faster and faster. My mouth met hers greedily, my free hand groping at her chest.

“Ouch, owww, ugh… ahh, ahh ahnn!” Her moans were pained to begin, but as we continued they turned lewder, pleasure overtaking her as I gently alleviated the damage to her body with aether.

“I feel something… something burning within me!” Eri moaned in between her gasps. “Should it… be like this… on our first time?”

“Maybe we are just that compatible…” I too was feeling pleasure rising, the sensation of her insides incredible, it was as if heat was flowing out of me, bringing my emotions and sensations higher and higher. As I suspected, I was unable to stop, going harder and harder, Eri writhing in pleasure below me…
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“They are really going at it. Maybe if I consider this educational I can convince myself this doesn’t suck?” I said out loud, and Shaeula snickered.

“Do not-not be like that, Aiko. I think it is-is a beautiful thing indeed-indeed, two-two souls joined in love-love. The Fae believe love-love is a strong force-force unmatched.”

Shaeula was breathing heavily, and as I looked at her she was squirming strangely, her legs rubbing together, torso twisting. One hand was near her belly, twitching, the other on her thighs, her drink long discarded.

“Are you sure you are all right?” I asked, concerned.

She merely smiled at me, her face crimson, her amber eyes glimmering with moisture. “I appreciate your-your concern, but-but… I am… ahh, fine-fine, I … ahh, assure you-you!”

Yeah, no way you are fine. “Your verbal tic has gone into overdrive. And what are those ‘ahh, ahh’ gasps? They are damn sexy… err, I mean… oh wow, damn, hell if I know what I mean. Seriously, are you getting turned on by listening?” My face was burning as I asked the question. To be honest I was feeling a heat deep in my belly, and my pyjama bottoms were sticking to me, damp from… Yeah sweat! Definitely sweat, nothing else, I swear!

“Verbal tic-tic? I am sure-sure… ahh, mmm, I do-do not-not know what-what you speak of-of… my bond… ahh, oh… with Akio, our… mmm, linked spirits-spirits… I can feel the pleasure he-he is feeling, and Eri’s echoes-echoes to me as… oh, Seelie Queen, help-help me… this Material body-body… why does it… ahh… feel-feel this wonderful?”

Her hand slipped inside her yukata, stroking, and her amber eyes went unfocused.

Wow, just wow. Does no-one care about me? Shaeula is getting some sort of weird magical cybersex, Eri has become a woman, I can’t use my favourite joke with big bro anymore and call him a clueless virgin, and I have to watch it all with no release. It is so not fair! I am so pissed off!

As I was forced to listen to stereo moans and wails of pleasure from either side of me, Shaeula suddenly sat bolt upright, her face flaming. “This… I can not-not believe it. Mmm, I can… barely move-move, but… ahh… help me Aiko, we must go to Eri-Eri now…” She staggered to her feet and nearly fell on me, unsteady and still shaking from reflected pleasure.

“Why, is Eri-chan in trouble?” I asked, suddenly alert, the drunken and annoyed feelings I had vanishing.

“Trouble-trouble? Ahh, no, not-not… maybe… but not-not… ahh, if we… mmm… can-can adjust it.”

Suddenly I heard my brother cry out in ecstasy, followed by Eri screaming too. “I… my Chakra network… it… I feel it flowing. Your energy, so warm, so full of care for me! I love you Akio, now and forever!”

Shaeula let out a low growling moan, convulsing, and the room was suddenly filled with a sour scent, unpleasant to my nose.

Wow, I’m glad she loves my bro, but I did not need to hear the two climax… I think I’m put off sex for life… and now the room stinks, I think I got a three for the price of two… still, it seems something weird and magical is going on… Grabbing Shaeula by the arm, who shivered, moaning at my touch, I helped her to the door, which we flung open, greeting us with a sight that I did not need to see, but would likely never forget… not even if I batter my head against the wall until I pass out… yeah, I am not sleeping on that bed anymore…

“Master, Eri, allow me-me… oh ahh… mmm… to assist! This-this turn of events is-is… unprecedented, but… mmm… most-most welcome!”
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“Oh, Akio… I love… love…love you!” Eri was panting as I thrust away at her pussy, which was tightening on me with every moan Eri made. I was rising towards climax, I could feel it like a hot lump in my belly. All thoughts of what my parents and uncle and auntie Mori would say were driven from my head, although it was truly too late to care about that now.

“I love you too!” I answered. My body was boiling, my Chakra network working overtime. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but it felt amazing. If I knew sex was this good, I’d have spent more time wooing girls at uni. Although it’s probably because there is love. That must be it…

“What’s … happening to me… Akio? I’m soaring, the world is going white… I… ahh, think I am… going to fly!”

“Me too… I can feel it rising. I’m… I’m going to cum. Are you sure you want to risk it, I could do it … outside?”

“It’s no… risk at all!” she answered. “It’s fate! One day I’ll bear your child, and we’ll raise it… ahh, mmm, ahh, with love. If it’s now, it’s now!”

“Then…” I kissed her again, my mouth stinging from all the intense sucking. “… I’m cumming. Eri… I’m cumming!” Hot white liquid surged from me, pumping inside her. With a squeal she shuddered, her womb twitching in response to the hot jet that soaked her deepest insides as she reached orgasm, her pussy squirming like it was alive, trying to squeeze every last drop from me..

“It’s all white, I feel like warm… ahn… water is poured inside me… I’m … I’m… wait, it’s yellow and green and hot… it’s surging… within me… like I… my Chakra network… it… I feel it flowing. Your energy, so warm, so full of care for me! I love you Akio, now and forever!”

Huh, Chakra network? How the hell do you know about that, Eri? Still, she was right, I could feel aether, elemental wind and fire pouring freely from me, sloshing into her like water from a jug, saturating the area around her non-existent lunar node.

“I’m… I’m flying again!” She orgasmed a second time, this driven by the energy that was violating her. Her skin was flashing between pale and flushed, sweat springing out of her every pore.

Suddenly silver flames burst across my vision, forming familiar words. Why? I don’t get it… but… As Eri shuddered under me again, seeking my tongue, I reciprocated, concerned at the sudden scalding nature of her skin and insides.

Your Skill, Kin Bonding And Restoration has advanced from Rank 2 to Rank 3. Your Bonds are stronger and it further ???????? ????????? ???????? ?????????.
Mori Eri has accepted your Kinship, becoming Bonded to you.
Resonance has occurred with your Bonded Kin, strengthening their ??????????? and ?????????.


Wait, Eri is now my kin? I welcome it, but how the hell did that happen? She shouldn’t have any abilities, and doesn’t even have an Astral body…

“I’m… I dreamed of this so long… now… I’ll no longer fear that you’ll … abandon me. And I’ll… never let you be alone again.” Eri was muttering weakly, her second climax having left her exhausted, the raging energy also cascading through her.

Suddenly the door slammed open, and my sister was there, supporting a flushed and exhausted Shaeula, a trail of sour fluid splashed down her bare legs, her yukata damp and pungent. “Master, Eri, allow me-me… oh ahh… mmm… to assist! This-this turn of events is-is… unprecedented, but… mmm… most-most welcome!”

Just what the hell have you been doing? But still… Eri is suffering, no time to worry. “Yeah, something is wrong with Eri. Kin Bonding has triggered, but that should be impossible, right? She also seems to know about Chakras. Anything to say?”

“Later-later. I expect you are wroth with me-me… mmm, I feel so drained… but Eri comes first-first. Help me over, Aiko.”

As Aiko helped Shaeula over to the limp Eri she saw the sheets, stained with blood, love nectar and semen, and turned her nose up at me, glaring. “We are going to have words about this later, but… Akio, Eri. Congratulations. From boyfriend and girlfriend to lovers. Now you’ll never break up, or my dad and uncle Mori will kill you.”

“That’s true.” I laughed tiredly. Leaning down I kissed Eri on the forehead and held her hand once more. “Hang in there, Shaeula knows what she is doing, she’ll fix you!”

“I know… she will. I could feel her… with us… at the end. We’ll have to… do something… about that in future, but now…” Her voice was fading, her strength all but spent.
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I watched Shaeula fuss over Eri-chan, her eyes glowing mysteriously. My brother, still holding Eri-chan’s hand, which I found rather sweet, I’ll admit, turned to me. “So, I’m guessing you know about Chakras and aether too?” His tone was fed up, but he seemed a little sorry for not telling me. I’m not letting you off the hook that easily though, big bro. You owe me for that, and tonight too!

“Yeah, Shaeula told us the night of the baseball match. Don’t be mad, she said you were not sure of whether telling us was the right thing to do anyway, and… seriously bro, are you an idiot? You came back with such a pretty foreign girl, tons of money, and were hot and fit, like a superstar athlete. You think your sister and the childhood friend who has loved you forever aren’t going to notice something is up? We asked her and she had no way of brushing it off. So if you treat her badly because of this I won’t forgive you, and your lover will be pissed too, all right?”

My bro nodded to me. “Sure, I get it. But that begs the question, what will you do now? This isn’t a game. I almost died earlier tonight due to this power. I met a rival, and he was going to have my body dumped in an alleyway as a robbery victim. I don’t want you to suffer such a fate.”

“I understand. You are too overprotective but I don’t hate it. Still though…” My gaze had wandered and now I regretted it. “Can you like… cover your dick, bro? As your sister I do not need to see it waving about all erect and covered in Eri-chan’s stuff. Does this hotel sell brain bleach?”

“Oh shit, sorry. I forgot, I was too worried for Eri.” He grabbed his underwear and pulled it on.

“Well, I can’t get upset if you are worrying for Eri-chan. How is she, Shaeula? You… you can help her, right?”

“I can-can and will!” she said firmly, masking her own post-orgasm exhaustion. Energy was leaving her hands and saturating around Eri-chan’s Chakras. “I fear though I made the same error again-again, I am so-so ashamed. I set up branch routes to where the lunar Chakra should be, and it has poured energy there-there instead of cycling it through the other seven. Still, a bond has been established between the sea-sea of rampaging energy and your own lunar Chakra, Akio. I believe I can tame it and create a sort of false Chakra for now-now. She should make it through this unharmed.”

“Oh thank God. You are the best as always, Shaeula.” My bro said, taking Eri-chan’s hand again and squeezing it reassuringly. Eri-chan returned a smile, so achingly pure and beautiful despite being so weary that I was mesmerised for a second, blushing. Wow, Eri-chan is my childhood friend and big bro’s lover. Don’t go getting crazy now… still, I guess becoming a woman really does make you beautiful, if It’s with someone you love. Lucky, I’m jealous…

“It was my error, I shall fix it no-no matter the cost!” Shaeula insisted, taking Eri-chan’s other hand in her small one.

“I haven’t heard your answer. What will you do now?” my bro said, jolting me out of my reverie.

“About these strange powers? It’s obvious. I want to help you, Eri-chan too. No matter the danger, we remember how you saved us from the dog. Our days of letting you shed blood for us as we cower are over, right Eri-chan… oh, wait, you are now my sister in truth, right? Can I call you Eri, like my bro does? You can call me Aiko too, if it isn’t too embarrassing for you.”

“I don’t mind… Aiko. Wow, that is embarrassing, isn’t it?” Eri smiled.

“So, in that case… if you truly want to step into this world, knowing what risk it entails, then I can't stop you. But you have to follow my orders and keep margins of safety at all times. Shaeula and I have come too close to death too many times in just a short month.”

“Oh, I think we need to hear about this so we can scold you pair, right… Eri?” Wow, feels weird without the honorifics, but I feel closer to her than ever…

“Yes, I’ll never allow you to die, my Akio!” Eri insisted.

“Fine, you can learn from our mistakes at least. I guess Shaeula was right too, strengthening you before you run into problems is the right decision.”

“And I have-have succeeded!” Shaeula suddenly piped up. “The rampaging energies have been contained. I fear Eri and I shall be-be spending the night trying to fully balance her Chakras but the worst-worst is over.”

I’m so relieved, big bro too. “In that case… how about we drink the night away? I don’t even care if I’m sick tomorrow anymore, tonight has been enough of a shock for me to last a lifetime. And shit bro, put on more damn clothes. And cover Eri too, be a gentleman!”

My brother chuckled. “Yeah, I should.” As he covered the naked and sweat-slicked Eri with a blanket, firming up my decision not to sleep in that bed ever again, he turned to me. “Now you know about aether, I can probably heal your hangover as long as you drink plenty of water. Just don’t drink so much you get alcohol poisoning and it should be fine.”

“Oh, a practical use of magic, eh? Cool. Well, we have a long night ahead of us then, right? Time to party, we have to celebrate big bro and Eri’s eternal commitment, right?”

Laughter filled the room, tired but happy, and I felt that all was right with the world again…


One Hundred And Six – Contains Status – Eri 1


“Iguess this is the beauty of staying in a very expensive suite room. Twenty-four hour room service.” I poured my sister another glass of champagne from the fresh bottle that I had brought to us. “Of course, you definitely pay for convenience.”

“I don’t find that convincing coming from someone who has two bags stuffed full of money just lying about their room.” my sis retorted, taking a sip. “So why’d you fetch it from outside? The poor guy looked put out until you tipped him.”

“Oh come on.” I snorted. “You think I can let him come in? This place smells like a damn brothel.”

“And just how do you know what a brothel smells like, eh big bro? You haven’t been keeping secrets from us, have you?”

“It was a figure of speech, all right? You know I’m not interested in that sort of thing.” I responded, protesting my innocence, only to be met by a vicious grin from my sis.

“I know, I’m just messing with you. I think you owe me that much after tonight, right bro? If I was to tell our dad just what you got up to here…” She winked at me slyly.

“I get it, I do. This wasn’t the time or the place for… for Eri and I. I said I’m sorry, didn’t I?”

“Yeah well, I’ll have you both make it up to me. Shaeula too. I thought I was safe out here, and then…” She flushed, covering her embarrassment by taking a long sip of the champagne. “Hey, this is really good. Did you get an expensive one?”

I had to smile at her reaction. But yes, it was expensive. “Only the best for my very forgiving sister. So anyway, you wanted to ask me some questions, right? I suppose I can answer them while Shaeula works on Eri." I had dressed myself in casual clothing, and Shaeula had helped the exhausted Eri put on pyjamas. They were now using the small bed I slept on in the other bedroom, Shaeula working intensely on stabilising the wildly overloaded Chakra network Eri had awakened through our love-making and Kin Bonding.

“Wow, oh where to begin? I have so many questions, they’ve been running through my mind non-stop all week. It’s good school hasn’t restarted yet, or I’d have flunked my entrance exams, and it would have been your fault that everyone would have said I was a dumbass. Anyway, first I guess…” Her gaze went to the closed door, behind which Eri and Shaeula were working. “… just how the hell does this Chakra stuff even work? I mean, if it was as easy as just the visualisation exercises Shaeula makes us do, then magical girls and wizards would be everywhere, right? Come on, explain it to me bro, you should know.”

I sure wish it was that simple. Wow, this champagne is really good… Taking a drink I nodded. “Oh, there is more to it, I’m sure. I guess I’ll have to start from what I’ve been told by Shaeula, and also priests and Kami from the shrines.”

“Hold on, back up. You’ve spoken to Kami? Like, actual, honest-to-goodness real Gods? Wow, that’s… I can’t even deal.”

“I don’t see why you are so shocked. I think Shaeula is close enough to what we would call a Kami, isn’t she? I’ve not met a major God from myth or anything like that… but we are getting off topic. Basically, and get ready, for I struggled to process this one myself… our ideas of history seem to have some major flaws.”

“Not just history, science too, I’d say. Hey, you think if I wrote a paper on all this I could win a Nobel prize or something? The first Nobel prize-winner in magic… sounds cool, huh?”

“I think you might be drunk.” I reached out and put my hand on her forehead, trickling in aether. As she shivered as warmth permeated her, I carried on talking. “Anyway, it seems that up until around fifteen-hundred years ago, give or take, there was a lot more spiritual presence to the world. I don’t want to make it too complicated, but there is at least one more reality that is connected to our own, called the Astral, as opposed to where we live, the Material. And it used to be overlapping far more than it does now, so a lot of tales of Faeries, Yōkai, Kami and sorcerers… they had some basis in truth.”

“I see. So something changed, right?” she asked, leaning into my hand.

“Yeah. I’m not sure what, but it seems that humans started persecuting those that had powers or were spiritual beings. There were wars and horrible genocides on both sides… but in the end it seems humanity won out. Whether that caused the Astral to recede from the Material, or it was this recession that weakened the mystical and emboldened us humans… well, unless we find someone or something old enough and wise enough to ask, we can’t know for certain.”

“It’s just like a manga.” My sister sighed. “It still doesn’t answer my question about how it all works though.”

“Uh, spiritual power seems to be connected to the Astral… well, the Boundary, we call it now, the point where the edge of the Astral and our Material worlds meet. As it has declined, so have the abilities of those born with special powers. It may shock you, but magic did exist still, even before this, even if Kana-chan does say it’s pathetic, its only use to get you captured and dissected as a guinea pig in some underground laboratory.”

“Okay, that’s cool and all, but who is Kana-chan? Is this another one of your girls, big bro? You’ve committed to Eri now, best get rid of any temptations hanging around!” My sister pouted, though there was a mischievous glint in her eyes.

“It’s nothing like that. She’s a shrine maiden at the shrine near my house in Tokyo, and she’s from a long bloodline of mystics. Her gift is the ability to see spiritual strangeness, so she spotted us one day and from there I was introduced to the shrine.”

“Got a thing for shrine maidens, haven’t you bro, you big perv. That one at our shrine too. Though I bet Eri would look gorgeous in a shrine maiden cosplay. You’d like to see that, wouldn’t you bro? I bet you’d have her in bed in… ugh, oh God, now I’m thinking of that again! My poor brain!”

Actually, yes I certainly would. Shrine maiden attire looks best on traditionally beautiful Japanese girls, and Eri fits the bill perfectly. But that’s for another time… “Cheer up sis, I said I’d make it up to you. Tomorrow you can go wild when we go shopping.”

“I’ll hold you to that, bro. Anyway, you were just telling me about your insatiable lust for shrine maidens…”

“No, I don’t think I was. But… it turns out that the shrines have been keeping the bloodlines of those who can use mystic abilities from disappearing. They have almost no power, but it does tie in to what you’ve asked me, I think. Anyway, the shrines that do have old blood, going back to fifteen-hundred years ago when everything changed, they keep in contact with each other, and so that’s why I’m now heavily involved with them. Not to hit on girls, okay?”

“I guess I’ll believe you. for now, anyway. So, sum it up for me bro, I’ve heard a lot of interesting history, but not much about how magic works?”

“Well, I think that those who have mystical abilities have a rudimentary Chakra network already. I think we all have the potential within us, but without a functioning root Chakra we can’t draw in any energy to stimulate it. So Shaeula uses her own aether, which is what we call the form of the energy we use, to kickstart your root. From there on you do the exercises to draw in aether from the surroundings, gradually activating the rest of your Chakras. After all, the Astral, from where aether flows down into the Boundary and then a trickle comes to the Material, seems to be a realm of the mind. Your strength of mind, insight and mental image are what gives aether form and compels it to act.”

“I see. That… kind of does make sense. It’s a little similar to the stages of Kyūdō, I thought that before. Although I’m only at the second stage, and even then only sometimes. When I am in that zone, where the arrow truly pierces the target, the Kanteki, it feels a bit like when I am drawing in this aether, like Shaeula taught us.”

“Maybe Kyūdō is a technique inheriting some spiritual knowledge? I daresay you’ll only get better as you train. Anyway, with Shaeula’s eyes able to detect problems as they arise, I think it’s very likely you’ll be able to use aether eventually. I remember when Shaeula looked at the work Exposition-san had done activating my network, she was disgusted at how poor a job it was. Apparently if you draw in too much and your network isn’t properly constructed, it can cause you great damage. Strange really.” I mused. “Exposition-san said that they could have given me more power to start with, but that would limit my growth in the future. You’d think they’d have done a better job of it, then… or maybe Shaeula is just really particular about what makes a functioning Chakra network? I don’t know, unfortunately…”

“That’s all very well bro.” My sister leaned in, having emptied her champagne. “And I think I get it now, but you also said you were almost killed tonight earlier, so how about we talk about that, huh? You’ve been trying to keep us safe, but haven’t followed your own advice, eh? Well, why don’t you tell your very loving little sister all about it?”

Oh yeah, I did mention that. Still, you’d be more convincing if the front of your pyjamas weren’t covered in stains…
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“I believe we have-have succeeded.” Shaeula led Eri out into the lounge area. “For now the network has been stabilised, the Chakras in harmony, if rather strangely formed. Still-still…” she continued, looking over Eri with her glowing amber eyes once more. “If she does not-not regularly draw in aether to strengthen herself, and continually adjust her Chakras until they normalise, I fear-fear she may damage her subtle body.”

“Thanks a lot, Shaeula.” Eri thanked her, bowing to her and then wincing, her legs twitching. She then walked over to me stiffly, her gait strange and bow-legged. Sitting down beside me she leaned against me, her hair now down and tickling me. “Sorry to worry you, Akio. I’ll be fine now.”

Pulling her into a hug I kissed her gently, this time just a brief peck on her lips. “It’s my job to worry about you, isn’t it? Anyway… you were walking a bit stiffly. Does it still hurt?”

She nodded. “A bit. It still…” She looked down shyly then, reddening once more. “…it still feels like something is inside me.”

“I’ll help.” I let my aether flow into her, repairing the damage our first time had caused, at least a little. She moaned, feeling an itching inside as her body slowly healed itself with the aether. Her body heat was transmitted through the thin cloth we were wearing, and I found myself thinking back to our lovemaking, getting aroused again. Eri shifted, flustered, but my sis and Shaeula were quick to shoot me down.

“No! bad bro, bad! Eri needs rest, and I need time to recover from the trauma!” My sis protested loudly.

“You can not-not be reckless with her now.” Shaeula also stopped me. “Should you pour more energy into her through your Bonds, my efforts will be wasted and her safety may-may be imperilled.”

The thought of hurting her immediately dampened my ardour and I nodded. “Sorry Eri.”

“Don’t be sorry, I’m just happy you want me.” she answered, smiling sweetly despite her discomfort. Hell, she’s such an angel. Now I’ve moved beyond seeing her as a little sister, a young girl, to seeing her as a woman, her charms are blasting my resolve non-stop!

“I would-would ask that you use your Kin Examination skill upon Eri.” Shaeula said. “My eyes can see-see much, but a different perspective might also prove helpful.”

“All right.” I nodded. “This might feel a little strange, but it isn’t harmful, okay?” I held her hand.

“You can see anything of mine you want to.” Eri agreed, smiling coyly. “After all, you’ve seen everything on the bed.”

All right then. I concentrated, and as aether left me silvery letters formed, spelling out Eri’s status for me. I’m shocked it worked, I guess this proves she has entered the battle for the future of Earth. I’m worried for her, but also happy she can stand at my side and I don’t have to keep secrets anymore…

[Mori Eri] [Bonded Kin]
[Material Statistics]
Might                    30
Fortitude               29
Intellect                 73
Resilience             38
Alacrity                 60
Precision               60
Aether                   93
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune
Majesty
Charm                   2
???                         1
Determination
Foresight
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
White Cord Rank 1
Crude Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 1
Unstable Lunar Chakra Rank 1
[Unique Skills]
Lovers’ Link Rank 1
[Level] 0/3


I was surprised by several things when I checked her stats, trying to concentrate, ignoring the pleased sounds Eri was making in my arms. “It’s like… he is peering into my very soul…” She was muttering to herself, enraptured by the experiences happening to her one after the other.

Firstly, her Material Statistics were… I always knew she was smart, she has a better Intellect than I started with, I’m feeling a little inadequate… but as expected, her physical stats were poor. What surprised me though was her rather high Alacrity. I wouldn’t have expected Eri to have talent in that area…

She also seemed to have some Intangible Statistics already, which seemed odd. But they weren’t that high so I guessed it didn’t matter. But the most puzzling of all.

She has a Level cap of three? How? And this Skill, Lovers’ Link… On inspecting it I had my answer.

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. It also strengthens the potential of the Bonded pair, allowing their maximum Level to increase by a portion of the other’s current Levels. It also ??????? ??????? ???????? ???????? and as it strengthens ?????? ??????? ??????.


Damn, question marks again, still… that skill, it’s really great, but also somehow really embarrassing. As I felt the conflicting emotions, Shaeula was looking at me expectantly.

“Well-well, speak of what you have learned.” She arched an eyebrow sardonically at me.

“I’m curious too, you don’t mind, do you Eri?” my sis asked, and she shook her head.

“Of course not. We are all the best of friends here… and besides.” Eri smiled shyly. “I think I’ve shared something way more embarrassing with you both tonight.”

As I read out what I could see, my sis snorted. “This is just like a video game. How does that even work?”

“No idea.” I confessed. “I think it's the Skill I got from Exposition-san, which turns everything into a system I find easy to understand, which helps me grow stronger. They did say that if they gave me too much strength it would hamper my growth, so that’s my surmise. Plus it comes with Appraisal, which is a standard cheat skill in these tales, right? Although mine is determined to hide any useful information under a whole bunch of damn question marks…” I coughed to cover my embarrassment as I ranted on a sore subject for me.

“Anyway…” I continued. “Without knowing what powers other Astral Emperor candidates have, I can’t be sure. Maybe they all have a system like this and I got cheated? I’ve only met the one so far, and I don’t know his powers, although…” I smiled maliciously. “After he tried to kill me, I really want to go and bust up his Territory to teach him a lesson. Getting away with the money wasn’t enough, I won that despite his massive amount of cheating!”

“Yes, I believe we should teach him a lesson indeed-indeed, as a warning to him.” Shaeula nodded, then her gaze turned on me, amber eyes looking predatory, more like a lion’s than a weasel’s. “That skill, Lovers’ Link. I have been stuck at level five-five for quite some time. I believe if I was to acquire this Skill, the extra…”

“Oh no you don’t.” My sis rapped her on the head with her knuckles, stopping her tirade. “I know where you are going with this, but you are not having sex with my bro too. Not today!”

“I do not-not see the problem. Eri would forgive me for this, would you not-not? It is for our growth.”

“Shaeula… dear…” Eri said, her voice bright yet brittle. “I don’t think it would be appropriate. Akio is my boyfriend, not yours, and if you do sex purely for gain, it is nothing but prostitution. A princess shouldn’t be a whore now, should she?”

Uhh… that’s so… I can’t believe Eri said that…

“Wow, oh my God, sick burn Eri. But… even I think… that’s kind of harsh…” My sister agreed with me, biting her lip, feeling bad for Shaeula, I imagined.

Shaeula tilted her head, puzzled. “It would not-not be purely for gain though, would it? I would not-not offer myself to any other purely for this. I find Akio rather splendid after all…”

“The answer is still no!” Eri snapped, grasping me tight. “We’ve only just given each other our virginities, so now is not the time for this, all right?”

“Very well-well, you are rather fraught right now, I concede.” Shaeula shrugged. “Another time perhaps.”

Eri’s face says ‘no’, but at least we are off this topic…

“I believe that when we punish the fool-fool who attacked you, master, we should take Eri along with us-us. It should be of little difficulty for her to gain-gain those Levels while under our protection, and the strengthening would make her network more-more stable, I have little doubt.” Shaeula offered a suggestion, and Eri jumped in.

“You’ll protect me, won’t you Akio? I’ll be safe with you, and if I can see the world that you see… I’d do anything for that. We’ve promised each other our everything, remember, and this strange world is also a part of your life now.”

If it is just gaining a few Levels… “Not on the Territory assault, you’ll have to return before that but… getting you to Level three should be fine.”

“I love you Akio!” She kissed me again, this time deeply, and I reflexively started groping her, leading to hot sighs leaking from her lips.

“Hey, stop that, you can’t right now, remember! Besides, you forgot I exist again!” Aiko was annoyed and rather drunk, finishing off another glass of champagne. “I’m left out again. I’m starting to feel really upset, you know.” And with that her eyes filled with moisture. “Now even Eri gets to go with you, while I’m stuck all alone… it isn’t fair. I want to be with you too, big bro, Eri, Shaeula…” She sniffled noisily, a few small tears leaking out of her downcast blue eyes.

Disentangling myself from Eri, who nodded reassuringly at me, I walked over to my sis and patted her head in consolation. “Oh come on sis, we aren’t excluding you. I’d take you in a heartbeat if I was able to, you know that, right?” Is there another way to accelerate her growth? Hmm, there is one, but…

“I’ve an idea, it isn’t going to be easy but…”

Before I could finish my sis gasped drunkenly. “Wait, big bro, you can’t mean…? No, no, no!” She flushed crimson and scuttled back out of my grasp. “We are brother and sister, we can’t do that. Wow, that’s just … ewww. I’m flattered you’d go that far for me, and if you weren’t my big bro moonstone I’d totally think about it, but… and what about Eri? It’d be cheating on her! We can’t have sex bro, no way, lecher, pervert, cheater!”

We all watched her dumbfounded as she rattled on, before she paused, realising she had completely misunderstood. With a groan she hid her face, lying face down on the sofa, kicking her legs like a toddler. “Just kill me okay? Please? I don’t know what came over me…”

“I do, you are absolutely hammered.” I sighed. “Me, do something so base with my beloved little sis sapphire?” I stole and reversed her usual putdown, inflection and tone perfect. “No way. Seriously, keep up with your training, and when my Territory upgrades… I think I can find a way to help.”

“Fine. I’ll hold you to that, bro. And sorry again. I know you aren’t a cheater. Just a lecher and a pervert.”

As we laughed at my sis and her attempts to lighten the mood after her implosion, I shared the last bottle of champagne with Eri and Shaeula, and we talked and joked until tiredness inevitably dragged them down, my sis passed out on my bed in a drunken stupor, Eri sleeping quietly in my arms. As I carried her gently to bed and tucked her in, Shaeula watched me with a solemn expression.

“I find myself very-very pleased to be here, master. With you, Eri and Aiko. I would not-not want you to forget that, nor mistake my motives. I do not-not deny I perhaps was rather too greedy at the thought of being able to strengthen myself, but-but…” She paused, and her eyes met mine, her gaze serious and pure. “… I am no harlot, offering my body to gain favour or rewards. I say it now-now, and I mean it, I swear upon my Oaths and the Throne of the Seelie itself, you are the only-only male I desire.”

It was impossible to look away, or somehow pretend I didn’t understand. But… I have Eri now, and…

My unproductive words were cut off by the feel of her soft lips on mine, as she stood on tiptoes to reach my face. I blinked for a moment, shocked, and she pulled away, running her fingers over her now wet lips. “Mmm, that was indeed quite-quite something, I can see why Eri likes it so.”

Before I could protest, Shaeula grinned at me. “Small compensation for my aid in repairing the damage to Eri. I shall content myself with this for now-now, and surely Eri cannot begrudge me this small-small favour.”

I think she can… but, I guess I can’t pretend I don’t understand Shaeula’s flirtations any more. The dense protagonist route is too hard, when the girl kisses you and says you are the only man she wants, it’s impossible to twist it to anything but love, isn’t it? For now… for now though, the best thing is to stay as we are. I am not going to hurt Eri, I promised. So… Lost in thought I gestured to my side. “It’s a couple of hours until dawn. We don’t need much sleep with our stats, so did you want to watch the sunrise with me?”

Shaeula nodded, coming over and taking my hand in hers. “I would like that, Akio. I would like that very-very much.”


One Hundred And Seven


After watching the sunrise with alcohol in hand, Shaeula and I had spent an amiable few hours just relaxing while Eri and Aiko were sleeping. We could easily manage a few days without sleep, and the plane journey back the next day would be a perfect time to catch up on our rest.

I was idly watching a show on TV, barely paying any real attention, Shaeula beside me on the sofa, when our room phone rang. Standing, I quickly picked it up.

“Hello? Can I help you?” I said, and after a moment came the reply from the receptionist.

“Good morning Mr Oshiro, I hope I didn’t wake you?”

“No, it’s fine, go on.”

“Oh, in that case, you have some visitors. There’s a group of staff from Chase here to see you. Can I send them up?”

What? Chase? It doesn’t ring any bells… oh, wait. “Would that happen to be a bank?”

“Yes, Chase Bank.” The receptionist confirmed. “They said that they had an appointment with you this morning. I can send them away if you want…” She sounded a little worried.

“No, it’s fine. A friend of mine arranged an appointment for me, but he forgot to tell me with which bank. Send them up, I’ll handle it, and sorry for the trouble.” As I hung up I frowned. I guess Buck did what he said he would. I glanced at the two big holdalls full of money. I guess it does make sense to do something with the cash, I can’t exactly take on more than fifty kilograms of dollars in carry-on luggage…

A couple of minutes later there was a knock on our door, and I opened it carefully, after gesturing for Shaeula to remain on the sofa, but to be ready. They probably are the bankers that Buck was going to send me, but there’s still a small chance that it might be a ploy from that bastard at the casino. He should have overheard me telling Buck where I was staying…

“Good morning. You would be Mr Oshiro, I presume? I have come from Chase Bank’s outreach department, Midas Gold. Here is my business card.” A woman was outside, flanked by two very burly men in sharp suits, carrying large briefcases and several bits of equipment I didn’t recognise. The woman herself was quite tall, her dark brown hair pulled tight into a bun, her stern face complimented by round, horn-rim glasses and light make-up. She looks like the spitting image of one of those governesses you’d see in the old British dramas my mother used to import. Well, apart from the suit that is… She was wearing a black suit and white shirt, one that I could tell at a glance was way more expensive than the ones Shaeula and I had.

Taking her business card I apologised that I didn’t have my own on me, which was a failure as a Japanese man. She merely waved it aside professionally. Looking down at the card as I gestured for her to come in, I saw that in gold lettering it had her name and position.

‘Jennifer Connors, Chase Bank Outreach, Account Manager, Midas Gold’

“Sorry to bring you over so early on the weekend.” I apologised. “But Buck… that is Mr Kelly, I guess… he insisted, saying I’d be foolish not to consider proper financial planning. Can I offer you a drink or anything?”

“I’m afraid I must decline.” Jennifer said primly, further reinforcing the strict governess image. She wasn’t particularly pretty, but she was striking in her own way. “I need to keep a clear head at work. As for the inconvenience… I am an Account Manager for Midas Gold, the personal touch is to be expected, and to be honest I owe Mr Kelly quite a bit.” She gestured, and the two men set down their burdens before retreating outside the room, standing guard in the hallway.

“Back when I was working for a different department at JP Morgan, I was having a very bad run of luck. And then a man crossed my office door, with a failing business he had taken a gamble on. No other bank or department would stump up the funds that he requested to turn that chain around. But I liked his proposal, and was also ready to take a risk to vanquish my own failing luck. And after that, the rest is history, as they say. Kelly’s Rest is one of the biggest chains of Irish Bars in the whole of the USA, and plans to expand overseas are well under way. I made up for my losses, and was shifted to Chase Bank, as one of the managers of the Midas Gold programme. I’ve worked with Mr Kelly for a long time now, and occasionally he has sent people my way. And he is seldom mistaken.” She looked at the bags of cash that were lying carelessly in the room. “Mr Kelly has seen something in you, call it an instinct. Ordinarily, your holdings are a bit below what we could consider for Midas Gold, as our clients tend to have at least ten million dollars, quite often much more. Still… as a favour and betting on your future prospects … here we are.”

Shaeula had given up listening half-way, leaving all the financial stuff she didn’t understand to me, muttering something about it ‘being beneath a princess to grumble about money-money.’, which earned her a strange look from Jennifer.

“Well, I do appreciate this, and yeah, while I don’t have ten million right now… I’m hoping to expand in the future.” I bowed to her politely, and shook her outstretched hand.

“Very well then, to work it is. I understand you have substantial winnings you need to find a home for? If you were to put it in your native account, the tax rate in Japan goes from thirty to as high as fifty-five percent, which would severely compromise your capital. Instead, if you set up a specialist international account with Chase Midas Gold, and declare your income in a certain way…” She talked technical terms for a few minutes. “… you can end up paying only fifteen to eighteen percent to your government and the rest remains as your principal. In addition, Midas Gold offers currency swaps with no commission and market rate, amongst other services, so you won’t be stung on the conversion fees. Which I’m sure you will find welcome, no?”

Damn, she really knows her stuff. “Sure, that’s right. By the way, can you also set up an account for Shaeula here? She has a cheque from the Bellagio she needs to cash…”

“No need.” Shaeula waved at us from her sofa. ”I leave all-all the money to you, master. I do not-not wish to be bothered so, I shall merely tell you when I require something.”

Jennifer nodded, a little surprised, since she had heard from Buck that the cheque was sizeable. “Of course, we can most certainly do that, but I will need your identification and signature on various documents.” She retrieved some paperwork from her bag. Handing it to Shaeula, who looked at it mournfully, I laughed and promised to help her with it.

“In that case, I shall start counting the money.” Fetching one of the devices the burly bank staff had brought, it turned out to be an automated counter for dollars, that could rapidly assess the notes and assay the value. As it whirred away, Jennifer feeding in piles of bills, I went through the paperwork with Shaeula.

As we were finishing up the door to one of the bedrooms opened, and my sister came staggering out, still in her pyjamas, looking pale and sickly. Seeing me her dull eyes brightened a little as she staggered over, turning green. “Bro, bro! I’m dying, please… fix me, fix me!”

“Sure, give me a minute. But… we’ve got guests, so… you might want to put on more clothes.” I warned her. Her pyjamas did cover her fully, but they were still stained, and did highlight her curves. My sister paused for a second, before noticing Jennifer. Luckily the guards were still outside the room so they couldn’t see.

“Wow, uh… yeah, ah … sorry.” My sister spun and staggered back into her room. Jennifer raised a disapproving eyebrow at me and I shrugged apologetically. “I know she shouldn’t drink, but she’s very excited to be on holiday, so… anyway, sorry I’ll go take her some water and painkillers, I’ll be right back.”

“As you wish.” Jennifer answered. She had filled several briefcases with money, passing them out to the staff she had brought with her.

Entering the room I could see that Eri was still sleeping, a peaceful expression on her face, while my sis was pulling a long cardigan over her pyjamas. I handed her the water, which she took gratefully, gulping away, as I trickled aether into her body, allowing it to flush out the toxins and dull her pain.

“Oh wow, that’s so much better bro. Thanks. I felt wretched when I woke up. It seemed like a good idea to drink at the time, but now…”

“That’s how the hangovers creep up on you, trust me, I know.” I agreed. “Booze is great until the next day… Anyway, I’m sorting out our money issues, so you can stay in your room or sit with Shaeula?”

“I’ll come and play with her.” My sister said, looking at Eri, her expression warm and proud. “After all, we should let Eri rest. I remember some brute really gave it to her last night, didn’t he?”

“Guilty as charged!” I raised my hands in mock-surrender. “Eri sure does look happy lying there though.”

“I should hope so!” My sis snorted as we left the bedroom, shutting the door behind us. “She’s finally one with the man she’s always loved. I could have done without hearing the whole damn thing, or seeing what came after, but… I’m happy for her. For you too bro. You do make a great couple. Still, I bet someone is jealous.”

Shaeula snorted. “I am more-more than satisfied to see my master and Eri united.”

“Wow, so magnanimous…”

As the two girls bantered I retrieved more of our winnings. I kept a hundred thousand dollars for today, but added the rest to the pile. As it was sorted Jennifer let out an impressed exclamation. Makes sense, over the weekend we did win rather a lot…

“Surprisingly, you haven’t fallen much short of the ten million after all.” she observed, as she ran the cheque through another piece of kit, adding it to the next case. Taking out a laptop she began entering some details. Soon she had printed out documentation and given me a sleek black bank card, with golden lettering proclaiming I was a client of Midas Gold.

“When I return to the bank I’ll sort out your tax liabilities and forward the funds to a holding account to make paying your government easier. I suspect you are looking at one point six million dollars, or roughly a hundred and sixty million yen at current exchange rates. Still, it is a much more pleasant figure than the liabilities if you had merely repatriated the dollars.”

“Wow, that’s… just the tax bill? You’re rich now, aren’t you bro? Damn I’m so jealous of Eri all over again.”

“Don’t be. You know I’ll look after you and our parents. Uncle and auntie too. I’m not heartless. Oh, speaking of… is it possible to get bank cards made up for Shaeula, my sister and another girl? Call it a limit of fifty thousand dollars or the yen equivalent?”

“Fifty thousand?” my sister choked. “You said we could have twenty-one thousand…”

“Well, the plan has changed. Since our money is of a higher scale. But don’t waste it all, okay? There won’t be any more until my next venture takes off.”

“I can do that, of course. I’ll need their ID again.” Jennifer answered, and I sent Aiko to retrieve Eri’s. Soon three more bank cards were made, these blue, signifying they were linked to a main account. My sis was holding hers, inspecting it dreamily, muttering about how much money she was holding…

“So, how much do I owe you for these services?” I asked, and Jennifer shook her head, as she gave the last of the equipment back to the burly staffers, who were now carrying my money.

“We are treating it as merely a time investment in a potential new success. Midas Gold is prepared to take a risk rather than let a future golden goose get away. We also have international branches, including in Japan. There are ones in Tokyo, Osaka, Nagoya and other major cities. I have the card here for Midas Gold in Tokyo. Contact this man should you need any assistance.” She handed me another business card, which I kept. “We also have connections to legal, real estate and other industries. Mr Kelly thinks you’ll go far, so feel free to use our services for your next venture…” As she had finished packing up she asked me one final question. “So, what is your next step? I understand you seem to have great fortune, but luck always betrays you in the end. How will you be investing your gains?”

My sis was also interested in this, and she perked up, listening closely.

“Well…” I allowed. “I have a quite expansive long term strategy…” Investing in my Territory, not that I can explain that… “But to start with, I have contacts in a very… traditional… industry who have a large amount of unrealised Tokyo land, which I am hoping to acquire and develop for a steal. Being in business I think you can appreciate the land shortage in Tokyo.” Shirohebizumi shrine has a ton of land around it… and when other shrines see what I plan…

“I see. Real estate. It certainly is a growth market, with potential for explosive gains in prime areas. And if you think that you have access to some at a decent price…” she nodded. “Interesting. I can see that Mr Kelly was right to bring you to my attention, Mr Oshiro.” She held out her hand again, and we shook once more. “If your project bears fruit and you need to invest your gains, call us and we’ll make sure to maximise your portfolio. Anyway, do enjoy the rest of your vacation, and pass on my best regards to Mr Kelly when you see him later.”

With that Jennifer and the staff from the bank left, leaving us alone once more.


One Hundred And Eight


“So…” My sister put away the bank card in her purse, her hands trembling a little. “…what are we doing today then? You said we were going to go shopping for souvenirs, but that won’t take all day, will it?”

“I did have one event organised, but that is in the early afternoon, so we have plenty of time yet. I guess we’ll wait for Eri to wake up, get some room service, then see where the day takes us. We are heading home early tomorrow, so we have to make all the memories we can today, right?”

“Sure, but… it won’t be the last time, will it big bro?” my sister asked. “This has been really fun, and I’m grateful, but now I’ve tasted this life, I’d be sad if I never got to do it again… save me from that cruel fate, bro!” Aiko leapt over and hugged me. “I’ve become accustomed to luxury! You’ve ruined me, so take responsibility!”

“Akio is already taking responsibility for Eri. He has none-none left for you!” Shaeula snickered. “Besides… you are his sister, I believe he can not-not marry you, by mortal laws, foolish though they are.”

“Wow, I knew you didn’t forget my mistake last night, but to think you’d be so mean. Big bro…” She turned to me, putting on a whiny voice. “Shaeula is bullying me!”

As we laughed and played around Shaeula asked me how much money I had left on me. I pulled out a hundred thousand dollars and she smiled. “There is one of these casino places in this hotel, is there not-not?” she asked. “We may as well have some fun while we wait for Eri to wake. I shall send her a text to let her know to call us when-when she rises.”

“I think you might be addicted.” My sis warned. “But I guess we do need to kill some time. Let me have a quick wash and I’ll get changed. You… you two should probably wash too… you reek of… ugh, don’t make me say it…”

“We should all go in together. I shall wash-wash your back for you.” Shaeula offered magnanimously.

“You can, but not big bro! I haven’t bathed with him since elementary, and I’m not starting again now!”

“I do not-not understand.” Shaeula was puzzled. “You were fine yesterday, were you not-not?”

“Oh, wow.” My sister buried her head in her hands and let out a long, painful groan. “I made the same mistake again. I’m sorry, I don’t know what’s up with me! I thought you meant… naked. That’s it. I will accompany you to the bath Shaeula, and you can drown me. I need to die to forget my shame!”

“You seem to have much on your mind since last night. Perhaps it was rather too-too stimulating for you?” Shaeula grinned, patting her gently. “But death is not-not necessary. Akio thinks no less of you, I am sure-sure.”

With that we had a quick wash in the hot-tub, in our swimwear of course, and after changing we headed down to the casino. My sis watched from some seats outside the gaming floor, while Shaeula and I headed for the tables, fifty thousand each in hand.

Is it me though, or are people looking at us? I can hear them whispering too. Focusing my superior hearing I could make out them calling Shaeula ‘That girl who won the slots jackpot’ and me as ‘the guy on a mad heater the other night’. I guess word travels fast. At this rate we’ll be barred from all the casinos on the strip. Lucky this is our last day…

We both attracted a crowd, and freshly blessed by the fortunate winds again we both won regularly, and those that followed us also profited. Still, security were keeping an eye on us almost from the start, so I settled for winning a quick twenty thousand, and went to drag Shaeula away from her sport. As people begged her to stay I had to apologise, saying we were going to meet our family, and it was good timing, because we received a text from Eri saying she had woken up.

Taking Shaeula to change our chips, my twenty thousand was added to the thirty-five thousand she had won in short order. Damn, it’s so easy to win with our epic Fortune and these high-stakes tables… of course, we must be due a loss sooner or later… Although when buffed with the winds our luck was increased by roughly fifty percent, which compared to the casino house edge of less than ten percent on most games… it was as if we were running a crooked game ourselves. Speaking of crooked… tonight I am going to make that bastard regret trying to kill me. It would have been better if I could have silenced him, considering… but there was just no way… I shocked myself even considering it, but if being soft could put my family and allies in danger…

“So, how much?” my sister asked and when I told her we had made over fifty thousand in well under an hour she whistled. “Damn big bro, Shaeula. They’ll be throwing us out at this rate.”

“Yeah, I had thought the same…” I laughed, greatly amused.
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Back in our room Eri was up. “Welcome back.” she smiled at me happily. She still looked tired and was walking a little gingerly, so I quickly went and started healing her again as best I could. Giving her a kiss on the lips I bade her good morning.

“Yes, it is a good morning, isn’t it? I had such a wonderful dream, only to wake up and find it wasn’t a dream, but my life.” Her smile was truly blinding.

“Wow, still so lovey-dovey.” my sister complained. “Anyway, come on Eri, get washed up and we should go out!”

“Breakfast first!” I warned her. “Order whatever you want from room service. I’ll help Eri bathe, she’s still tired from last night.”

“No fooling around though. My mind is already messed up enough…” my sis protested. “… if I have many more misunderstandings I really will want to die!”

“I wouldn’t.” I replied. “We can’t risk Eri’s health yet. But…” I hugged her close. “I think we are intimate enough to wash each other’s bodies now.”

“You can’t be any more intimate…” my sister groused, but she agreed.

I led Eri to the bathroom, and in the large tub I cleaned her thoroughly, my hands roaming over her. She was flushed from the heat of the bath and arousal, but we contented ourselves just with kisses. Damn, somehow she seems even more beautiful than before. Is that the power of her Charm at work? No, she had me charmed before…

“Wow, hey, we can hear you getting hot in there! Bad bro, bad Eri! If you don’t come out soon Shaeula and I will eat all the food!”

Looking at each other we started giggling, and after some more hugs and kisses we got dressed and left the bathroom. My sis wasn’t kidding, as she was devouring food at a rapid pace, pouting.

“Finally. I would say ‘get a room’ but we have a room, the problem is I’m sharing it!” she shrugged. “Still, the food sure is good as always.”

I saw she had ordered top of the line stuff. Oh well, the cost doesn’t matter much anyway. As we ate my sister asked me a question that had been on her mind this morning. “So, when you talked to that banker lady, you discussed land. That’s got something to do with a shrine, right? So just what are you going to do in the future? Sooner or later you’ll not be able to raise money by gambling. Your luck right now is frightening, but still not impossible right? Someone has to keep winning big for a while, that’s statistics. But if you continue time after time… no way they won’t figure out something is up.”

“Yeah, pretty sharp, little sis.” I praised her. “This was to raise funds for the next stage of my master plan. Shirohebizumi shrine… I’m going to make it the heart of my Territory and build a training school there. At first it’ll just be people from the shrines that I have allied with, but in the future… well, let’s just say I have big plans. Real big plans.”

“And they’ll let you do that? If it’s a shrine that goes back fifteen-hundred years like you said, their land must be expensive and have historic value, right?”

“Yeah, even on the outskirts of Tokyo, that much land is worth a ton. But it’ll benefit them in the long term. And it is inevitable for knowledge of Astral Emperor candidates to get out eventually, so when it does… if we have a training school with a proven record of success, don’t you think it is something people would be willing to pay a lot for?”

“Hmm, pretty sharp bro, it sounds feasible. But are you sure you can pull it off? It’s going to be tough.”

Beside me Eri nodded. “You… you aren’t thinking of training the girls like you did with me are you?” She was smiling, but there was doubt and anger in her eyes. “I wouldn’t like that at all, no, not at all. I’m the only one you can do that with. I’m your lover!”

Her jealousy… it’s actually kind of cute, and I know she doesn’t really think I’d do that.

“Of course not Eri. Shaeula has us covered. They’ll just have to learn like my sis there will have to. Lovers’ Link is a sealed skill, have no fear. It may be on my sister's mind, but…”

“I told you to forget that!” she pouted, and again more good-natured laughter filled the suite. “Seriously though.” Aiko continued. “So Shaeula has her future sorted. And Eri… I think you’ve made up your mind about yours, haven’t you?”

Eri nodded, her arm in mine, which was making it a little bit hard to eat, but she was still feeling the need to cling to me after last night, so I let it slide. She feels so soft anyway… all my fellow otaku would condemn me to death if I complained about this…

“Yes. I’ve no wish to go to university. Once I graduate high school next spring I’ll move to Tokyo to be with Akio. I’ll work for you!” She smiled up at me. “In the day I’ll be under your care, and at night… you’ll be under mine.” Her voice dropped with embarrassment at the end, her face flushed.

“Adorable, Eri.” Shaeula tittered. “My best-best regards to you then, we shall be comrades under master!”

“So, what about you then, sis?” I asked. “I know you said you wanted to try for a Tokyo university. Money might have been putting you off before, but now I can certainly give my adorable little sis a stipend to make it work.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve been thinking…” she began slowly. “… there’s been a lot on my mind recently, thanks to you three. I’ve not come to a decision yet, but I do have an idea of what I might want to do, and how I can repay you, big bro, for always having my back.”

“You don’t need to…” I began, but she cut me off.

“Wow, annoying. I hate it when you do that, don’t you as well Eri? I bet it pisses Shaeula off too, right?”

“Indeed, he is too humble. A male should be more-more bold.”

“Right. When we tell him we are grateful for what he has done for us, it’s rude to dismiss it out of hand. We aren’t making it up, we feel that way!”

At their retorts I sighed. “Sorry. I can’t help it. It’s a guy thing, okay. Us Japanese men are too modest. But I’ll try to bear it in mind. Anyway, you were saying?”

“I think I need to discuss it with our parents, and I’d like you to be there for moral support, bro. But yeah, I’m close to a decision.”

“Well, you know I’ll back you a hundred percent. Unless it’s you are quitting school to get married to some jackass like that Kenji prick.” I made a joke, and my sis flushed, embarrassed.

“Wow no, that’s disgusting, unless I can get a guy as good as Eri did, no way…”

As we finished up our hearty breakfast I checked the time. “I guess we should be heading off soon, if we are to make it for what I have planned. But before that… there’s somewhere else I’d like to go…”


One Hundred And Nine


“So, why are we at a jewellery store, bro?” Aiko asked.

“I would have thought that would have been obvious?” I replied. “Anyway, shall we go in?” I asked the girls. Shaeula had little interest, but Eri was looking at the very expensive-looking store with sparkling eyes.

Upon entering the store a smartly-dressed man came over, to ask us what we were looking for. I answered that we were looking for rings, and at that point Eri let out a gasp. My sis shot us both a wry look. “Moving a bit quick here big bro. You aren’t doing what I think you are doing, are you?”

Ignoring the girls I asked the man where the engagement rings were. His gaze flickered over the three girls with me, no doubt wondering which one I was buying the ring for, but the way Eri was bright red and smiling hugely probably gave it away.

“I see-see. He is moving quickly indeed.” Shaeula smirked as we followed the clerk.

“Are you sure that’s smart, big bro? I mean, I don’t think you’ll dump Eri, but… you’ve only been going out a week. Still, you have known her forever, so… ugh, it’s just one shock after another this week. I know I said you were my sister now Eri, but I didn’t think he’d make it true. But hang on a minute…” she paused. “If you are seriously getting Eri an engagement ring, does that mean you are proposing? If so you are doing a really bad job. You are supposed to get the ring by yourself… uh, this is more like the big bro moonstone I love and despair over. Sorry he’s blowing your once-in-a-lifetime proposal Eri! Shaeula and I will beat him soundly later!”

The clerk looked rather bemused as we had lapsed back into Japanese. We’d been speaking English for most of the trip other than when we were in our room, out of habit since the people around us were, but now she was excited it came out naturally. Apologising to him I turned to Aiko and Eri. “Yeah, you could be right. But I wanted to make sure that whatever ring I got for you would be the one you really wanted. Is that so wrong?”

“So…” Eri muttered, barely able to meet my eyes. “You… you are proposing? I’m not misunderstanding?”

“Well, not here, sis is right and it isn’t exactly romantic. But yes, I will be. I promised your parents I’d take responsibility if something happened, didn’t I?”

“Oh…” Eri’s face fell, and Shaeula looked away, scratching at one cheek in an attempt to look uninterested. My sis was livid though, suddenly booting me in the shin. She yelped, hopping on one foot as tears sprang from her eyes.

“You moron, big bro moonstone. And just what are you made of? I think I’ve broke my toes!” She let out a shrill growl of annoyance. “You don’t even get why we are so pissed off with you, do you? I can see it in your dumb grey eyes!”

“I don’t need a ring. Let’s just go…” Eri said, deflated, and I was very confused. I thought she’d be delighted to get an engagement ring. Okay so I didn’t think I was screwing up the proposal, but even so…

“Have mercy on the poor-poor fool.” Shaeula implored them. “Expecting master to understand the hearts of females is asking for the sun not-not to shine.”

Wait, it’s that, isn’t it…? I’m not as insensitive as they think. “Look, please don’t be mad, Eri. I’m not getting it just to take responsibility, okay? I did promise uncle and auntie, but even so, even more so… didn’t we share everything last night? It’s only obvious we should take the next step, right?”

Eri paused, turning back to me. “I don’t want you pitying me, or feeling like you have to because you promised. If you do that… one day… there’ll just be regret.”

“No, it isn’t that at all.” I assured her. “I did say to uncle Mori that getting married would be way too soon, but I guess… you are more mature than I thought, and we… did that, and I do love you, and we’ll be together forever, and…” I was rambling, desperate and suddenly Eri burst out laughing, her good humour restored. Coming over she took my hand in hers.

“Oh Akio. You can be such a fool sometimes. How can you be so romantic and cool one moment, and … such a boy the next?” Looking up at me with her dark eyes she asked me again. “Are you proposing to me?”

Okay, I can get it right this time. “Yes, I am. Because I love you. But right now we are just getting the ring, I’ll do it properly later, okay?”

“Dodged a bullet there bro, you were nearly a dead man.” my sister grumbled, still rubbing at her foot. Shaeula merely chuckled darkly.

Turning to the assistant Eri spoke in English. “Gosh, I’m so embarrassed you had to see that. But please, show us the rings.”

Relieved and able to understand us again, happy that the stormy atmosphere between us had dispersed, we were taken to a sealed glass security cabinet, full of very pretty (and expensive) rings. “I guess it has to be diamonds, right, as they are forever, just like us?”

“Yes!” Eri answered brightly, her earlier sadness forgotten. “But you don’t have to spend a lot, it really is the love you put into it that counts.”

“Wow, yuck. Their love vibes are poisoning me again. Come on Shaeula, let’s leave them to it and go look at some other jewellery. Maybe big bro will buy us some as compensation for having to live through this crap…”

As they browsed the store we looked at ring after ring. Eri was heating up, smiling more and more, and as I watched I felt the same warmth. In the end she picked out a platinum ring, with three larger diamonds symbolising the past, present and future, surrounded by a river of smaller coloured diamonds. She tried it on and it fit perfectly, looking amazing. She seemed to really like it, her eyes gleaming as she studied how it looked on her. Yeah, that’s the one. Still, looking at the price she blanched and went to put it back. I guess she can’t get out of the poverty mindset the Mori household labours under. But those days are done. I want her to have the best of everything. “Wait, try that one on again.” I stopped her. She looked at me, unsure, and I gently patted her head.

“You liked that one, didn’t you? I think it looked great on you. Just try it again, put the price out of your mind, and tell me how you feel honestly. You always did like looking up at the night sky in the mountains, didn’t you? The sparkling stones remind me a bit of those skies.”

“You remembered?” Eri asked, eyes moist, and I nodded.

“Of course. How could I not? So if you like it… no hesitation. This is not a day for regrets.”

The cashier was looking at me with a trace of respect and I grinned sheepishly. As Eri slipped the ring back on her delicate finger the cashier spoke. “Yes, that really suits you. Why don’t you let your boyfriend… sorry, your fiancé, buy it? After all, a woman should only have one chance in her life to receive such a ring.”

“Fiancé?” she muttered dreamily. “Well…”

“Seriously, you know we can afford it. And I don’t want you looking at a different ring on your finger in the future, wishing you had this one. We are taking it.” With that I pulled out a bank card, but it wasn’t my new Midas Gold one, but my account from Japan. “I’ll buy it with money I’ve earned myself, not that I’ve gained here. I owe you that much.”

“A very discerning choice, sir.” The now ebullient cashier agreed.

“I love it.” Eri said, eyes wet. “I just wish I could wear it at school, but regulations say a plain band engagement or wedding ring only.”

Oh yeah, there was that. “In that case, how about that one too?” I pointed to a plain platinum band with some delicate patterned engraving. “I think it would look great on you, and you can wear it to school to show off. It’ll keep pesky flies away from my darling for sure.” I was blushing as I said such corny lines, but it was worth it as Eri melted, giggling.

“Are you jealous? I’ve only eyes for you, my Akio. But… if you are sure… I’d love it.”

“Damn right I’m sure. I love you twice as much as I did yesterday, so two rings is a snap for me!”

I paid, and my prior savings and extra earnings from all the jobs I had done in the last month vanished. As the jeweller placed the two rings in beautiful display boxes, I turned to find Shaeula and Aiko there with pendants and bracelets of their own.

“Sure I get it, I can take a hint.” And with that I paid using the Midas Gold card.

“Cheers big bro. I feel less annoyed now. especially when I imagine showing this off to those two back home.” My sis giggled maliciously. Shaeula was also likewise infatuated with the torc-style golden armlet, that she said reminded her of what nobles wore in the Seelie court. Taking the engagement rings from Eri, who pouted, I gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “Later. Like I said, I may have blundered and ruined the surprise, but at least you got the ring you wanted. I’ll try and do a proper proposal in a bit.”

With that I checked my watch. “Oh, look at the time. Shopping with girls certainly takes a while. We need to get a move on.”

“Wow. Rude.” My sister waved one hand, dismissing my words. “You were making sure you got Eri the perfect ring to make up for your earlier moonstone-class hurtful blunder. No complaining!”
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“Wow, this is damn awesome, big bro! I can forgive your many, many indiscretions, just this once!” My sister cheered as she pulled the trigger on the assault rifle she was holding. Bullets sprayed out and peppered the target, most of them hitting it in vital areas. “Damn, I’m a natural at this!”

Beside her on the next range Shaeula was firing away as well, though her shots were far less accurate than my sis was managing. Despite that, she was finding the experience fascinating. “Can you not-not make such weapons with what those dirt-grubbing canines dig up for us?” she asked, captivated by the noise and power of the rifle in her hands. “If we had-had these, our enemies would be but chaff in the breeze.”

“It isn’t that easy.” I replied, lining up my own shot. I squeezed the trigger and put a bullet right through the head of the target at long range. My second shot went through the heart of the target.

“Oh man, nice shot. You a pro?” the safety instructor asked me, impressed.

No, I just have cheat stats. “I wish.” I returned. “I’ve just got decent eyesight and steady hands.”

Eri was hesitant at first, but when Shaeula whispered something to her, she took up a pistol and was firing away. Her accuracy was actually pretty good, but her arms tired easily, so she was currently resting. Seeing me looking she smiled back. “This is interesting Akio, if a little loud. Still, Aiko really likes it, I can see why you brought us here.”

“Well, if you are going to go to America, you have to shoot some guns, right? After all, we don’t have them in Japan. I know it may not be your thing, but Aiko has been through a lot, right?”

“She sure has.” Eri nodded, a chuckle leaking from her lips. “Don’t worry though. Shaeula explained that I’d need to get used to weapons if… if I’m going to be a help to you.”

That Shaeula… “Well, technically she isn’t wrong. Anyway, why not try something larger while you are here? The instructors are pretty good. Take a leaf out of my sister's book. She’s like the female version of a Hollywood action hero right now.” She was whooping and hollering as she fired an anti-material rifle, watching it blow a hole in a car door and clean out of the other side. Yeah, this was worth the money.

“I’ll do that. And you?” she asked.

“Me? I have to make a call, so I’m stepping away for a minute. Have fun, okay?” I gestured to the instructor and he started talking to Eri about heavier guns. With that I left the noise of the range and dialled a number I had looked up earlier. “Hi, I’m interested in seeing if you have any availability for an Engagement package, around about seven? You do? Great. Can I request it then? There’ll be a party of four, obviously only two of us getting engaged though… yeah, that’s right… great. We’ll be there.”

With that task done, I returned to the range to let off some steam with an assortment of heavy weapons. My heart was racing though. Damn, ever since I finally realised how I felt about Eri, life has been a real rollercoaster of emotions. It’s no bad thing though… I know I said it was too early for thinking of marriage, but that was before last night… I’d be a fool not to grip on tight to a girl as wonderful as Eri… but to keep her, I’ll have to be strong enough that no evil can threaten us. Or rather, to make any evil that does… disappear. I looked at the gun in my hands, and then to the girls unloading onto the targets across the range. Firepower. Can I make it work…?


One Hundred And Ten


“Wow, I can’t believe they even had bows for sale.” My sis looked down excitedly at her purchase. It was an Olympic-style recurve bow, along with all the required accessories. “I don’t get why you wouldn’t let me use the card you gave me though. why give me money if you aren’t going to let me spend it, bro?”

“That money is for when you need it. This holiday is my treat so let me cover things while I’m here. I won’t always be around, will I?”

We had spent the afternoon after our fun time at the shooting range exploring all of the many shops that the Strip had to offer. We had burned through quite a chunk of the earlier winnings, but the girls had bought lots of clothes and accessories, as well as specialty items, like Aiko’s new bow. It was painful when they were shopping for underwear and swimsuits. The looks I was receiving from the staff and other shoppers… It didn’t seem fair, as I was about to be an engaged man, out shopping with my fiancée, but I suppose they didn’t know that. Guess now I’m in a relationship I’ll have to get used to it…

Still, I had to do shopping of my own, getting souvenirs for our families, as well as acquaintances such as Rika-san and Yae-san, and Karen-chan. I ended up with so much, mostly alcohol as it happened, that I had to use my phone to book us extra luggage capacity for our return flights. It sure is great finally having money, it makes so many difficult problems trivial.

What had been a little bit of a strain though was the fact that Eri seemed to be waiting expectantly. It’ll be soon, just hang on… Her gaze every time we passed a place that was even slightly romantic was quite the burden.

Seeing as the sun was slowly starting to set over the Strip, the many illuminations that adorned it like jewels beginning to spring to life, I checked my watch. Twenty past five. “I think it’s about time we took our spoils back to the hotel and then had some dinner. I’ve made us some reservations.”

“Oh, you have, have you big bro?” My sis asked slyly. “Somewhere nice and romantic, I imagine?”

“I think so. Somewhere nice at least.” I agreed. With that we hailed a taxi and returned to the hotel to quickly change, ready for our final evening in Las Vegas. I was wearing a new smart-casual outfit the girls had picked out for me, with trendy jeans and a flashy shirt, while the girls… It takes them forever to get ready…

Shaeula was first out, and she was wearing a new summer dress, a pale ivory with orange highlights. She was wearing her new armlet, as well as a pendant hanging around her neck. “So, how-how do I look? You are mesmerised, yes?”

“I don’t know about that, but you look very cute.” I agreed, and she returned a smile. Next out was my sister, also in new tight jeans and a pale blue shirt with a feminine cut and some frills, giving her a bit of a tomboy look yet still making it clear she was a pretty girl.

“Looking good there big bro!” She gave me a thumbs up, then paused, obviously waiting for my compliment, so I obliged her, advising that she looked very dashing.

Finally Eri emerged from her room, wearing a stunning white dress that she had purchased earlier. It was cut quite daringly, and she had paired it with a glittering necklace we had bought, as well as having changed her hairstyle, putting it up and pinning it with an ornate hairpin. She was looking far more mature and totally captivating. I found I was staring despite myself.

My sis coughed to snap me out of my delirium as Eri flushed under my searching gaze, and I smiled, embarrassed. “Sorry Eri. You were looking so beautiful I was lost in thought there for a moment. I’m such a lucky guy.”

“Thanks.” she looked down shyly. “You look very handsome yourself, Akio.”

“Ugh, I’m being love poisoned again…” my sis complained, but her tone was light.

“Shall we go then?” Shaeula asked, and I nodded. Offering an arm to my girlfriend, we headed out, leaving for our destination.
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“You sure Shaeula and I should be here, bro? I can’t help but feel we are cramping your style.” My sis joked. “Anyway, the view sure is amazing. The food too.” She was taking pictures and videos on her phone, the view from the revolving restaurant on the observation deck of the massively high tower, the Strat, was stunning. Shaeula had been thrilled at first as well, but now she was tucking into the wide selection of food we were provided, washing it down with glasses of fine wine. I was staying off the drink though, my nerves shot.

I don’t know why I’m so nervous. Eri knows I’m going to propose, and she’s not going to say no, yet even so, my heart is racing and I feel unwell…

“We can step out bro, Shaeula saw the casino downstairs, I think she’s hungry for more than just food. Besides…” My sis looked at the array of pretty roses at our table, Eri having been given a bundle by the staff earlier, in red and pink. “… I think it should just be Eri for this. We are getting some weird looks from the other tables.”

True. When I did some research this morning this place was renowned for proposals, and we aren’t the first… Earlier a couple went through with it, earning a hearty round of applause from the onlookers as she tearfully accepted his offered ring. Eri and the girls watched with sparkling eyes, putting more pressure on me. This is harder than fighting monsters…

“You might as well enjoy the oncoming desserts.” I answered. “It’d be a shame to miss them, right?”

“That is indeed-indeed true.” Shaeula said, looking up from the remnants of her once-full plate. “I could certainly enjoy something sweet-sweet about now.”

“With what you eat you’ll get fat, Shaeula.” My sis warned, but she simply scoffed in response.

“I shall not-not gain weight, no matter how much I eat. As a Fae my form is much a creation of the mind. Mortal laws do not-not apply to it.”

“I’m so jealous.” Eri said. She hadn’t eaten much, her own nerves perhaps getting to her, though she never was a big eater like my sis or Shaeula. “I don’t want to get fat. I want to stay just how Akio likes me forever…”

Ugh, that hit me hard… so cute!

“I think you’ll be fine, Eri. My big bro is really into you. Last night should have confirmed that, right? Anyway, where the hell are those desserts? I want to get out of here…”

We continued to enjoy the rotating view of Las Vegas until our desserts came, a selection of fruits, ice creams and cakes. For a short while we busied ourselves with casual talk, making light conversation and joking at each other’s expense, until it was time. “All right then. You want to pop down to that casino for a bit Shaeula? I could see your eyes sparkle when you looked at it earlier”

“Yes, I think that is a good idea indeed-indeed. We should give these two some privacy. Besides, I shall-shall replenish the funds master has spent today!”

“I don’t really think you should be talking about gambling as if it’s a sure thing, but if it’s you I guess it makes sense.” My sis stood. “Later you two. And bro… don’t screw it up again, please? You were nearly dumped within a week earlier today, so learn from that, okay?” With that warning, delivered in a half-joking but heartfelt tone, my sis and Shaeula departed, leaving Eri and I at the table.

“Alone at last, I see.” I remarked, and Eri smiled shyly.

“Yes, we haven’t had a lot of time alone together since.. since the festival. I do love Aiko and Shaeula, and spending time with us all together is fun, but…” Her hand reached for mine and I took it. “… we are lovers now, we need our own space at times too.”

“Sure, I’ll make time for us. Next weekend I’ll visit Nishimorioka… I have to speak to your parents, mine too. I also have to pick up Marika-san, but before I take her back I can definitely spend some quality time with my girl.”

“That’ll be wonderful.” She was happy, but then a look of worry crossed her face. “I just worry my parents are going to make a big deal out of this. You know they’ve been waiting for this, Akio. I think it’s going to be… quite trying.”

“They will be my in-laws now, so I’ll grin and bear it.” I promised. “Besides, I’m more worried about my father. He explicitly warmed me not to… well… get carried away. And…”

“We got really carried away, didn’t we?” She giggled, her hand warm in mine.

We made comfortable small-talk for a while, until I could see a smartly dressed waiter heading our way, with a silver tray holding a pair of glasses, one filled with champagne, and the other with a non-alcoholic version. Also there was a familiar ornate box. Here we go then…

As the other tables saw the waiter walking our way a muttered buzz of anticipation started up, as they knew what was coming. Eri was gazing into my eyes, her dark orbs reflected in my grey, and as the waiter handed us our glasses and placed the box down on the table between us I started to feel a bit sick. Pull it together man. No backing out now, not that you want to…

With that I took the box, walked over to Eri and knelt down beside her. Speaking in English, since I felt it was only fair to share the same embarrassment as the other couple who made their proposal while we were there earlier, I took her hand once more and smiled. Opening the ring box with the other I presented it to her.

“Mori Eri, my darling childhood friend, you’ve been by my side for many years, through sunshine and storms, happy times and sad. But that’s not enough. I want you to be by my side always, hand in hand, until the sun ceases to shine, the moon is dark and the stars fall from the sky. Even under utter darkness I’ll keep holding your hand, never letting you go. Eri… will you marry me?”

“Oh Akio…” She was crying now, silvery droplets of joy. “… I’ve only ever heard those words in dreams, and when I woke up I was so terribly sad that it wasn’t real. I want to spend forever with you too, never letting you go again… yes, I’ll marry you!”

And with that I slipped the ring onto her finger and kissed her, the restaurant bursting into applause. Yeah, it’s embarrassing, but I just don’t mind…
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We spent the next hour drinking our champagne (again, non-alcoholic for Eri) and reminiscing about our happiest memories. A third couple proposed too, and we joined the applause, feeling very close to them somehow. The view over the Strip was now breath-taking, it was lit up like a celestial orrery.

After a time Shaeula and Aiko returned. Seeing us sitting next to each other, the ring sparkling on her friend's hand, my sis came over and high-fived us both. “Congrats you two. I’m happy. Seriously. If not a little jealous. Still, my big bro is finally a real man, and my best friend is now my sister in truth. So how was the proposal, did he screw it up?”

Eri shook her head. “No, it was very romantic and everything I dreamed of. Just looking at the ring, proof I’m not imagining it, I feel all warm…”

“Excellent. May your union be blessed-blessed by the full moon and fertile.” Shaeula said something which sounded a bit like a Fae benediction, and Eri blushed.

“Fertile? Uh… well it’s up to chance…”

“Yes, we heard last night. Every. Damn. Word.” my sis said flatly. “Still, enough of that. Get this bro, Eri. Shaeula got asked to leave the casino! Apparently she was winning too much, and word has gone around about you two. Since she wasn’t cheating they couldn’t take her winnings, but she’s been politely advised to not come to any casinos again and just go home. They don’t complain when people are super unlucky and lose all the time, do they?”

“I guess that’s just the way it is. So, I imagine your time was fruitful?”

“Indeed. I have secured more-more funds for you, master.” Shaeula responded proudly, puffing out her chest. “Are we done-done here? The view is spectacular, but this is our last night, we must have more to enjoy, no-no?”

I nodded. “There was one place I promised to go, to meet a new friend and repay a debt…”


One Hundred And Eleven


The bar looked as if it would fit right at home in the land of my mom, though if I remembered correctly the Brits and the Irish didn’t always get on, so I’d probably best keep that thought to myself. Loud music was coming out, full of fiddles and other exotic instruments, and drunken revellers were constantly coming and going.

“So, this is a bar?” my sis asked with great interest. “I’ve always wanted to go to one.”

“It’s certainly… loud.” Eri said, clinging onto me tightly. Her dislike of people and noisy places was present, but since she was with me, she didn’t look as afraid as she normally would have.

“Bars are supposed to be, but then I heard that the Irish and Irish-Americans really like to party.” I chuckled. “Anyway, this place is owned by Buck Kelly, the guy who sent us that banker this morning and saved us hundreds of millions of yen in taxes. The least we can do to thank him is accept his invitation gratefully, right?”

I approached the doorman, who quickly stopped us. “You look underage. ID please.” he said firmly, crossing his arms in an imposing manner.

With a smile I produced mine, and said that I was here to see Buck. For a moment the bouncer looked puzzled and then on seeing my passport his eyes lit up. “Oh yeah, The boss did say he had a couple of guests coming. If you come this way, Mr Oshiro and party.”

With that we were led inside, through the crowds of revellers who were watching a band play, fiddles, drums and whistles over rich English lyrics, singing about the fair Emerald Isle. Shaeula was particularly impressed, nodding approvingly.

“The Seelie Court often alights in that land. Though…” she continued, expression darkening. “...many-many of our fiercest Unseelie foes also hail from the Astral of that land. The Giants, for one…”

“Well, we won’t see any here tonight.” I patted her reassuringly. Eri pouted and pulled me away, and my sis gave me a look of commiseration. We were then led to a back room, where Buck was sitting at a table, an opened bottle of Irish whiskey on the table, a half-filled glass next to him. On seeing me his expression brightened, and he stood, beckoning us over.

“Good to see you, Akio, Shaeula. And you two lovely ladies.” Buck turned on the charm, grinning good-naturedly. “A fine thing you weren’t caught up in that mess last night, hey? Still, I guess you really are lucky, Akio my man. Fancy a drink? You too Shaeula. I’m afraid you ladies will have to settle for something non-alcoholic, as you are under legal age in America, right?”

He poured Shaeula and I a large whiskey, before fetching some soft drinks for my sis and Eri. “Quite the shock, everyone is buzzing about the raid last night.” Buck continued.

Raid? Why do I have a bad feeling? “I must have missed that. Care to fill me in?” I asked casually.

Buck burst out laughing. “Man, you are the limit, Akio. Cool as a cucumber and as lucky as a four-leaf clover. Seriously, what happened after we were kicked out of the VIP room last night?”

Putting my poker-face to good use I lied. “Nothing much, just the three of us had our photographs taken and gave a quick interview. We had some nice whiskey and then I headed home, as I was exhausted after the tournament. Why?”

“Why? Why he asks…” Buck shook his head, downing his whiskey and topping up his glass. “There was some sort of break-in that night. I did wonder when there was a brief power cut, but it seems that someone cut the main lines and broke in through the fire exit. The owner and some security vanished, and there was just blood on the floor left behind. The police thought a robbery at first, but a huge amount of cash was found, so it doesn’t seem to be the motive. I did worry you’d been caught up in it, until Ms Connors dropped me a text to say she’d met you this morning.”

“Oh, well, I’d already left before anything happened. Just lucky, I guess.” I laughed it off.

“Damn me if you aren’t right about that.” Buck agreed. “Anyway, enough small-talk. Why not introduce me to the lovely ladies. Shaeula I know, but these two… one is your sister, right?”

“Yeah, this is my sister, Aiko. She’s a handful, but don’t hold that against her.”

“Don’t be telling tales about me bro.” she pouted, before nodding to Buck. “I’m Aiko, pleased to meet you. I hear you’ve done a lot for my bro despite only having just met him. I appreciate it.”

“Well aren’t you just darling, doll.” He grinned. “I’m a man of instincts, I always go with my gut, and when I saw the luck of Akio and Shaeula here, I knew they’d be doing great things. Ms Connors tells me you are entering real estate as well. I knew my gut was on point as always. We should hit the casino again after this!”

“I’m afraid we’ve already been politely advised to not return to them.” My sister chuckled cheerily. “I guess they don’t like the way Shaeula and my bro keep cleaning them out.”

“Oh, that’s a damn shame. Guess you had even more luck, eh?” Buck shrugged. “never mind, next time you are on the Strip, if I’m about hit me up. I split my time between here and New York, mostly.”

“Sure, if the opportunity arises.” I answered in the classic Japanese fashion, not promising anything as I wasn’t sure when I would return. “Anyway, lastly, this is Eri. She’s… well, we just got engaged earlier.”

“Huh, no way! I thought you were with Shaeula here? I mean, don’t take no offense, doll, you are very cute yourself now I look at you, but…”

Shaeula shrugged. “I seem to be mistaken for Akio’s female often indeed-indeed. It is easier to just let it go, for it is not-not too far from the truth.”

“Huh? But he just got engaged…” Buck looked puzzled. “… are you cheating or in some sort of open relationship? Young people these days…”

“No way. Akio is mine.” Eri hugged me possessively. “We are very fond of Shaeula, but she is not getting any of my Akio.”

“You should be less-less greedy, Eri.” Shaeula retorted. “Akio has enough calibre to support us both-both!”

As they bickered and I tried to calm them down, my sis turned to Buck and apologised. “Sorry, they are always like this. It can be a real headache sometimes.”

Buck laughed uproariously. “Yeah, they seem like a fun bunch. So if Shaeula is single then, there’ll be plenty of guys wanting to hit on her here tonight.”

“I fear no male but Akio shall do-do.” Shaeula scoffed. “I fear if you try and court me, you shall be most-most disappointed.”

“No way, I wouldn’t dream of it, even if you are a cutie.” Buck showed his hand, with a wedding ring around one finger. “I have a wife already, she’s back in New York. Still… I really am not wrong about you, Akio. If you have such beauties fighting over you, you have something going on for sure!”

We spent some time having fun, Buck telling the girls some fascinating stories about Ireland and also funny tales of customers at his bars. After a while of this the door to the room opened and a doorman came in. “Boss, your other guest and party has arrived. Shall I show her in?”

“Oh, so she came. I wasn’t sure she would. Sure, bring her over. This party is just heating up!”

A minute later he returned, followed by Aliyah, who was wearing stone-wash jeans and a tight black t-shirt which was straining against her ample assets. She was followed by a petite girl with an olive complexion, dark eyes and dark brown hair that was down to her bottom, extremely long. Her boobs are huge too, especially for such a small girl. They really stood out against the long dress she was wearing.

Sensing where I was looking Eri stamped on my foot, and I glanced at her apologetically. “Sorry…” I mouthed, and she nodded.

“Aliyah, good to see you, babe!” Buck said heartily. “I wasn’t sure you’d show. I had hoped you weren’t caught up in the trouble last night. Great game of poker, huh?

Aliyah met my eyes and nodded slightly. I think she’s telling me to keep quiet. Hopefully she hasn’t killed that guy, but it must have been her that took him and the security away… damn, just who does she work for? My head hurts. And now my foot too. Eri had stamped on me again, as our gazes lingered too long.

“Trouble? I left just after this guy.” Aliyah lied. “Nothing happened as far as I know, right?”

“Sure. By the way, who is your friend?” Buck asked. “We haven’t had the pleasure.”

“Yeah, right. I guess you don’t. This here is a good friend I’ve been travelling around the country with. She’s Luciana Santino.”

The named woman, Luciana, smiled and greeted us all. “Charmed to meet you all.” Her English had an accent, possibly Spanish?

“Drinks?” Buck offered and the newcomers agreed. As he poured, Aliyah let her gaze wander, and as she saw the girls with me her face brightened, and I could see her breathing faster. Uh, what?

She quickly sauntered over and introduced herself to them. “Hi there girls, I’m Aliyah. I’m very pleased to meet you.” She held out her hand and Shaeula shook it without concern, but Eri was hiding behind me now and my sis had stepped away.

“Don’t be shy girls, I’m not scary.” Aliyah shook her head, beads jangling.

“I don’t know about that.” My sis said, looking at her critically. “I feel you might be dangerous in a certain way.”

“I’m just happy to see some cute girls, is that so wrong?” Aliyah pouted. “Won’t you have a drink with me?”

“Sorry, I’m underage.” Aiko declined. “Drink with my bro if you want.”

“I do not-not mind sharing a drink with you.” Shaeula piped up, from where she was talking with Luciana.

“Yeah, you should.” Aliyah was gazing at Shaeula hungrily. Taking a stiff drink she licked her lips seductively. “I’ll show you how to have fun, us girls should stick together.”

“I don’t like her, Akio…” Eri whispered, and Aliyah must have caught it, as she turned, looking hurt.

"Oh don’t be like that. You’re a shy one, right, but we are both girls, there isn’t any need to worry.” Her gaze flickered over Eri. “Come sit with me.”

“Sorry, but I’m here with my fiancé.” Eri flashed her ring and clung to me. Aliyah opened her eyes wide in shock, before letting out a sigh.

“Oh well, a damn shame. How about you?” she asked my sis again, but she shook her head in denial.

“I’ll stick with my bro, thanks.”

“Why do you…” she began, before swallowing her words. Then she paused, reaching a shocked realisation. “Hey, fiancé? But I thought you were with the girl here?” She gestured to Shaeula.

“She’s just a friend.” Eri insisted, clinging to me as if to ward off the intruder. “I’m his girl.”

“Well, he’s a lucky guy. You are very adorable.” She turned to Aiko then. “You too, sister. That look suits you, I dig it.” She looked at me, her gaze hot, and I looked away, uncomfortable. I can’t get a read on her. Both of us are in the dark regarding the other, yet she seems way calmer than me…

She walked back to where Luciana and Shaeula were talking, and she dropped an arm around each of their shoulders, very casually. “So, about that drink, girls?”

“I’ll pass.” Luciana shrugged herself free. “Perhaps I shall talk to these others. Have fun though. but remember…”

“Yeah, I know, God damn it, you and Trey, you both worry too much. I won’t drink a lot.” Her arm was sliding down Shaeula, who suddenly disentangled herself as well, leaving Aliyah puzzled and empty-handed. Shaeula brought up her drink and clinked the glass against Aliyah’s, moving before she could respond.

“I fear I do not-not like to be touched unless you are truly close to me. My apologies.”

Aliyah seemed flustered for a second, before leaking out a rather seductive sigh. “My bad, my bad. I can’t help it, when I see someone cute I want to get to know them. You’re gorgeous, you know that?”

“Yes, I am quite-quite aware that I am beautiful. Akio has made much-much mention of that fact.” Shaeula grinned. “I thank you for the complement. You are rather impressive yourself, are you not-not?”

Aliyah barely choked down a delighted squeal, before looking visibly embarrassed. “Thanks, cutie. Well since we are both amazing, why don’t we have another drink? This guy’s treat, I’m sure.”

She pointed to Buck, who was laughing uproariously at the chaos.

“Sorry about her.” Luciana was saying to my sister and Eri. “She’s just in high spirits. She did win quite a lot of money last night, and she… well, you know.”

“I think I do.” my sis agreed. “I’ve nothing against it, I get that most guys are like human cockroaches, but I don’t swing that way.”

“You have sharp instincts, girl. But relax, even so, she won’t do anything… unless she gets too drunk, but she was warned by Capt… Treyvon, her brother, not to drink too much… oh hell. That woman, she is the limit, Eres una tonta, Aliyah. Mierda!”

Aliyah and Shaeula were gulping down whiskey like it was water, and as I watched Luciana cursing out Aliyah in a mixture of accented English and Spanish, I turned to my sister and Eri, who were looking at me, bemused.

Not exactly how I expected our next meeting to go. Last time I saw her she was strangling that fat guy like an assassin, and now… She was darting behind Shaeula, trying to avoid the annoyed Luciana. I don’t know what to think. It’s… almost cute…?


One Hundred And Twelve


“So, I just don’t get it…” Aliyah was complaining, scowling at me, her hair-beads jingling as she tossed her head in drunken annoyance. Luciana had tried to stop her drinking, confiscating her glass numerous times, but Buck had found it rather funny, so he kept giving her more. Eventually Luciana gave up, and she was now talking with Buck and the girls, leaving me to the ‘ tender mercies’ of Aliyah, who was glaring at me harshly.

“… what the hell is up with that fat lardball? You know something, don’t you? I’m not stupid, you better spit it out. We had him in restraints, yet the obese fuck managed to get an arm free and knock out one of our guys. That’s no mean feat, you know! It shouldn’t have been possible!”

She was right in my face now, drunkenly spitting all over me, her voice elevated. Some guys might approve of a beautiful woman getting so close to them, but I’m not enjoying this at all… Swallowing a sigh, I leaned back a little. “You might want to keep the volume down a bit.” I advised. “I’m sure your organisation wouldn’t want to involve bystanders in their troubles, would they?” Not that I know what organisation you are part of…

“Oh shut it, pretty boy. I hate you. Why are all those gorgeous young girls interested in a … a man… like you? Beautiful girls should stick together. I’ll leave the men for Trey…” With that she took another big gulp of her whiskey and swung a punch at me, the air whistling as she struck out.

She may be drunk but that’s quite the blow. I angled my head and her fist went past, and as she stumbled I caught her by the shoulders to prevent her falling. Parts of our body made unavoidable contact, and she hissed at me, her knee aiming for my groin, but again I dodged.

“Pervert, groper… touching me up with your fiancée there. She should dump you. I’d console her…” She elbowed at me, and I caught her arm, then dodging a headbutt. “Let me fucking hit you, you smarmy handsome fuck.”

Seems she’s got a vile tongue. Not at all like she was during the tournament… After a while more of dodging blows, my sister, Eri and Shaeula looking on with amusement, Buck perplexed, and Luciana burying her head in her hands and muttering in Spanish, Aliyah finally staggered to a halt, her t-shirt soaked with sweat, clinging to her. Yeah, she has a great figure. Her muscles are tight, nothing like the girls I know. Her personality wasn’t one I was used to either. Japanese girls would never act like that.

“Why can’t I hit you?” Aliyah complained, pulling off her sweaty t-shirt, slumping down and taking another hit of whiskey. “Even Trey can’t evade all my punches…”

Buck was looking away like a gentleman, while Eri was glowering me, as I happened to glance at her ample chest in her simple black bra. Yeah, her muscles are better than mine. She’s got one hell of a six-pack.

“Sorry about that… well, actually no, I’m not that sorry, I don’t see why I should let you beat me up. But I’m afraid I’ve been undergoing some pretty intense training recently, so don’t feel too bad. You’ve got some good moves.”

“I don’t need to hear that from you…” She pouted, despite her size looking rather girlish at that moment. “What’s so good about you anyway?” She turned to the girls, her expression imploring. “Seriously. Why won’t anyone come play with me? Luciana, they are being mean to me!”

Luciana actually facepalmed. Wow, I’ve never seen anyone do that in real life before. Who knew it was a thing. With a sigh she spoke. “You promised your brother you would take this seriously. Ugh, Por qué yo? At least put on your t-shirt… not this again… we aren’t in the barracks now…”

Aliyah looked down, and then up at Luciana for a moment. She looked down again, then at me. Buck had slipped out while Luciana was castigating her foolishness, and I was now regretting I hadn’t followed suit. I guess age does bring wisdom…

Ducking backwards I dodged another punch, trying not to be distracted by how other things were swinging at me. After another few moments of this Aliyah slumped down, shaking her head. “Fuck, can’t beat you. I never thought I’d find a man who could dodge all my attacks. Maybe I’m drunk and it's throwing off my aim. Hey Luciana, am I drunk?”

Luciana went into a tirade of rapid Spanish then, which I didn’t understand, but I guessed the content was along the lines of ‘Yes, you are very drunk’. Before anyone could react, Eri was there, and she had draped the cardigan she was wearing over her dress around Aliyah’s shoulders, covering her.

“You really shouldn’t be so immodest in front of a man.” Eri said kindly, though she shot me a sidelong glance that caused me to nod an involuntary apology.

“Oh, well… thanks.” Aliyah had the grace to be embarrassed, and for a moment I thought she was cute again, until she started sniffing the cardigan. “Oh damn, it smells like beauty.” Eri stepped back, looking rather disgusted, but when Aliyah spoke to her she stopped. “Hey, seriously though. I get this guy is strong and rich and handsome, I guess… but… just what do you see in him? Shit, that didn’t come out right… Ugh, seriously, all men are wolves, and they treat women like crap. I’ve seen it too much where I grew up. If Trey and I hadn’t got out, well… there aren’t many jobs for women in places like that…”

Luciana was gesturing for her to stop talking, but Aliyah was not done. “So, are you sure you won’t regret this? Do you really want a life of looking after all his needs, popping out one brat after another, until you are old and worn out? It isn’t a life I wanted, I wanted… needed to be strong, or the world would just chew me up and spit me out. Only women know how to take care of other women. If all the men were gone… well, I suppose we can leave Trey and his kind alone, but… the world would just be better and kinder.”

“That isn’t true at all.” Eri wiped the disgust from her face and stepped closer, taking her hand in sympathy. “I’m sorry if you’ve had a hard life, mine hasn’t been that bad, my family is just poor, but we have close friends who looked after us. But Akio… he wasn’t always strong. In fact, up until recently he was weak. But even so…” With that she gestured me over, and as I came closer she used her free hand to start unbuttoning my shirt.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Aliyah asked, flustered, but Eri ignored her. When she opened it to reveal my torso, where the old scars that the dog had given me still lingered, I understood. Though why these haven’t faded away entirely now I’m not sure… with the amount of Ether Healing I’ve been doing, surely they should have vanished?

“When I was just a little girl, Aiko and I were out playing when a huge dog attacked us. I was so scared, Aiko too. We were just so small and weak, helpless… I honestly thought we were going to die then. But Akio always looked out for us, and he threw himself into battle to protect us, despite being nothing more than a child himself, just a bit older than us. He was wounded, beaten, yet he never stopped, never retreated, taking injury after injury until the beast fled. And then he smiled as us, as if to reassure us everything was going to be all right… Not all men are bad. I’m afraid of them too, I don’t like them. But Akio… it isn’t fair to treat him the same as those others. He knows what it is to be weak, to be poor… though I’ve always thought him handsome, I guess… but I know if I, or Aiko, or Shaeula, if we were ever in trouble, even if he was weak, he would stand up in front of us and fight, despite the odds, and once we were safe, he’d turn to us and smile again, to let us know everything was all right.” She smiled herself then, before turning to me critically. “He does have a wandering eye though, and too many women seem to like him. It’s very annoying, but then nobody can be perfect…”

“I see…” Aliyah said. “Thanks for your story.” She nodded at Eri. “I guess… I guess you might have a reason to like him. I still think you’d have more fun with me though…”

“I don’t know. Last night was … fun enough.” Eri flushed adorably, and Aliyah put her free hand to her nose with a sigh.

“Damn, so blindingly cute. I’m going to get a nosebleed. Oh well…" She turned to me, changing the subject. "I guess that’s why you joined your organisation, right?” She started to remember her mission. “Because you realised without strength you couldn’t protect those you love? I mean, I still hate you and all, but I can at least respect you for that.”

What organisation? Seriously she so has the wrong idea.

“I have no idea what you are talking about. As for … the person in question… I think you should be very careful. As you’ve seen, he should be stronger than he appears, and he might be able to do things you can’t plan for. Ideally you want him well away from here too…”

“I’ll take your warning under consideration. Hey, Luciana, get me another drink? I’m feeling bitter right now, like this bastard has bested me.”

“Get your own damn drink!” she snapped, and laughter filled the room. It was then Buck knocked on the door and asked if it was safe to return. At his re-entry, Aliyah eyed me, before turning to the girls.

“So, how about some fun? There’s another room back there, how about a game? Poker maybe. We could make it interesting, loser has to strip…?” She took off the cardigan and hugged it.

This girl… she’s a pervert for sure. Still, she is kind of amusing…

“I’ll pass.” My sis declined sourly, and Eri also refused, but Shaeula…. Of course Shaeula can’t pass up anything fun…

“Very well-well. I shall accept your challenge.” Shaeula smirked. “But know that I do not-not intend to be defeated!”

“Well shit, I knew I liked you! Hey, Buck, get us another bottle, Shaeula and I are going to borrow that room…”

As Buck laughingly complied I turned to Luciana. “Want to talk about it? Looks like you are having a hard time…”

“Santa Mierda, you do not know the half of it. Still, at least she is not harassing me like normal. For that I am slightly grateful. But you…” She eyed me warily. “… you seem awfully composed, despite this… caos.”

“It’s been an interesting month.” I conceded, watching as Shaeula kept dodging Aliyah’s attempts to grab her playfully as they entered the other room. Damn it, I hope nothing bad happens, but I have a premonition Aliyah will regret betting against Shaeula...

“You don’t say?” Luciana said softly. “Well, I am sure that you would not be able to talk about your… work here. But…” As Eri and Aiko joined us she smiled at them. “I would ask that you give me your contact details, for… networking purposes, if nothing else.”

Seeing Eri glower at her sourly she shook her head. “I have no interest in your man, I am no desvergonzada, a homewrecker. It is a happy day, no? If you are engaged now, I offer my congratulations.”

“Thank you, that's kind of you.” Eri bowed shallowly. “It is a happy day, and I’ll not let anything spoil it.”

“How about this then bro? She and I can swap numbers, that way everyone is happy.”

“I would find that acceptable.” Luciana agreed.

But do I? They have the wrong idea about me, but they totally know I have some knowledge they don’t. Is it in my interests letting them find out more about us? Shit… Aliyah knows my full name after the poker tournament, and while there are probably other Oshiro Akio’s in Japan, there aren’t any other Moonstone’s about, that would be too weird… whereas I don’t know if Aliyah James is a real or fake name, and even so… James is a very common US surname. Our information balance is very skewed to their favour…

“If it isn’t something you can agree to, I understand…” Luciana conceded. “After all, in our business mission secrecy, it is paramount, is it not?”

“Oh don’t worry about it. Not sure what you are talking about really, but my big bro… his business is his, and mine is mine.” With that they exchanged numbers, and I was about to speak when a loud cry of disappointment came from the back room. Fearing the worst, Buck beat another hasty retreat.

“Call me when the festivities are over.” He called back quickly as he left. “Discretion is the better part of valour after all, and I wouldn’t want to see the girls in… compromising positions. You would do well to duck out too, Akio my man. Your fiancée there won’t be happy…”

Yeah, I think you are right. Good advice…


One Hundred And Thirteen


“How do I keep losing?” Aliyah was shouting. “I’m even trick-shuffling on my turns… are you out-cheating me?”

“Hardly. I am simply blessed be the moon, my Fortune is great indeed-indeed.” Shaeula answered. “You have little left to lose, so how about we try-try this. Oh and master…” She shouted out to me as I made to open the door. “No running away, else it will be all-all the worse for this female here.”

Letting go of the doorknob with a regretful sigh I mourned my chances of getting out of this unscathed. Eri was pouting sourly, but in a great act of willpower didn’t say anything.

“Maldita suerte! I am deeply sorry about this. Aliyah is very good at her job normally, but she.. she cannot hold her liquor. Captain Treyvon often scolds her, but she is not big on listening. I pray you forgive her for this…”

“Hey, it’s hardly her fault alone. Shaeula is definitely egging her on. She’s always ready to leap on anything that seems fun. But I’m happy, and aren’t you too Eri?” As Eri looked at her puzzled, my sis continued. “After all, isn’t every day fun and full of joy now? Compared to just a week ago? It feels like we’ve had a lifetime’s worth in just this short week, don't you agree?”

Eri looked down at her engagement ring, and she smiled. “Yes, compared to how I felt when I had given up… I’m so happy I could just die. Even so… it made me realise I’m a greedy woman. I’m so frustrated that all these other women are hanging around you Akio. I don’t like it!”

“Well, I’m sorry about Shaeula, but…” I glanced over at Luciana, not willing to give much away. “As she is helping me out on a few projects, she has to be in my care.”

“I get that.” Eri agreed, though she still pouted cutely. “But what about Rika-san and Yae-san? You are way too nice to a couple of girls you don’t even know, just because they are young and a tiny bit cute.”

“There’s nothing to that.” I promised. “I am just happy that you are making more friends, and I want to thank them for looking out for you and my sis.”

“I see, if that’s all it is, I don’t need them. Wipe them from your mind. I’ll do the same.”

Aiko burst out laughing and even Luciana joined in the merriment. “Oh my, you have my condolences, Akio. Your fiancée, she is a … I think heavy woman? Is that how it is said?”

“I am not… I just…” Eri floundered, my sis pounding her on the back heartily.

“Oh you are, you are.” My sis grinned at her denials. “But my bro loves you anyway, so relax!”

“Why can't I damn well win? Shit, again!” Aliyah was cursing. “I had a full house and you still beat me. I thought I’d get to see you take off that dress…”

“I fear only those worthy can see-see my beautiful naked body.” I could hear the smirk in Shaeula’s voice from here, she was definitely enjoying messing with the drunk Aliyah. I just hope she doesn’t go too far. “I am as merciful as I am-am beautiful though, so I shall give you one-one final chance to overturn my blessing. If you win I shall discard my clothing to match yours, but if I win…” Her voice quietened, and we couldn’t hear what she said, but Aliyah agreed, sure she would win sooner or later.

“I thought she was quite a good gambler when I saw her at the tournament.” I said to Luciana. “Maybe I was wrong and it was all luck?”

“As I said, it is the drink… as well as her weakness for pretty girls. Please do not let it dismay you. We would like to be amistosa… amicable, moving forwards. Her brother hopes that we can be on good terms, should our paths cross again.”

“I like this one. She’s very polite.” my sis said.

“I’ve got you now. Read the cards and weep!” Aliyah shouted, only for Shaeula to immediately deliver her defeat.

“It is you who should be weeping indeed-indeed.” Shaeula taunted her. “Though they should be tears of joy-joy, for I am giving you an opportunity to repent your insults to my master.”

“I… do I really have to… come on, have a heart! A beauty like you shouldn’t be so petty. God I need more booze, give me that…”

“Given words should not-not be broken, it corrupts the spirit.” Shaeula was unrelenting. “Now honour your wager!”

“I… ugh, fine. I’m a woman of my word. Maybe when you see how brave I am you’ll fall for me…”

I don’t even have the blessing of fortunate winds at the moment and I can still tell that trouble is coming… I was proved right moments later when… Oh God… why me? I tried to look away from the oncoming spectacle, but I felt wind brush my cheek, Shaeula signalling to me not to look away. As the rest of us looked on in slack-jawed amazement Aliyah came barrelling towards me, naked as the day she was born, covering nothing, arms outstretched, ready for a hug.

Okay, yeah, her boobs and ass are huge… she’s a big girl all around, but seeing her like this, she’s perfectly proportioned. She’s got a real warrior’s grace…

“Oh Akio, I have to… apologise… for my earlier… disrespect.” She choked out the words, shaking in shame or anger. “Please allow me to give you a hug so you’ll forgive me!”

Behind her Shaeula was giggling, clearly pleased by her mischief. My sis was finding it funny too, but two others weren’t. Eri was grinding her teeth, shooting daggers at Shaeula with her glare, while poor Luciana…

“Santa Madre de Dios… This is a disaster. Now they will think we are a hopeless operation, not worth any of their time. If only captain Treyvon was the one to infiltrate… Mierda, then we would just have a different problem… why was I available for this… this…” Her Spanish became too fast and aggrieved for me to hear, not that I was able to spare much thought for it, with the… juggernaut… barrelling towards me.

“Hug time! Here we fucking go!” I could have dodged, but Shaeula’s gaze was telling me not to, so I was frozen like a deer in the headlights as Aliyah wrapped her arms around me and pulled me against her impressive chest. My arms went out reflexively, and she, still smiling scarily, advised me politely not to touch her.

“You touch me and I’ll crush your bones to powder, get it?” She eyed me coldly, shaking as her naked body was pressed against my clothed one. “In fact, maybe I should just do it anyway… ouch.”

Shaeula had smacked her bottom with one small hand, her blow surprisingly powerful, the sound echoing around the room. As she winced from the sudden shock her muscles tightened, and my face slammed against hers, our lips meeting by accident. Our teeth clashed, and her lip split. Opening her mouth in pain her tongue accidentally tangled with mine. How could this even happen, the odds of it are miniscule… oh God, surely not my Fortune at play. This doesn’t feel lucky. She’s going to kill me, snap me like a twig.

Everyone in the room went silent, expecting an explosion. I merely stood there, pressed in her trembling embrace. She looked at me, I looked at her… and then suddenly she started crying.

Uh, what? No way? She’s so big and tough…

“Uhh, I think you can let go now…” I tried to console her, my arms wide, making sure not to touch her. Still, she cried and cried, her arms locked around me.

“Now look what you’ve done.” Eri snapped at Shaeula. “You’ve traumatised the poor woman. I hope you are happy now!”

“I admit…” Shaeula said, observing with bemusement. “... I just wanted to tease her since-since she was disrespectful to master and was ogling me most unpleasantly. Still, now I feel some-some remorse, indeed.”

“This trip has taught me you need some rules to follow!” Eri said, arms folded sternly. “I get that… that you like to tease, but this is too far. My Akio should not be kissing another woman or seeing her naked, nor should she be forced to shame herself so. You could just have ignored her like we did.”

As Eri started using her position as my fiancée to browbeat Shaeula, I considered what to do. Making up my mind I very carefully brought my arms in against Aliyah, incredibly careful to keep them away from any dangerous areas. Rubbing her back soothingly I concentrated hard, desperate to not… well, get aroused. Thank God for my stats, I guess they can be used for this too…

“There, there. It was just an accident, and it was a mere touch of our lips and tongue. It wasn’t anything meaningful, so we can just forget it.” I consoled her.

She looked at me, eyes bright with tears and sniffled. Ugh, she’s getting snot on me. “Forget it, I wish I could… shit, my lips are for kissing cute girls, not … not you.” She looked down, realising how tightly she was clutching me and her arms released me finally. As she stepped back she angrily scrubbed away her tears. “Fuck me, I must be drunk off my tits right now… to cry in front of a man, to let him… ugh.” She slapped herself across the face a couple of times. “Shit, I won’t feel satisfied unless I get a good hit on you, but you are too damn slippery…”

Well, I guess… if that would do it… “Okay then, one blow.” I said, and she paused in surprise. You seem really upset, but you still forgot to cover yourself. I can see everything you know…

“What, seriously?” Aliyah looked at me, shocked at my suggestion.

“Yeah, I feel bad for you. if it’ll help you forget this… well I can take a hit.”

“I… I won’t hold back. I’m super pissed right now.” she said hesitantly, as if worried I would change my mind or was toying with her.

“Do what you need to. Shaeula went too far in her playing, and since I’m… well, like her boss I guess, then that means I should take responsibility for her.”

“No takebacks then, all right?” Aliyah began winding up a punch, swinging her arm, and other things too, I couldn’t help but notice.

“No, wait, you maldita tonto! I know you are upset, but the mission…” Luciana tried to stop her, but it was too late.

“Take this, the cost of a free show from me! Stupid pretty boy, I hope you like a broken face!” Her fist struck out, cannoning into me with great force. Quite the punch, she sure is something, but it hurts way less than when I was impaled by those tentacles in that antiques shop…

“Shit, you actually took it, I was sure you wouldn’t…” Aliyah said smugly, before pausing, seeing me still standing. “No way… even Trey can’t take one of my punches head on and feel nothing!”

Sorry, but I’m a bit beyond losing a fistfight now. I turned my head to the side, feeling a bit of an ache in my cheek and nose where she had hit me, and I spat a few droplets of blood, before rubbing at my face to soothe it. “Yeah, that was a good punch. You are quite the fighter.” I said truthfully. “So, could you please forgive Shaeula? I think if she didn’t like you she wouldn’t tease you so.”

“Well, this female is entertaining indeed-indeed.” Shaeula grinned, having forgotten her scolding from Eri already. “And while there are many-many of the Seelie who find those of the same gender enchanting, and I do not-not disparage it, those who do not-not find Akio alluring are foolish, and should be helped to see the error of their ways.”

“Shaeula!” Eri growled. “It only matters that we know how wonderful Akio is. I don’t want more rivals, I have enough. Sure, I hate it that she was looking down on him, but there’s no cause to go this far just to prove a point… huh?”

Aliyah had burst out into peals of mad chortling, howling until tears were streaming down her face once more, this time from laughter.

Wow, drunks sure are changeable. I aped my sister's usual mannerisms in my thoughts as I watched on, bemused.

“All right, all right…” Aliyah said when she could finally breathe again. “Fuck, I get it. I lose. I’m the idiot for letting that little cutie Shaeula cheat me, and you did let me hit you, which you took like a boss… fine. We’ll call this a draw and pretend it never happened, won't we?”

“Oh yes, please, gracias a Dios por eso.” Luciana rejoiced. “Let us end this madness here.”

“You should probably get dressed now.” Eri said, going to scoop up Aliyah’s discarded clothes. “Akio can still see you…”

“Eh, fuck it. Done is done.” she shrugged, bouncing spectacularly. “You should count yourself lucky, I take pride in my body. Make the most of it, as you’ll never see it again.” She turned then, following Eri to the back room, her ass swaying as she walked, showing me everything. I swallowed, feeling warm, but with supreme will my body stayed calm. Thank God that’s over… what a shitshow. But… damn, she sure was stacked…
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Once Aliyah was decent and drinking water now, as Luciana was insistent no more trouble could be allowed to happen, I went out to fetch back Buck. He laughed uproariously when he heard a version of the tale, nearly earning himself a punch from Aliyah. We made more casual conversation, and in the end I caved in and gave Aliyah and Luciana my phone number. It was risky in a way, but they already had such a good lead on my identity that having theirs in exchange might be worth it. I don’t really say anything I shouldn’t on the phone in any case, I’ll just have to remember to be extra careful.

Now that her attitude towards me had thawed a little, Eri and my sis weren’t so standoffish with her, so the girls had some fun chatting for a while, until Aliyah and Luciano had to leave. I had caved in and dropped a few… loaded words… to them, in exchange for finding out they had taken the casino owner to a location a few hundred kilometres away. Which means… yeah, he shouldn’t be able to reach his Territory, even if he enters the Boundary. Which I don’t know if he even can. They’ve let slip enough to me to guess they are definitely some sort of military unit, so I expect they will be keeping the guy up to interrogate him… so this is an opportunity…

After that I had a couple of drinks with Buck, before asking for a small favour. “I’d like to borrow the back room for an hour or so. Can I ask that no-one bothers us for a bit?”

“Sure thing, but keep it clean, okay?” Buck joked and I nodded.

“Will do. Thanks for the favour again, and the … interesting… night.”

“Yeah, never a dull moment with you is there Akio? Anyway, I’ll go see the band for a bit, let me know when you are done and I’ll see you and your ladies out.”

All right then. Time for the final task of this trip…


One Hundred And Fourteen – Contains Status – Eri 2


“So, what’s up bro? Why do we need a room?” my sis asked, curious. “If you wanted to have some more… fun… with Eri, our hotel room is better, right? Oh my God, you aren’t turning into exhibitionist pervert moonstone now you are an experienced man are you? Say it isn’t so, big bro!”

“It is not so.” I replied deadpan, lightly bopping her on the head. As she mock-pouted, I told her more seriously. “Anyway, you know Eri and I can’t, well… you know. Not until she’s more stable. I am not going to put her in danger just to wallow in some pleasure. No, it’s time… to take Eri to the Boundary.” I turned to Eri, my gaze serious. “Are you ready for this, Eri? I’m loathe to put you in any danger, but Shaeula is right. If we can help you this way…”

“I’m… definitely nervous.” Eri said, betraying her unease as she unconsciously clutched herself tightly. “But… if I’m with you, I’ll go anywhere, do anything… besides…” She looked at Shaeula, who was making herself comfortable on one of the chairs. “…I don’t like it that there is a world only you and Shaeula knows. If it is a part of your life, it needs to be a part of mine, too.”

“Damn girl, you keep surprising me over and over. Where has timid little Eri-chan gone? Now we have feisty brave Eri instead. Everyone at school is going to be shocked at your transformation. And the boys are going to hate big bro even more now…” Aiko laughed. “… I’ve got to admit though…” Her face fell suddenly. “… being the only one who can’t go to this place is making me super jealous. Why is it that I am the only one that can’t go yet? It’s way not fair, bro!”

Shaeula spoke up before I could, grinning in her usual amused yet mocking way. “Master could-could always ask Buck if he has a room with a bed in it. It did not-not hurt Eri too much, so…”

“Eww, no, no! Why do you keep suggesting that? Gross!” my sister spat. “I’m jealous, but I’d have to be a moron to… yeah, no way. Big bro is big bro. We aren’t a pair of perverts like you, Shaeula!”

“Shae-u-la!” Eri said, her face like a frozen arctic sea, radiating cold annoyance. “We just had this conversation a few minutes ago. I don’t find your jokes funny, even though it’s about Aiko, so it could never happen. Akio is mine, you hear me? I am going to be his wife, and I’ll take care of all his needs. You… you just do your job and follow his orders, after all, you are his servant, aren’t you?”

Yeah, she’s super pissed off. I get it this time though, I don’t appreciate that type of joke myself. I know Shaeula doesn’t mean any harm by it, and as she gets to know Aiko and Eri better she enjoys teasing them, but still… over the line. I love my sister, but yeah, that is a no go!

“Many apologies, Eri, I may have been too-too crude, as ill befits a princess.” Shaeula tried to apologise, but Eri wasn’t done.

“I know your father has many women, and while I think that’s wrong, it isn’t for me to tell him how to live his life. But I think it has skewed your perceptions. We only get one husband or wife. So even in the worst, most cruel of times when Akio…” She looked at me then, and I couldn’t help feeling guilty. “…if he has another woman… then…” She brandished her ring in Shaeula’s face. “… they are at best a mistress, a concubine. I am his wife, and I will be obeyed. Not that I’ll allow other women to have even a taste of Akio.” With that she hugged me tightly, as if to replicate what Aliyah had done earlier at Shaeula’s behest.

Although she’s still wearing clothes. Oh damn, got to get that image out of my head… My body reacted, and Eri flushed, some of her anger dissipating.

“Seriously though Shaeula. I do like you, and you’ve supported Akio through a dark time, I know that and I’m grateful. But please… stop causing trouble with other women, even as a joke. That poor Aliyah woman, sure she was annoying, but even so… she didn’t deserve that prank you pulled on her. I bet she is mortified now she has sobered up…”

“Very well. I shall consider your words and take-take them to heart.” Shaeula nodded, looking a little contrite. “But I can not-not accept that you shall monopolise Akio, for he is my other half, and so destined to be mine also. However… I am patient, and I concede that you have made him yours-yours.”

Before Eri could get into another round of arguments I hugged her tight, kissing her to mollify her. My sis took her cue and also changed the subject. “Wow, we got heated here, and way off topic. Anyway, I’ll swallow my tears and hold the fort here. But when you find a sensible way to help me, I want it right away, okay big bro, Shaeula?”

“Indeed.” Shaeula was also grateful for the subject change. “Though in the meantime you must-must continue to practice. Merely being able to enter the Boundary only puts you at risk, strengthening yourself is vital too-too.”

“Is it really that dangerous?” Eri asked. “I’ll still go, I will, but…”

“Yeah, it definitely can be.” I agreed. “This is why we aren’t going to take you in back at our hotel. Larger buildings have a presence in the Boundary, and are often home to… well, nasty things. Our hotel sucks… best we take you in here. I expect it to be a quick visit, you only need to gain three Levels after all.”

“So how long will I have to stand guard? I don’t think Buck is the sort of guy to try anything, but leaving your poor little sister to defend you all alone… I think you owe me bro.”

“Sure, I’ll reward you properly, I promise. Time tends to flow differently, so it’s hard to say, but maybe an hour or two?” I answered.

“Well, all right. I’ll do my part. I’m still jealous though…” Her pout was adorable.

“In that case Eri, follow my words carefully.” Shaeula instructed. “You should perform your exercises while you guard us too Aiko, use your time well-well.” With that Shaeula talked Eri through the process of raising aether within her. Since it was just an extension of trying to create a functioning network, and Eri had been extremely dedicated to doing her exercises before, it proceeded swiftly. Still, she was at a similar stage to me in my first days of being an Astral Emperor candidate, when it took me days to raise enough aether with my poor cobbled-together system of Chakras. Still, we had an advantage now…

Shaeula used her Skill of Aetheric Chirurgery to supplement her aether, also making minor adjustments and repairs to her foundation. As Eri felt energy prickling hot within her she gasped, sweat springing from her skin.

“Go on ahead and make sure-sure it is safe, my master.” Shaeula advised. “Eri is nearly ready to enter.”

“All right then. You can do this Eri!” Turning to my sis I asked her to hold the fort once more and keep Eri and Shaeula safe.

“Sure thing bro, you can count on me…”

With that I closed my eyes and effortlessly entered the Boundary, days where I had to struggle like Eri long behind me. Kelly’s Rest certainly looked different in the Boundary, made up of walls of foliage laden with cactus spines and strange white flowers, with dinner-plate-sized crabs and scorpions scuttling about. Fortunately, it seems there is no oppressive presence like a Territory, so I think this is fine…

Several minutes later Shaeula appeared, followed by… She did it! I wasn’t sure it was possible, but she made it!

Eri was looking about, open-mouthed in shock and awe at the otherworldly landscape around her. She needs to pay more attention though… I swept thin blades of wind through several crabs that were approaching her, turning them to a fine scattering of ether.

“It’s… it’s… I don’t know what it is.” Eri said in wonder. “I believed you, Shaeula, Akio. I really did. But… to see it…”

“If you think this is impressive, I fear you have much-much to learn, Eri.” Shaeula boasted. “The lands of the Fae are wonderful indeed, the moon so large-large and bright you can almost touch it, the beautiful Nymphs and Sylphs dancing amidst the Rhyming Trees… to say-say nothing of the splendour of the Seelie Court itself… one day I shall take you there, master too-too…”

At her proud words I ruffled her hair instinctively. As Eri scowled at me my free hand went to hers too, and she squirmed in pleasure. “Do you spend all your time flirting here?” she asked then. “I can see I need to keep an eye on you two.”

“Don’t be like that. You are the one I asked to marry me, right?” Even being here hasn’t changed her. Though I have seen such a new side of her this week… “Anyway, I think my Territory will be a match for the lands of the Fae soon enough. I’d be delighted to show it to you Eri. Aiko too, when the time is right. But for now shall we get out of here? We don’t want to linger, so we need to find suitable… experience points for you.”

Shaeula gestured and dazzling blades of wind sliced open the thorny plant-walls of the building. She’s showing off for Eri, she doesn’t need that much power normally, her control is leagues better now…

“That’s so cool!” Eri gushed. “Can I learn to do that too? If I’m going to be helpful to Akio I need to, don't I?”

Shaeula nodded, also enthused by Eri’s intensity. As we stepped through into the non-light of the Boundary, which looked like a dark aurora borealis overhead, Eri was looking around, mouth agape at the strange buildings covered in growths and other mysterious things. “You must-must strengthen your Chakras greatly first before you can have such-such power. Still…” Shaeula’s eyes gazed at her, burning a bright amber. “Since you have-have a rudimentary lunar Chakra after the… fortunate happenings during your consummation…”

Ugh, don’t say it like that. I feel hot, and Eri is blushing too.

“… once you have weeded out the broken pathways and blocked nodes, your strength should-should increase apace.”

“In that case, let’s hurry.” I said, guiding them out of the Strip and into the desert, where prey was more plentiful.

“I just have one thing to ask though.” Eri said, puzzled. “What are you carrying?” she asked Shaeula, who was still bringing along the crude sack she had made from her outfit, wrapping it around the shaman staff, which was stuffed with gore-stained soil. Luckily her Wyrmscale mail dress covered her, or it would have been rather lewd.

“It is Thunderbird blood.” Shaeula replied. “Such a rare thing, full of rich elemental lightning, it is too-too precious to abandon. Akio is quite skilled at making things, so gathering suitable materials is wise-wise indeed.”

“I see. This really is like a game.” Eri observed. “You’ll make me something too, won't you Akio?”

“Sure, when I get to my Territory I’ll whip you up some defensive gear.” The Kobolds should have mined me more metals by now. “But you can borrow this.” I handed her my spear.

Eri examined it, surprised at the weight. She held it a bit unsteadily, but after thrusting it a few times she realised she could use it. “A week ago all I worried about was whether I should finally give up on you or tell you how I felt…” she muttered. “Now I’m a warrior. Mother, father, your daughter is an adult now in more ways than one…”

“Sadly, this is probably going to be hard for you, after all you are a kind girl Eri.” I said, as we guided her across the sparkling sands. “But this world is very kill-or-be-killed. Sure, there are those like Shaeula who we can make allies, and I am always thinking of friendship first, but then…” I gestured to a large, car-sized scorpion that reared out of the sand a score of metres in front of us, brutal-looking pincers twitching, stinger leaking acrid venom. “… there are many foes that can only be… dealt with.”

Eri stepped back, panicked, yet seeing Shaeula and I were with her, she looked at us, resolute. “I… I’m scared Akio. Can I really fight something so terrible?” She swallowed nervously, yet her dark gaze met mine, clearly trusting me despite her massive misgivings.

“No way…” I shook my head. “I’d never make you battle something so brutal unaided. You need to get as strong as Shaeula and I first. No, you are just having a power-levelling trip today. Shaeula, go ahead.”

At my word blades of air severed the legs, claws and stinger of the scorpion. It fell to the sands, hissing, blood splashing outwards, silver and crimson. “There. I have rendered it harmless for you, Eri. Deal-deal the finishing blow.”

Seeing Eri frozen in fear and revulsion, I put my arm around her, guiding her slowly closer. “Don’t worry, I’m with you. You’ll never need to fight in this world alone. But even without ever returning to the Boundary, if you succeed here your life will change.”

Eri nodded. “I… I know you’ll never let me down. You never have… except when you decided I didn’t need you so you stopped calling and visiting.” She managed to get one barb in, though her nervous smile robbed it of its sting. The scorpion tried to stagger towards us, causing Eri to shy away, but my hand went over hers.

“It’s all right, you can do this.” I assured her. “I’m holding your hand, so I’m with you.”

With that, Eri nodded. She thrust the spear with shaking hands, and it bounced off the shell of the foe, nearly jolted free from her weak grip.

“Steady. Try again.” Another thrust, another fail. But after a half-dozen attempts Eri landed a true blow, piercing an eye. She gagged at the blood and the smell, but at my whispered encouragements she shoved with all her might, and the scorpion melted away into ether.

Shaeula topped up the aether within Eri that she had lost during our brief sojourn here, and I asked her if she felt like she had Levelled up.

“I do feel something inside, but I can’t see this status screen you are talking about.” Eri said, puzzled. I quickly used my own Kin Appraisal, causing her to fidget restlessly, and I nodded. “Yeah, you’ve reached Level one. All your stats have gone up by a couple, except for Aether which has gone up a little more… oh, and you’ve gained some more Charm too, I always knew you were charming indeed, it’s why I asked you to marry me!” I joked around to relax her. “And some Determination.”

“So I’m stronger now? Better able to help you?” she asked, leaning in close, happy at my words.

“A little, don’t get carried away.” I warned, and Shaeula also added her own warnings.

“Indeed Eri, you are but-but a fledgling compared to me. You have much-much distance to travel on this path yet.”

“Maybe so. But now I know I can walk it. After all…” She looked at us both, her dark eyes meeting our grey and amber, resolute, sure of herself. “… I’ve taken the first steps. I am charming and determined after all, am I not?”

After that we hunted another scorpion and several desert jackals, until I had determined Eri had reached Level three. She was mentally and physically exhausted, her arms trembling as she handed me back my spear. Lying in my arms, gazing up at the impossible sky, she sighed, her eyes moist. “That was frightening. But even so… because I was with you, Akio… and I guess you, Shaeula… I was able to do it. Thank you.” With that we kissed, our first in the Boundary, and perhaps it was because it was a higher world, more malleable to the mind, our kiss was much more intense, sending shivers through us both. As we parted, streams of silvery moisture between our mouths, Eri grinned. “I will never get tired of kissing you. I love you so much, Akio. And to know I’m the one that is with you… I’m so happy I could just explode.”

“Well, me too. But… even though time passes more quickly here, we need to get back to my sis. I don’t like leaving her to look after us alone.”

“Aww, I wanted to spend more time kissing.” Eri sighed, but she nodded. “I know though. We’ve done what we had to, right?”

“For now.” I agreed. “Though when we return to the hotel Shaeula and I have to do something else.”

“And I can’t go?” Her hands still shook as she offered, putting on a brave face. So adorable.

“No.” I said gently. “This is a Territory raid, not something you are ready for. You’ve done well, but you need to be eased into this gently. Still, the owner is away, so I don’t want you worrying. Shaeula and I should be able to handle it, I’m sure.”

Looking at her stats I observed the changes as we prepared to return.

[Mori Eri] [Bonded Kin]
[Material Statistics]
Might                         30 36
Fortitude                    29 35
Intellect                     73 79
Resilience                 38 44
Alacrity                     60 66
Precision                   60 66
Aether                       93 107
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune
Majesty
Charm                       2 4
???                               1
Determination             2
Foresight
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
White Cord Rank 1
Crude Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 1
Unstable Lunar Chakra Rank 1
[Unique Skills]
Lovers’ Link Rank 1
[Level] 0/3 3/3


I still worried about her poor physical condition, but even so, she had made gains. I should suggest she does some exercise with Aiko as well, the strengthening from her Levels should make it easier to gain tangible physical strength too…

“All right then, let’s go back.” I said, satisfied, and with that we let the remaining aether deplete from Eri, returning her to the Material, Shaeula and I following after…


One Hundred And Fifteen


On returning to the Material, we said our farewells to Buck, and I agreed to stay in touch. We took a taxi back to the MGM Grand, and during the journey I could see that my sis was desperate to talk to us about the Boundary, but because we were in company she was holding her tongue. Still, her expectant gaze was painful…

As soon as we entered our room, Aiko bounded over to Eri, her excitement spilling out. “Wow Eri, you look so satisfied. What was it like? Have you got all super strong like big bro now? Don’t keep me hanging!”

Shaeula and I watched with amusement as Eri shrank back under her bombardment. Opening up some decent wine we had collected from room service on the way up, I poured us all a glass. After all, this is the final night…

“It was… very strange, yet somehow also beautiful.” Eri finally spoke. “The sky was lit with colours I don’t think I can even describe, and the desert sands sparkled like jewels. Of course, it wasn’t all pretty and nice. There were monsters there…” She shuddered, remembering. “Scorpions rose out of the sands, as big as the taxi we just rode in.”

“Wow, no way?” My sis was enthralled. “And big bro made you fight those? I’m disappointed in him!”

“Of course I didn’t … well, I guess we did, but we made them safe first.” I protested. “Shaeula and I disarmed them with our elemental wind. Eri just finished them off. She was very brave, even when her hands were shaking she managed to spear the beasts.” I walked over and handed them the full glasses. “I’m so proud of you Eri, you did better than I did, when I first was thrown to the Boundary. Anyway, a toast, to our final night in Vegas!”

“I could only do it because you were there with me, Akio.” she answered shyly. “No matter what, I know I’ll always be safe with you!”

“Damn right. That’s why I fight. To ensure that those I love are all safe and can fulfil their dreams. That goes for all three of you. And tonight was a big step towards that goal.”

“Poor me, I’m all left out again. But I know you’ll find a way for me too, I can’t wait to see these impossible sights. I wonder if I could use archery there? Anyway, seriously, I trust you, bro. And thanks for always looking out for Eri. Though I suppose that’s a given now.”

“It is. Anyway. To our trip to Las Vegas, and all the many benefits it has brought! Cheers!” I said, and the three echoed me with words of their own.

“To all that wonderful money and really shoving our fun time in the faces of Rika-san and Yae-san. Cheers!”

“To our mastery of the flame and the ether we will doubtless reap tonight! Cheers-cheers!”

“To Akio, my fiancé. I don’t need anything else. Cheers!”

As we drank, my sister started ribbing Eri about her toast and how it was very different to ours. We ended up telling them both more about the strange world of the Boundary, and an hour passed.

“I'm afraid Shaeula and I need to get going. Are you two going to stay up? Don’t forget we are flying out early tomorrow morning.”

“I want to talk with Eri a bit more bro. So you do what you need to. We’ll sleep when we are tired, right Eri?”

“Sure, I don’t mind. I want to savour this as long as possible. After all…” Eri smiled impishly. “I’m very fond of this place. It is where my love with Akio finally bloomed.”

“Wow, lewd! This new Eri is like a whole new person. Anyway, you two be good, and do what you need to. I’ll just satisfy my curiosity and see if Eri really has got stronger.”

“I think… I think so.” Eri muttered. “It’s a strange feeling, but I definitely have a clearer head, and everything seems… sharper somehow.”

“You have grown prettier too Eri, my rival.” Shaeula cackled as we were settling down to enter the Boundary. “Your Charm grows-grows apace.”

As I entered the Boundary and my Material consciousness faded I could hear my sis agreeing and Eri making embarrassed denials. She always was cute, but now she’s beautiful. Yeah, I don’t think she needs any Charm. I’ve been charmed regardless…
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Opening my eyes in the hideous Boundary interior of the MGM Grand, my ears were assaulted by the vile chirping and clicking of bone-on-bone of the surrounding enemies, who immediately leapt at me. The first, a crab-like beast of yellowing chitin and rotting fungus, was almost at my throat before I struck it away with my fist. A second centipede-type monstrosity raced at me, and I slammed my spear out. It struck the head, but was jammed in-between the bony plates, doing little damage.

Fuck. The bone door that kept the room sealed away from the main tower is open. How long have they waited for us to come back?

Letting fire energy flow I sent it down my spear, the bluesteel head drinking it in before discharging it within the centipede, which blazed internally and died with a hideous wail, yellow energies leaking before scattering to ether. Even as that creature died, more were attacking me from all sides and I was taking minor injuries. It was then that Shaeula appeared, and seeing the situation she spun her arms and wind scattered our foes, slamming them against the dripping walls.

“This place truly is vile-vile.” She sneered, disgusted. “It was right to not-not bring Eri here.”

I scattered more fire, burning some of the crabs alive, but more and more were trying to force their way through the doors, the bone walls starting to crack. Shaeula, realising her wind was doing little other than keep them at bay, brought forth her own yellow flames, driving back those trying to flood through the door.

“All right, this isn’t what we are here for, and we’ll never be able to withstand the numbers against us.” I cried, and with that I seized Shaeula, hoisting her over my shoulder, ignoring her indignant squawk. Hmm, you are pretty light. And I’m a lot stronger now, this is doable.

Running to the window, Shaeula’s small arms now around my neck, I vaulted out, unlike the slow, careful way we climbed down last time. In the open air I fell, grabbing onto the first of the protruding bone spires. My arms burned, but we held, and I hauled myself and Shaeula up. From above several bone beasts fell from the window, pushed out by the chasing mass, and I felt a series of baleful chills wracking my lower body again. They had gone away before, I didn’t feel any at Kelly’s Rest but now…

Dropping down to the next outcropping, I focused my vision, concentrating on my Silver Cord. I could see it now, faintly, shining a bright silver, with hints of green and yellow within. Skeletal fiends were moving through it, as if it wasn’t there, and every time they crossed through it, I felt a cold jolt, sickening and unpleasant. Yeah, thought so. Ugh, I’m lucky these monsters seem rather mindless. If they could damage my Cord… well, chances are I would either die without even knowing, or wake up back in my Material body, heavily damaged.

Shaeula was following my vision as we leapt down. She patted my head gently, seeing my worry. “Yes-yes, you mortals are very fragile, your subtle bodies connected by such a frail bond. Yet those who can see or interact with the Silver Cord of another are rare-rare indeed. Of course, rare does not-not mean we shall not-not meet such.” We were half of the way down the building now, my muscles were trembling with the effort of the rapid descent, but Shaeula let a cool breeze waft over me, calming my aching body.

“Thanks.”

“It is of no moment.” She waved away my gratitude, having the grace to look embarrassed. “As I was saying, it is more-more likely one can suffer damage to their Silver Cord in areas of great Astral turbulence. During an Etheric tide it is more common. Still, here in the Boundary, where we are in the calm-calm pools away from the lower Astral… such events would be unusual indeed. I can-can divine your thoughts, my master, and I agree.”

Yeah, we’ve been together quite a while now, we know how each other thinks… “Yeah, no more risks like this. I think it must be the fourth time I’ve promised myself not to do stupid things, but this time I really mean it. We’ll be training others such as Eri and the shrine maidens going forwards, so setting out a manual of good practices only makes sense.”

I leapt down the remaining couple of floors, reaching the streets below. Shaeula dropped from my shoulders, landing gracefully. “Indeed. We should only enter in areas we have made-made our Territory or areas that we can control. Though the danger is slight, I too-too feel leaving our Silver Cords exposed is a needless risk.”

We quickly headed off the Strip, returning to the desert once again, where it was more open and we could see any enemies coming. As we took stock of our situation and relaxed, Shaeula asked me something that had been on her mind a while. “I have been pondering the truth of flame-flame, something I never imagined would be in my thoughts.” she said, head cocked pensively, which just made her more adorable. “But flame must-must have ways to strengthen it, such as the four arts of the winds. If we could understand these, our powers would grow again, yes?”

The four arts? Those again, I see. She’s such a kid at heart…

As we headed towards the Boundary location of Casino El Diablo, which was almost certainly the heart of our target Territory, I thought about it. “Well, the most obvious thing is the temperature. The hotter the flame, the more damage it’ll do, and far more quickly too. Other than that…” Yeah, wind and air is more complicated than it sounds, but compared to fire… after all, fire is actually an oxidation reaction, so maybe other damaging ones could be used…

I tried explaining possible acidic reactions amongst others to Shaeula, but as expected she didn’t get it. She had studied a little on the internet, but it was more on the colours and heat of flames. In the end she started pouting after I advised her of the need for a further course of study.

“It seems we should discuss this later.” I said, and Shaeula agreed, as we had reached our destination. For a while we could feel a pressure on us, aether being slowly leached away, and now… well, now our path was blocked.

“I think it’s a Territory barrier.” I said, as the invisible wall in front of us barred our path. Shaeula checked it with her eyes and nodded.

“It is sturdy, but I believe we can-can destroy it.” She raised her hand, and the wind-weasels, which I had not seen for a while, soared out, slamming into and across the barrier, grinding into it. I joined her, striking blow after blow with my spear, feeling each hit shaving off a little of the defence, the barrier trembling near-imperceptibly.

“This isn’t so bad.” I chuckled as we pushed onwards foot by foot, until suddenly a storm of arrows and spears flew at us, swarms of Gnolls pouring out of the surrounding buildings, barking angrily. There were scorpions and cacti too, being directed by the leader, a huge black Gnoll wielding a fierce two-handed sword.

“And here’s the welcoming committee.” I said as Shaeula swept her wind across us, deflecting the incoming projectiles. “I guess even without their boss, the Gnoll can lead. I guess he’s their Grulgor.”

“Hopefully he is not-not quite so annoying as that useless oaf.” Shaeula scoffed, her weasels of wind this time being charged with fire, exploding brightly against the barrier with a roar, noticeably weakening it. Shaeula turned to me, expecting praise. “Was that not-not impressive master? I used the wind to feed the flames, creating quite-quite the explosion!”

“Yes, you’ve learned well.” Actually, she’s got a more instinctive grasp on it that me. I reason my way through, but she understands the more spiritual aspects of the elements… My compliments were cut off as a variety of monsters surged out of the barrier to engage us. Those that had ranged weapons such as the cacti and their needles were still bombarding us safely from within though. Yeah, that Gnoll is no fool.

Charging my spear with wind I started slashing and piercing through the oncoming hordes. As they fell before us I snatched what ether I could, though most was absorbed back into the Territory, streaming away towards the casino. More explosions from Shaeula rocked the barrier and disintegrated those foes that stepped outside it.

“Grr, where is the master?” the Gnoll was barking furiously, waving his massive blade to direct the troops. More reinforcements were streaming from the Territory, replacing those we killed. “He should be here to aid us, grr.”

“Sorry, but he’s not coming back.” I shouted, my spear driving into the gut of a Gnoll. It barked out a pained howl before falling over. Ruthlessly I speared it in the head, killing it. “You are on your own, and can’t beat us. Why not surrender and serve under me instead?” It’s worth a shot, surely. Not sure how I’d get him back to my Territory, but still…

The Gnoll howled in refusal, enraged. Ordering more forces forwards a squad of armoured Gnolls with long spears started thrusting them through the barrier, attacking us in a way that prevented us responding. Shaeula clicked her tongue and leapt backwards, unsheathing her bells and dagger.

“It’s time to go full force! We need to get the barrier down before we get overwhelmed!” I shouted, remembering my own barrier collapsing under the attacks of the Wyrm. While we had only a fraction of the power the Wyrm's breath had, we were able to attack many more times in quick succession, so… Hang on, I think I can kind of replicate a big attack, Wyrm-style…

“Shaeula, can you pour wind into your bells then feed it into the flame I am about to unleash?”

Dodging spears and arrows, her dagger of light bisecting several rushing jackals and scorpions, she nodded. “I shall follow your lead as-as always, master.”

“Fine, be ready to retreat too, if you get caught up in this it won’t be good!” At her nod I reached down into my reserves of fire elemental energy. I generated it far more slowly than I did wind, so this would be a single-use attack…

“Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze!” The roiling mass of orange and yellow napalm slammed into the Territory barrier, and as it did so Shaeula fed it, a huge tidal wave of jade energy sucked within it, causing it to flare up, spreading like oil over water. As droplets of searing flame rained down around us we retreated, careful to not get caught in the downpour. The enemies outside the barrier were not as lucky though, and they fell, screeching and rolling, trying to put out the clinging fires, but to no avail. As they exhausted their life screaming in fiery agony, I swallowed grimly. Yeah, this isn’t a vision of Hell or anything, is it?


One Hundred And Sixteen


The searing blaze was giving off immense heat, and the Gnolls that were thrusting their spears through the barrier at us panicked, several dropping their weapons and fleeing back to safety, but others jerked their spears back through. Somehow this meant that the Foehn was no longer an enemy attack and blocked by the wards, and so the flames were brought within, droplets scattering everywhere and igniting a half-dozen Gnolls, their fur catching ablaze, spreading voraciously, burning sparks falling on the stony ground and creating new tongues of fire, greedily reaching for fuel.

Yeah, shit, that stuff is evil… I was shocked at its power when fully fed by wind, as it had exceeded even my expectations. It was fortunate that we weren’t caught up in it ourselves. I can see why napalm is considered a war-crime back on the Material. Still… From our safe distance I watched as the barrier was sustaining constant damage over time, the fires eating into it, pushing it ever inwards. It was too useful an ability to seal away, but it would definitely require more caution going forwards. Another entry for the manual, no doubt…

“Most-most impressive, my master.” Shaeula approved. “Even those stupid fire-foxes would be shocked. Perhaps one day I will have the pleasure of seeing you demonstrate it on-on them personally.”

Fire-foxes? I doubt she means a web browser. Of course, that doesn’t matter now. The black-furred Gnoll commander was sending his forces away from the flames on either flank, and as their ranks reformed they began to pepper us with arrows and other projectiles again. Cacti needles were also raining down, but they were lighter and easily defeated by wind.

“We need to finish breaking the barrier. I doubt the Foehn will be enough alone.” With that I drew on the wind energy within the batteries that I had stored while we were helping Eri increase her Level. They were far from full in such a time, but it was enough for some attacks. I focussed my air into a vibrating drill, driving it into the weakening barrier, scattering more flames.

Shaeula joined me, adding her wind that was amplified by the pink jade bells to my own, the weakening barrier seeming to give under the ever-increasing pressure. Her left hand held the dagger, and it gave off a burst of light, slamming the barrier and passing through, turning a cactus-creature to dust.

“It’s breaking…” I drew on aether too, ignoring the fact it was taking me more to use at the borders of enemy Territory to get the same effect. Using it to grab hold of both our workings, I increased the speed and power, just like I did against the Wyrm. Energy flared up into the sky, a cascade of olivine and jade, before I released my remaining dregs of citrine fire energy, guiding some of the fading flames of the Foehn up into the swirling winds. Seeing what I was doing, Shaeula intensified her support, feeding in her own wind and fire energies. As the twister of green ignited, flaring yellow, I pulled on the threads of aether I had snared it with, and unleashed it with a great yell.

“Jupiter Descending! Blaze Mode!” Sure the name is lame, but it is important to shout it with conviction!

The barrier gave out a shrill humming noise as the powerful blow struck the already weakening shell. Energy was being pulled in from other parts of the ward, but the throughput of the barrier was unable to sustain the rapid relocations of energy needed, and with one final shattering noise, filling the air like breaking glass, the whirlwind of blazing ruin cascaded through, cutting a burning swathe across the grounds, engulfing and consuming most of the cacti and any Gnolls who had not heeded the order to flank us. Yes! Now we have a chance! Still, with one more trick up my sleeve before being forced to fight a conventional battle I focussed. “Blossom!”

The fiery wind detonated outwards, sending energy skittering in all directions. Most of the Gnolls were out of range, but some were cut down or covered with burning tongues of Foehn. Looks like we have cut their numbers down significantly. Without anyone actively controlling the Territory, we shouldn’t face any surprises either. Though the lack of Defensive Emplacements is a factor. Are they hidden somewhere waiting to strike, or…?

“Marvellously done-done, my master!” Shaeula was enthused. “Even my eldest brother, who is a master of the elemental arts, so I am told-told, would be impressed.”

“Yeah, well its left me dry of elemental energies, and also aether. How are you holding up?”

“I have used much-much, but I am by no means exhausted. I still have some-some wind and a little flame left at my disposal.”

The black-furred Gnoll was raging as he regrouped his forces. More reinforcements were coming to replace the slain, and I had to wonder at just how many Barracks and Spawning Spires this place must have had. I thought this before, when we were defending the Thunderbird, but the army was huge. Has he… just stacked troop-creating Buildings? Sure, I can see it working unless you come up against something very strong, but it's not exactly a flexible strategy…

“In that case, now that the fighting isn’t restricted by the barrier, we can show our own strengths. Time to unleash your pinwheels.” I told her, then I glanced over at the furious leader of the defence. “As for me… I think I need to test just how far I’ve come. I’ll take him.”

Shaeula nodded. “Be careful master. You are strong now, I know-know, but that brute is likely a born warrior. He will not-not be easy to bring to heel.”

Grasping my spear tight I nodded. “I agree. But I need to do this.”

Shaeula unleashed her pinwheels, the spinning blades whining through the air, the taut bluesteel strings giving off a green radiance. “In that case, fortunes of war, my master.”

Racing forwards I speared several wounded cacti in my way, snatching up what ether I could and burning it to aether to keep my Astral body running. Calling out to the blade-wielding Gnoll, I raised my spear in challenge, roaring. “Either submit to me, or face me in battle!”

“When the master returns, grr, I shall gift you to him! Your death will be long and painful, I assure you!” His eyes were wide and bloodshot, angry steam leaking from his fang-filled mouth. “I shall mount your woman in front of you, grr, and then…”

The Gnoll ducked back as I hurled one of my javelins at him. It missed, but it was enough to shut his mouth. Yeah, even if you submit, I don’t want you serving me now. Guess we crossed mercy from my list of options. “Why is it that scum always go straight to that? I mean, I’m no old-fashioned gentleman, but I do believe women should be respected. More importantly…” My voice was as cold as the deepest reaches of the arctic ocean, my knuckles white on my spear. “You dare talk about Shaeula in that manner? Enjoy your last moments of life, cur…”

Behind me, Shaeula flushed, grinning at my vehement defence of her. Waving her pinwheels she sliced across a wide area, Gnolls splitting apart in a welter of gore before vanishing.

All right then. I raced forwards, and the Gnoll charged, massive sword which was nearly as tall as me swinging towards me. That’s quick. But I’m faster. I spun to the side, dodging the blow, and my spear flickered out, Sōjutsu, the spear arts that I had studied videos of and practised coming to me naturally. Still, despite my efforts the Gnoll evaded, quicker than any normal person could be, leaping backwards.

“Damn, too rough. I need more polish.” I grated, jumping back myself as the Gnoll kicked at my spear. When he was off balance I threw my second javelin at him, but his sword deflected it. He then roared in rage and rushed me. I slid to the side, faster again, but the Gnoll barked in joy, eyes narrowing. He had anticipated my evasion, and his foot slammed me in the ribs. I had managed to see it coming and bend away, robbing the blow of much of its power, but I was still winded. He’s not as strong or as fast as Grulgor, far from it, but even so, he’s stronger than me, and only a bit slower…

As we exchanged a series of feints, I weighed up my chances. He was also much larger than me, though despite that our reach was about the same, as I was using a long spear. Still, he was definitely more used to real one-on-one combat, as evidenced by the fact he was evading all my attacks and managing to counter me. My armour took a glancing blow from the tip of his sword, bruising me, and as I made to retreat he leapt, powerful muscles driving him forwards.

Well shit. Maybe I’m too predictable… I threw myself to the ground, hitting it hard and rolling clear. The ground cracked where the Gnoll stomped at me, and as I staggered to my feet I took another glancing strike, rattling my ribs and robbing me of breath.

The Gnoll was grinning at me, confident, long canines showing, yellowing and foul. “Grr, you talked big, little intruder. I shall have your woman ye… argh!”

“Shut the fuck up, trash!” I spat coldly as the black-furred bastard's words were cut off by a savage scream. Over our exchanges of blows two things had happened. The first was that my heart and lunar Chakras had regenerated a little wind energy, and secondly I had worked out the one advantage I had. Greater cunning. Sure, I want to test myself, to improve my combat skills, but mostly I want, no, need to win.

The Gnoll staggered back, one eye a bloody ruin, his throat leaking blood, as he had rushed into the thin string of wind I had cast out in an attempt to decapitate him. Sadly, he had animal instincts and quick reactions, which had saved him. I pressed my advantage, surging forwards, spear jabbing out repeatedly, scoring several light hits. As I started to focus entirely on the battle ahead of me, the sounds of slaughter around us as Shaeula rampaged began to fade away, muted, and all I could see was the opponent I was engaging, the now one-eyed Gnoll raging as he swung his mighty sword.

The blade of my spear still had wind within it that I had put in earlier, just enough to offset the weakness of the bluesteel and give it a sharp cutting and piercing head. The Gnoll rushed me once more, leveraging his now furious strength. This time he swung from overhead, forcing me to slip aside, straight into a leg strike again… or so he thought.

I don’t fall for the same trick every time… His leg met my spear, and it sheared into his calf, severing several key muscles. The bastard howled and I returned a smirk. “The only thing you shall have of mine is the end of my spear, dog.” As I leapt forwards to push my advantage I managed to get several hits in, but he dodged and weaved, somehow keeping upright on his mangled leg through sheer force of will. Despite that, he’s slowing down. And… My nascent combat instincts were sparking. As I dodged his next swing, I realised that his strength had dropped too, as he couldn’t anchor himself solidly. The next blow I turned aside, still feeling the heavy impact on my arms, but I was able to push through it, using the momentum to turn me into position to strike, just like some of the Chinese martial arts I had studied. My spear struck, and it sank right into one of his elbows, shattering bone.

At that the beast let out a great cry, calling to his allies. A trio of Gnolls rushed me with their own spears, but I quickly slew the first with my own thrust, slipping past theirs, which was so slow in comparison. I kicked aside the spear of the second, as the Gnoll I had been fighting before had done to me, and one more thrust felled my enemy. The third… well the third was decapitated, but not through my efforts, a pinwheel flying past, the vibrating wire slicing through flesh, cartilage and bone with equal ease, like the finest of bonesaws.

“Sorry, where were we?” I slid forwards instead of back or to the side as the Gnoll tried to blindside me, swinging his blade one-handed. I couldn’t use my spear so close, but in a brawl…. I leapt, slamming my head into his chin, transmitting the impact through his jaw and into his brain. As bone cracked he stumbled, and I dropped low, my spear rising. It punched into his neck, through the broken bone and up into the skull. Wind discharged from the bluesteel, and the Gnoll simply… exploded.

As the now headless Gnoll fell, a cry of despair went up from some of the survivors, and a large portion of the others became disorganised, merely rushing at Shaeula and I heedless of strategy or tactics. Wiping the gore from my face, I smiled balefully at the oncoming enemies. Perfect. More training…


One Hundred And Seventeen


After Shaeula and I cleared out the remainder of the foes, their coordination shattered, reduced to rushing at us blindly, I paused for breath, muscles burning. I had gained a Level mopping up, as well as a decent amount of ether, which was split between refuelling me and sending it back to my Territory.

Still, perhaps the best gain was improving my combat senses… Fighting a number of foes with just my spear and physical abilities, I had grasped a few insights that I had been wrestling with, and my movements were smoother and more responsive. Of course, only a few of the remaining Gnolls showed anything like true intelligence, the rest were mostly reactive…

Turning to Shaeula, who had stowed her pinwheels, the makeshift sack of bloody dirt that was tied around her shoulders making her look rather odd, I checked to see she was unharmed.

“Of course, master. Such barking dogs are no-no threat to me.” she scoffed, and yes, it was true. Her pinwheels were devastating in open combat, the wires effortlessly cutting foes apart. Though despite their admirable performances here in Las Vegas, we had noticed some weaknesses that could be exploited against them. They was strong yes, but by no means perfect, though those were worries for another time…

“Shall we press on then?” I asked her, and she nodded. Moving further into the Territory a dark oppression spread over us, similar to what was occupying the Casino El Diablo. The winds around us shivered, fighting against the ill-fortune, which grew stronger with every step we took.

“I do not-not care much for this place.” Shaeula sniffed sourly. “I will not-not be sorry to see it gone.”

“Yeah, it’s rather unpleasant. But it makes me curious. Is this some sort of feature of his Territory, or his own ability?” I looked around, and I couldn’t see any Buildings of the sort my Territory possessed. They could be hidden within the Boundary versions of the Material architecture that was mirrored here, but… I don’t think so. Something is definitely off here…

Several hyenas flanked us from one side, rushing at us mindlessly, but I didn’t even have time to react before Shaeula had dispatched them, winds gusting into sharp blades. Still, it was a lead…

“We should trace back their route.” I said, and she agreed, her eyes burning amber. As we followed a side street, another hyena raced at us. After spearing it, we turned in the direction it had come from, further into the malaise of ill-fortune that hung everywhere. After a few more minutes, we found our destination…

“What is that?” I asked, puzzled. There were several … well, vortexes, for want of a better word, of silvery energies hovering around head-height in the air. As I watched, perplexed, ether was sucked into one of them, and out popped another hyena, seemingly generated from nothing. It saw us and reacted, but Shaeula swatted it like a fly.

So they are similar, but different… I tried to use my Territory Appraisal skill, but since it wasn’t my Territory, of course nothing happened. Damn, useless again… Shaeula offered more help though, her mystic eyes once more proving perhaps her most useful asset.

“I see-see.” she said after a moment of study. “These rifts in the Boundary, they are very similar to your own Buildings. This one…” She pointed at the swirling silver that had materialised the hyena. “… produces those spiritless creatures. And that…” Now she gestured to the second vortex. “… is almost identical, but-but there are subtle differences in how it should function.”

“I see, so like a Spawning Spire and a Barracks, you think?” I asked, picking up on her meaning. “We should test it, we have time.”

We waited, and after dispatching several more hyenas from the first vortex, out of the second a Gnoll appeared, and this one reacted with intelligence, panicking as it saw us in the heart of its Territory. A second later and it was dissolving into a mist of ether, our speculation confirmed.

“So even if the form is different, the effects are the same, I see.” I nodded to myself. “It poses some interesting questions, but for now… might as well wreck them. That bastard that tried to kill me should suffer the consequences.”

We tried striking at the vortexes, damaging them as we would my Buildings, but there was little effect. Switching to wind and flame we discovered that worked much better, and in short order they collapsed inwards, gushing out significant ether, although I was only able to liberate around half for my use. Of course, it was a welcome few thousand for our coffers.

Heading deeper in we found more of the vortexes, the majority of them spewing out creatures, though we did find a couple that drew in ether from the higher reaches of the Astral, similar to my Ether Spires. When we found these we destroyed them, siphoning off the ether, and my mood was improving rapidly, despite the cloying aura of unluckiness that was growing ever stronger, now powerful enough to offset my Fortune entirely. ‘Lucky’ for us that without any real opposition, it doesn’t matter how much misfortune we have, we won’t be stopped…

After destroying more of his Territory, Shaeula stopped me, pointing to the sky. “Look-look. That seems most fascinating. I believe we should investigate further.”

Seeing what she was pointing at, I paused. Now that I could see it, it was definitely weird. Ether was being pulled down, like an Ether Spire would, but also… aether was flowing in, up from… the Material?

I’m starting to see how the pieces are put together…

Reaching the vortexes we took a closer look. I’ve never wished I had a decent appraisal skill more than now. How can I go about improving mine? Uh, still, even without it I can see the strangeness here. The vortexes were a pair, one was pulling in aether from the Material, as I had noticed, but it was then converting a good chunk of it back to ether, which was then absorbed by the Territory. The second was pulling ether from the Astral, only to send it straight down to the Material.

But… I didn’t notice any difference in the ether on the Material. Oh no way… is that how?

Beside me Shaeula nodded, having finished her own investigation, guessing my thoughts. “I suspect so, master. Somehow it is connecting the Boundary and the Material on some-some level, likely feeding the foul aura of evil misfortune. I was not-not aware such was possible.”

“Well, I wasn’t aware about this specifically, but… my Appraisal Skill does say there are benefits for having ownership of one’s Territory on the Material too. If we can transfer limited applications of our powers… this changes things. Or it would, if I had any powers to transfer. Just how is he projecting this aura of misfortune?”

I searched my Territory Appraisal Skill, to find that two Buildings that had previously just been question marks were now accessible, not that I could build them, for two reasons. Despite that annoying setback, they made fascinating reading.

Material To Boundary Connection Rank 1 – This Connection allows an area of your Territory that is connected to a Material area that you have full ownership of to be supplied with energy, pulling Ether and Aether from the land and its inhabitants on the Material. You can set the rate up to a maximum dictated by the Connection Rank, and can designate certain inhabitants as exceptions to this effect. This Aether can then be converted to Ether to supply your Territory. At Rank 1 this affects a maximum area of 20 metres in radius.
Boundary To Material Connection Rank 1 – This Connection allows an area of your Territory that you have full ownership of in the Material that is connected to a Boundary area that you also control to be supplied with energy, pulling Ether and Aether from the Astral and dispersing it. The amount of energy supplied depends on the Connection Rank, and you can allow this energy to remain free in the Material, gradually saturating it, or use it to power certain feats, though they will be weakened on the Material. At Rank 1 this affects a maximum area of 20 metres in radius.


“Yeah, I think I see how it all works. I’m definitely going to need to start buying up parts of my Territory…” Luckily I had made plenty of money, though alas, it was just a drop in the ocean for what I truly needed. I even momentarily sympathised with the casino owner and his money-grabbing ways, but only for a moment… “All right, take them down.” I said, and we quickly destroyed these two fascinating whirlpools, getting significant returns, over ten thousand ether. At this rate my Silo is going to be leaking. I hope Grulgor and the Kami can keep things contained. I’ll be home soon…

Heading deeper in, the Casino loomed in front of us. In the Astral it was a building of dirty grey stone, ash drifting from it as though there was a gentle breeze blowing across it. The statue of the devil that stood outside in the Material was not present, but a variety of rusted chains were dangling in its place, rusted tridents that were too large for anyone to wield tangled up amidst them.

“Bah, how tasteless.” Shaeula was unimpressed. “Still, I do believe we have reached the heart-heart of this place.”

“Yeah, the feeling of bad luck here is almost physical. Well, we can’t scour this whole area in an attempt to find his Buildings. If we collapse the Anchor holding his Territory in place, we should take it all down in one shot, right?”

“I believe so.” she agreed, and we pushed past the curtain of chains, entering. Inside, grey ash swirled everywhere, but Shaeula’s eyes could guide us, and we soon reached a wide-open central chamber, where the VIP room would have been. It was far larger on the inside than the outside, similar to my apartment where I had set my Anchor.

Perhaps a type of dungeon forms where an Anchor is set? Damn, I wish I had another Astral Emperor candidate to ask. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have let Aliyah and her outfit take him… but then, I wasn’t in a position to do much else.” Following my train of thought, Shaeula offered a suggestion.

“You have her number, do you not-not Akio? You could ask her to find out for you, could you not-not? She was somewhat annoying, but very fun to tease.”

“Yeah, I don’t think so. I do really want to know a lot of things, but it’d be dangerous to share with her, in more ways than one.” Without knowing what organisation she works for, or what contacts they have, it would be foolish to tip my hand. Besides, while we left each other on, if not good, then at least cordial terms… she was still drunk. When she sobers up… ugh, I hope she’s not too pissed off. “If it comes down to a serious situation, I can try reaching out to her, but for now the risks definitely outweigh the benefits. Putting that aside…”

Looking at what must have been the Anchor, a much larger ripple within the fabric of the Boundary, surrounded by a half-dozen smaller ones, I shivered. Dark mist was leaking from it, before dispersing into the surrounds. Shaeula eyed it, and confirmed my guess.

“That is the source-source of the ill-fortune. The very Territory itself is cursed with it. Were we to face opposition here in earnest, our actions would be destined to fail-fail.” She looked at me then, a grin on her face. “I am disappointed in you, why do we not-not have such defences?”

“Don’t ask me.” I shrugged, wondering the same myself. “Exposition-san wasn’t generous, maybe? Yeah, whatever it is, it doesn’t seem to be the Anchor itself causing it…” Shivering from discomfort, I decided there was no point investigating further. “Well then, shall we?”

Together we started attacking the rift that was the Anchor for this Territory. It was much more resistant to damage than the others, but soon it was starting to shiver, rippling like mercury. “Keep attacking, we can do this!”

With a final surge of wind energies assailing it, the Anchor collapsed with a whine that seemed to pierce through my very soul. As it shattered, the baleful aura emanating from it vanished, and the other rifts exploded into ether, a vast amount flooding me. This time I was able to recover most of it, the pull of the Territory dissolving like ice under sunlight. As I was flooded with tens of thousands of ether, funnelling it to my Territory, I also felt strength coursing through me.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Twenty-nine to Thirty-two.


Three Levels at once was quite the generous reward. And I have only just Levelled up recently too! It seemed taking out Territories was very profitable. As I turned back to Shaeula I suddenly went blind, silver obscuring my vision, my right arm burning fiercely around my wrist where Exposition-san had gifted me the bracelet. I staggered and fell, landing in her arms as she caught me.

The silver melted away, forming a cascade of question-marks, and as Shaeula was asking me what was wrong some of them started to resolve themselves into legible writing, forming a single sentence.

You have gained a Class. You are now a Conqueror.


In addition, my head was splitting, my arm blazing with phantom pain. For a moment I seemed to be connected to someone, no… two someone’s. I caught a brief glimpse of flaming red hair and golden eyes, in a face so beautiful as to be clearly artificial. It was then gone, and there was another, a flash of blue eyes, cold as winter. Then it too vanished, leaving me drained and aching, my Chakra network throbbing. My lunar Chakra was also working overtime, knives of pain that I hadn’t felt in quite some time returning.

Blinking away imaginary tears I patted Shaeula to assure her I was okay. “I just got a lot of strength at once, I think that overwhelmed me.” I mused, shaking my head to clear the last of the silvery fog. “I got a Class too, but… there was something else, a connection to something, or someone. It’s gone now, still…”

“When you fell I could see something, though it was-was a working of great subtlety and craft, beyond my eyes to unravel.” Shaeula said, helping me to my feet. “I am concerned though. It seemed connected to your Chakra network, tangled deep-deep. I fear it might bode ill for you.”

“Well, we can look into it later.” I said in reply. “My head is a bit of a jumbled mess right now. But we’ve achieved what we came for and then some. His Territory is ruined, he’ll have to rebuild it from scratch.” If he even can, assuming that Aliyah and her group lets him free… “I just have to check my Class details…”

The first thing I noticed was it was a fifty Level Class! I was at Level two, so it would be a slog. But the description was… less than useful.

As one who has conquered the Territory of another, less worthy being, you will slowly strengthen your ???????????? ??????????? ?????????????. Your ?????? increases, as does ??????????????. As you Conquer more and more of the unworthy and solidify yourself as a true ??????????? you will find it easier to reclaim more Ether from destroyed Territories, as well as have greater chances to extract ????????? ????????? and make it your own. Go forth and Conquer, your path to Astral Emperor is one of battle, and only the strong can stand against what is to come. ????????? ????????? ????????.


So many question marks! But that isn’t important… “Here’s a question for you, Shaeula.” I asked, and she perked up, ready to share her wisdom. “If we are trying to protect the world from outside threats, shouldn’t we be working together? What benefit would it be to pit us against each other? I don’t get the endgame Exposition-san is trying to set up here…”

Shaeula pondered, chewing on one finger adorably as she thought. After a while she shrugged. “Without knowing this Exposition-san, all I can-can surmise is… a small number of the powerful can defeat any number of the weak-weak. You could pit a thousand of us against the Queen of the Seelie, and she would turn us to ash with her noble lightning with nary a pause-pause. Still, I do have to wonder…”

“Yes?” I asked, agreeing with her previous thoughts. It does make sense in that regard. After all, in stories, fodder enemies are quickly exterminated by heroes and villains alike, so I get it, but still, working together with Shaeula has made us both far stronger than merely killing each other ever could, so that can’t be all there is to it…

“There may be more-more to this we have not-not been made aware of. After all, you spent but a short time with this Exposition-san, and seeing the strange connection to your Chakra network, which had hidden from even my eyes until now-now… I believe we should re-evaluate everything we know.”

Yeah, I have my own doubts, certainly. But it’s hard to think right now…”We’ll put sorting out everything we know on our to-do list. But for now… I’ve had enough. We did what we wanted, so let’s head back to Eri and my sis…”

With that Shaeula and I returned from the Boundary, finding that Eri and Aiko were asleep, having tired themselves out talking. Checking the time I could see it was almost morning, so with that I headed to bed, hoping to grab a quick few hours of sleep to ease my discomfort…


Side Twenty - Treyvon James – Black Wolf Company PMC


Ilooked at my sister and one of our better female operatives, Luciana, as they sat at the small metal table, nursing mugs of hot coffee, looking exhausted. I guess they did have to travel through the night after completing their mission. I’ll cut them some slack.

“So, how did it go?” I asked them. “You didn’t run into any problems, I hope? It was damn crazy here, so I’m looking for some good news.”

Aliyah and Luciana exchanged a long glance, Aliyah’s face twitching. Others might not have been able to pick up on it, but we had been together forever, so I was easily able to see her tells. And this one wasn’t a good sign. Oh God, I can feel another headache coming on… tell me you didn’t get drunk and blow everything.

“Don’t worry about it Trey, God, you can trust me to get shit done when I need to!” Aliyah said proudly, sticking out her chest.

That doesn’t work on me…

“Indeed yes, no hay problemas. We achieved the mission goals and made contact. As for the providence of what we gathered…” She looked back at Aliyah, her expression momentarily troubled. “I leave it to you two to judge.”

Yeah, something happened that Aliyah has bullied Luciana into keeping quiet about. Still, if the mission was a success, I guess it doesn’t matter… but I’m still going to be pissed if she did something dumb. After all, she managed to stay sober enough during the casino operation…

“All right. In that case you can go Luciana. I expect you want a shower and your bed, it was a long drive out here.”

“I am most grateful. Gracias. Well, until later, Aliyah.” With that she scuttled out, coffee in hand, as if eager to escape from any possible interrogation.

“So, want to tell me what really went down, sis? You aren’t fooling me. Like you said, I’ve sharp eyes, and I always know when you are trying to bullshit me. Out with it, I promise not to be mad, so long as you got what we needed.” Oh, I’ll still be mad, but…

Aliyah took a long slow drink of her coffee, trying to keep herself calm, but… hmm, she seems… embarrassed. Odd… I didn’t think she could even look shy…

“Okay, okay… I admit I had too much to drink, I couldn’t help it all right, Trey! The girls there were just adorable, so totally my type. And there were three of them! God, if you’d have been in my place and there were three hot guys, you’d have been making a fool of yourself too. But I got the job done, so please… just don’t fucking ask, okay? We both agreed to forget it, so it didn’t happen. Just let me give you the info!”

Yeah, she is definitely embarrassed. That’s just darling. If my sister was like this all the time, more girlish, rather than a rough and tumble tomboy, maybe those girls she fancies would like her for once… I’m curious about what happened even more now, but screw it, mission first. “All right, we can put that aside for now. So go on, lay it on me. What’s the intel? After the mess here, I’m hoping for some good news.”

“Let me see, firstly… I’m now a hundred percent certain he works for some sort of intelligence agency or military outfit. The girl Shaeula, too. As for the other two he was travelling with…” She shook her head. “Nah, no way. I think they were genuinely his family. A risky move, but one that would provide a totally plausible cover for covert action. Fucking sneaky and low though. I hate that guy…” she grumbled.

I… see. If she hates him, he must really be a piece of work. Shame, he was a real hottie, I’d have tried to get to know him better…

“So, you think he got word of our target too? It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“He definitely knows more than he should.” Aliyah agreed, finishing her coffee. If he knew his sister, right now she should be demanding a drink, but surprisingly she stayed silent. “I managed to get more keywords out of him, he felt a little bad so I used that to…” She trailed off suspiciously. “Never mind that… anyway, ether and aether definitely seem to be codewords for something, and I think it has to do with whatever was affecting everyone in that casino. The way he talked about it, it didn’t seem to be chemical like we thought, almost… almost biological.”

“Shit. Bio-terrorism is the worst. If they have some pathogen that can leave people weak and easier to influence… no wonder this is an off-the-books operation, no way the government or the military would want news of that getting out. When we are done here we’ll hit the showers and decontaminate. Full procedure, I ain’t having us spreading that shit. We’ll do the target, too.”

“Ugh, I hate decon-protocols.” Aliyah mourned. “Got any more coffee Trey? I need to keep a clear head to think.”

More coffee? Shit, who stole my sister and replaced her with an actual girl?

“Fine, I’ll get you some.” I went over and got her a fresh cup from our coffee machine. In the business, the two things that every soldier… err, contractor needed was good coffee and good booze. You could live with shitty food, ill-fitting boots and weapons that would jam at the drop of a hat, but if your coffee and your booze was shit… that would lead to mutiny.

Handing her the coffee I waited, and after a long pause she continued. “I did get a name that might be their organisation, or at least a pseudonym, as when the cute devil Shaeula said it, the guy reacted, looking alarmed. It was… Seyley, Sealie, Seele or something along those lines… good to see she was running him through the mill just like she did me…”

Her last sentence was nearly too faint for me to work out, but it sounded like she had some girl trouble. Might explain why she is so off-colour. “Good job sis, that sounds like some info we can work with if needed. I’ll ask around with my contacts to see if anyone has heard of them. We’ll keep why under wraps for now though, since it is extra-mission.”

“Yeah, well whatever organisation they are, their guys are good.” Aliyah sighed, taking a long draught of her coffee. “My ass still stings where… uh, never mind that.” She covered with a cough. “Anyway, that guy, he’s a damn monster, can really take a punch, but his actual skills are… well, rudimentary. He knows some Muay Thai, some Eastern shit, maybe some Krav Maga, but… he’s no expert. I’d expect special forces to be better trained. But his physical skills are unreal…”

Okay, now I know why I’m getting a headache… “So, sis, Aliyah. Dear. Level with me. When you say he can take a punch, you didn’t get into a drunken brawl with a target you were supposed to be probing cautiously, did you?”

“Uh, yeah, no way I’d do that.” Aliyah laughed, but I could tell it was forced. “It was compensation for… no, that isn’t it, it was… a friendly spar. Yeah, totally friendly. Just like we do at the barracks.”

Bullshit, sis. Total grade-A bullshit. Your eyes are swimming, something really went down that you don’t want to tell me. I guess I can ask Luciana later, but…

“It isn’t all bad though!” Aliyah offered, to change the subject. “I managed to get his phone number, as well as his sister and that devil Shaeula! We swapped for mine and Luciana’s, but of course we used our backup burner phones, so there should be little danger of any shenanigans.” She downed the rest of her coffee, putting down the cup with an audible thump.

“Nice. Good news at least. Still, I daresay they are using burners too, so…”

“I wouldn’t be so sure. Him and Shaeula, maybe, but the sister… not sure how much use it’ll be, but I daresay if we ever did need to contact them for any reason…”

Aliyah was rubbing at her ass with one hand, while the other was stroking her lip. It didn’t seem she was aware of it though. Shit, she’s acting strange. I know she really fancied this Shaeula girl, but she’s also calling her a devil? What did she do? More importantly…

“One thing. Early this morning our target went mad, thrashing about in his bonds like a damn madman. If we hadn’t learned from before and upped his restraints to a stupid level, he might have got out again. He was raving about ‘some fucker destroying his Territory, ruining all his hard work and hoarded resources’ before he passed out. He still hasn’t woken up.”

“Territory hmm, yeah, that fucking guy… I mean, the person I went to meet, he mentioned Territory in response to the casino. As for the ‘resources’, want to bet that’s the ether, the bioweapon maybe? Yeah, shit, I bet that’s it. That bastard, and the devil… they asked me if we had taken away our target and seemed really pleased that he was going to be hundreds of K’s away from Vegas… I bet they went and destroyed his hidden stockpile while we were doing their dirty work. Fuck, really pisses me off. Makes me wish I hadn’t forgiven him for… but no, it was half my own fault for getting drunk and tricked… still, it makes me so fucking mad…”

Filtering out all the angry incomprehensible ranting I considered the likely scenario. If we assumed this was some sort of experimental bioweapon that could weaken and make people susceptible to being tricked, then… perhaps the casino owner had bought if off terrorists and was spreading it around his casino to facilitate the cheating. A totally inane small-scale use of a dangerous weapon for sure, but then, most people are fucking idiots… Though there was something still nagging at me. Oh yeah… the odds… I’d always had a knack for seeing patterns. I wasn’t as quick to violence as my sister, though I could certainly put the hurt on when times called for it, but I was more alert, usually. Coincidence? It could be, the sample size was small… Still, that wasn’t really much to do with the mission. We’d identified the mysterious target, captured him and even brought back some extra info. We’d get our money, and with the winnings my sister managed to bag, which was a small miracle in itself, as unless she was cheating she was nothing special as a gambler… Yeah, we are going to be able to refresh some of our out-of-date gear, give everyone a bonus and have a nice vacation…

“Well then, I guess that this Seele or whatever must have got word of the bioweapon and sent out some agents to the US to destroy it. Guess we were on the same team in a way. No point worrying about it, is there? We can hand off our target to the client and take a nice long break. Anywhere you fancy?”

Aliyah looked down, deep in thought. “I don’t know Trey. Let me think…” She was rubbing her bottom and face again absentmindedly. “Maybe… somewhere abroad for a change?”

Sure, sounds nice. Being a group of tourists for a while might be fun. “In that case, sure. Why not ask the guys what they fancy? As for the other organisation… we’ll make brief mention of it in the final report, but I don’t think we need to go into too much detail. Sticking our nose in where it isn’t wanted is bad for us smaller PMC’s. Curiosity killed the cat and all that…”

“It sure did, Trey. It sure did. Besides, might be nice having that shit owing us a favour. Just how will I collect? I can hardly wait!” She was clenching and unclenching her fist, magnificent muscles tightening, as she laughed maniacally.

Shit guy, you may be handsome but you sure don’t have any brains if you’ve managed to rile up my sister this much. I’ll pray for you man, I hope you don’t meet her again, or else she’s going to kill you…


Side Twenty-One – Mori Eri


When I woke up, having fallen asleep talking to Aiko, who was excitedly inquiring about my experiences in this… Boundary, until the early hours of the morning, I found that Akio and Shaeula had returned. Asking them about their endeavours, Shaeula assured me it had been a total victory and really profitable, but Akio… there was definitely something wrong. He seemed out-of-sorts, distracted. Though when I asked him, he did explain, at least a little, not that I understood it.

Something about his worries about the goals of his benefactor… Still, the fact that he tried to explain honestly, it made me happy.

Packing our luggage, including a great many souvenirs for our family and friends back home, we said goodbye to our suite, Aiko very sad at leaving behind our weekend of luxury. It brought a smile to my lips, seeing her acting so. Aiko was always cheerful, but this last week… it was like we were young again, back in Nishimorioka, every day together. And that ends soon, Akio and Shaeula will go back to Tokyo. But… I was not going to dwell on it. Things had changed. After all, we had… Blushing, I touched my stomach. Now Akio and I are one. And we won’t be apart for long… No, no dwelling on it. None… at all…

[image: image-placeholder]

Next to me, Aiko was asleep, snoring gently. It has been very exciting, and we barely slept last night. I’ll leave her to it. Turning to look at him, I could see Akio was also asleep, resting peacefully, looking so handsome I could just… Ugh, it’s embarrassing, but since… since we did that I’ve been more conscious of him than ever before. Still, since he had a lot to worry over, the sleep would do him good. Seeing my gaze, the last member of our party smiled at me, putting down the glass of alcohol she was drinking.

“Are you perhaps bored, Eri?” Shaeula asked. “The novelty of this great-great metal bird has worn off, it can be rather boring, and alas, you can not-not drink like me. Perhaps some conversation would be in order?”

Once more I was struck by how simply gorgeous she was. But more than that… She’s so confident in herself, so sure of her worth. She’s a princess for sure. And she loves Akio too. Can I… can I compete with that?

Shaeula sighed, interrupting my internal monologue. “I fear you are thinking something worthless again, are you not-not Eri? Really, the three of you are so easy very-very to read, so similar. It amuses me indeed-indeed, yet it is also rather sad. We should talk, just the two of us, while Akio and Aiko can not-not hear us.”

“I see…” was all I could say in answer, suddenly nervous.

“So, a question.” Shaeula continued, either not sensing, or more likely just ignoring, my hesitation. “Why did you make love to Akio? Wait, perhaps that is the wrong-wrong way of asking. I believe I mean, why-why so quickly? After all, you have been together for but-but a week now. I am no expert on mortals, but it seems rather rapid, no?”

You are asking me that? But you… you encouraged me? Feeling a surge of indignation, I answered, my tone harsher than I intended, my inner thoughts leaking out. “You told me I should give back twice what I received! Why are you complaining about it now? Are you jealous that Akio chose me, not you?” Even as I said it, I knew it was an unworthy thing to say. Still, Shaeula had been pushing all weekend, wanting Akio for herself, so my nerves were raw…

Shaeula snorted, taking another long sip of her drink. Shutting her eyes for a second she remained motionless, before letting out a sigh. Her eyes then opened, her amber gaze meeting mine, so… so pure.

“Am I jealous of you, Eri? Why yes, of course I am, though not-not in the way you are of me.” Her gaze was boring into mine, and I knew if I looked away, I would somehow have lost something, so steeling myself I met her head-on.

“I do not-not need to monopolise Akio, we have discussed this. I would be satisfied were he to consider me in the same light he looks-looks at you. But that is not-not what I asked. I do believe you should give back twice what you receive, for that is the way of a proud female. I also applaud your resolve, to give your everything to Akio. However… I worry that perhaps you have-have mistaken your own reasons? I had believed that you chose this to overcome your fears, yet your gaze looks to me unsure yet again. If that is true, what more-more can you do to bind yourself in his heart?”

“What do you mean? I just wanted to find something I could do for Akio, and I don’t regret it!” I kept my voice down so as not to wake them, but it was hard. Her question was somehow… really annoying. “I’m not scared, I’m happy… I know he won’t leave me behind… he won’t… We’ll be together forever!” My voice was hoarse, and … I believe it, I do… but…

“I know-know, you seemed very happy afterwards. But… I can not-not help but think there is more to it. I do not-not claim to understand mortals…” She snorted self-deprecatingly, “…but having known Akio for some time now and discovering you and Aiko are also rather similar, I believe there is more-more to this.”

More to it…? I swallowed nervously, my mouth suddenly feeling dry. “I… don’t know what you mean.”

“Oh you do. I am no-no fool, Eri. You seek a bond that is so deep it can not-not be broken. And the deepest bond you know, it is bearing a child, is it not-not? You believe that if you do this, then Akio can never leave you. Perhaps you think you trust him, and yourself, but-but… fears are not so easily conquered, are they?”

Her gaze was stern, but to me it looked accusatory, as though she was looking deep within me. Under the pressure I faltered, biting at my lip. “I… I… look, you wouldn’t understand.” I retorted, feeling disgust at how I was treating her. She’s a rival, but… without her pushing me, her help… I’d have let happiness slip through my grasp again. I shouldn’t be so aggressive but… My thoughts were a churning mess, as they had been ever since Akio came back to Nishimorioka. “I’ve known Akio forever, so it isn’t sudden. I just… just wanted to make it clear to him… and myself… that I intend to spend my life with him, no matter what.”

“I see, so I was right-right and you still have not-not overcome your biggest worry then?” Shaeula let my barbed rejoinder slide off her, and her concern wounded me yet again. “Poor Eri. Though much of the fault lies with Akio too, I fear-fear, since it seems you and Aiko have learned your worst traits from him.”

Huh, what do you mean? I’m not like Akio, I’m not brave or…

“Let me ask you this.” she continued relentlessly. “When Akio was leaving for Tokyo, did you ask him not-not to go? When you started to miss him and he did not-not contact you as much as you wished, did you talk to him and ask him to keep you in-in his thoughts? When he returned on his infrequent visits, did you ever say that you missed him, that you wished-wished he would spare you more of his attention?”

I swallowed then, feeling sick. To reassure myself my hands went to my lips, where we had kissed, and my belly, where perhaps even now… My hands froze at the look of triumph that crossed Shaeula's face.

“No… no I never asked. It wasn’t my place to…” I whispered. “Aiko didn’t either, really. She still talked to him occasionally, but…”

“Indeed-indeed.” Shaeula nodded. “I know she talked about coming to Tokyo to live with him, but from what I have gathered, up until we returned to Nishimorioka but a week ago, that was a mere-mere fantasy, unlikely to ever happen. It was but-but a mask for her feelings. Yes, Akio has much-much to answer for, raising you two into his mirrors.”

Mirrors, I don’t get it…

“Let me ask you another question. Why do you think that until you, Akio has never-never had a female companion, a girlfriend, you would say? He is rather handsome, is he not-not, and I know he has female friends that he still talks to, such as the so-called ‘white princess’.” She scoffed at the name. “At this university place, he had a circle of friends, some of whom were-were females. I believe he could have seen some-some success. Tell me, what was Akio like back at your town?”

“He… well… most of his time he spent with us, though at school he did have some people he hung out with. He was… normal, I guess?” Akio never had problems socialising, he was way more confident than I, if not so bright as Aiko. I am the only shy one, scared of everyone else and my own shadows…

“Aha, I believe I understand now-now!” Shaeula said in triumph. As the drink trolley passed she got more alcohol, as well as a bottle of iced tea for me, which I took gratefully.

“What… what did you get?” I asked, feeling a little curious, but frustrated as well. What does she know of us? It’s only been a week…

“You were thinking something foolish like-like ‘I am the only coward’ or ‘Akio and Aiko are better than me’ were you not-not? I sympathise, I do, for I too… well, we shall talk about me momentarily. But I am not-not wrong, am I?”

Taking a drink of the tea to hide my flushed face of shame I nodded. “Well, it’s true, isn’t it?”

“Hardly, after all, did you not-not boldly offer your purity, seducing the man you love, heedless, nay, even wishing for the risk of birthing new-new life?” At her words I blushed harder. It was embarrassing, and we weren’t alone here. Luckily the noise of the plane masked us from being overheard.

“Yes but, that’s…” She’s right. I had resolved to love myself more, to trust in Akio, and I should have been secure, now I’m his girlfriend. Akio is no liar, he’s always looked out for me, he won’t abandon me, but even so, I got scared, Shaeula is just… she’s someone I can’t beat… if he was to choose her… still, I did want to give him my love, that part is no lie, but I felt that if I gave him my virginity, if I was pregnant, he wouldn’t turn to Shaeula. Gods, I’m so horrible…

Tears started to form then, diamond drops that leaked from my eyes. As I began to re-tread old ground, all my self-loathing and anger coming out, Shaeula reached over, wiping away my tears and patting my head, shocking me.

“Foolish Eri, still-still so fragile. Yet for little reason. Look, you feel yourself not-not as elegant or beautiful as I, do you not-not? Not-not as smart or as brave as Akio, not-not as friendly and cheerful as Aiko… what foolishness. From where I sit, you are beautiful indeed, and with a heart so very-very pure. Yet pure things are fragile. Were I to ask Aiko…” She looked at the sleeping figure, who was drooling, her face set in a broad smile even as she slumbered.

She’d be embarrassed if she knew.

“…Well, you heard her back at her home, when we had that ‘girls' night’, did you not-not? Aiko feels that you are far more beautiful than her, that she is stupid in comparison, that all she has is her energy, which Akio has now-now surpassed…”

“That isn’t true!” I snapped, defending her by reflex. “Aiko is more beautiful than I, and everyone loves her, unlike me! She isn’t stupid either, it’s just Akio is a tough act to follow as her brother, and…” Seeing Shaeula looking at me in triumph I trailed off.

“So if I asked Aiko the same about you-you, how would she answer?”

At that my head dropped, conceding the point, even as my heart railed against it.

“So you see… should you ask-ask Akio about himself… well, he views himself very-very differently to how you two see him.” She took another drink, smacking her lips in pleasure. “He knows he is not-not brave, merely reckless when it comes to those he needs to protect. He also knows that you overvalue his intelligence indeed.”

As I was about to protest she stopped me. “Make no mistake, Akio is no-no fool, and has a certain level of low cunning, yet he is not-not this genius you and Aiko believe him to be. No, you both only see twisted reflections of your own-own fears in him, feeding your own inadequacies. This I know, for I too-too am similar. Since you were inseparable as children, your formative years, it is only to be expected I fear-fear.”

“That can’t be right.” I protested. “Akio, he’s…”

“A mortal, with all-all the fears and weaknesses that entails. Perhaps living up to the pressure of always being perfect for you two-two, despite knowing he was not-not as you viewed him… it all comes back to this dog, I do-do think. That failure was the catalyst.”

“But why? Akio saved us from the dog!” I protested, annoyance giving way to rage inside me that she would dare call the most important moment of my life a failure. Although, now I have a couple more moments that surpass it…

“But you fainted, did you not-not? And afterwards, were you not-not even more timid and fearful, for quite some-some time?”

Her question caught me off guard. “Of course I was. I was a little girl, it was obviously frightening. Even now, I don’t like dogs barking at me. What could he have expected? He was only a young boy himself. Who else could have done better? If anyone says they could, I’ll show you a liar!” By the end my voice was raised, causing Aiko to stir in her sleep, mumbling.

“Yes. Just like you-you are a very beautiful girl, who is intelligent and amusing, if a little too shy-shy for comfort.” Shaeula responded, and I froze.

… I see. It isn’t about truth, it’s about feelings.

“I suspect there must be more-more similar events, to have convinced Akio that he was unable to protect you and Aiko. Really, he can be such-such a fool.” Shaeula smiled wryly, reminiscing. In that moment my heart stopped, as she was truly something mystical, a real fairy, in the modern sense. “He should-should have killed me when he bested me, after all, had the situations been reversed, in my arrogance I would not-not have accepted his surrender. He spared that fool Grulgor too. He is far-far too naïve and kind for the role he has been thrust into, yet still he battles on. Though against those that threatened me in vulgar ways…” she grinned cruelly. “… those he did not-not leave unscathed. Your male is quite-quite staunch in such matters. Any threat to you, he will-will annihilate. Yet it all stems from weakness, no?”

“I see. Is it… is it really so simple? There was a time, some years after the dog, when a horrible disease swept the village. Many children were sick. One even died…” I remembered, it had been a red fever, some viral variant of measles or some such, and many had come down with it. “I had been terrified I or Aiko was going to die. Funny, even then I assumed that Akio wouldn’t be hurt. After all… he was a hero to me. I remember him comforting me as I cried, for weeks. There were other incidents too, saving me from boys at school, or when some girls picked on me. I always was saved, yet I always cried after… is it my fault? Did I pressure him too much?”

“I do not-not think it is fair to blame yourself, Eri. Akio was simply a young male, with all-all the conflicting emotions and weaknesses that entailed. He clearly loved you and Aiko, and wanted to protect you, but he did not-not believe that he was strong enough to do so, hence-hence your tears. You did not-not believe you were good enough to win his heart, despite clearly wanting to, and Aiko, she believed that she was not-not as good as either of you. So foolish, yet so-so natural, that you three all saw your own weaknesses reflected in each other, yet while only seeing the best-best of your fellows. Hence why Akio left. And why neither of you tried to stop-stop him.”

“How… how can you understand us so much?” I asked again, feeling deep inside she was right. I still didn’t feel worthy of Akio, and despite my bravado about loving him, I was still terrified he would see through me, to my ugly petty insides, and leave me behind again, for someone better, like Shaeula.

“Ahh, poor-poor Eri.” She reached over and rubbed my head as I teared up again. Stretching over the sleeping Aiko she pulled me into a tight hug. “When abandoned once, you will always fear abandonment a second time. But fear not-not, Akio is starting to conquer his own insecurities, and can-can finally see you as someone not-not just to protect, but to love as well-well. Your reckless, yet cute actions have finally convinced him you are a female, not-not the crying sister-like child he has to protect from the bad world despite not-not having the power to do so. He does have the power now. And perhaps he hesitantly accepted you at first-first in a misguided attempt to return to the way things were, to protect you like you were a child once-once more, your actions have shattered this misconception. When he looks at you now, the love I see in his gaze is quite-quite different indeed. I can not-not ask you to abandon all your fears, but trust in me. Only death will separate you now, and I will-will be standing by his side, fending off any such misfortunes. So no-no more recklessness, understand? If you want to… make love when it is safe for your network, then by all means do so, yet for the right reasons, not-not as a bind to tie him, or a light in the night-night, to reassure the frightened child fearing abandonment within you, understand?”

She’s… just so nice, and it makes me feel bad for getting jealous, but… I’ve never been good sorting my feelings… “I don’t get… why you seem to care so much about Aiko and me. I mean, I’m thankful, but I… I don’t understand. Maybe I’m cold-hearted, but I couldn’t do the same…”

“Foolish Eri. Let me tell you a little tale of my own, and perhaps then-then you will understand.” She cleared her throat after another drink. “Where to begin…” The light in her eyes dimmed, as she started thinking back to her own past.

“I was born the second-second daughter of my noble father, Prince Shaetanao of the Seelie Court. I had three brothers and a sister, all born many-many years prior. They were all birthed from true Seelie lines, yet me… my mother was not-not a Fae, but a noble spirit from the land you call-call home, Japan. As I was young, I did not-not understand what this meant, though even then others looked down on me and my birth, finding me not-not worthy of following our bloodlines.” She shrugged. “My own siblings cared for me, in their overbearing ways. They are all-all powerful and noble, my brothers far surpassing me in strength and arts, my sister in beauty.”

“Nonsense, you are so beautiful, that can’t be right…” I protested despite myself, only to fall silent at her rejoinder.

“As are you, Eri, as much-much as Aiko or I. Akio thinks so too, does he not-not? What would your answer be?”

“I’m sorry.” I found myself apologising. Yes, I knew I was pretty, as Shaeula knew of herself, yet I always felt inferior despite that… Not about truth, feelings… Once more I came close to a realisation.

“Well, no matter. Your problems are deep-rooted, and we will have long-long to resolve them. Now, my mother, she left, returning to her own home. It was named something strange… though I was but a child, and do not-not remember what she called it. Alas that was the final-final time I saw my mother.”

That’s sad… She may be a magical being, but she has feelings just like us… and losing a mother is cruel. Even if she still lives, to never see her again…

“My father was kind, as were my perfect siblings, though their excellence made me most-most bitter. I did not-not have the great strength they were born with, and was quite fragile. All I had as my own was my pride-pride in my noble bloodline, yet others, such as Duke Vulpatrius and Duke Formor, as well-well as even some of our own weaselkin…” At that she grimaced, perhaps remembering bitter memories of discrimination. “… they called me a bastard, and worse. But the more-more I was accused, the further I dug deep, until all I had was my status as a princess. I was such-such a fool, rather similar to you, was I not-not? All you had to cling to was Akio and your budding love for him, and it too was the core you built yourself around. It is not-not healthy.” she warned. “At least it was not-not. Now you can change that, as can I.”

Continuing her tale she flagged down more drinks. Her voice grew hoarse as she spoke at length, and I thought I could see the glimmer of tears in her amber eyes, much as the tears I had shed earlier.

“I continued to grow, and tried to match my siblings, yet I was without talent, it seems-seems, sad though that is to admit. Eventually their compassion for me became poison, and in retaliation I grew-grew rebellious and arrogant. A pretty revenge on the world where all were more-more skilled and better than I. But this led to my downfall. I wanted to prove-prove to my Father, my siblings, all the doubters… yet mostly, to myself… that I could be better-better than them. I was perhaps too bold, too careless in my claims, and my Father was manoeuvred into sending me out to the Boundary with little-little support, my siblings also unable to aid-aid me. Father managed to contact my absent mother, and she spared me a handful of her own kin, yet she too was limited in her response, though I know not-not why.”

Bitterness was in her laugh as she shrugged depreciatingly. “Perhaps she too was bound by politics, perhaps that is why-why she left me, rather than growing tired of all the scorn and slander. I would like-like to believe so.”

Rapt, I couldn’t tear myself away from her tale, shocked at how much our foolishness aligned. If we had both been more honest, with ourselves and others… I could have told Akio how I felt, begged him to stay or at least wait for me, and Shaeula… she could have remained safe… we are both fools, in our own ways…

“Father and my siblings must-must have been worried. After all, the Boundary is far-far from safe. Still, I had some guards, of course, so had trouble not-not befallen me, I could have managed to make some small achievements then return in due-due time. But of course, the aim of those who had manoeuvred my father into sending me out had other plans. Why they want me dead, simply because I am a half-blood, or for other reasons, I can not-not say, yet it matters little. I would have been slain, my father and siblings never-never knowing why, until Akio… he defeated me, and I cried for surrender, not-not expecting he would actually spare me. And you know the rest. So, what do you think of my tale? Am I not-not another distorted mirror of the three-three of you?”

As she drank to soothe her throat hoarse from talking, I considered everything I knew and we had discussed, trying to filter out my own inadequacies. “You… you channelled your own insecurities into pride and arrogance. I did, into cowardice, fear and a selfish love. Aiko into feeling like she could never match her brother or me, or even those around her, hiding in the shadow of Akio, not growing as her own person, being just a perfect sister she thought he wished for. And Akio… he felt that he couldn’t protect those he loved, so… he didn’t want to love. Right?”

Shaeula clapped her hands together gently. “Indeed. He feigns the act of an oblivious male, pretending he does not-not see when people yearn for him, yet he knows it well. Instead, he laughs it off. Perhaps he even-even saw the love you kept hidden from him, hence why he moved far-far distant. He has convinced himself it was all-all for your sakes, but deep down he knows it is his own cowardice. As I said, he is not-not brave, merely reckless.”

“Then, I’m forcing him, just repeating the same mistakes as before…” I began, but Shaeula cut me off with a hiss of annoyance.

“You were doing so-so well. Do not-not sink back into the mire of your fears.” she answered. “The lesson here is obvious. We all received the opposite of what we wanted, did we not-not? Such irony indeed.”

The opposite? Oh, I see. When Shaeula explains it, it’s obvious. She really is a wise fairy like the stories, dispensing wisdom… though, no, I guess that isn’t fair. She was just as lost as any of us…

“I didn’t get the love I wanted, or the end to the constant fear eating at me. You… you just wanted respect and love, but instead you got sent away to die. Aiko wanted to feel she mattered, that her brother was proud of her, but even as he said he was, she couldn’t believe in him as she didn’t believe in herself. And Akio… he loved us, but felt unworthy, so ended up without us, or anyone else intimate in his life. When you lay it out like that, we all sound so pathetic.” I was downhearted, but now that I thought about it, Shaeula was right. Akio, Aiko and I were all similar, even down to our bad points. Shaeula too. And that made me weirdly happy.

“Yes, but things can-can change.” Shaeula smiled. “Akio now knows that if he does not-not protect those he loves, who will? And he no longer looks away from your feelings, so you can-can have the love you wished for. Aiko has taken the first-first steps in understanding she has value, and I… I will show my siblings, father, all-all of the Seelie court that scorned me, that I am not-not devalued by my birth, nor am I weak.” She smiled at me again, and my eyes were matching the tears in hers. “There is no shame in having fears, doubts, insecurities. There is no-no dishonour in being weak, afraid. But it is wrong to not-not try to rise above them. And we can, hand-in-hand with each other. After all, we all love the same male, do we not-not? Surely that makes us true sisters.”

Ugh, here is the problem. I… Akio is mine. I love him, and want him to love me back. He does, I know it, and after talking with Shaeula I do feel better, I understand us all a bit more I think, but why… why does she have to spoil it like this?

“Look, Shaeula, I think of you as a friend, I don’t have many but you are definitely one of them, you… you don’t scare me, and I know you’ve helped me, even today. I can even see where I went wrong, and some of the anxiety I feel about Akio has faded, but still… a man can only have one woman, and that’s me! I don’t know how it is in your fairy-world, since you said your father has many wives and concubines, but here… that’s just how it is!”

“Oh really? But Aiko loves him too-too and he loves Aiko. He loves his parents as well, does that mean he has any less love for you? I do not-not quite understand.”

“Well, that’s clearly different. We discussed this before!” I snapped, heating up. Beside me Aiko stirred again. I can’t wake her… Getting a grip on my annoyance I continued. “Love of family and romantic love is different, all right?”

“Is it? I see-see.” Shaeula nodded. “But… even here in the Material, males and females often have more than one lover do they not-not?”

“That’s cheating, and it’s a really bad thing to do!” I protested. “Cheaters are scum, and Akio wouldn’t hurt me like that. Thanks to our talk, I can see I don’t need to bind him, I can just trust him. He hasn’t done anything with you despite your efforts, has he? I’m… I admit I feel sorry for you, that you can’t have the one you love, but…” I have to look out for me, I can be selfish, I’m allowed this much.

“Even here there are some cultures that have multiple wives, are there not-not? I checked on this internet, it is a most-most wonderful way to find-find information.”

“True, but… that isn’t Japan. In Japan…” I began, but Shaeula stopped me.

“I see. This is unproductive. Let us try this-this. Tell me a story of a happy time with you and Akio, and I shall do the same.”

A happy time? “I don’t understand?”

“Just go ahead.” Shaeula insisted. “You will see-see the point of it soon, I promise.”

A happy time? There were so many. Still, if I had to think of one.. oh, yes… “I’ve always liked the night sky. When I was a child, I often looked up at the stars, imagining what they were like, whether people like me lived there. I hoped that they didn’t, so I could have them all to myself, just me, Aiko and Akio.” God, so embarrassing. Shaeula was just nodding in interest, beckoning me to continue.

“One night, I must have been seven or eight at the time, just a young girl, I decided I wanted to see the stars up on the mountains, where the view would be better. It was such a clear, cold winter night, my breath frosty in the air. Still, my parents said I was too young to go up the mountains. There are animals out there, and it can be pretty dangerous at night. I was sad and I remember crying. I used to cry a lot, sorry Akio.” No more tears unless they are ones of joy. Now Shaeula has shown me how I put pressure on him, despite not needing to, I can learn to be better…

“Anyway…” My throat was parched too, so I finished my iced tea. “I went crying round to Akio, so he of course took me where I wanted to go, Aiko tagging along. He dressed us up all warmly, then packed a late-night picnic, then took us to the mountain. It was cold, yet warm at the same time, and the sky was so beautiful. The stars were like a river of diamonds, shining. Of course… we got caught. My parents were pretty mad, and scolded Akio, but that was nothing compared to his father. Oshiro-san can be very scary when angry… oh no…” I paused, horrified, a thought that hadn’t crossed my mind leaking in. “When he finds out what Akio and I did, he’s going to kill us!”

“Hardly!” Shaeula scoffed at my panic. “It is always-always the male that is punished in these circumstances. You will receive his sympathy. Akio though…” she laughed. “… yes, he will no doubt receive quite-quite the retribution. But…” She looked at me so kindly. “… he will not-not regret it. After all, I believe he rather enjoyed the experience with you. I must admit I am quite-quite curious myself…”

“Enough!” I protested, face on fire.

“Anyway, I shall now-now tell you my tale, of when Akio and I were drinking with his neighbour, Karen. It was most-most fun…”

I listened to her story, trying not to feel bad that Akio was having fun with other women. It was just some drinks. Nothing happened…

“So, now I shall ask you…” Shaeula said, eyes serious. “… and be honest. If you remove Aiko from your story, or Karen from mine-mine, would it be less fun, less special?”

“Of course it wouldn’t be the same without Aiko.” I agreed. As I did so Shaeula's grin broadened.

“Now if I were there on that mountain that-that night, watching the stars with you all-all, and you were with Karen and I, drinking merrily, would it not-not be more fun?”

“It would, but…” I began.

“Well then, is that not-not the same?” she argued passionately. “I will be a sister you can-can trust, an ally, a friend, loving the same male, sharing everything. It takes nothing from you, in fact you shall find our love stronger than ever-ever.”

“But it doesn’t work like that. Love isn’t meant to be shared that way…” I stubbornly protested. “… Besides, spending time alone with the one you love, it’s special. There are… things… you can only do together.”

“I would say that is not-not entirely true.” Shaeula laughed. “Besides, do we not-not have a long life ahead of us? I will not-not steal from you, should you give me your blessing. After all, I shall be working with my master from now on, so our time together is decided, in any-any event.”

She’s convincing, but I know it isn’t supposed to be that way. It isn’t even my jealousy, it’s just…

“I am a Fae, my lifespan is not-not the same as you mortals. We live long indeed, assuming no misfortune befalls us, and with master watching my back, I have no-no fears. I could-could allow you to have a life with Akio, and when you eventually depart from this world, I could have him for my own-own. But…” She looked at me, her stunning amber eyes deadly serious. “If you were I, would you make such-such a choice?”

“But Akio won’t live that … wait, will he?” Can that mysterious world really extend his life, like she’s clearly implying?

“He will, should we succeed. Already his subtle bodies are changing, becoming more-more like a Fae. So if I were patient, I could have his love. Yet… am I such-such a monster? He loves you, Eri, and I would see you too stand at his side for a long-long life. So sparing some time for me and Akio… surely you can do this?”

Stop being so… so damn nice. I… I feel awful…

“It just isn’t right…” I protested, trying to hold on to my resolve. “I believe in faithfulness. What happens if you found another man who pleased you like Akio does. Would you want to love him too?”

“A fair question.” she replied, giving it serious consideration. “Many of the Fae have multiple lovers, in their long-long, almost endless lives. Even the Queen herself has her paramours, the rumours say, such as the Scotsman. After all, near-eternity is long, loves can fade-fade…” Her gaze hardened then, her resolve plain to me. “But not-not mine. Akio, he is my master, my other-other half. I dearly love him, just as you do. Would you deny me the succour of love, feeling as you do? If I had been introduced to you as Akio’s female, would-would you have given up?”

I would have… then. I would have died inside though. Now, knowing the true happiness of what it means to love Akio, to be loved… no, I couldn’t… even so, I don’t want to compromise…

“So if there was another man, a man who loved me, would you be happy if I asked Akio to share me with him? It’s no different, is it?” I put forth my argument triumphantly. Beside me Aiko rolled over, and for a moment I thought I had woken her, but she then sighed and settled back to her rest.

“Is there such-such a male? If you truly loved him and he loved you… I would understand. As for Akio… for males it is different, they are more-more possessive than females in general. My father is like that, he would defend his females to the death. Only my mother left him, and perhaps she now-now has a new male. I know not-not. It would pain him, I know for certain. Now you have joined your bodies, he sees you as his and he as yours-yours. But would he relent, allow you to love both? Perhaps. I have no wish to put this to the test, but his love for you is deep-deep. If it was required to make you happy… still, your feelings are too strong for such, are they not-not?”

The thought of it makes me sick. I want Akio, I’ve only ever wanted Akio… but… would he allow me to betray him like that? I pictured his face, his kindness, the… the feeling of his warmth inside me. He would, though it’d break his heart, destroy him. Am… am I so small?

“You think too-too much Eri, as always, too bounded by the mundane life you have lived until now-now.” Shaeula said gently. “Were Akio just a normal male, then the life you seek is one I can-can applaud. However, he will be a legend, living a long life you could only have-have imagined in dreams before this. He will need many allies, many loves at his side. Rejoice that you are the first-first he loves. I will never betray you, I will always give you your due, but I beg…” Shaeula bowed to me then. “… offer me the chance to love him at your side. I did not-not know I would ever find such love, especially with a mortal. Our lives will be filled-filled with happiness such as you can only imagine. After all, has this week not-not been one of joy for you?”

Don’t bow to me like that, it’s crushing my heart. I don’t know how you’ve wormed your way into my friendship, our lives in such a short time, but now you look so regal, so tragic and beautiful, and I feel my resolve faltering…

“What’s the land of the Fae like?” I asked suddenly, trying to sort out the tangle of my thoughts. A bit confused by the change of subject, Shaeula answered.

“You like the stars yes-yes? Well in the night of the Fae realm, there are no stars, just the moon, so big it covers much-much of the skies. Yet the night is beautiful. On rare occasions the darkness is broken by a rain of shooting stars, and it is said those born under such-such are gifted with fortune and power. I had thought this but a myth, for I was born-born under such a starfall. Until now I had rued my lack of power and fortune, yet meeting Akio, and you, and Aiko, and many-many others… perhaps I was indeed-indeed born blessed.” Her smile was bright, and I fought the urge to look away.

“It sounds nice.” I answered at last. “I wish I could see it…” She loves Akio as much as I do… I’ve known him longer, but her experiences with him over this month… they are like I experienced with the frightening dog, just even more striking. No wonder she fell for him… I can’t hate her for it.

“You shall-shall see it, for as you stand at Akio’s side, when I prove to all-all the Seelie Court I am worthy and take my place there, he shall be at my-my side. I respect your love and devotion, and I promise I shall never-never forsake Akio or you. But imagine the life we could… no the life we will lead. Every day full of struggle yes, yet so much-much joy.”

It's hard to argue against, but my heart aches, and the black feeling of jealousy, it’s swelling up inside me… I don’t like this at all.

“Wow, oh come on Eri, don’t get lost in your head. You don’t have to decide now, but at least think about it, okay?” Aiko suddenly said, opening her eyes, causing the words I was searching for to be lost.

Aiko turned to Shaeula and winked. “You know, hearing you talk like you did about us, a lot more makes sense to me. I don’t know if you are right about everything, about how my big bro feels, and whether we did put too much pressure on him with our expectations, but… I think you were right about me. I have always felt I wasn’t good enough, so I’ve always tried to be a sister that my bro would like, would want to always take care of. Not as smart as my bro, or as pretty as Eri… it’s so stupid. After all, I’m gorgeous.” She let out a short laugh. “I feel kind of bad mocking my bro all this time for being a virgin loser with no girlfriend if it was down to us that he avoids intimacy though. I guess it’s a good thing I can’t use that joke anymore, right?”

Oh no, how long as Aiko been awake? We were talking about things I don’t want anyone else hearing, my petty and ugly side…

“Oh, I’ve been awake a while.” Aiko said, interpreting my look of horror. “Don’t worry, it’s all been rather fascinating. I feel bad though. I don’t want you to feel like my big bro is cheating on you, no-one more deserves happiness and love than you, Eri, but hearing Shaeula talk… I feel really sorry for her. You do too don’t you, Eri? I was moved when she said that she could wait us out and have Akio when we were dead, but that she didn’t want to do that and would help you too. Wow, so magnanimous, to her rival in love! I think I almost fell for her myself then, she’s so kind. One thing though, I can’t believe I’m being left out again, wow, so cold. Where am I in your new long-life Faerie love-in?”

“I am not-not so kind and magnanimous as you think, Aiko.” Shaeula sighed honestly. “I only realised how I truly-truly felt just before we visited your hometown, when I thought Akio was slain-slain by the Raven Knight. I was then sorting through my feelings and finally met you and Eri. Should she have not-not shown the will to deserve my master, I myself would have done everything to make him mine, though honestly…” she looked at Aiko and me, her expression strange. “… it might not-not have gone well. I think it had to be either you or Eri confessing, else it would not-not have helped resolve the issues that have plagued him ever since the dog, so long-long ago. As for being left out, perish the thought. I am sure-sure Akio can open his arms for you too, Aiko, for he has enough love to spare for all!”

“Eww, gross. Why do you keep shipping everyone with big bro, even those who are clearly inappropriate, like me? I love my bro, sure enough, but… ick. We have laws about that sort of thing!”

“What are laws in the face-face of love?” Shaeula snorted. “A male is measured by the calibre of the females he makes happy, while a female is measured by how-how she supports her male. Akio can love and make happy all-all of us, I believe. In all seriousness, you will not-not be left behind, Aiko. I shall train you, and you will grow stronger, and live-live longer, and see me take my place amidst the Seelie, Akio and Eri also by my side-side.”

“Damn, that’s a sexist view… still, I don’t entirely disagree. But no matter how much I love my big bro, no way, no how, to that! I do want to see you and Eri walking with my big bro though. Wow, sorry Eri, I guess in the end I’m a terrible best friend. It’s just… I think you could all be happy. I know it’s different for me, he’s my brother, so my love is different, but still… at least… think about it, okay?”

Aiko too? I feel a little betrayed… Yet, I was feeling other emotions too, blended into my jealousy and insecurity. I felt warmth, and hope, and confusion. Would it really be all right, would I still be happy, if I was to share?

“I can’t promise anything.” Eri said slowly. “All I can promise is… I’ll search my feelings. But in the end, I will never give up on Akio. I don’t even know myself entirely why I gave myself to Akio, but I do know I don’t and won’t regret it. I’m happy now, and I don’t want to jeopardise what I’ve gained after all this time, and I want to make Akio happy too. Twice what I receive. Three times, no, even more… if I helped make Akio sad in the past, even if I didn’t mean to, then I’ll overwrite those memories and fill them up with joy!”

“That’s nice and all, but you did say one thing earlier that was true I think you might have forgotten. Dad can be really scary when mad! Akio might not survive the fallout when he finds out you might be pregnant!”

I swallowed nervously, while Shaeula burst out laughing. Looking over to Akio, who was still sleeping peacefully, I tried to gather my thoughts. Just what is right and what is wrong? What will make Akio happy, while keeping my own newfound happiness? Can I accept Shaeula too? I just don’t know…


Side Twenty-Two – The Raven Knight


The full moon hung heavy and massive in the black sky overhead, looking like a flashlight shining through an obsidian sheet, not a trace of stars visible in the infinite skies. The bright reflection in the lake below rippled and shimmered as the figure bathing within moved lazily, bare limbs breaking the surface of the water, orange sparkles breaking free and floating into the air like a spectacular display of fireflies.

The Raven Knight let out a bitter growl, watching as his dark feathers floated on the surface of this sacred lake, hidden away at the edge of the Fae lands, the forests and halls of the Seelie Court distant, but needling at his heart and consciousness like a barbed thorn, the injury minor but unable to be forgotten. Below the silver waters of the lake were a dozen trees, somehow surviving, no, even thriving despite being continuously submerged. Their leaves were giving off the orange balls of light, concentrating the already dense ether in the surroundings, dyeing it with the orange hue of water energies.

“Master Raven, are you well? Your expression is pained.” A melodious voice asked, and he turned to see a beautiful young Fae woman, a water Nymph, draped in blue and orange cloth that covered little, her silvery hair flowing down into the water. “I shall encourage the water essence to soothe your wounds, please be patient.” With that the gorgeous Nymph gestured, and her hair wrapped around him gently, across his back, upper torso and lower face, where the remains of the Woe Backlash, the burned scars, were slowly fading.

One would think that being so tightly bound over such wounds would be naught but pain, yet… Her hair drew the water essence from the surroundings and guided it to his wounds, speeding the recovery, fighting against the lingering taints of the Woe and the dark energy that it was bound to. Letting out a sigh of satisfaction despite himself, he quickly felt anger. This… Fae creature… may be my ally now, but she reminds me of… her, and my detestable aunt. If she still lives, I would love to have her flayed alive and kept that way for centuries, to punish her betrayal… by the fates, of course she still lives. That dark bitch is a mighty sorceress, and knows many Dark Fae in the Unseelie Court, who would be only too happy to extend her life for… favours. Like all Fae, they do love beauty…

Feeling melancholy and bitter hatred in equal measure his gaze went to the small island at the centre of the lake, ringed by Rhyming Trees of different elements, their energy shimmering like a mirage, or perhaps the northern lights of the Material world. Behind the Trees he knew lay a small mausoleum, where his foolish father and even more foolish mother lay entombed, their mortal remains brought to the lands of Fae by his aunt for purposes less than charitable. Hence why I am this bastard half-Fae form…

Neither fully mortal or fully Fae, ever bound to stay in twilight, orphaned and cursed. Grinding his teeth under the replacement raven-mask he wore, he clenched his fist. And worse, the Dark Rhyming Tree I stole from the Unseelie at great cost, it is taken from me by that mortal fool and his by-blow whore of a half-Fae. Finding a place to plant the Tree where it could draw in the essence it needs to survive, which was also not already monopolised by someone or something stronger than I, was a great labour, and the fact that I could kill the whore daughter of that conniving weasel Shaetanao was a pleasing coincidence. Yet now… damn, all my plans are set back once more…

As he clenched his fists, flaring pain through his still-healing body the Nymph spoke in concern. “Be at ease, Master Raven. I shall sing a song to soothe you, if it pleases you? Think not of the injuries you suffered using vile arts, the Lake Of Shed Tears heals all hurts in time.”

With that she retrieved a silver harp and began to play, a haunting, melancholy tune that brought back sour memories. Yet as she played, his physical pain numbed, the orange energies of water responding, slowly accelerating the healing.

I was too arrogant. Though I had few choices in the lower reaches of the Boundary. Unlike here, in the backwater eddies of the Astral I can command little of my sorceries. But those Unseelie Arts I learned during my time in Pandemonium, they were still usable, due to the balance of Weal and Woe…

Listening to the mournful song he let his head sink back into the water. Of course, most of his reason for using Unseelie Arts to kill them was out of black humour and irony, to dismay the weasel bitch and her family. And if when her death was discovered the Unseelie were blamed and a new conflict sparked, well… so much the better. In the chaos I could steal another Rhyming Tree… His gaze went to the far shore, where a new feature had appeared over the past days. A series of great spiderwebs had been strung across the forest, forming a white dome, impenetrable and full of skittering shadows. Seeing the direction of his sight, the Nymph spoke again.

“Are you thinking of your companion, Master Raven? She was indeed full of rage against you, and still seethes with anger, yet in time she will understand the choice you made.”

The Jorogumo had indeed been wroth. I picked her up on a whim after she was driven out by the mortal boy and his weasel-bitch. I have no great hatred for the spirits of that foreign land, not like the Fae, though I have no great love for them either. At least she was useful for my ambush…

Besides, if he had not taken her with him using the Third Weal and Woe, then she surely would have died to them, her life lost in vain. Still, when the Woe had to be paid lest he suffer a further backlash… Few have called me kind, and for good reason. I do what is necessary for my goals…

She had been wracked with terrible pain, her already battered body gouting blood and ichor everywhere, her joints cracking. In the end, she had survived, the healing of the lake enough to restore her, and spiders and their mystical equivalents did heal very quickly. It was quite envious. Afterwards though she had set up her own little arachnid kingdom in a corner of his demesne. It is not a problem for now, but should she draw unwanted attention my way…

The Raven Knight knew he was skilled and strong in his domain, but compared to the full might of the Seelie or Unseelie, as well as some of the sole wanderers that dwelt within the lands of the Fae… No, I survive by keeping hidden where possible, and choosing my allies carefully. When I am healed, there will have to be a reckoning, and I shall show her why I am the only one fitting to be a master here…

As the song ceased, the last sad notes fading away into the stillness of night, the Nymph withdrew her hair, seeing the Raven Knight breathing more naturally, lost in thought. Silently she retreated, leaving him alone, eyes reflecting the moon.

I was so close… if I could have grown the Tree enough to be able to survive here, I could have brought it back and begun the ritual. But now, all that effort is wasted. His heart told him that revenge on those who had thwarted him was necessary, yet his head spoke wisdom, saying that revenge could wait until after the plan was back on track.

The Unseelie will not welcome me, not after I betrayed them to steal their Arts and Tree. The Seelie are also unforgiving, and have few, if any Dark Rhyming Trees… The surest way to victory was to seize back the Tree in the Boundary, but over time that would likely prove more challenging, as the mortal was seemingly blessed by the Gods and Goddesses of Fortune themselves, lucky breaks falling into his hands one after another…

I could search the Boundary for naturally-occurring Rhyming Trees of the darkness element. There surely must be some… yet again, just as areas of dark elemental energies are often occupied, any such Trees will be guarded and exploited. Is my only option to attack those fools again after all…?

His gaze straying back to the island, where his mother and father lay in their cold tombs, unmourned and slandered by the cold lies of history, he spat, black bile staining the pure water of the lake before dispersing. Nothing will stand in the way of the goal I have laboured for these many long years… If it was an attack that was required, he would make it. Yet failing again was not to be countenanced. Allies, I will need allies. Perhaps… yes… Under the mask he smiled for the first time in days. Perhaps there was a way to succeed, and get revenge on the mortal brat and that half-Fae bitch at the same time…


Side Twenty-Three – Fujiwara Shige, Head of Fujiwara House


Shige kept his displeasure deep within, his face impassive, though there was no concealing the anger boiling in his steely gaze. The score or so of men sitting around the table were still arguing after this proposal, splitting into factions, each wrapped up in their own interests. It is quite the disappointment. Just how long must I… no, to dwell on that now is just needless.

Beside him, sensing his fatigue one of his two security guards, the giant half-Japanese and half ‘something’ man, who towered over everyone at nearly half a foot over six feet tall, handed him a mug of coffee. Taking a sip he held in a sigh. Kona. The US President is said to drink little else. It is good, but cannot staunch my worries alas.

“I still don’t know if this is a joke.” one executive was saying. He might be wearing an expensive suit from a well-known London tailor, but it wouldn’t make him look anything but a balding man trying to appear important. “Surely this must be some sort of test, right, right?” He was appealing to the other executives, who like him, almost to a man, were wearing similar attire, with expensive watches and ties, each striving to show off how impressive and essential they were. It is enough to make me despair. Still, there were a couple of exceptions.

“Enough, if you really think Fujiwara-dono would do such a pointless thing, I worry for your sanity.” The man, Harada Koji was saying, trying to rein in the quarrelling. “Just because we did not see it coming or think it impossible, if we are asked to do this, then we should respond with our best efforts.”

If only Koji-kun was my son… He was currently the acting leader of policy decisions in the Fujiwara group, and at his words a half-dozen around the table nodded agreement.

“Yes, Honoured Father wouldn’t lie to us.” a man in his fifties said. His hair was dyed, and his suit was extremely extravagant, paired with a watch that Shige had given him on his twentieth birthday, quite the antique. Yet I note he has had it restored. Typical. Too fearful of me to wear a different one, but too proud not to have it changed to his tastes.

“Indeed, a very good point Hidemasa-sama!” one oily executive agreed, trying to earn points with him no doubt. “It is wisdom like that which shows you are indeed Fujiwara-dono’s oldest son. I don’t see Kazuhito-sama here. could he… not make it to such an important meeting?”

“No, I fear he had to work. Apparently he is meeting a Russian delegation regarding international co-operation on trade or some such. A worthy goal no doubt, but…” Hidemasa said doubtfully.

To think I’d have lived so long as to have to deal with this. Barring Koji-kun and another man who was standing almost unnoticed in the shadows, everyone here was a Fujiwara family descendant, from either the main or the branch lines. Once that meant they would be resolute, powerful and dedicated to the country, but over the last few generations, since the War… If only we had not engaged in such folly. All three pillars that supported Japan nearly fell, and after the rebuilding… Decadence was proving even more destructive than outright war…

Gesturing to his imposing guards, simply known as ‘Left’ and ‘Right’, they stood taller, drawing everyone’s eyes. “I find this argument unseemly.” Shige said, his voice quiet yet still able to dominate the rich executives, including his son. “While I do not encourage blind obedience, when I give an order I expect it to be treated seriously. Right now, every one of the Fifty-Seven and most of the Three-Hundred will be holding similar meetings and looking at where to go from here. This will be our sternest test since the War, and I have no wish to see us fail here.”

Indeed, after none in the houses of nobility, neither new nor old, have owned up to developing these new abilities, Itsuki, Kira and I decided to establish countermeasures and bring everyone together. It could be the catalyst to either rebuild the nobility back to past glories, or…

“Of course, Honoured Father.” Hidemasa gushed. “But still, since none of us have seen or heard of such things… it is hard to comprehend. Of course, despite that, I am sure we can come up with a plan to satisfy you!”

As more pointless discussion followed, Shige half-listened, while pondering his own plans. How I envy Kira with strong young heirs. He can leave this to them should he wish. As for my sons… One was dead alas, his eldest, who he had invested much effort into raising as his successor. By comparison his other two were left to their own devices, and had become spoiled and rebellious respectively. Still, they have done one thing right.

“How about we survey every employee of the Fujiwara group?” one executive was saying. “Our subsidiary businesses employ over a hundred thousand people. Surely we would unearth one or two if they exist?”

“Or we could put up a reward? Money will surely move some to come forwards?”

“Yes, that sounds…”

I hope the others in the Fifty-Seven have more creativity. And after this I need to meet with the Prime Minister. I cannot leave the Diet in the dark forever, but managing what they know is crucial. International tensions over this… Luckily plans were already being made, with some possible leads via financial transfers that aroused interest, as well as some hints of suspicious activity that Public Security and the Police could not explain. Still, that would be far from enough… Maybe it is time to bring in some fresh blood, shake up the decadent young pups that think that I am content to leave the Fujiwara family and the fate of Japan in their hands? Hmm, yes, maybe…

Standing suddenly, Left and Right moved to flank him. Everyone looked up and waited for his words.

“I shall leave you to discuss the matter for a short time. Hidemasa, is your daughter Honoka here?”

“Of course, Honoured Grandfather. She is delighted at the thought of seeing you.”

“In that case, I shall take a moment to visit with her. Do continue your deliberations while I am absent.”

Leaving with Left and Right following him, he reached the room where his granddaughter was staying. Gesturing for Left and Right to stay outside, he knocked on the door. A young and elegant voice called out. “Yes, who is it?”

“It is Shige. May I enter?”

“Oh grandfather, of course!” came back the bright reply, and he pushed open the door, to be greeted by the sight of a young girl sitting primly on a chair, back straight and posture impeccable. She was wearing a school uniform, a traditional sailor-suit type, with a very long skirt and long-sleeved shirt. On seeing her grandfather she smiled, an expression of joy on her beautiful face.

“Grandfather, it has been too long!” she said happily. Standing, she gracefully walked over to an antique tea-set and began to pour two cups. When she was done she brought one over to him.

Taking the tea he sipped it. Perfect as ever. How my granddaughters came from the loins of my two sons, well it is a mystery as great as these new strange powers that the shrines advised us of…

“It is most excellent. I dare say you are the star of the tea ceremony club.” he said, placing the cup on its saucer. “By the way, how is school? Are you getting on with the other daughters?”

“Of course, Grandfather.” She nodded, placing down her own saucer. “We speak little, but I have served many during tea ceremonies, and they often come to watch me dance.”

Oh yes, I remember the last dance recital. “And your cousin? Unfortunately Miyu is not present today, as her father has his own matters to attend to.”

Honoka paused, before smiling prettily. “I have little contact with her, as she is in the high school section of Hanafubuki, yet during dance classes we do speak. I have no complaints regarding our relationship. Our bodyguards are sisters, so occasionally we might cross paths elsewhere.”

I… see. It was too late to regret the choices they had made in the education of noble daughters. Itsuki and Kira agreed with me. All nobility benefits when their wives and daughters are true Yamato Nadeshiko. But it is a lonely path, with no room for friendship… Feeling strangely guilty, he asked a question that had been on his mind more often recently. “Your fiancé has already been chosen, do you not wish to know of him?”

“If you wish to speak of him, then of course I will listen, grandfather.” Honoka smiled brightly, bowing deeply. “I am sure whichever husband you have chosen for me will be suitable for a daughter of Fujiwara house, and I have been training in the bridal arts to be a perfect wife. I know that Miyu feels the same, though her marriage will no doubt come sooner than mine.”

A perfect answer as always, radiating elegance. Still… my old heart does ache. If only my remaining sons… no, I cannot fix what cannot be fixed.

“So, tell me more about school.” he said, and she started talking joyfully, topping up his tea periodically.

How wonderful would it be if one of my granddaughters was chosen to bear this new power? Alas, it was not to be. Still, that gives me an idea… “I am thinking of having a shrine maiden assigned to you and your cousin, to help you understand more about the spiritual side of our country. I believe it will be of benefit to your growth. She will stay by your side, like your bodyguard does. Would you have any objections to this?”

She looked puzzled for a moment, before shaking her head, her long black hair cascading like a waterfall behind her. “Of course not, grandfather. I would be honoured to learn anything you feel I should, to make me a better wife and daughter of Fujiwara house. I will welcome this shrine maiden into my life, and listen earnestly to anything she can teach me.”

As he smiled at her perfect response, his mind was whirring. Even if they have not been gifted with powers themselves, if they are guided and taught by those who do have them, then perhaps… is this what we have been missing in our plans? He would have to owe Takakura-san a favour, but no doubt he would be able to mediate some suitable personnel. They would have to be refined, and able to attend the same school as his granddaughters…

As he pondered he continued to make pleasant small-talk with Honoka. As his time with her drew to a close he left her with some words of encouragement, before being escorted back to the meeting room by Left and Right. Hopefully they would have come up with something useful in his absence. Granddaughters are a joy indeed, and I love them dearly, but their fathers…


Side Twenty Four – Revelation-Cardinal Lorenzo Giudice


“So, we have gathered, yet alas, some of our faithful are missing, I see.” As he glanced around the room, Revelation-Cardinal Lorenzo Giudice noticed that of the thirteen souls that should have been occupying the decorated podiums carved out of the stone of the surrounding catacombs, faced in marble and chased with gold, only eight, including himself, were present.

“Non importa. Such is to be expected. For we have waited long for this day.” His piercing hazel eyes surveyed his fellows. “Still, for those of us that have made the journey under the auspices of the one and only God, I offer you benvenuto. welcome.” Despite being Italian, and that being the main language of the Catholic Church, he spoke flawless English, for that was the word of True Revelation.

“It has indeed been too long.” The speaker was old, his hair a snowy white, yet his body was still muscled, lean and tanned. He was wearing vestments as would any other Cardinal, yet they were armoured with plates of a golden metal, and in his sash was belted a sword, old-looking, the hilt a cross, yet the blade was bright and free of rust, shining under the many candelabra that lit the hall. “I knew when I heard the voice of Metatron in my dreams, and Crucis Purgationis started waking from its slumber, that the time long prophesied in the true book of Revelations has come. Praise be to God, amen!”

Lorenzo echoed the amen, as did the others around the room. The wielder of the blade, the Crucis Purgationis, was Inquisitor-Cardinal Maximillian Meyer. I had thought him dead, having not heard of him for so long and his advanced age, but I am happy to be proved mistaken, for he is one of the more staunch of the True Believers.

“I too heard the voice.” A small dark-skinned man said, seemingly overwhelmed by his ceremonial finery. Beside him lay a whip, the material a strange dark fabric, and even here Lorenzo fancied he could smell the blood. Fighting an urge to cross himself, he listened to the words of his long-time colleague. “To think that it would be us, who would be witness to the End Times.” His English was spoken with a Spanish lilt, making it a little hard to understand, but all were brothers and sisters here under God, so even without words… All of us are thinking the same. Commandment-Cardinal Ortiz speaks for all of us.

“I tremble at the thought, yet we must do what needs to be done.” an old rasping voice said, and everyone turned to see a withered old crone, a large musical horn beside her. As she spoke she shook, and she surely did not have long left for this world, unless… unless of course her Hallowed Ground can renew her. Verum Lore has much to say on the effects of the Hallowed Ground… why else would God choose now to start the march to Armageddon, with many of us so old?

“Indeed, your words spark both hope and joy in me. Amen.” After a brief round of prayer, Lorenzo asked his colleague, who despite the teachings of the mainstream church was of course female, a question that was on his mind. “So, saggia donna, my old friend. I am sure under the grace of God I need not ask, but the Choirs, they remain prepared?”

“Of course.” she rattled, making the sign of the cross. “I have been training them for nearly eighty years, my bones may be old, but my spirito, it does not falter. My future successor, who I have been pouring my wisdom, she oversees the grand work now. Our numbers are perhaps not what they were, but the quality, the fede in Dio, faith… it remains pure.” She coughed, her lungs hissing. “And as a great blessing, she dreamed of a Seraph, and has found her own blessing from God. Several others in the Choir have seen lesser Angels…”

“I see, that is grand news indeed.” A youthful voice said, and everyone turned to the newcomer. She was comely and fair, young too, probably no more than twenty, with long blonde hair down to her knees and stunningly bright green eyes like emeralds. Her vestments were adorned with rows of small crystal bells, and as she spoke they tinkled calmingly. On one finger was set an ornate golden ring, made up of a series of interlocking knots.

She wears the Anulus Fortunae. And with that colouring… “Would you be the successor to Magdalena Stuart? I had heard she died, so was expecting one of our missing brothers and sisters to be her. If so, this is il volere di Dio, most certainly. God’s will indeed.”

“Yes, my grandmother, God rest her immortal soul, may it return safely to the Ninth and only True Heaven to await our arrival after Armageddon, she was raising me to carry her burden. I admit, when I was young I did not believe, only doing it to please her, but when the voice of Metatron was revealed to me… my path is clear.”

“Bah, to have someone of such weak faith as one of the Cardinals of True-Revelation is upsetting. How low we have fallen. God tasked us to prepare for this for nearly two-thousand years, yet… this… is all we have? We once controlled nearly the entire globe, kings and peasants alike heeded our words, or else they faced ruin and damnation!” The speaker was a big man, with dark brown hair and eyes. His ceremonial cassock was straining under his muscles, and was adorned with silver chainmail, each loop secured by a tiny crucifix. Beside him was a monstrous wooden wheel, ringed with stakes, and he rested his hand on it sourly, glaring at the new successor.

“Enough, cessare, Judgement-Cardinal Luca Aloisio! If our esteemed successor did not have the requisite faith, Metatron would not have graced her with orders. Who are we to gainsay the very voice of our Lord and God? Be thankful we do not have another empty podium, and another of the treasures we have been bequeathed unrecovered.”

“Indeed, I thank you, Revelation-Cardinal.” The beautiful young woman curtsied politely. Turning to Luca she gave him a pretty smile. “My Grandmother told me of you, and to take no notice of your fury. After all, to use the Rota Iudicii, our Wheel of Judgement, you must be resolute, unstoppable. I am her granddaughter, Mary Stuart, and I shall serve the Lord, never doubt it. Besides I see two more who do not match my Grandmother’s descriptions.”

At the remaining two filled podiums, there were an androgynous pair of beautiful young people. They had dark hair, as black as the darkest of nights, and their skin was white and beautiful, without blemish. Their eyes were a unique colour too, a rare red, yet not the pinkish red of albinism, but the rich red of ruby or blood. Under their robes it was hard to see their body-shapes, but one had short hair, the other a long cascade. As they met everyone’s gaze, they both responded, one bowing and one curtsying as Mary Stuart had done.

Such eyes and unearthly looks. Surely in the past they would have been suspected to have Devil blood. Still, to be here, and to be carrying those… The long-haired one was holding a golden goblet, a treasured replica of the long-lost Holy Grail, the Poculum Orationis, while the other… yes, the Falsa Testa, spear home to the last precious shard of the weapon that pierced the very flesh of our Lord, Jesus Christ on the cross. For our sins he had paid the ultimate price willingly, his divinity unquestioned.

Unlike the many false beings we shall have to contend with now. For two thousand years we have driven them back, purging them where we found them, rooting out all who trafficked with unholy powers… and our efforts have born great fruits, yet in our success we too have withered, only a mere portion of our once great power remaining… alas, God’s great mansion contains many rooms still, yet all but the Ninth Heaven are crawling with sin… so we must take up arms…

“You two must be the new Blessing-Cardinal and Cursing-Cardinal. Again, I expected those podiums to be empty. Gloria e lode to your predecessors, they have done well finding you.”

“It is an honour to be here at the End of Days.” The long-haired one spoke, her accent appalling. It was Russian, by the sounds of it, the same as the previous Blessing-Cardinal. “I am Anastasia Solovyova. My brother here is Konstantin Solovyov. Sadly he cannot speak, for he has no tongue. God has called for him to deliver his word by actions, not sounds.”

Konstantin nodded, opening his mouth for all to see the stump of his tongue. Still, his gaze was firm, pleasing to the eye, and full of faith. Hmm, the old Cursing-Cardinal was Arabic. There is a story here. But that is for later.

“So, we have all gathered then, those of us who are able. I believe that the Faith-Cardinal passed several years ago, and the Seminary was destroyed. A vile blow. Those unbelievers will pay a high toll now that the time for true Revelations has come. Amen. Does anyone know of the others? Can we still hold out hope?”

“My grandmother told me that the Charity-Cardinal was waylaid in the Far East. I believe she said it was Cultivators, if you can believe that nonsense.” Mary Stuart made a sign of the cross and spat in disgust.

“Such trash do exist, though like the cowards they were, most fled nigh on fifteen-hundred years ago.” Luca stroked his wheel. “Now all that are left are a few vermin who practice their ungodly arts in secret, hiding from their equally faithless government. If we have to start a purge before Armageddon, I suggest we start there. I know that the Charity-Cardinal was old like the rest of us but tale follia, such a disappointment…”

“Do not be so harsh on our fellows.” Maximillian said suddenly. “In my youth I duelled a pair of these Chinese Cultivators when I did missionary work. They were quite annoying. One even got away. The other is currently where he belongs in Hell, though…”

“Enough. Peace.” Lorenzo sighed, unamused at the bickering. “We will make do with what we have. The Choir still stands, even if we have lost the Seminary, and several of the Orders. And with God on our side, what do we have to fear? The Pontiff, God rest his naïve soul, is too wedded to peace and reconciliation to understand the threat. I do not blame him, successive generations have softened their stance, leaving it to us in the shadows to make sure that the sacrifice of our Lord, separating this world from the sinful, protecting this Garden of Eden, is not in vain. As time passes and the chaos begins, more will flock to our banners and faith will be rekindled, as is stated in the True Revelations. But first, we must take stock. As is in the Choir, others will have heard the call of God. We must gather them, before they use their Hallowed Ground. I trust you have all refrained until now?”

As everyone nodded, Lorenzo was pleased. The temptation to deploy Hallowed Ground and reap the benefits was immense, but as men and women of faith, they resisted, as they would the whispers of the Devil himself.

“Excellent. We need to carefully choose where we call upon them. As Armageddon approaches, only under Hallowed Ground shall the faithful be saved. We must protect the worthy and the sacred.”

But to do so, one must dip their hands in the filth of the returning sinful lands. Yes, God’s mansions truly are now filled with abominations…

Clapping his hands together, the sound echoing around the catacombs under the Vatican, Lorenzo smiled. “Go with God, my friends, my brethren. Go with God, and save those of worthy faith. We must also recover the lost treasures our missing brethren were entrusted with, for should they fall into the wrong hands…”

With Armageddon fast approaching, every grace God left us must be used. We cannot, no, will not fail him.


Side Twenty-Five – The Widow Of Nails


“No… please stop… have… aaagh… mercy, forgive meeeeeeeeeeeee!” The pitiful cries coming from the next room, punctuated by pained, damp gasps and the sounds of heavy blows striking soft flesh, were quite off-putting, yet the woman sitting placidly in the comfortable chair paid it little mind, merely playing with a four-inch-long rusted nail in her long and pallid hands, flipping it between her pale fingers idly. She was wearing a kimono, a faded grey that might once have been white, and the ragged hems and sleeves were covered in some sort of dark dirt, as were her fingernails, looking as if she had been digging through soil with her bare hands.

An outside observer would wonder what a woman wearing such poor clothes was doing sitting in quite the opulent room, but on closer inspection one would see other things somehow… off… about her. She had floor-length long black hair, but it too smelt of grave-soil. Her skin was white, but not healthy, instead waxy and untouched by the sun.

“Uhh, ahh… please… I… stop hitting… aaagh!” The cries were getting weaker, the noises of struck flesh and bone growing ever louder, matching the rapidly increasing sounds of obscene grunts from another throat. Hideous slapping and squelching noises could be heard, as well as pained gasps from both a male voice, and a weakly fading female one.

Ignoring the spectacle, the pale woman continued playing with the nail, careful to avoid clinking it against the pale gold band around her ring-finger. As the ring entered her gaze, she reflexively cast her black, lifeless eyes to the entrance of the room beyond. Such a brute. All men are. To think I am forced to yield to such a monster. The world would be better when all men disappear…

As if to support her words a throaty yet languid roar came from the male in the room, drowning out the weeping cries of the woman. There was one final, awful sound of snapping bone, cutting off the cries of the woman, then a heavy thump, as though something… weighty… had hit the ground hard.

Moments later a man came out of the room, naked and reeking, covered in sweat and other secretions. He was tall and well built, his closely cropped black hair, well-defined features and muscular arms gave him the image of a yakuza, or perhaps more charitably a soldier. On seeing the pale woman his eyes narrowed, and his grin was disgusting, provoking a wave of revulsion to run through her. “Ahh, Kiku. Perfect timing. There’s another one. Can you… handle disposal and convert her to a servant? I need to have a shower.” He ran one hand through his hair, and she noticed that his knuckles were starting to swell, and were stained with the dark red of blood.

Again? The vile animal. He cannot restrain his appetites, spreading ruin wherever he goes like a filthy wild boar, rutting and ravaging the landscape and innocent girls… Still, she was unable to say this out loud, bound as she was to his service. And he casually calls me by my given name. Only my husband did that… still… The nail she was twirling clinked against the old gold band on her finger, snapping her out of her thoughts. Putting on the best smile she could manage, her expressionless, placid mask of a face twisting into an approximation of a smile, she bowed, her hair falling in front of her face like a funeral shroud. “As you wish, Kondou-dono. It small be done.”

Not wishing to speak to him any further she swept into the room behind him, her nose wrinkling at the mixed smell of blood and bodily fluids. The hem of her ragged kimono dragged through the spreading blood, crimson mixing with black. Her bare feet left red footprints on the tiled floor, a trail all the way to the corpse of the victim.

She was lying on the ground, her skin still warm and slicked with sweat. She was of Eastern descent, certainly, though not Japanese, the colouring and facial structure foreign to these lands. She was also naked, her clothes lying torn and discarded in one corner. How many is this now… seven, or eight? His appetites are growing more reckless. Surely he will bring unwanted attention to himself if this continues. The Doushin and Yoriki, the samurai who are tasked with keeping the peace, they are always watching. They may not pay too much attention to these foreigners that go missing, such happens all the time in the brothels and bordellos of Edo, yet I do not believe he will be able to restrain his appetites. I have seen him look with disgusting eyes at beautiful girls, and as he continues to sate his lusts… The nail that she was twirling bounced off her ring again, scoring a tiny line in the gold. This snapped her back to the present. It is not my concern. I may wish him ill, but he is the master, much as my husband was…

Reaching down, her cold fingers brushed aside the brown hair of the victim, seeing her face more clearly. Her head was lolling at an angle, her neck broken, and her face was covered in bruises and abrasions, several teeth missing. Oh you poor thing. Just one more in a line of girls to end this way. Oh Kami of this land, why have you forsaken us, the fairer sex? How long will we be subservient to the whims of such lustful beasts?

Taking the nail in her hand she slowly pushed it down, until it was touching the victim's skull. Flexing her arm, the nail pierced flesh and bone, disappearing into the cavity below, foul matter gushing free. As it entered the corpse the pale woman coughed, dark blood leaking from the corners of her mouth, shockingly bright on the bone-white of her skin. Some of this fell from her lips, staining the face of the dead girl. As it did she felt a burning warmth within her, and her vision blurred, seeing into the higher realm, the Boundary. A pale, almost transparent shape was rising, pulling free from the corpse.

“Rise, my poor child.” she said to the confused spectre, who was looking around, her facial features indistinct and misty, her lower body insubstantial, ending in a fog rather than legs. “Your old life is over, yet your sorrow lives on. I shall not forget you, nor your vengeance. I shall keep it in my heart, mixed with my own, and the voices of all those who cry out for mercy against the cruelty of the oppressors.” Though my words carry little weight, as she will still be serving the one who has so abused her, even to taking her very life…

Her eyes, which were radiating dark light, could see other similar wraiths flitting over, passing through walls and other physical barriers. As they gathered she smiled gently. “Please look after your new sister. I shall return to you soon, so rest. Your battles have been terrible, I know, I know.”

With that she cut her connection to the Boundary, the terrible toll it was taking on her spiritual reserves severed. Taking a long, shuddering breath which smelt of mould and rot, she opened her mouth wide, and then wider, and wider, until it was far removed from anything a human could do. Her maw was gaping so wide her entire arm could fit inside easily, and she rammed in her pale hand, reaching and scrabbling. Finding what she sought, she pulled, sounds of pain and strain leaving her. Something tore free with a sickening crunch of breaking bone, and she retrieved a bloody tooth. Even as she watched the tooth changed, turning into a rusted nail, which she again started playing with idly. Looking down at the corpse below her, her bloody mouth gaping wide, her teeth now looking like sharp metal spikes, she spoke sorrowfully, the words mangled by her strange new visage. “Farewell, poor child. To end up forgotten, with not even a grave for your family to pay their respects… at least your pain and vengeance shall live on with me…” With that she bent down, and her jaws closed around one arm, ripping free dead flesh from the corpse…
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Once her bloody deed was done, Kiku returned to the other room, to find her master Kondou Kazuo-dono, waiting for her. He was now freshly showered and changed, and was wearing a very expensive suit and some sort of cloying cologne. The strange device, the… television?... was showing those strange moving images that she could not understand, and he was drinking from a clear glass bottle, the likes of which only the lords of Edo should have had access to. There is much that is strange here. But Kondou-dono must be fabulously wealthy, perhaps a merchant of some renown. She was limited to this building, as Kondou-dono did not deign to let her outside, and she had felt terribly weaker when she had tried initially, but when she looked out of the glass windows so clear they could have graced a palace, she could see sights she could never have believed, buildings reaching the sky, crowds of people in such numbers as to be impossible, plus many more things that shook her mind. Japan has changed so much while I slept. But what has not changed is…

“So, is it done?” he asked lazily, not even offering her any alcohol. Though perhaps he feels I might be satiated, after my… bitter feast…

“I have… cleaned up. She has joined her sisters in the higher realm, and merely awaits my… I mean your orders, master.”

“Indeed, and don’t forget it. How goes the war?” he said, eyeing her coldly. “We have not made progress these last days.”

“It is challenging, Kondou-dono. The enemy is not numerous, yet they have some powerful beasts. Your own… forces…” I hate calling them allies. They are but monstrous creatures, which look at me and my pitiful daughters with foul, lustful eyes, even if it is simply by instinct, not intent… still, some of them are useful… if only in death…“… while unending in numbers, are no match for them. However we push further in each time, so it is only a matter of when…”

Her master scowled, his somewhat handsome features twisting. Yes, that looks more like his true self. A mad beast…

“I do not need excuses. I am already wasting significant effort continually replenishing my army. Their defences are non-existent, we should be able to overrun then with ease. We should be crawling over them like army ants. Even the biggest prey will be devoured by the swarm. And as for your servants… why are they so weak in battle? You would think since they cannot be hurt, they’d be of more use…”

“They gather valuable knowledge for us, Kondou-dono. They have also managed to assassinate a few of our enemies. As they had little strength in life, in death…” Even in death, us women have no peace. Her face remained expressionless, but the fondling of her nail increased in intensity. “… we will do better.”

“See that you do.” He sighed, relaxing. “I shouldn’t be impatient. It is going my way. And this weekend there is a gathering of business leaders I have managed to get an invite to. Some of the new nobility will likely be there.” He grinned, and she wished she could step back, as it was repulsive and full of envy, greed and lust. “All the daughters and wives are gorgeous. If only I could have one of those for my own…” he muttered to himself “… sadly, as our wealth only comes from my father’s generation, we were not considered… but then… none of them have the power I now wield… so maybe…”

“Excuse me, I shall now withdraw, my master.” Kiku bowed and left him to his vile machinations. Once the door was shut, she let out a bone-weary sigh, nail once more scarping a gouge in her gold ring. He is strong yes, to have bested me, yet if he lays his hand on any Noblewoman, he is sure to meet his end. Of that, I am sure nothing about Edo has changed… She broke out in a vicious grin, her mouth full of metal teeth. And if he falls, I shall be sure to show him tender mercy, as I did my husband, so long ago…
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