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One Hundred And Seventy-Two


The rest of the night passed like a blur. I ended up with a lot of new numbers in my mobile, though I admit I was a little disappointed I never got the Prime Minster’s direct number, although I did score the number for his Undersecretary if I needed to contact him urgently. Damn, it would have made persuading my father easy, if I could have shown him that. Still, considering my phone only had family and my friends from uni in it a couple of months ago, now it’s bursting with contacts.   

I had Fujiwara-san’s personal secretary as well, and Tsumura-san’s actual number, and having a direct line to the Minister for Defence definitely made me feel a big-shot. Though to be honest I felt it was more because I would be hanging around his beloved granddaughter, rather than the concerns of the country. He definitely seemed the doting, overprotective sort.

Before leaving Shaeula went back for more food at the party, and I was again amazed where she put it all, seeing as she had a small frame. I made a joke that I should start calling her Goku from now on, and the puzzled tilt of her head as she was confused was shockingly cute. I then remembered she was more into magical girl and fantasy anime than stuff like Dragon Ball, so she hadn’t seen it. Anyway, we made a bit more small talk with the lingering guests, and since some of them had seen us leave the private room where Fujiwara-san was residing, this time they were not so dismissive of us, and we made a few contacts that might be useful for various matters in the future.

On our return to Shirohebizumi shrine we went to bed, not for any fun, but merely to rest, as it had been quite the exhausting day, mentally anyway. Tomorrow we would need to be up reasonably early, as Kana-chan was having guests, and our home had been selected as the venue. Before I had left to pick up my suit and run various errands that morning, Kana-chan had come up to me, red-faced and nervous, to ask about her own gathering. I had smiled and told her it was fine, and that her parents had already asked me. She managed to flush more, going almost purple, and her pouting was quite charming. Still, I told her I’d left her plenty of money, so she could go wild, and my reward was a bright smile, her annoyance forgotten.

Thinking of the events of the day, Shaeula already asleep beside me, only wearing her underwear, I slipped into slumber myself, the alarm set for six in the morning, as we could manage with just a few hours’ sleep, and I wanted to check in on my Territory before the upcoming events of the day and the important meeting with the priest of Hisuikomushi shrine…
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“Well, this is quite the change.” I said, surprised, as I looked around the Boundary version of my home. The dilapidated building had been completely refurbished, the floors now wooden boards, polished until they literally gleamed, and the decrepit walls and gap-filled roof had been patched with wood and vines, making it look a lot like some of the rustic cottages I had seen in some of my mom’s old photographs from her youth back in Britain.

“Indeed is it.” Shaeula agreed beside me. “Of course, this is more suitable for us, is it not-not? Having the shrine be shabby is an affront to… oh, it is you two.” Shaeula finished, her tone not exactly delighted to see her two weaselkin maids, who on sensing her arrival had rushed over to provide assistance.

“I see you have returned, mistress. Though your form-form would sadden your father.” One maid said. Risha maybe? Or is it Velna, I still can’t really tell them apart…

“Indeed, your beautiful amber fur-fur is something to treasure.” The other said, bowing to Shaeula. As they settled in behind her, ready to follow and attend to her needs, I couldn’t help but notice the maids were giving me dirty looks. Shaeula noticed too, and a sudden whip-crack of wind made a thunderous noise, causing the maids to flinch back, unnerved.

“If you feel you must-must follow me, I shall not-not stop you.” she growled, displeased. “However we shall not-not repeat the mistakes of the past. My pride was too high, and entirely unearned. Now-now I shall only take pride in achievements I have earned, so be aware of this.” At her harsh words the maids looked a bit confused, but they agreed nonetheless.

“And lastly, and much-much more importantly…” Her amber eyes blazed and another whip-crack of wind broke the silence. “I shall tolerate none-none who disrespect my husband. So show him the respect he has earned. Besides…” She took my hand, smiling proudly. “… you do him a great-great disservice, looking down on him. Why, only last night, did we not-not meet the leader of a very powerful country, who did hang on your every word, eager for your counsel?”

Well, I don’t think he was ‘hanging on my every word’ but I suppose you can definitely say he was seeking my advice. Although in exchange… Damn, I was going to have to speak to Haru-san while I was here, a task I wasn’t looking forward to.

“I see-see.” one maid said, and the other nodded too, deep in thought. “I would expect no-no less from the princess. Even if she must consort with a mortal, he would be a noble one, yes-yes?”

As the maids took Shaeula’s words literally and ran with them, she gave my hand a squeeze and a wry grin. Since I could tell she was looking for praise I leaned over and gave her a kiss, before we left the main room and entered the corridor, only to find the little Zashiki-Warashi Azuki wearing an apron and gloves over her lacy velvet dress, her hair tucked behind her head with a handkerchief, wiping furiously at the newly-laid wooden flooring with a polishing cloth. On seeing us she looked up, her ruby eyes moist.

“Oh, you’ve come back. Please, help me! She’s a tyrant, she…”

“Azuki, yooou better not be slacking! I feel the master and mistress have returned.” Hyacinth shouted from the doorway as she raced inside, her long hair swaying behind her, though now it was neatly bundled up into a ponytail, her black, green and purple hair looking rather fetching now it was clean, groomed and tied with cloth ribbons. Her rags were gone too, and she now wore a similar maid outfit to Risha and Velna, the older, Victorian-era style.

On seeing her Azuki darted behind my legs, trying to hide, but vines sprang from under Hyacinth’s long skirt and snaked out, grabbing her, dragging the protesting doll out of her cover. Uh, when she uses her vines like that, her skirt really rides up. Luckily I can’t see above her thighs, but even so…

Looking away my eyes met Shaeula, who grinned, knowing what I was thinking. “Having seen maid outfits in Japan, these dowdy Seelie outfits seem rather lacking, do they not-not?” she asked me, and for a while I contemplated the pretty Hyacinth working in a maid café. On hearing Shaeula, Hyacinth bounced excitedly, heedless of the crying Azuki as she was swung around in the hallway by the vines, occasionally bumping into the walls.

“The mortal wooorld! I am sooo jealous of you, mistress! You get to see such wonders, I have nooo doubts!” Hyacinth was envious, spinning around madly.

“Yes, it is indeed rather wonderful. Still…” Shaeula was still wary of her, because she was Unseelie, or if not officially part of the Dark Court, she was definitely fallen as a Seelie. Regardless, Shaeula would never miss a chance to brag. “… perhaps one day, if you work-work hard and prove your loyalty, Akio will bestow you a chance to walk the mortal world as well-well.”

“Really? I want that, I want it!” Hyacinth started singing. “You have a home there toooo, do you not? I simply must tend to it as well, I cry thinking ooof that hooouse all dirty and neglected. It pains my heart.”

“Well, actually we do keep it reasonably tidy…” I interjected cautiously. Hyacinth didn’t seem dangerous, but her behaviour was certainly erratic and excitable.

“I knooow, I know!” Hyacinth froze, her expression twisting into one of triumph. Swinging her vines she thumped down the sobbing Azuki in front of us. Velna and Risha were standing behind us, very confused by this strange turn of events, and I could sympathise. Me too. Me too.

“This hooouse-Brownie…” Hyacinth began, only for the weeping Azuki to insist angrily that she wasn’t a ‘stupid Brownie’, but a noble ‘Zashiki-Warashi’ which Hyacinth promptly ignored. “… she is very sly, very clever, ooobviously wishes to wooork. She has a body in the mortal world. You should put her to use.”

“Of course.” Shaeula exclaimed. “The doll. I simply knew-knew we had to have it.” She looked over at me, grinning. “It was quite-quite the costly gift, but for me, you would spare no expense, would you Akio?”

“Of course not.” We kissed again, Hyacinth hiding her eyes with her hands but peering through the open fingers, blushing, just like the classic trope, while the maids looked uncomfortable.

“I… I can move it for a while. Or call upon fortune for the home.” Azuki sniffled. “But the spiritual energy I managed to store within will be used up quickly. The mortal world has little power…”

“Even sooo, I am jealous.” Hyacinth sighed.

So, does that mean that if we had a way of supplying ether and aether to Azuki, she could function for longer, or maybe all the time? One building came to mind, and I’d need it anyway as soon as the Anchor upgrade finished, considering I now had ownership of Shirohebizumi shrine.

“Well, we need to put a pin in that for now. We have a lot of other matters to attend to. So if you’ll excuse us?”

Hyacinth protested that she needed to accompany us, and she fell in behind us, with the weaselkin maids, who shied away from her, though at least she did leave Azuki behind, who shot us grateful looks as we took Hyacinth away.

Stepping outside, the changes were big here too. The once-burned out area where we had staged our Trials of Three was now resplendent with grasses, wildflowers and small trees, and several large wooden huts had been set up. I saw a few ratkin going into one of them, and I paused, puzzled, not having seen them before. As they caught sight of me, one knocked on the door of the largest hut, which had a tall chimney, from which dark blue smoke was belching incessantly. The door opened, and Ixitt popped his head out, expression brightening when he saw me.

“Keh-keh-keh. If it is not Akio and the princess. Welcome back, I trust all is well?”

“Yes, everything is going smoothly.” I greeted, and Shaeula nodded at him regally. “So… there seems to be a few more ratkin around?”

“Keh-keh, of course. How could I, keh, forget? Thanquiss, come out and greet... keh-keh... Akio and the princess.” At his words a female ratkin wearing a leather bodysuit and protective apron came out. On seeing us she bowed. “Princess. It is an honour. I hope my husband has not caused trouble?”

“Keh-keh, have more faith, my dear.” Ixitt broke in. “This is my fourth wife, Thanquiss. She has come via the Ring, keh-keh, Gate and brought some of my children who had little better to do. Keh-keh.”

Fourth wife, huh? He wasn’t kidding when he said he had a lot. “So, ah, how many wives do you have?” I had to ask, and he giggled, which was interrupted by more coughing. It turned out he had eight! When I expressed shock at that, he merely quipped back that I’d likely surpass him in no time at all. When I tried to deny it, he merely laughed and offered me the pick of his daughters for my next bride!

Changing the subject as Shaeula was finding this hilarious, I asked about the Ring Gates, and apparently Shaeraggo had set one up within his own lands, so one could go to the hidden mansion and then use their Gate to reach here easily enough. Apparently though the price that the Fae nature and plant spirits demanded for the mushrooms that comprised them was by no means cheap. Yeah, Shaeraggo does love his sister, even if he sometimes has a shitty way of showing it.

With the mystery of the additional ratkin solved, I turned to my other business. “Oh, Ixitt, I managed to get the chance to study some firearms in-depth the other day. I was going to see Master Bjarki about them. Are you interested?”

“Keh-keh, mortal guns? Me... keh... interested…? Keh-keh…” His coughing erupted as he got terribly excited, spitting blood disgustingly. Perhaps I can use him as a target for Ether Healing? No, no time for that right now. I have too much to do. In any case, he was very interested, of course, and followed us along with his wife to the second outbuilding… which was even more shockingly renovated than the first!

The walls had been patched, yes, wooden planks covering the gaps, but several brick chimneys had been erected, as well as some metal structures that were giving off heat and smoke. Storage sheds had been put up, and Kobolds and weaselkin were running around, dropping off heavy loads of metals and ores. Looking up from the metal forge, Master Bjarki saw us coming and thumped his chest in greeting.

“Ah, it be t’princess and her consort. Well, what d’ye think of my forge? A beauty, ain’t she? Nay bad for a quick job.” He slapped it barehanded, not even caring the brickwork was scalding hot. “T’Kobolds dig up good ore, and I be getting m’pick of them.” He went on to explain that in addition to the ore Shaeraggo had sent as part of the Price of Trial, the Kobolds were gifting him metals from their mine, so he had adequate stocks to start work.

“That’s great.” I agreed, and that reminded me to make sure the Kobolds still had everything they needed. They had sat out the war, being pathetically weak in combat, and had just been mining, using the degraded Kobolds from the Spawning Spire.

“In any case. I’m here to discuss a project.” As Ixitt and Bjarki closed in eagerly, I explained a bit about firearms and how they worked. Both were fascinated, but it was when I produced a set of pieces for the simplest ones, a pistol and a shotgun, forging them using my Ether Crafting and some nearby metal ingots, they were astonished. I assembled the pieces, having to make small adjustments to my work as I went along, and soon we had several functional guns, although since they were made from iron and steel in their entirety, they were rather too heavy.

“Of course, they won’t work without bullets.” I grinned as they fussed over the pieces, taking them apart and marvelling at the firing mechanisms. “Here.” I crafted a few bullet shells too, and Ixitt went wild, as explosive powders and alchemy was his area of expertise.

“Merely replicating them is not-not enough.” Shaeula piped up, having grasped my intent. “We must improve them, using mortal knowledge and our elemental and spiritual powers. Bullets of wind-wind, flame, and worse.” Her grin was vicious. “Imagine it, Akio. Foehn, carried within these shells. Let our foes fear us then!”

“Yeah, I knew you’d understand.” I ruffled her hair, and she purred in happiness. Behind us Hyacinth looked as if she couldn’t follow along, but was making noises of wonder anyway, just to please us, no doubt.

“Well, I’ll leave you two to experiment on ways to get the basic designs up and running, then we can look at more complicated ones. I have other matters to attend to now.” They barely even responded, engrossed in their work, and I headed for the centre of my Territory, entering the spatial dungeon that had grown around my Anchor in the apartment I used to call home.

The Anchor was growing, piercing the shadows above, and at the base small lumps were starting to bulge. The silvery metal was shining with a full rainbow of colours, and it was still quite pretty. Around my Silo there was more ether gathered, and at a quick estimation there must have been roughly fifty or sixty thousand ether outside. We make roughly six thousand ether per day on Earth currently, though it fluctuates based on the time dilation and the tides.

In addition, we were still plundering areas around us and grabbing what ores we could, though most of our troops were still on the defensive. As I calculated, Shaeula watched me silently, a happy grin on her face.

Checking the Anchor, it now had just a little over eight Astral days remaining to completion, so around three and a half days on Earth. We’ll finally be done Wednesday evening. That’s great.

Adding around eighteen thousand more ether from the Territory, plus whatever we could scrounge up, as well as the one hundred and fifty thousand in the silo, plus the box of Etherite ores worth over a hundred thousand too… I mustn’t forget what ores the Kobolds dug up, as well as what we found during our expansion. I doubt it is huge numbers, but even so, ten thousand ether maybe, perhaps a little more?

As I ran the numbers, seeing my Territory expand in my head, Shaeula reached her arms out and hugged me from behind. “I love seeing you like this-this. All eager and dreaming of the future. Eri does too. Aiko as well-well.” Her amber eyes gleamed under the strange lights of the expanding Anchor. “We have defeated many trials. Now-now is the time to reap our rewards.”

What could I say to that? With a grin, I decided to fill Shaeula in on my expansion plans, both of us getting more and more excited as we debated the possibilities…


One Hundred And Seventy-Three


After we had fun planning out our expansion, which took longer than it should have, I decided to seek out Ulfuric. Even though time ran faster here, I didn’t have too much to waste today, being as Kana-chan was having her friends over later. And I have an important meeting.

I found Ulfuric at the centre of the shrine, as he was in charge of the defence and directing the ether scavenging teams while Shaeula and I were absent. Grulgor had complained bitterly about that, thinking he should be in charge, as he had been with us far longer, but… yeah, who in their right mind would put him in command? When it comes to battle, sure, he’s a beast, but in terms of leadership… no way.

As I approached, I also saw Haru-san, hovering in the shadows of the shrine, still looking disconsolate and downhearted. On seeing me looking at her, she turned away, chewing on her lip nervously. Still, while I understood her fear of men, she had asked me a difficult favour, as had colleagues of her father, so… might as well bite the bullet and get it over with. There was something I wanted to talk to her about as well, so now is as good a time as any.

“Haru-san, do you mind if we talk?” I asked and she froze, looking around uncertainly, before she finally nodded.

“All right.” she muttered.

“You may as well rest-rest easy.” Shaeula sighed. “Akio will not-not harm you. In fact, he may be able to help you take back much of what you have lost.”

At that Haru-san shook her head. “It’s too late. I’m dead. Stuck in this strange afterlife, all alone. I miss… I just want to go home. I want to see daddy again…” Spectral, silvery tears poured down her transparent face, shimmering into mist before hitting the floor.

“I wanted to talk about that.” I said, gesturing to the inside of the shrine. She looked fearful at the thought of being alone with us, but this was best discussed in private, so after some gentle cajoling, she finally drifted into the main shrine building. Once inside I offered her a seat, and she sank into it, quite a strange sight as I could see the marble below through her transparent flesh and clothing.

“Haru-san… about your request to tell your father you still exist…” I began, and at my words she bowed her head, sullen.

“I know, you’ve said you can’t do it. I don’t blame you… it’s… impossible, I get it…” More tears, which moved my heart as I had shared her gruesome end under her empathic light. “It’s.. just… he must be suffering so… I’m all he had…”

“Yes, you weren’t alone in telling me that.” I agreed. “I met the Prime Minister, and we ended up discussing it.” Not that it went well at all… Remembering how angry he got when I made mention of resources I forced myself not to grimace. “Now, unbelievable as it is, they know about things that should be impossible, including that you died, but still persist.”

At my words, she looked up, shocked. Seeing that, I revealed a further surprise. “You know Kiku, the one who turned you into this, she was able to walk the Earth, right? Shaeula can too. So… I don’t think it is impossible for you to be able to as well. It wouldn’t be living exactly, but… you could spend time with your father, take up your job again if you wanted, live a reasonably normal life…”

“I could do that?” Haru-san asked, hope warring with fear and wariness. “But… what would… why…” she stammered, unable to articulate her thoughts. Beside me, Shaeula clicked her tongue in annoyance.

“Akio is nothing like the fiend who tormented you.” She scowled. “Though to use-use a precious limited gift like a blessing from a Throne Of Heroes… you will-will of course have to compensate him. And do not-not think what you are considering…” she continued, further annoyed at Haru-san’s plain distrust of my motives. “…my Akio does not-not seek the company of unwilling females. He has many worthy ones eager to offer themselves, myself included.”

Haru-san flinched at her strong tone, but managed to nod. “So, what… what do you want? If I could go home, I‘d be so happy…”

“First I have to clarify it wouldn’t be immediately. It takes time to gather ether and build Thrones. And to be honest, I have other candidates who could help me a lot more if they were chosen. But…” You have one thing going that they don’t have. “Tell me, when you gained your power, what happened, and what were you told?” Just based on her light, she must be a candidate for Astral Emperor too. No wonder Kiku made sure to bring her back.

“I… I don’t like to remember. I thought I was going mad.” She sighed, a long, bitter sound. “But I wasn’t, unless this is all a dream, and I’m sedated in some asylum somewhere. If that’s the case… I’d like my dream to take me back to daddy and the life I once knew. Though at least here… I can’t hear so many voices. Yours, hers. I don’t hear them. Sometimes when I go out, the voices of those animal people, I hear them, but… only a few.”

I exchanged a knowing look with Shaeula, and her eyes blazed amber, peering at Haru-san. “Indeed, as I suspected. You have a great-great talent. Though it looks to me as if it was not-not earned fairly, but forced upon you. Your Chakra network is decently strong, but strangely deformed.” Clicking her tongue once more she continued to examine it. “Your third eye Chakra is constantly drawing in aether from those-those weaker than you. I suspect that the voices you hear are pulled along with the aether, for aether is of the mind-mind. You simply do not-not have the strength to draw from our much more powerful networks, thus you hear nothing.”

For a long moment Haru-san considered that, before her face fell. “Then even if I could go home, I’d still… still be in hell. At least here I am alone with my own thoughts…” Spectral tears welled up again and I felt bad for her. Beside me, Shaeula nodded, understanding what I was thinking.

“Nonsense.” Shaeula disagreed. “You have an ability, and abilities can-can be trained. I can assist you to adjust your malformed network and control your talents. I believe you should-should be able to use it at will.” Turning back to me Shaeula continued. “I shall-shall remain here for a while. But first, ask your questions.”

“Relax. Shaeula is extremely talented. If she says she can help you, she can.” As Shaeula blushed at my praise, Haru-san wiped at her transparent tears. She nodded, unsure, but her eyes met mine, and I saw a brief spark of light within. Hopefully she can shake off her malaise. I know she’s suffered, but… I have a responsibility too, to myself and the people I support. If she’s not going to be of help, I can’t use a Throne slot on her…

“So, this being that gave you power in a dream, do you remember them?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“No, I thought it was just a silly dream.” she answered, shivering as Shaeula was trickling a little aether into her ghostly body. “I don’t even remember the name, I can’t remember if it was even Japanese. I’m not really very pious.” she admitted, and I understood, as other than the bare minimum, I never used to go to shrines or temples much either.

“Oh, well if you do remember anything, please let me know. Do you remember any other details, like how to build your Territory?”

She shook her head once more. “I didn’t pay attention, and the time afterwards… I’ve not been well, I was on medication that messed with my head too. Sorry.”

As she looked so downcast, I felt a little bad. Still, information was important. Perhaps I should have pumped that bastard Kondou for what he knows, but… fuck, I hate him so much, I don’t want to ever see him again. Besides, I have other options… “Don’t worry about it. So… can you see your own status? How strong you are?”

“Status? I don’t get it…” she muttered. clearly confused. I tried to talk her through all the ways she might be able to access her status screen, but nothing worked, which in itself was interesting. It could mean that status and Self-Examination are my special abilities, the standard isekai appraisal cheat, but… sadly Haru-san isn’t really a good way to confirm it. Of course later today, I have another, better chance.

After that, I gathered up a lot of information that only Haru-san and her father would know, to hopefully convince him that the impossible story I was going to tell him was true. Leaving Shaeula behind to start adjusting Haru-san’s Chakras, I moved on to training with Ulfuric. An hour later I was lying on the ground, staring up at the sky, my body covered in bruises, Ether Healing gradually treating the many cuts and abrasions I had suffered.

“Your movements were stiff today.” Ulfuric rumbled, droplets of silver sweat glittering on his black and white fur. He was leaning on the hilt of his greatsword, looking down at me. “Your mind is clouded. A true warrior keeps a clear mind at all times.”

“I get it, I do.” I nodded, exhausted. “You are certainly strong, Master Ulfuric. Even though I feel I’m faster than you, my attacks never seem to reach you.”

“Of course not. Relying on pure speed and power will never trump skill. Of course, without speed and strength, one can never be truly strong. But a warrior with experience, training and talent can defeat a far stronger, faster opponent.”

“Oh well… that’s why I’m training.” I hauled myself to my feet, just as Shaeula returned, Haru-san following behind her. On seeing me looking like I had been run through the wringer, Shaeula snickered.

“So, Master Ulfuric, how is Akio progressing? I see you have not-not gone easy on him again.”

“Training is only of value if it pushes one’s limits.” Ulfuric declared grandly. “Today was not his finest work, he seemed distracted, but even so, piling up training will gradually increase one’s power.” He fixed Shaeula with a stern gaze. “In fact, princess, you should learn self-defence as well. Your skills with the elements have become significantly more impressive, but being able to fight in close combat may save your life one day if an assassin strikes.”

Shaeula looked away awkwardly, her eyes swimming, before she conceded with a sigh. “Very well-well. I am seeking strength, after all. When we have more time, I shall-shall seek your instruction.”

With that concluded, Ulfuric turned his attention back to me. “Your skills with the spear are passable, and with your speed, it suits your style. However, you need a longer shaft, spears are meant to keep your enemies at a distance. In addition, as for swords… a greatsword is not suited for you.”

Damn, and I wanted to be a badass, swinging a massive hunk of metal like Guts from Berserk. But, I get the feeling he is right. Slashing around with heavy swords in training wasn’t a problem in terms of strength, but while I was tall for a Japanese man, I wasn’t massive, and the momentum of the heavy blade kept throwing me off-balance, forcing me to compensate constantly.

Seeing I understood, Ulfuric nodded gravely. “Of course, there are times spears are useless, in close quarters or limited space. So swords are still necessary. You have good speed, strength and awareness so shorter blades suit you. I believe something along the lines of these…” He produced a pair of curved swords, similar to a katana, but with heavier, thicker blades. “Normally wielding two swords at once is undesirable, as it reduces power and divides one’s attention. However, I believe you have the ability to learn this.”

Duel-wielding huh? I guess that’s as badass as a single heavier sword. It’d be harder to learn, but if I could become fully ambidextrous, that would help in lots of ways…

Continuing on, as Shaeula snickered behind me, Ulfuric gave his final verdict. “Close combat, like for the princess, is another must, as well as short blades such as daggers. A skill with archery is also desirable, but considering the weapons of the mortal world you brought, I suspect you may wish to learn those instead, making the bow obsolete. I shall speak to Bjarki and he shall forge you some suitable weapons for training and combat.”

The bow obsolete, huh? Aiko would cry hearing that, and Tsumura-san too, most likely. She seemed very passionate about her family's heritage. But, huh, weapons for me? I’m curious to see what a professional can come up with…

“Oh well. Thank you again for your instruction.” I bowed to Ulfuric, and Shaeula echoed my thanks. He waved away my praise, and I advised him of the remaining time before our Territory would become secure again, as well as suggesting we take this time to bring in as much ether as possible so that we could hit the ground running. Ulfuric agreed to make the preparations, while, since time was wasting, I headed for my last port of call.

Behind the shrine where earth energies were plentiful, I once more tried to master the earth element. It was easier than before, the increased affinity to earth I had gained through healing the dust element damage to the Trolls making a noticeable difference, but it was still impossible for me to balance the push and pull of earth.

When I learned fire, all I had to worry about was flame consuming wind, which was tough enough. Now, the earth is opposite to air, while it tries to drink in the fire… at the same time, adding a third element into the mix reignites the war between flame and wind, even if that is merely a shadow of the former clash.

My Chakra network burned with effort, and once more I was forced to admit defeat, Ether Healing restoring the damage I caused to my subtle body. As I stood, Shaeula handed me a cloth to wipe my sweat.

“You are getting closer.” she observed, having watched as usual, trying to prepare for the inevitable effort she would make to learn it, though when she approached earth energies she shuddered uncomfortably, her original origins as a Fae of wind perhaps making her fear earth more than she should. “You have nearly balanced earth and wind-wind, a task I would have deemed impossible. But the flame still throws off the alignment.”

“Yeah, and it hurts like hell when it burns through my network.” I admitted. “Still, I am going to get it sooner or later. Oh well, onto the last task.”

The Rhyming Tree in the graveyard was still producing darkness energy, and I attempted to master that once more. Unlike earth element, darkness clashed with nothing, yet even so, I felt very far away from mastery. I still didn’t understand what darkness was, what it represented. “Seriously, Eri has a talent for this? I wish she’d tell me how…” I muttered, and Shaeula snorted.

“It is-is talent, so I doubt she would even know how. You should ask-ask the Unseelie. She has an aptitude.”

“Yeah, but her mind seems to work in a strange way, I doubt I’d understand it. Oh well, no luck again today. I think I’ve hit a wall on this, and we don’t have a lot of time.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula nodded. Turning to Haru-san, who had started following her around, she reassured her. “Worry not-not. I shall return and continue my efforts. Trust in Akio and agree to be useful to him, and he shall wash away your pain.”

Uh, sure, I can help her, but… I’m not a Kami or a God, Shaeula. I can’t erase the past.

“The past is cruel. But the future… it can-can still be magnificent.” Shaeula promised her, and I stopped what I was about to say, applauding the sentiment. I do want to help her and her father find peace. So if she agrees to help me…

With those thoughts in mind I returned to the Material, cursing as my aching, bruised body protested. Damn, I wonder if I have time for a hot bath to soak my tired muscles…


One Hundred And Seventy-Four


As I was cleaning myself off in the bath, alone, as Shaeula was making sure our home was presentable, I heard Kana-chan coming in. “Excuse me. Shaeula, big bro, are you here?”

Shaeula shuffled out into the hallway. “Indeed, I am here Kana. You will have-have to forgive Akio, for he is taking a bath-bath right now.”

“I see. I guess he wants to look his best with all those girls visiting.” Kana-chan sniggered. “Oh well, can you help me? I have a lot of food and drink to carry in. I’ll have to thank big bro again for being generous.”

“A true male should never-never be miserly.” Shaeula intoned piously. “If you wait just a little while, I am sure-sure Akio will be delighted to assist you. Or…” her voice turned mischievous. “… if you wished to peek, now-now is the best time!”

Damn, sometimes having great hearing isn’t always a good thing. Shaeula is being as playful as ever.

“Wait… no!” Kana-chan protested. “I don’t… I don’t think of big bro that way! Besides, he’s your boyfriend, you shouldn’t…” She trailed off, and I imagined she was blushing.

“Are you sure-sure? You look interested to my eyes.”

“No way, I said I’m not, so I’m not!” Kana-chan shouted, forgetting I was listening.

As Shaeula laughed, I decided to throw poor Kana-chan a lifeline.

“Stop teasing her, Shaeula. And yes, Kana-chan, I’ll be done in a minute so I can carry everything for you.” I called out, and for a moment was silence, before I heard Kana-chan sigh.

“You heard that? Ugh, so embarrassing. Sure big bro, I’d appreciate the help. Thanks again for your kindness.” she called back, Shaeula only laughing harder.

Finishing up my bath I changed in my room, wearing casual clothes, jeans and a t-shirt. Looking at myself in the mirror I noticed the muscles in my arms were looking more defined and toned. All the training in the Boundary was seeming to have a light effect on my Material body as well. Not bad. I guess there’s still room for improvement, even when I’m pressed for time here in the Material so don’t have time to work out.

Leaving my room I ran into Kana-chan and Shaeula, both of whom were setting up drinks and snacks in the kitchen and living room. On seeing me, Kana-chan gave a thumbs-up. “Looking good, big bro. Still, it makes sense, there’ll be a lot of cute girls coming!”

“Yeah, yeah.” I waved her off. “I’m just here to chaperone, I guess. Though obviously there is one girl I’ll probably need to speak to.”

“Kikuchi-san, right?” Kana-chan agreed. “Just a heads-up, she’s… quite the gloomy girl.”

“I see. Well, I hope you can get along with her, if I bring Hisuikomushi shrine under our aegis, I’ll need to offer Kikuchi-san the opportunity to train along with everyone else. Speaking of, I hear Shaeula has already started working with you? I hope it wasn’t too painful. Oh, and… I’d think very carefully about it if Shaeula talks about a lunar Chakra. I don’t think humans are supposed to have them. I don’t want to put anyone at risk.”

As Shaeula looked away guiltily, I sighed. Of course. Shaeula always tries to push it too far… As I opened my mouth to chastise her, Kana-chan broke in, defending her. “Come on big bro, don’t be mean to Shaeula. She explained everything to us. Mori-senpai and your sister, they took the risk, didn't they? And if you’d let them, it can’t be that dangerous. Besides…” She smiled as Shaeula nodded at her encouragingly. “…if the worst happens, apparently there’s an emergency treatment that should fix the problems, right?”

Ugh, I’m starting to get a headache. Shaeula looked away once more, taking great interest in the drinks and snacks, and I knew she had been indiscreet. “So, did Shaeula say just what that was?” I pinched my nose, driving away the phantom headache.

“No, but... she did say it had worked before, so I don’t see the problem?” Seriously, I get the bad feeling she means trying for Lovers’ Link. If that worked that might fix problems like it did for Eri, but even so… there’s no guarantees that it would work or she’d even get the Skill at all, and even if it did, the price… ugh. No way.

Seeing I looked conflicted, Kana-chan was about to ask, when the door chime rang. Shaeula, seeing a way out of my chastisement, quickly piped up. “I see-see our first guests have arrived. I shall get the door, have no fear!”

Kana-chan and I exchanged a look at her flustered speed, and after a moment Kana-chan started laughing, and I smiled myself. “Seriously, big bro. Don’t worry. Do I look like the sort of girl who would put myself in danger? Shaeula seems to know what she’s doing.”

“Hey, you’re that girl from the photos.” one of the newcomers was saying. A pair of girls were at the door, and they were casually yet prettily dressed. On seeing Shaeula they looked very interested. “You look even cuter in person.” The first girl finished, while the second nodded, looking around with interest.

“Whoa, I remember last time we were here this place was just a decrepit old outbuilding.” The second girl said, looking around. “But now it looks really nice. Anyway, damn girl, you are stunning. And that yukata…”

“I thank you. I do feel I am rather charming.” Shaeula agreed. “Now-now, do come in. You are the first to arrive.” As Shaeula stepped aside, revelling in their compliments, the two girls entered, taking off their shoes.

“Mio-chan, Asami-chan.” Kana-chan strode over to them, smiling. “Glad you could make it. I see you’ve met Shaeula already. And this… this is Akio-kun.” She gestured to me to step forwards, so I did, offering polite greetings.

“Hey there. It’s always a pleasure to meet friends of Kana-chan. She and her family have looked after me well. So make yourselves at home. Did you want anything to eat or drink? We have cakes from that famous store a few stops away. I’ve been told they are really good.”

“Kana-chan, hmm?” one of her friends, Asami-san, said. “I see, I see. Very suspicious.”

“I do hear those cakes are great, if it’s the store I think you mean.” Mio-san replied, before looking me over. I felt a bit uncomfortable under her gaze, but continued to smile, not wanting to make a bad impression with Kana-chan’s friends. After an unpleasantly long moment, Mio-san nodded. “Not bad, not bad at all. But…” Her gaze strayed to Shaeula.

“Enough of that!” Kana-chan said, scarlet with embarrassment. “You might as well come in until everyone else arrives!”

“No need to get flustered! Obviously we were going to check out the man who has designs on our friend!” Mio-san protested as Kana-chan tried to drag them further into the house.

“Yeah, I mean, he’s a playboy with gorgeous girls hanging off him. You’ve always hated that type…” Asami-san added, and I held in a bitter sigh. Just what do you think of me, or have been telling people? I’ve my hands full with Shaeula and Eri. I’m not looking for more women!
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“Oh, so this is that building you were taking about!” one girl said, and Kana-chan nodded proudly. Looking around I was surrounded by girls, feeling like a schoolteacher on a field trip. More girls from Kana-chan’s class had turned up at the main shrine, and her cousin Keomi-chan was here as well. In addition Marika-chan was with us too, as it would have been mean to leave her out, and considering she was new to Tokyo it was good to find her some more friends, even if they were older girls.

Around the building site there were still workers using machinery and assembling frames, since I had paid for constant, seven-day overtime. The basement was now completely dug out and reinforced, and they had started to assemble the ground and first floors using modular construction techniques. Lucky that the structure of the hill Shirohebizumi shrine occupies was perfect for underground construction, otherwise it would have taken an extra few weeks stabilising the soil and underlying foundations…

“It looks like this is going to be a really impressive building.” another girl mentioned. “It’s going up so fast too.” They couldn’t get too close due to safety concerns, but the large basement area underground was still visible.

“Yeah, well as long as you are prepared to pay, anything can be done quickly.” I pointed out. “It isn’t quite like that skyscraper that was put up in under forty days in China, but even so… money talks.”

Several of the girls seemed impressed by that, but Mio-san and Asami-san exchanged a meaningful glance. “Suspicious.” Asami-san said, and Mio-san echoed her. “Indeed, Asami-chan. Very suspicious.”

Uh, well, I admit it’s a building for training mysterious powers, but… I doubt Kana-chan has been talking about that? Still, it seemed they indeed weren’t talking about that, as Asami-san asked me a question. “So, why spend all this money building something here, when for the same price you could get a nicer building somewhere else for much less? What’s it even for, anyway?”

“That’s a good question. It’s… well, kind of like a specialist cram school, maybe?” I can’t exactly say it’s due to an alliance with a Kami… “Let’s just say I have my reasons for why it’s here, and I think it’ll be worth the extra expense.”

At that most of the girls started giggling and muttering to each other. Kana-chan looked away, her ears pink, while Mio-san and Asami-san were once more exchanging loaded looks. “Hmm, I see. So it was that.” Mio-san mused.

Leaving the girls to chat and giggle as we moved back towards my home, I noticed that one of the girls was not mixing with the group, instead holding herself a bit apart, looking downcast and ill-fitting. Gesturing to Marika-chan to come over, as she was an outsider too, I started talking to her, remembering the name she had given when she arrived. “Takagi-san, wasn’t it?”

As I talked to her, she jumped, surprised, looking up at me with her glasses half-covered by her long bangs, hiding her eyes. “Are you talking to me?”

“Who else is here?” I laughed, and she looked down again. Seeing her reaction, I apologised. “Sorry, I’m not mocking you, I promise. I was just curious as you don’t seem to be fitting in with the others.”

“I too am new here.” Marika-chan said politely. “So I understand groups of new people can be a little frightening. Still, Izumi-san and her family have been very nice to me, and of course I trust in Akio-sama, so I have faith everything will work out.”

Still with the Akio-sama, I see…

“I… I know them. I just don’t like them much.” Takagi-san admitted, surprising herself, glancing around furtively to see if anyone had heard her, but the other girls were all laughing and poking fun at an embarrassed Kana-chan. On seeing that, she continued. “I’m only here because I worry about Kikuchi-san. The other girls have never liked her, so… I thought they might be going to bully her or something.”

Well, that’s actually surprisingly brave of her. I know what it’s like to lack confidence. To be honest I still had flashes of unworthiness, worrying I wasn’t able to bring Shaeula, Eri and my family and friends the happiness they deserved. But then, everyone supports me, so I can do my best. And I will succeed.

“You don’t have to worry about that.” I assured her. “I was the one who wanted to speak to Kikuchi-san and her father. They also run a shrine with a long history. I have some business with them, nothing more. But it’s pretty decent of you, looking out for a classmate. You must be a good friend.”

At my praise she sighed, looking down once more. “I’m hardly her friend. I just… I don’t like the popular girls in class. Always looking down on the rest of us, treating us like we are lesser, just because we aren’t pretty.”

Ouch. Girls have it hard too, I guess. Marika-chan looked a bit unsure of what to answer, so I decided to step up.

“Hey, don’t be so down on yourself. A change of hairstyle, a bit of make-up, I’m sure you could be cute enough.” At my words she let out an unintelligible noise. “… besides, I get it, I do. I was hardly mister popular myself. School was rather tough. Uni wasn’t so bad, but it’s not like I ever dated or anything up until a few weeks ago. You’ll always have chances to reinvent yourself if you put in an effort. Besides, Kana-chan is a nice girl, I don’t think she’d bully someone over nothing.”

Damn, the minute I said that just happened to be the time the conversation with the other girls entered a lull. Now several of them were laughing at me, and Kana-chan was trying to scuttle off, her friends holding her arms so she couldn’t escape.

On drawing everyone’s attention, Takagi-san shrank in on herself. Still, on seeing my kind smile she made up her mind to keep talking, annoyed. “Hardly. Don’t lie to me. I’ve heard the other girls talking. Why should I listen to a handsome, rich guy who is cheating on a couple of gorgeous girls? Winners in life like you can’t understand what us at the bottom think! Besides, you only like Izumi-san because she’s pretty, what do you really know about her? So shallow…”

Ouch. That hurt my feelings a bit. At her tirade Kana-chan and several other girls looked incensed, ready to speak up, but I held up my hand, exerting my Majesty, and everyone fell silent, hanging on my every word. I looked at Takagi-san, and she flinched away, perhaps expecting me to be angry, but my smile soothed her.

“Now I get that you feel a bit out of place. Still, if you lash out at others, aren’t you doing just what you accused the other girls of?”

“I… well…” she began, but I shrugged, interrupting.

“Look, I’m not mad, okay? If anything, I guess I should be flattered you felt able to have a go at me like that, right?” My smile robbed the words of any sting, and Takagi-san looked down again, a little flushed. “I’m not lying. Up until a couple of months ago I was single, working a dead end freelancing job, and while I’ve been told I always had decent enough looks, without confidence… well, even girls who might be interested couldn’t get over my wall of inferiority. I had a childhood friend, Eri. I always used to look out for her. She was shy, just like you. I mean, really shy, she was famous for it on our hometown.”

“Yeah, well she doesn’t seem so shy now.” Kana-chan complained. “She really tore into me when we met. I don’t think she likes me much.” There was laughter at her expense, lightening the mood, and I shot her a brief thumbs-up behind my back to thank her.

“In any case… she finally worked up the courage to confess to me at a festival. I… well, I accepted because I wanted to make her happy, not that I felt I deserved a relationship with her. But you know…” I continued, bending down until I could look Takagi-san in the face. “… if you try to make others happy, be kind to others, you’ll be happier yourself. After all, it’s easier to believe in what others think of you. Even so, unless you learn to love yourself, it’s meaningless. You worry about Kikuchi-san, so you must be a nice girl. Take some pride in that. And have some fun. You came all this way, right?”

“Indeed.” Marika-chan chimed in, happy to have something she could say. “Kana-san, Keomi-san and her family have been very good to me, to say nothing of Shaeula-sama. They will treat you with kindness, I am sure.”

“Don’t worry about it, Takagi-san.” Kana-chan agreed. “I may only be pretty, as you say, but I’m not petty enough to bully you over a compliment.” She snickered. “Nor will I do anything to block the plans big bro… err, I mean Akio-kun has going on. Kikuchi-san and I will end up being friends in time, I’m sure. Marika-chan too.”

“And me, and me!” Keomi-chan piped up as well.

“So, take some advice from someone older.” I finished. “It can be difficult to take a first step, but you can either gather your courage and do it yourself, or let someone who cares about you give you a push. But… at least for today, pretend that you fit in, and who knows, you might well have fun and want to do it again.”

Having given my advice, which while I didn’t say it as smoothly as I would have liked, was heartfelt, she nodded, and one girl, who was Noguchi-san, if I recalled correctly, jumped in. “Yeah, it’s a party, right? I can hardly wait… besides, I am just dying to ask… what was it like to fight yakuza? Izumi-san won’t tell us much about it, but my cousin is in the police, and they said it was a real big mess…”

As other girls echoed her, curiosity in their eyes, especially Mio-san and Asami-san, I launched into a somewhat edited tale of my heroics, earning a lot of praise and admiring looks. Beside me, Marika-chan had taken the hand of Takagi-san and led her back to the group. Watching them go I smiled warmly. Yeah, Marika-chan is really mature for her age. If she shows such diligence in her training with Shaeula, who knows how far she might go…?
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On finishing the tour of the shrine grounds we returned to my home for the party, where Shaeula was finishing up preparing (well, that or slacking off and playing games), I found two people waiting outside, one of whom I recognised. On seeing me, his eyes went wide, but after a nervous swallow, he bowed to me. His daughter, who was wearing shrine maiden clothes, was standing nervously behind him, her own gaze taking in the large number of girls from her class uneasily.

The priest still looked a bit frail and pale, which was unsurprising considering he had been in a coma in hospital for a month. Still, he managed to introduce himself and his daughter. “Good afternoon. I am Kikuchi Shuta. I have come at your request. This is my daughter, Maiko.”

“He-hello.” she stammered, bowing herself.

“Seriously, no need to be so nervous.” I reassured them. “Maiko-san… I can call you that, right, or it’s going to get confusing?”

Maiko-san agreed, still nervous, so I continued. “Maiko-san, why not spend some time with the other girls? There’s food, drinks and games inside. My… my friend Shaeula is inside and she’ll take care of you all. I’ll be back later when I’ve discussed my business with Kikuchi-san here.”

“Don’t be shy, Maiko.” Kikuchi-san sighed. “No-one will bother you here.”

“Right.” Kana-chan agreed. “I know we don’t exactly hang around together at school, but we both are daughters of the shrines, aren’t we? So we should get along. There’s a few girls you wouldn’t expect here, see?”

On looking around, Maiko-san nodded slowly, very surprised to see girls like Noguchi-san and Takagi-san present.

“In that case, I’ll see you later big bro. I hope your business goes well.” She grinned. “You girls are going to just love Shaeula. Come, come!” With that she ushered everyone inside, leaving me alone with Kikuchi-san.

“Right then. Shall we head to the main shrine to talk?”


Side Fifty-Four – Izumi Kana


As everyone entered big bro’s house, Mio-chan spoke up. “Well, now I’m sure of it, Kana-chan. That guy is totally into you. No question about it. I’m torn…”

“I know just what you mean.” Asami-chan agreed as everyone was removing their shoes and pulling on guest slippers that Kana had purchased with some of the money big bro had given her.

I ended up with a decent amount of change too. He hasn’t asked for it back. I don’t intend to be sly, but… it isn’t like he needs the money, and I could sure use it…

“Yeah, I mean, he’s hot, and he seems nice, the way he talked to Takagi-san, noticing she wasn’t comfortable with the group. Rich too, I guess. but… there’s the big problem, isn’t there?” she finished.

“Yeah, or rather two big problems.” Mio-chan agreed.

Ugh, I knew this would happen. I hate being teased. I only agreed to this whole day so I could show off and cement my position in class. “Seriously, Big… Akio-kun isn’t interested in me. He’s doing business with my family shrine, that’s it. Nothing else is going on.”

“You can call him big bro if you want.” one girl piped up, laughing. “You did earlier, after all.”

“I want to call him big bro too!” Keomi-chan jumped in, with her usual boisterousness. “He’s really nice, he buys me and my friends cake every time we see him!”

As Marika-chan also added her praise for Akio-kun, Kana tried desperately to change the subject. “Sure, he’s decent enough, I guess, but like I said, he has no interest in me. Now, why don’t we go and have some fun… oh, Shaeula, there you are!” Kana finished, as she stepped out of the bedroom, wearing a very pretty yukata. It wasn’t the normal orange one with the strange weasel-pattern she almost always wore, but a white one with orange and golden blossom patterning, which set off her pale skin and amber hair and eyes perfectly. She must have changed while big bro was showing the girls around the grounds… I bet he bought that for her. It looks expensive…

“Oh my God, she’s so gorgeous!” Noguchi-san exclaimed and Kana-chan sympathised. I get that. She’s a hard girl to compare yourself to. Since the girls that weren’t her friends had gone to the main shrine rather than this outbuilding, they hadn’t seen Shaeula yet, as big bro had picked them up himself. As the other girls echoed Noguchi-san’s sentiments, Shaeula spoke up, amused.

“I see-see. You feel that Akio has designs upon Kana, do you?” she snorted. “I fear that Akio is not-not one to seek out females. Instead, those that feel themselves worthy should strive to make him accept them-them.”

“Look, I told you, I’m not…” Kana began again, but the other girls had raced over to Shaeula, leaving her with Marika-chan and Keomi-chan. Oh, and Kikuchi-san, strangely enough.

“So we didn’t ask before… oh, nice yukata by the way.” Mio-chan said. “But… seriously. You are dating that guy, right? No messing around?”

“Dating? No-no.” Shaeula shook her head, flourishing her hand, upon which sparkled her engagement ring. “We are to be married soon enough.”

Several girls were excited, but Takagi-san looked unconvinced. “So, what about his childhood friend. Eri-san, he said.”

“Of course, they shall be married as well-well.” Shaeula declared confidently. “I have great respect for Eri and her love for Akio. In my lands, a strong male or alluring female may have as many-many partners as they wish. I see no-no issue with this.”

“Wait, are you a Muslim, or a Mormon then? You do look foreign.” Noguchi-san asked, and Shaeula shook her head.

“No, I am not-not such a being.” Shaeula denied.

“Even so, there are laws in this country.” Takagi-san continued, seeming to be very worked up about it. “There’s no law against having multiple girlfriends, even if it’s really scummy, but you can’t get married! Besides, don’t you feel sorry for his childhood friend? Does she even know about this?”

I didn’t know Takagi-san could get so heated up. She was always a mousy, shy girl that kept to herself. Maybe I should have paid more attention to my other classmates…

“Of course she knows. Eri saw my love for Akio and together we-we asked him to accept us both. It was quite-quite romantic. As for laws… just what is a law? Are all-all your laws the same as they have always been?”

“No, but…”

“If it is required, Akio shall find a way-way, even if he must change these laws of yours.” Shaeula declared grandly. “Anyway, enough of this. You are here for fun, are you not-not?”

“That’s right!” Kana interrupted gratefully, turning down the heated atmosphere. “Enough quizzing Shaeula. If you want to ask her about Akio-kun you can do it when we are playing around. Come on Kikuchi-san, this way.” She reached out her hand and grabbed Kikuchi-san, pulling the surprised girl behind her, followed by Keomi-chan and Marika-chan.
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Kana sighed as her friends were rummaging around in Shaeula’s room, being rather rude. Seriously, I know Shaeula is surprisingly easy-going, but I wouldn’t let people look in drawers and cupboards in my room!

“Wow… there’s a lot of clothes in here, but half of them are yukata. You must really like Japanese clothing, Shaeula!” Mio-chan called out, Shaeula snorting in response.

“I’m more interested in these.” Asami-chan had one draw open and was admiring the lingerie within. “Some of these are very sexy. Did you buy them to wear for Akio-kun?”

Ugh, why are you calling him Akio-kun? You barely know him. Is it just to make fun of me? As Kana pouted, surprisingly enough it was Kikuchi-san who tried to console her. Keomi-chan was stuffing her face with cake in the living room, and Marika-chan was watching her, being a good girl as always.

“No-no, Akio bought them for me, though I have not-not had the opportunity to display them all for him.” Shaeula spoke to Asami-chan without embarrassment.. “Perhaps at the weekend. It is Eri’s birthday, so we are visiting his hometown. No doubt-doubt there will be ample time for love.”

Damn, she’s so bold as always. My face feels hot. But at least Asami-chan got more than she bargained for!

Indeed, Asami-chan shut the drawer with an audible slam and backed away, flushed. “Wow, you don’t look any older than us, but you are so adult.”

“Well, I am-am a mature female.” Shaeula puffed out her modest chest proudly. “In any case, I need-need to have a talk with Kana for a moment. Keomi and this Maiko too.”

“Me?” Kikuchi-san asked, looking very nervous.

“I do not-not bite.” Shaeula reassured her. “But I assume you are aware of why Akio wished to speak to your father, are you not-not?”

Kikuchi-san nodded, still wary. “I… I know. I know he saved my father. Even so…”

“Saved, what?” Mio-chan, who was still in the room asked.

We shouldn’t be talking about this in front of people who aren’t involved. Frowning meaningfully against Shaeula, who didn’t look particularly apologetic, Kana tried to smooth things over. “Don’t worry about it. Anyway, why not go hang out with the others for a bit? We won’t be long, right Shaeula?”

“Indeed. We shall use Akio’s room.”

Keomi-chan came storming in, all the sugar from sweets and drinks making her hyperactive. “So, what’s up? I was losing, so I don’t mind taking a break…”

Oh Keomi-chan… when will you act your age? “Shaeula wants to talk to us. It’s probably about… that.”

“Oh yeah.” Keomi-chan nodded, her pigtails bouncing. “I never did thank big bro for letting me join in. My bad.”

So now you are calling him big bro? Oh well, it’s not really any of my business, is it? Still, Kana was feeling a little annoyed. “Just come on. You too, Kikuchi-san.” As I ushered them all towards big bro’s bedroom, I had a sudden thought. Oh God, I hope they weren’t doing anything funny in there last night. No… no way. They wouldn’t… or at least they’d have cleaned up. Damn, why am I thinking about this? And it makes me really mad… damn Mori-san, I remember what she told me that time we met…

“You… look rather angry all of a sudden.” Kikuchi-san said with a little whimper, and Kana realised she was grinding her teeth, fists clenched.

“Oh, sorry, sorry.” She apologised. “I was just remembering something really unpleasant.” Clean up their lewd messes? Damn, Mori-san thinks she’s so important. If I wanted to seduce big bro, I’d do better than her. If of course. I totally don’t. I want a guy who can dedicate his all to me. I deserve it. Still, it would be awesome to see the look on Mori-san’s face. I bet she’d cry…

“Now you look even scarier…” Kikuchi-san whispered, her voice unheard.

As they passed the main living room, Mio-chan, Asami-chan and the other girls were playing various video games or chatting while watching television, all the while snacking away on the delicious treats that had been laid out. Marika-chan was talking earnestly with one of the snobby stuck-up girls in class, who Kana didn’t think would come, and seemed to be getting on quite well with her. I guess it is hard to dislike an earnest, cute girl like Marika-chan.

Still, as we crossed the threshold, Takagi-san saw us taking Kikuchi-san to another room and stood up, following us out. As she did so, Mio-chan and Asami-chan also excused themselves, and on seeing the door was open to the bedroom, let themselves in. What nosy girls. Well, if there are… leftovers… in there, they only have themselves to blame! Though judging by the giggles and exclamations coming from them, it was likely safe.

“Sorry, but we are busy.” Kana said firmly. “It’s a private matter. We won’t be too long.”

“I’m sorry too, but I don’t trust you alone with her.” Takagi-san said bluntly. “I came here to make sure you wouldn’t bully her, and I mean to do that if nothing else. Your… your fiancé was right.” she said to Shaeula. “I need to start believing in myself more.”

“Well, you can’t! This is…” Kana began, but Shaeula held up a hand, silencing her. It almost seemed like her eyes were glowing, they were so intense. No, wait, they are glowing. Still, she isn’t human, but the closest thing I’ve seen to a Kami, so it only makes sense she can do things like that…

“I applaud your resolve.” Shaeula smiled enticingly, which sent a chill down Kana’s spine. “However, should-should you choose to listen to our conversation… well, there is no-no going back!” she declared.

“All the more reason for me to be there! It sounds serious!” Takagi-san insisted.

“Very well. Just know this-this. I demand your word that you will breathe nothing of what we discuss without permission from Akio, Kana or myself. Should you break your word… there shall-shall be consequences you are ill-prepared to face.”

Both Takagi-san and Kikuchi-san were frightened, but Takagi-san gritted her teeth and nodded. “Fine. You don’t need to scare me. It can’t be anything that major.”

Shaeula, what the hell are you thinking? Takagi-san has nothing to do with shrines, she’s just a normal girl… does big bro know about this? I bet he doesn’t…

“Oh my God, Kana-chan, you need to see this.” Mio-chan giggled, popping her head out the door. “Your big bro is a total nerd, an otaku for sure.”

“Yeah, totally. What a turn-off… or so I’d like to say.” Asami-chan seemed almost annoyed. “Guys like that aren’t supposed to have girlfriends, let alone two hot ones. There’s a photograph here of him with Shaeula and that other girl, they look so close.”

What a stupid thing to worry about. A guy’s hobbies don’t matter, so long as they have money, and keep in shape, and look handsome, and… crap, aren’t I just describing big bro? Entering the room, she did see bookcases full of manga, anime and figurines, most of which were cute girls in various states of undress. Yeah, it wasn’t cool, but again, being an otaku was only a stigma because they were usually lame virgin shut-ins who were out-of-shape and hated the outside world. If you call a rich man with fiancées like Shaeula and Mori-san a loser, just who the hell would be a winner? Damn, I’m even more annoyed now…

“Look at these stupid figures…” Mio-chan began, before Kana pushed her towards the door, followed by Asami-chan, who was also grinning, this time at the large bed, imagining what it was used for.

“Look, go and play with the others. We won’t be long.” Kana sighed.

“Fine. Fine. I can’t wait to rib your big bro about this though.” Asami-chan smirked as the two of them were pushed out. Shaeula pulled shut the door, and immediately sat down on the bed as if she owned the place.

“So then. Maiko. I expect you know-know why you are here?” she asked, and Kikuchi-san nodded slowly.

“Just what is going …” Takagi-san began, but Shaeula interrupted her.

“Your name was Hisano, am I correct? Well, you chose this, so be silent and do not-not interrupt.” At her amber stare Takagi-san quietened down, feeling intimidated. “As I was-was saying…” Shaeula continued, and Kikuchi-san answered slowly.

“I do. My father, the priest of Hisuikomushi shrine… he nearly died. I know that. If my brother didn’t have money I would have starved while father was in his coma. All I knew was that before he fell ill, he told me that he had been visited by a God. Not the Kami of our shrine, but another. He was blessed, apparently. It was hard to believe, but our shrine is an old one, so we know the ancient mysteries, even if I don’t have much talent myself.” She looked down, forlorn. “I honestly thought I would be an orphan. It was so awful, watching father waste away, day by day, in that hospital bed, our little funds dwindling away as if following him…”

“Oh no, that must have been hard.” Keomi-chan sympathised with her, giving her a hug, which surprised Kikuchi-san. Listening to the story, Takagi-san seemed rather confused, which was understandable. It still shocks me sometimes. My gift. Our history. Big bro and Shaeula. All of it.

“It was…” she cried, leaking tears. “But then one day father woke up. He hurried us out of the shrine, claiming we were in danger, that an evil man who lived near us had trapped him in another world, used him as a slave. It all seemed impossible, but…” She wiped at her reddened eyes with a handkerchief Keomi-chan handed her. “… father had been ill a long time since mother died, he wasn’t strong. Yet one day, before he fell into a coma, he changed. His weakness vanished, and he was stronger and faster than ever before. So if that could be true… we took what little money we had left and fled. My brother went back to university, he would be safe there, while we stayed in a rented room on the outskirts of Tokyo. We were lost… until I got your text.” She looked at Kana, who smiled reassuringly.

“Other worlds, strange powers… what nonsense is this? Are… am I the victim, and you’ve set it up to bully me?” Takagi-san asked suddenly, even looking at Kikuchi-san warily.

“Oh, do be quiet.” Shaeula intoned, and suddenly the room was flooded by wind, sealing her mouth. As everyone’s hair and clothing fluttered in the sudden storm, Shaeula spoke up. “It is far-far too late to back out now. You volunteered yourself by entering this room. Now listen quietly until the end-end.” Turning back to Kikuchi-san, she spoke kindly, her expression soft.

“I believe it has been hard-hard for you, Maiko. Still, of the enemies that oppressed your father… Kiku is dead, slain-slain by my hand, and as for her master… Akio has sent him to this place you call-call prison, where he awaits his inevitable end.”

Seriously, hearing them talk about battle and killing… it scares me. But… I saw big bro fighting the yakuza for us. He isn’t scary, he only uses his power to help people. Those he cares for, he said. Cares for… Not noticing her hot face, Kana listened as Shaeula described to Kikuchi-san that Akio wanted to train men and women to use spiritual powers, making an alliance of the shrines to protect the world.

It sounds far-fetched, but also kind of thrilling. I hate hard work, and the initial pain sucked, but… if I’m a beautiful shrine maiden with real powers, one of his chosen warriors, living in luxury like Shaeula…

“Father makes all the decisions to do with shrine matters. I’m just… I’m useless. I don’t have any talent.” Kikuchi-san sniffled, after the tale was done. “I’m not brave and I’m not strong. I’d only be useless to you.”

“Nonsense.” Shaeula denied. “Any gemstone can-can be polished, with enough effort. Besides, it is all to do with factions. Similar to the Seelie Court, the shrines here have many-many deep currents. Having you would be valuable.”

“The Seelie Court?” Kikuchi-san asked, and Shaeula shook her head.

“Later. For now-now… Kana and Marika have had their networks opened. With training they shall-shall grow strong. The building Akio is having constructed shall be a school for this.” She looked at Keomi-chan. “I have-have called you here to open your network. Fear not-not, for there is little danger, and only some-some modest pain.”

“Pain?” Keomi-chan paled, but I patted her back reassuringly.

“Don’t worry, I’ve been through it. It isn’t so bad, I promise.” Kana said.

“There is but-but one decision you must make. I can prepare the pathways for your lunar Chakra, yet there is some risk of harm. Without it, your strength will be much-much decreased, but I shall not-not force anyone.”

“Didn’t you say there was a way to deal with the danger in an emergency? Though big bro did seem a bit worried when I mentioned it…” Kana observed. “… just what is this emergency measure?”

Shaeula grinned. “It is not-not something you would fear, Kana. Indeed, you may well enjoy it. But, putting that aside, Eri mastered it, and Aiko is risking it. So choose, Keomi.”

“Marika-chan and I trusted in Shaeula. But again, it’s up to you.” Kana said, not wanting to pressure her cousin.

“All right, I’ll… I’ll go for it.” Keomi-chan nodded fiercely, and Shaeula clapped gleefully.

“Lie down here on the bed, and I shall-shall begin.”

Watching this makes me wince. I remember when she did this to me… of course now I can control my gift somewhat, so… maybe it’s a fair trade.

Shaeula’s eyes glowed brilliantly as she moved her hands over Keomi-chan.

“Looking at it from the outside, it’s pretty lewd.” she remarked despite herself. Keomi-chan didn’t find that funny, as she was letting out whimpers and gasps of pain, biting at her lip. After a little while, her cries stopped though, and she looked at Shaeula, who was not done, puzzled.

“I believe I have learned one of Akio’s techniques. I have-have watched him work his Ether Healing a number of times. It is very-very compatible with my Chirurgery. When Akio hears he shall-shall praise me and perhaps even…” She grinned lasciviously, and everyone in the room blushed at her raw allure.

“Just… just hurry up, all right?” Kana insisted. For a moment there I felt completely overpowered as a woman. No, I don’t lose to anyone!

Soon, Keomi-chan was sitting down, exhausted, while Kikuchi-san was on the bed, eyes watering. Shaeula worked whatever magic she was doing, and then she was done. Patting Kikuchi-san on the shoulder, she smiled brightly. “Now-now you are one of us. Fear not-not, Akio shall take your father under his protection, and Hisuikomushi shrine shall prosper, as does-does this shrine.”

Kikuchi-san nodded, gingerly sliding away from her. Takagi-san, who was struggling against the orders not to speak was glaring at everyone spitefully, the eyes under her bangs cold. Shaeula, ignoring the stares with her usual unruffled poise, finally allowed her to speak.

“Just what… how did you… what is going on?” she spat, anger overriding her usual timidity.

“I did warn you, did I not-not?” Shaeula said, approaching her and staring deep into her eyes. “Yet-yet you believed you knew better than I, no? Still, be not-not afraid. You are in fact fortunate to have been chosen. I am in great-great need of those who are not-not of shrine bloodlines to test my Skills upon.”

I see. So she wasn’t just grabbing girls… speaking of, I wonder how father will react to her touch when she works on him? Eww, gross. “Weren’t Mori-san and Akio’s sister normal?”

“Eri is rather a special case. But yes-yes, Aiko has no talents whatsoever, but she works hard-hard. Still, we have some noble recruits indeed, and I have-have been exhorted to be most careful. Some practise will not-not hurt.”

“So I’m just some toy for you to…” Takagi-san protested, only for Shaeula to push a finger to her lips, shushing her again.

“Hardly. Akio cared enough to offer you wisdom, so I would not-not treat you carelessly. You chose this, and it is an opportunity. You may not-not understand now, but in time you will look back on that choice and rejoice. Now-now, let us begin…”
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“That hurt…” Takagi-san said, hunched on the bed, knees drawn up to her chest.

“Your network was not-not partially developed, like the shrine maidens. It is only-only natural I would have to work harder. Be thankful my Skills have increased.”

“I still… still don’t get any of this. How did you stop me speaking? How are you doing this? Who are you?” Takagi-san asked, her mind in a daze.

I know just how you feel. The first time I saw Shaeula and big bro, their abnormalities blazing like the sun, my world changed…

Shaeula stood regally. “Who am I? That-that is simple.” Shaeula grinned, striding towards the closed door to the bedroom. “I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, princess of the Fae, loyal second wife of Akio, he-he who will rule this world and keep it safe from all evils.” Wrenching open the door suddenly, the listening Mio-chan and Asami-chan tumbled in, only to be grabbed by Shaeula, the smaller girl holding both of them up effortlessly, one in each hand. Wind blew and the door slammed shut without anyone touching it. “And here we have two more-more volunteers to join our cause, do we not-not? I am tired and low on aether, but I can-can manage.”

“Wait, it isn’t what you are thinking… we weren’t eavesdropping!” Mio-chan tried to deny it, and Asami-chan supported her.

“Yeah, we… we were just coming to get you as we are running out of sweets. Yeah, that’s it!”

“Really? For the last-last half an hour?” Shaeula scoffed, tossing them bodily to the bed, where they bounced helplessly. “Too-too bad. There is no escape now.”

“Kana-chan… err, help us?” Mio-chan asked, and Asami-chan tried to persuade her too.

“Sorry, well, what you were talking about seemed so weird… we couldn’t help but be interested. But… Shaeula is scaring us… come on Kana-chan, save us, aren’t we friends, best friends?”

“Sorry, I can’t help you now. But on the bright side, at least I’ll have company during my training.” Kana shook her head ruefully, amused her friends were reaping the rewards of their nosiness.

As her friends cried out, Shaeula starting to force open and reconstruct their non-existent Chakra networks, Kana-chan burst out laughing, until her sides hurt. Ignoring how everyone else was looking at her, she laughed and laughed until tears were rolling down her cheeks. Oh my God, you stupid idiots. You are in Shaeula’s hands now, big bro’s too. Still, keeping secrets from my best friends sucked. At least we can commiserate with each other now… and who knows. Maybe the world big bro and Shaeula sees will be worth us seeing too…


One Hundred And Seventy-Five


“So, take a seat.” I said to the priest of Hisuikomushi shrine, Kikuchi Shuta. Already seated were the representatives of our shrine, Daichi-san and Masaji-san. On seeing them, Kikuchi-san frowned, but he still took a seat at the small table. Moments later Nagi-san brought over some tea, steaming porcelain mugs casting their fragrance into the air, and a tray of baked snacks.

Taking a cup, I took a sip. “Yeah, not bad. Anyway, no need to be so tense, Kikuchi-san. We are all friends here. After all, didn’t I get you out of the horrible mess you were in?” Might as well start playing the gratitude card. He has things that I want.

“I understand we are in different factions.” Masaji-san said, also taking his tea. “Of course, smaller shrines such as ours have little real influence or power, so such things hardly matter, do they? Besides, in the face of this changing world, we all need to come together. Why not make this a first step?”

“Let me be blunt.” I said, leaning forwards, not allowing Kikuchi-san to look away. “I not only saved you, but I managed to rescue your Kami and some of his adherents. Sure, Hisuikomushi shrine in the Boundary was completely destroyed, but I have good artisans that can rebuild it, better than before. I’m finding myself with new piety for Gods and Kami lately.”

“You did save me, but..” Kikuchi-san began, before Masaji-san cut him off, annoyed at his attitude.

“Enough, Kikuchi-san. Even a child knows gratitude. At least listen to his requests before refusing.”

“Fine.” Kikuchi-san sighed. “I suppose I owe you that much. But… my daughter…” He glanced towards the exit, clearly worried for her.

“Don’t worry about her. The others won’t mistreat her. Shaeula’s keeping an eye on things.” I declared, blissfully ignorant of her rampages. “Now, you must have heard about the Conclave in Kyoto, right?”

“I did, before… before I ran afoul of that bastard.” Kikuchi-san spat. “It is unusual for such to be called, and even more so for them to bother to send out invites to even a minor, impoverished shrine such as mine. Still, with… with what is happening, it makes sense.”

“It happens I have a lot of support from Susanoo faction. Even Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine is in my corner. We also have some independent shrines and temples on board. Still, if you, who are Amaterasu faction, were to lend us your voice… well, it might act as a bridge between the opposing sides, and it would certainly amplify your influence.”

“I don’t know.” Kikuchi-san bit into one of the treats that Nagi-san had served with her tea, frowning. “I have my pride…”

“And I wouldn’t ask you to abandon it.” I promised. “Even the shrines here have only given me their support, they are still in and beholden to their own factions. I just have first chance to convince their leaders that I’m worth throwing weight behind, and I get their help in any matters that don’t compromise their own interests. As such, that’s the first thing I want from you.”

“First thing, huh?” he pondered, sipping at his hot tea. “The leader of Amaterasu faction is a bit hot-headed, but… well, I can agree to that. I’ll help you get an audience with him and some of the higher ranking shrines in Amaterasu. But my words are hardly likely to convince them. You need to show results… huh…” His eyes went wide as he realised I had already demonstrated to him my significant talents.

“You got it. And that isn’t all I can offer.” I smiled enticingly, as though I was a devil offering a sweet deal in exchange for nothing more than a small favour. “My companion is able to help develop the talents of others, though the process is slow. I would like your daughter to join in, as a sign of goodwill, and proof of my value to Amaterasu. Various volunteers from other shrines, and even some influential outsiders will also be part of this. It’s a real opportunity for your daughter.”

Seeing me talking openly about courting Amaterasu faction left Masaji-san and Daichi-san looking uncomfortable, but we had talked through my long-term goals, and bridging the gaps between the factions was one of them, so they kept their peace.

“Having seen the spiritual world… and the gifts it offers…” Kikuchi-san was hesitant. “I was ill before, a rare type of adult-onset muscular dystrophy. Though my daughter thinks it was merely grief from the loss of her mother. I was growing weaker, worried I would leave her before she was old enough to fly the nest like my son, burdened with a penniless shrine under the hand of yakuza and other predatory influences. Her future seemed bleak indeed…”

He paused, strong emotion shimmering in his eyes. “… but then I was called by a Divine being, and my body healed, grew stronger. Still… I worry for my daughter and son. After all, my doctor couldn’t assure me that my condition wasn’t hereditary…”

I get it. “If these strange new abilities can repair and strengthen the body, then your son and daughter should definitely learn it, that way, they can stave off any potential illnesses.” And of course, those who we train have no choice but to become our allies.

“Fine.” Kikuchi-san conceded. “I can agree to those terms.”

“Good. In that case, we should hammer out the details of our alliance.” I declared, as around the table everyone signalled their consent.
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After an hour of heated discussion, we had come to a conclusion. The men from Shirohebizumi shrine had left the room, leaving me alone with Kikuchi-san, empty mugs of tea and plates with but crumbs remaining our only company.

“So, onto other matters.” I declared, and Kikuchi-san flinched. “Don’t worry, I’m not a bastard like Kondou was. I want allies, friends, not slaves, Kikuchi-san.”

“Call me Shuta.” He muttered, defeated. “It isn’t like I can go against you. Not if you can help my children. Besides, if I tried to fight, you would simply crush me. If you can beat that monster and his pet witch, then… anything I do would just be futile, wouldn't it?”

“Don’t be like that, Shuta-san. You can call me Akio too if you want. But yeah, I’m pretty confident in my power, I’ve worked hard for it. But I don’t use it to oppress others. There aren’t many who have a gift like we do, so squandering it… it doesn’t make sense. Work for me, and in exchange for your assistance, I’ll make sure you have a chance to grow, and bring Hisuikomushi shrine to glory, just like here.”

“Work for you? How?” Shuta-san asked warily, so I gave him my most reassuring smile.

“In the Boundary of course. By Wednesday I should have swallowed up all of the Territory that was Kondou’s, including the area around Hisuikomushi shrine. However, that is your land, so I propose you drop a new Anchor and re-establish your Territory there. I can then protect you, and you can focus on other matters. In exchange… I think if you pay me twenty-five percent of your ether, and join in any defensive battles, that should be fair.” I’m limited in how many Ether Spires I can build, so if I can take a portion of his as well… longer term, I’d profit. He would too, as my defences would clearly outmatch his, leaving him in relative safety to build up his repaired Territory…

Shuta-san merely looked at me, puzzled. “Excuse me, I’m not really sure what you are talking about. Anchor, ether? What do you mean?”

I see. I can’t say I wasn’t expecting this to happen, especially after talking to Haru-san. Oh well, I was going to share information anyway, so might as well educate him at the same time. “Shuta-san, could you explain what happened when you were gifted by whatever Kami chose you? If I know what you were told and how your Territory works, I can fill in some gaps for you, and probably boost your efficiency.”

“If I must.” Shuta-san was reluctant, but at my insistence he finally opened up about that mysterious night. Oddly enough he remembered it being a couple of days after I dreamed of Exposition-san.

“I was up late, poring over the shrine finances.” He began at last, reminiscing. “It wasn’t good, our money was running low, and worse, my body was starting to fail faster and faster. I was at a loss, and I must have fallen asleep, for there was a brilliant glow, hurting my eyes, and then a giant head was staring at me… and it wasn’t human.”

“Go on.” I urged, fascinated. Unlike Haru-san he obviously didn’t refuse to listen or dismiss it all as a dream, so I’m hopeful of learning new things.

“It was the head of a beetle. It looked a bit similar to the stag beetles we have here in Japan, carapace a lustrous green and gold, yet instead of possessing the customary large mandibles, the head was shaped differently, more streamlined. Still, I believed it was the Jade Beetle Kami, God of the shrine. At this point…” He laughed, a nervous one, full of self-deprecation. “… I thought I had passed out from my illness. Even so, to dream of our Kami was surely an omen, one I hoped boded well… though considering how badly I and my family suffered since, it was an ill-fortune indeed.”

“I see why you would think that, but you might have been right the first time. After all, you have me in your corner now. Support me and I can make your bad luck go away. Please go on.”

He shrugged. “Well, this beetle was not in fact our Kami, nor even from this land. It called itself a Divine Scarab, a powerful spiritual being from a far-away land, Egypt. Apparently it was a servant of another God, though it had a strange name I don’t remember. It began with a Kh… but that is all I can recall. I was… rather overwhelmed at the time, after all. It said it was seeking someone to bestow a gift upon, someone who had great respect and piety for beetles.” He snorted. “Piety is all our shrine had left, so I suppose that made sense. Still, though my mind was clear, I thought I was dreaming, the stress overwhelming my mind. So when the beetle offered me power, a healthy body and the ability to call and command its kin, I didn’t hesitate. Though I admit to feeling a twinge of guilt at the disloyalty to my own Kami, though in a dream such shouldn’t matter, right?”

I nodded, glad I had no such issue with my own blessing. Though Exposition-san never named themselves, nor the God that they served. Which is odd, in a way… “Yeah, my first thought was I was dreaming too.” I agreed. “It’s only natural.”

“While my shrine is an old one, so we know of the remnant spiritual abilities the true shrines hold, our bloodline is weak, so we have none remaining.” Shuta-san continued. “Otherwise perhaps I might have taken it more seriously… no, I would still have dismissed this as an unquiet dream. In any case, I accepted, seeing no harm in it, and then there was pain as my body reshaped itself, the knots and frayed muscles in my body healing. I screamed until my throat was raw, and it was a miracle my daughter didn’t hear me… a miracle indeed. Because…”

“Let me guess. You were in a strangely similar yet different version of your shrine, weren't you?”

Shuta-san nodded. “Yes. There was little light yet I could see clearly, and outside of my room the shrine was magnificent. Well, you have seen it, right?”

Yeah, way to stoke my guilt. It’ll be rebuilt. Definitely. I agreed, and he continued once more.

“Naturally, at this point my belief that I was dreaming was fast fading. So I asked the Scarab what it wished of me, and it said that I needed to grow stronger and spread my domain all across the world of thought, the realm below the Divine, otherwise eventually everyone and everything would be destroyed.”

“World of thought, huh? Makes sense, as all the literature and research I’ve read on the Astral calls it a place shaped by the mind.” And if we are in the Boundary, above that is the lower Astral, where powerful beings lurk, such as the Seelie Court and more, so above that in the fabled upper Astral… yeah, makes sense. That tracks with what I know. The upcoming apocalypse too…

“The Astral?” he asked, and I spent a little while filling him in on my terminology, before I asked him to finish explaining.

“The Scarab explained how to use my gift, to call upon a swarm of his smaller kin to attack my enemies. Enemies.” He laughed, a touch shrilly. “Before now, the only enemies I had were those damn criminals who frequent the shrine and my empty wallet. I wasn’t prepared to fight! Still, the Scarab insisted, saying that the future depended on me!” He shook his head. “I didn’t really believe it, but he promised that as I grew my domain I would gain further advantages. Still, my body felt stronger and more packed with energy than it had in years, so I hoped…”

I see. So he can grow stronger. Though the mechanism and ease of growth is unclear. This requires more investigation. “So, do you Level up by killing enemies and gathering ether, and what Skills do you have?”

“Skills, Levelling up? This isn’t a game. Though I can see why you might think so.” He looked disapproving. “I thought it wasn’t entirely real, and I even met the Jade Beetle Kami and his followers. I truly felt that I was rewarded for my piety even through my suffering, and destined to save the world.” He chuckled bitterly. “Unholy insects that had none of the Divinity of the Scarab or the Jade Beetle Kami. Shambling, rotting corpses. Grave spirits. Foul birds the size of large dogs… the Jade Beetle and I vanquished them all and more, and we gathered the glowing remains they left behind, the spiritual power, taking it back to the shrine, strengthening it. Then when I woke from these dreams, I was still hale and strong, my muscles free of pain. For a few weeks I felt unstoppable. And then…”

“And then Kondou.” I finished for him, earning agreement.

“Yes. Him.” He shuddered. “I sent swarms of scarabs at him, strong enough to strip to bone the hideous pig-beasts he had with him. But when they approached him, the beetles fell to the ground, twitching in agony until they died. Then the wraith he had with him pierced me with her jagged metal and… I was a slave, trapped in that nightmarish world, unable to return, to see my son and daughter. Even my Kami was likewise enslaved, a great offense to the heavens. But that bastard, he feared nothing, and only wished to sate his own twisted lusts. Sometimes he would tell me he would find my daughter and…” he trailed off, looking sick.

“Well, he can’t hurt anyone anymore, and your daughter is safe. All the more reason for her to learn to protect herself and grow strong.” I patted him on the back, reassuringly. “Still, I get the gist of it. So you don’t have any way of checking your Skills and abilities then?”

“No.” he denied. “Does that mean you can?”

“Yeah, I have a Skill that lets me check my strengths.” I read out a few to him, which he found fascinating. “I can do my Territory too.”

“No wonder you asked. Your power is much more like some sort of game. Still, to think things such as your attributes could be expressed as numbers…”

“Well, everything can be measured if you use the right scale.” I shrugged. “So, I’m in a similar position to you. Exposition-san, who was to me as your Scarab was to you, they warned me about the oncoming destruction and gave me similar advice. Grow my Territory, grow stronger, and become an Astral Emperor to save the world.” Holding out a hand I offered it to him. “So why not join me? After all, we want the same thing, right?”

“I can trust you?” he asked. “I can’t face suffering like I did again…”

“I never abandon my allies.” I affirmed. “We’ll work together for mutual benefit. To start with, I can deal with your money worries. I’ll give you the number for my secretary, Karen-chan, and she can transfer you some operating funds. As for the yakuza… the ones Kondou sent after me, they got wiped out. So for a while there should be less trouble. If there is any… well, I’ve started taking steps to deal with such things.” I have multiple avenues to deal with criminals now, or I will have when a few things are put in place…

“In that case… please take care of me, Akio-san.” We shook on it, and offered accepting bows.

“Great. Well, we’ll get your son and daughter added to the training school. As for your Territory… I’ll send over the Jade Beetle Kami and some supporting troops until my Anchor has finished upgrading on Wednesday. Then our defences should be solid. You concentrate on getting your Territory back up, and then work on Ether Spires to pull in as much ether as possible. You can transfer a quarter to me, and I’ll ensure your safety. Both of us win, right?”

“A quarter sounds fair. He took every drop and more.” Shuta-san answered. “But… Ether Spires? I still don’t understand.”

Okay… another clash of terminologies, no doubt. “Fine, so how do you add new Buildings and facilities to your Territory? There were definitely some, I expect those ones made from red and yellow bricks were yours, no? They looked like a mix of old-fashioned industrial buildings and ancient stone monuments.

He nodded. “Yes, as I poured in more of the captured spiritual essence… this ether, I could will my domain, my Territory…” He was adopting my terminology, which was wise, as it seemed like I had a clear information edge. “… to grow. If I felt it needed protection, ether would be sucked away and those stone structures would form, topped by crystallised energy. If I felt I needed more ether, then a different one would grow.”

“I see. So it’s pretty much the same as mine, just… damn, your interface sucks, and to think I slated Exposition-san a lot. Appraisal cheats and system interfaces are quite the advantage. Although I was put at risk of death a lot early on since I didn’t get much else and had to grow slowly. Even so, I still feel like I got short-changed. Now I’ve seen your Territory, Kondou’s, my own of course, and one from the jerk in Las Vegas. They all seem to work on similar principles. Creatures are created, defences erected, and … wait, when I was in Las Vegas and found those buildings that shared and took ether from the Material, my interface updated, and I had new Buildings to pick from. Damn, how could I have missed that?”

As I started my cascade of words, Shuta-san looked on, bemused. After I had worked through my thoughts, I asked him a question. “How did you know you could make structures that would pull in more ether, for example? Did the Scarab tell you?”

He shook his head. “No. the Scarab only set me on the path. I just… as I gathered more ether I felt I could put it to work. I also used it to call upon my swarm of beetles. It… seemed right, I guess. It’s hard to explain.”

I see. My gut instinct is that pretty much anything I can build, everyone else can too. There might be some exceptions, perhaps since the Scarab is from Egypt, he can build some Egyptian-themed buildings I can’t? But that’s just conjecture. More research is needed.

“All right, to start then, re-establish your Territory, then focus your efforts on growing your ether generation. We call those Ether Spires. I’ll take care of the defences…”

As we finalised our plans, I had other ideas of how to test things further. Ixitt will no doubt be delighted at seeing how Shuta-san compares. Also, I wonder… My head full of ideas, we sealed the second stage of our alliance…
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“So, ah… what’s up with them?” I asked Shaeula, as I eyed the exhausted, sullen-looking girls slumped in one corner. There were Kana-chan’s two friends, Mio-san and Asami-san, as well as Kikuchi-san and Takagi-san. That’s quite the odd grouping. But if they are getting along better, well, that’s surely a good thing.

Kana-chan merely giggled. “Don’t worry about it, big bro. I’m sure Shaeula can tell you later.”

Shaeula? I’m getting a bad feeling about this…

“Besides, Mio-chan and Asami-chan should have learned to mind their own business. After all, they were going through Shaeula’s drawers and peeked in your room. Don’t have any sympathy for them, big bro.”

My room, huh? That is pretty embarrassing. I have a lot of… hobbyist… materials in there. Oh well, it doesn’t matter if they laugh at me, I’m a normie nowadays anyway, by any reasonable definition.

“Putting that aside, are you girls all having fun?” I asked, observing them play games and watch TV, marvelling at the amount of expensive cake and snacks the girls had put away between them.

“I sure did.” Noguchi-san said, glancing at Kana-chan. “I’m happy I asked to come. Izumi-san really has mellowed out. Maybe it’s since she met you, Oshiro-san.”

“No way. I’ve always been nice.” Kana-chan pouted. “it’s nothing to do with big bro.”

“Right.” Another girl said, scoffing. “Keep telling yourself that. Still, hanging out with a lot of girls I normally wouldn’t outside of school’s been fun. The service is great too. Guess you aren’t as poor as I thought, right Kana-san?”

At that Kana-chan looked annoyed, though she forced it down and cracked a smile. “You know it. My family is on the way up. I’m the perfect catch.”

As the girls broke into an argument over whether Kana-chan was indeed the hottest catch in school, I spoke to Shaeula. “So, anything you wanted to tell me?”

She looked away innocently. “No-no, definitely not-not. Everyone was just-just having fun-fun.”

Yeah, her speech quirk is up. She’s guilty. “Those four don’t look like they had much fun, they look wiped out.” As I looked over, Mio-san met my gaze desperately, as if to convey something, but I wasn’t sure what.

“It’s fine, big bro!” Keomi-chan bombed over, her face covered in cream and crumbs. Instinctively I reached over and wiped it off her face. She squirmed under my touch, and halfway through I realised it was a bad idea, as people were laughing at me. I didn’t mean to, it was instinct!

“Sorry, Keomi-chan. That was a reflexive action.” I apologised.

“It’s okay.” She tilted her head, pigtails bouncing, confused. “I’m always being told off for being messy. Anyway, don’t worry big bro, the girls are fine. They just played a bit in your room. Nice dolls by the way, they were cute.”

“They are figures, not dolls…” I responded defensively, before smiling wryly. “… but that doesn’t matter. Oh well, if you say so. Still, I’ll have a long talk with Shaeula about this later…”

As Shaeula pouted, I started to tidy up the mess the girls had made, once more feeling like some sort of teacher, shepherding a school trip. Damn, just think how much worse it’s going to be when our training hall is built. I know there are a few adults in the mix, but even so…

With that thought in mind, I ran through my plans as I continued to clean, ignoring the giggles of the girls. There’s so much to do, and so little time. Even in the Boundary, I need more hours in the day…


One Hundred And Seventy-Six


Once the girls had safely left the party and we had tidied up, I finally had the opportunity to sit down Shaeula and ask about the strange way some of the girls were acting, so we went to her room and sat on her bed.

“So, got anything to say?” I asked, and she squirmed uncomfortably, before leaking out a sigh and confessing. “I simply decided to start-start my Chirurgery on Keomi and the new female, Maiko. It is exhausting indeed-indeed here on the Material, so I felt I should-should make a start on the tasks ahead while I was-was able. And rejoice!” She smiled, eyes bright. “I have-have, after observing you many-many times, managed to replicate the basics of your Ether Healing! This works most-most excellently with my own-own skill. I deserve praise, do I not-not?”

Ignoring the fact she was clearly nervous, I quickly examined her, confirming that she had indeed learned Ether Healing. “Yeah, good job on that. The more Skills we have the better.” I gave in and stroked her head, causing her to lean into me, happy. “And I guess it makes sense to prepare, as long as you are managing things properly.”

“It does-does!” Shaeula agreed. “After all, we have many-many tasks remaining.”

“Sure. So… why were the other girls looking so drained and beaten-up?” I asked, and Shaeula flinched. For a moment she stayed buried in my embrace, before looking at me, face flushed, a cheeky grin plastered across her features. Damn, that’s cute, but you won’t escape my questions that easily.

“Well, hmm… I was a little-little careless, and some girls managed to listen in-in to our talk. So I believed it would-would be best to draw them into our clutches. So-so…” she paused, taking a deep breath. “… I performed Chirurgery on them-them as well.”

“I see...” I said, and for a moment Shaeula looked at me, hopeful, before I rapped her on the head a few times, not hard, but enough to show my displeasure. “.. is what you were hoping I would say, right? As if! You know we need to be careful, information leaks have put us and my family in danger already. You shouldn’t involve people who have no stake in this!”

“I know-know…” she pouted, rubbing at her head, despite the fact my knuckles clearly didn’t hurt her, as I had no desire to cause her any real pain. “… still, we are tasked with improving these nobles, are we not-not? I thought it would be wise-wise to practice on some normal females beforehand. A good idea, is it not-not?”

Well yeah, there’s no way we can mess up with Tsumura-san and the two Fukumoto’s. Still, there’s quite the flaw in that argument… “Yes, but weren’t Eri and my sis both normal girls? You’ve already practised on them!”

Shaeula stuck out her tongue in a manner she had seen Aiko do to express comical remorse. “That-that is exactly what Kana said. How-how vexing. Still… greater numbers bring us greater benefits, am I wrong?”

I sighed then. I found it really hard to stay mad at people I cared about, especially girls. “No, you aren’t wrong, but… really, I wanted to stick to people from the shrines, and also now the nobility, I guess. Just… consult with me in future, please!”

Shaeula kissed me then, soothing away my last discontent. As we parted, our lips hot, she grinned. “I shall-shall, I promise. But Kana can keep her friends in line-line, I have every faith in her. And you cared enough to offer Hisano advice, so I felt you would not-not mind her inclusion.”

Seriously? If being even slightly nice to a girl gives Shaeula the impression that I’m interested in her, then I’m going to have a tough time. Resolving to discuss this with her at length later, I noticed something seemed missing from the room.

“Hey where’s the doll Azuki was in? It was just over there, wasn’t it?” I pointed to the empty corner. As soon as I did so, I heard a scraping from under the bed, and Azuki crawled out, her wooden joints working slowly. Once she was out she fell against the wall, sitting as she was left before, her eyes still red and full of life.

“I see-see. Were you hiding from the young females?” Shaeula asked, and with a creaking nod, she agreed. Opening and closing her mouth slowly Azuki managed to make some crude words with great effort.

“Yes… hiding. Too many… people.” The voice was whisper quiet, and only with my superior hearing could I pick it up.

“So you can move like Hyacinth said.” I mused. “I wonder how that works.”

Shaeula eyed her, nodding. “The doll has accumulated aether over-over the years. Though it depletes rapidly as Azuki moves.” She then talked to her. “You should-should rest.”

“But… the mad… fairy…” Azuki protested weakly, and I knew what she meant.

“Don’t worry about Hyacinth. You just sleep for now. Later, when there’s more ether here for you to absorb, then you can think about moving.”

Hearing my words the doll gave a relieved sigh, her eyelids sliding shut as she slumped down, still and lifeless once more. Just one more strange wonder added to the pile. Still, her ability to ‘bring fortune’ to a house that she mentioned… that intrigues me. Of course, until Wednesday we can’t experiment much.

“All right then. Today has been… interesting.” I said, and Shaeula nodded her agreement. “Now we can take our time and do whatever we need to in the Boundary, since we have no pressing events coming up. It’s been a while, our days have been packed recently.”

With that we entered the Boundary once more…
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“Damn it, I’m beat.” I stared up at Ulfuric as he held out a mighty hand. Grasping it, I let him pull me to my feet, my exhausted muscles protesting, my many cuts and bruises stinging painfully. “You really worked me over.”

“Indeed, there is little point to training unless you give it your all, consort.” Ulfuric rumbled. “Still, you learn quickly. You managed to avoid several of my feints this time.”

“Yeah…” I muttered, using some aether to heal my wounds, and not for the first time during this sparring session, as when I was unable to continue Ulfuric had bade me fix my injuries before continuing. It definitely did help me learn, both combat skills and aether control, but it was quite the brutal training regimen.

Seriously, I never used to like exercise, especially if it got to the painful, exhausting stage. And here I am now taking regular beatings and working myself until I drop. Sure, it’s probably because I have a goal, but I think it’s mostly because I have a way of quantifying my improvements. Seriously, I wonder why everyone doesn’t get a status screen. It’d help people grow a lot…

“… sadly, I fell for more than I noticed, right? You don’t hold back too.”

“The only way you will learn is if there are consequences for failure.” Ulfuric chastised me for my complaining. “So, how is the balance of the new weapons? Master Bjarki has done well, I feel.”

Yeah, he sure has. The practice weapons I was using were blunted versions of the new main armaments that had been forged. The swords were sharp-edged and somewhat curved like a katana, but heavier and thicker, made from a strong, durable metal alloy that Bjarki had crafted. That wasn’t all, apparently the edges were mixed with some Kobold bluesteel, Ixitt helping integrate it, so that the edge could be fortified with elemental essence for additional destructive force. Bjarki called them the Twin Fangs, which was quite cool. They did look a bit like curved teeth.

This was matched with a similar spear, though this time the longer wooden shaft was strengthened with metal rivets, and the head had a cross-shaped guard. The spearhead itself was also metal and bluesteel alloy. Lastly I had a matching dagger for emergencies.

A shame they haven’t managed to crack firearms yet. Still, it’s only been a few days here. I’m confident they’ll get it done, and so is Ixitt. Speaking of Ixitt, when he heard a new Territory was being established he was eager to see it first-hand, and had begged to go with the taskforce escorting the Jade Beetle Kami back to defend the area for the next few days. It wasn’t like there was any reason to refuse him, so…

“Yeah, they feel pretty good. It’s still hard using two swords at once, even though I have the reflexes and can think fast enough I end up getting myself into knots easily.” I put aside the other thoughts and considered the fruits of my many hours of gruelling sparring.

“If learning such skills was easy, there would be no shortage of mighty warriors. Now, enough rest. Come at me again!” Ulfuric ordered, and with a tired sigh I took my stance, ready for another round of beatings…
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“I now-now have more sympathy for your struggles.” Shaeula panted as she lay down beside me, her head on my lap. As she shifted my bruises ached, but I put on a brave face and continued to give her a lap-pillow. Her damp hair smelt of sweat and her yukata was clinging to her slender body, so at least I had a nice view as I circulated aether to heal my wounds for the fifth time. “It is much easier to simply use elemental wind and flame-flame from a distance.”

Shaeula had also been sparring, though she was against several of the female weaselkin warriors we had inherited from Shaeraggo, and they went easy on her because of her royal pedigree. Even so, Shaeula was unused to such physical labours, and trying to fight with her body and use her dagger proved very draining, even for someone with her Statistics.

“It sure is. But Ulfuric is right. You should know how to defend yourself in close-combat.” I stroked her sweaty head gently. “Nobody would suspect you to have any talents, so it could prove the difference between keeping you safe and a bad end in an emergency.”

“I know-know.” Shaeula agreed wearily. “Still… my respect for you only increases.”

We stayed like that for an hour or so, until Shaeula had recovered enough to move. Ulfuric was now patrolling our Territory and dealing with any issues on the borders, bringing us more ether, so it was time for the next leg of our customary practising.

Sitting down amidst the rising ruby flow of earth elemental energy, I began my meditations, drawing in the crimson tide. Shaeula was sat outside the red cascade, still wary of the energy she declared so inimical to her, observing me with her shining Mystic Eyes, offering advice as she watched me manipulate the flows, trying to balance the three conflicting forces. Seriously, if a third element is such a pain, I dread to think how hard adding water will be…

The energy pooled around my root Chakra, the entry-point to my Chakra network, so pulling it in was easy, and the red brilliance built up quickly. However, as it started moving through the rest of my network it rapidly met the first obstacle, the yellow glow of fire in my solar plexus. The earth tried to greedily drink in the flame, spinning out of control.

This in turn sent a chaotic mixture of ruby and citrine surging towards the emerald of my heart Chakra. Red and green clashed violently, pushing each other away, while yellow once more consumed green, swelling in stature. This then continued to flow, and when the jumbled masses of energy struck my lunar Chakra, my body became ever more disarrayed, the chaotic flows starting to eat into my subtle body, pain knifing through me, my capillaries starting to burn, pops sounding audibly within my head as lesser nodes overloaded and cracked.

First, I need to calm the fire and air. I can do that, as I’ve already tamed them… Bringing peace to the yellow and green tide, I managed to force them back into balance, though the experience was exquisitely agonising. Sadly, while I was doing this, I was barely able to keep the red flows in check. “Earth… spiritually it represents protection, growth, nature…” I began to mutter. I had asked the White Snake Kami and Ulfuric many questions, and had finally managed to gain some enlightenment on the spiritual aspects of the element.

Earth was paired with water to create the nature (oftentimes called wood) element, and was linked to living things, representing a healthy, strong body. It could also be called the element of protection, as demonstrated by the salt wards and Ulfuric’s armour of stone. In addition, it was also considered tied with the opposite, death, since all that lived eventually returned to the soil. Every element having an opposite. Yin and yang. Life and death… isn’t that like… I grasped desperately for a fleeting insight into another matter, but controlling two difficult tasks at once was proving beyond me, so I wasn’t able to grasp a third.

“Wait, controlling two at once… isn’t that like dual wielding?” I exclaimed out loud. Sharpening my focus, splitting the tasks in two, I allowed my dominant focus to control the earth energy, while the easier task of balancing the others I left to my off-hand, to use a metaphor. “From a scientific, Material point of view, earth is the element of stone and soil. There are igneous, sedimentary and metamorphic types, all formed in different ways, with different compositions. Quartz is the most common, and silicon, oxygen, calcium, carbon… many different elements make up earth, but some are more common than others…” I’d been studying relentlessly during any free time I had, determined to master this task. Even as I tried to marry together the spiritual with the scientific, the pain was becoming unbearable, my network suffering. It was then I opened my eyes as something warm grasped my hand.

Shaeula had entered the earth fountain, and while she was looking terribly nervous and uncomfortable, she didn’t seem to be harmed by it. She had taken my hand and was squeezing it reassuringly. As she did so I felt her aether trickle into me, and the pain in my network started to ease, smaller nodes repairing themselves.

“I can-can see it.” Shaeula affirmed, excitement overwhelming her disgust at the ruby motes that were bathing her. “Whatever you are doing, it seems-seems to be bearing fruit. Yet… the pain… I sympathise.” Her face twisted, perhaps remembering the agony she endured mastering the flame. “Allow me to aid you. I can-can repair some of the damage to your Astral body, and redirect some of the wayward flows.” Suddenly the boiling earth energy became quiescent, though the backwash of garnet was flowing into Shaeula, causing her great suffering as it unbalanced her own body and network.

“I don’t want…” I managed to croak, but she silenced me with a kiss, her tongue intertwining with mine lasciviously. After a moment she pulled free, sighing.

“Enough-enough of that. I shall… stop if the pain… becomes too great. It is a female’s greatest… pleasure to aid-aid her male, is it not-not? Let… me have this…”

“Fine, brave girl.” I chuckled grimly. “In that case…” I need to wrap this up and I need to succeed. I don’t want her courage and suffering to have been for naught. I have a bit of affinity for earth now so… “Soil can be made from decaying organic matter, and shale is a stone likewise formed from organic materials… life and death combined. Stones can contain metals, or gemstones, being as hard as diamond… the very ground we stand on is the earth, crust, mantle, core, each different yet…”

As I continued to concentrate, the flow struggled against me, it was calm on the surface, but underneath, crimson energies churned, just waiting to escape my control destructively. No, doing two things at once is too hard for me still… like when I use a blade in either hand, it only takes a moment for me to lose focus and I get tangled up… hands, both hands… I looked Shaeula in the eyes, and my expression must have startled her, as she cocked her head, questioningly.

“Shaeula, you can use fire and wind just fine, right? So can you just use your Chirurgery to hold onto mine, keeping it stable? Then I can worry about the earth alone.”

“I can, I believe.” she gasped, still shivering at the discomfort she was subjected to, her words broken and halting. “If-if… I link our lunar Chakras once… more, like we did-did before….”

“Fine. Do it!” I asked, and she nodded, before a surge of wind and flame gushed from her body into mine. I gasped, feeling the pleasure of our joining spirits once more, connected on a deep, almost erotic level. Shaeula shuddered, rapture from our merging warring with the pain from the rampant earth element.

No time to be engrossed in the pleasure of this. I have to tame the earth energy! Guiding the flows, I stabilised the root Chakra, a sea of ruby and garnet around it like a halo. The sacral Chakra followed easily enough, before I reached the usual stumbling block. This time however I was able to guide the energy through the yellow, and then the green seas, Shaeula keeping my energy from escaping my control. After the heart, energy was absorbed greedily by my lunar Chakra, sparking another war within my body as the three energies fought each other, but as that was the focal point of our merging, Shaeula was once more able to tame it, and soon red energy was beating in time with the others.

Back round to the throat… then up to the third eye… and finally… the crown. As the circuit was fully completed, I felt a great surge of strength within my body, and with that silver letters blazed into being. I toppled backwards, spent, Shaeula in my arms, and I had no time to read the letters as she was kissing me again fiercely, stealing my breath, our spirits and Chakras intertwined in the Fae way of love…
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“I love you, Akio.” Shaeula giggled, held in my arms, watching the play of earth energies overhead. I had managed to roll us out of the fountains while we were entwined, and now we were covered in mud and dirt. Still, I regretted nothing, other than a brief sorrow that I hadn’t done such with Eri yet.

“That was quite-quite magnificent.” Shaeula exclaimed, kissing me greedily again and again, her face, no, her whole body pink, flushed and sweating. “I could feel-feel your everything within me, even the cursed earth.”

“It didn’t hurt you did it?” I asked, concerned. “I guess that might be a worry for Fae, if they try and bond with those of opposing elements?” I never thought about that before, but I wonder how they’d overcome that. I’d… I’d hate it if I got stronger and wasn’t able to satisfy Shaeula any more….

“I can not-not speak for others, but for me…” She paused, thinking, before kissing me one more time. “It was not-not without discomfort… but pain? No, it did not-not hurt. The feeling was strange, but tangled up within the pleasure of our shared wind and flame, it was far-far from unpleasant.” She licked her lips seductively.

“Lucky. I’m sooo jealous. Nobooody ever considers poor Hyacinth.” At her voice I sat up, nearly throwing Shaeula off me by mistake. As she squealed in protest, I blushed myself, seeing Hyacinth peering at us from where she had snuck up on us.

“Sooo hooot. I wish master would hooold me tight when the mistress is away. That is a Brownie’s duty, after all! Tend tooo the house, guard the children, seduce the master…”

“I think your mask is slipping, Boggart.” Shaeula declared, annoyed. “While it is quite-quite normal for males to indulge with their servants, my father and brothers do it frequently, I do not-not trust you enough to be alone with my Akio.” She glared at the intruder, cheeks puffed out threateningly. “You may have sworn Oaths, but you are still-still an Unseelie at heart.”

“I trust her.” I soothed Shaeula, rubbing her head. “I don’t think she is going to harm us, I just get a feeling.” I paused then, realising what it was sounding like, and hurriedly followed up with “Of course, that doesn’t mean I’m interested in her! I’m happy enough with you and Eri, I’m not going to be chasing anyone, not like… hey, Shaeraggo does it too? Poor Selensha.”

Shaeula shrugged, mollified by my ministrations. “It is accepted practice, is it not-not, even in the mortal world? I watched many television shows where the master sleeps with his maids.” She paused then, frowning in thought. “Not-not that I would recommend you indulge with my maids. If that is your wish-wish, then go ahead, but… they are rather stupid, I doubt-doubt they could please you.”

Ugh, a whole heap of problems with that. Firstly, they are still humanoid weasels, and I am not a furry. Sure, Shaeula is cute in her weasel form, but that doesn’t mean I’d like to… well, to put it bluntly, have sex with it. Secondly, they hate me really badly… and… “Well, no way I’m doing that. It’d make me feel like shit if I found out you were having an affair with the butler, so I’m not going to do anything similar.” Do we even have a butler? Maybe at this mansion…

“I have told you, I have no and will have no-no interest in other males.” Shaeula scoffed. “Still, it is cute you worry about such things.”

“I am being ignooored.” Hyacinth was twisting and clutching herself bashfully, face flushed. “Master and mistress are treating me like furniture. This is a gooood thing too! A servant should be unobtrusive!”

Rolling her eyes at the display of our so-called servant, Shaeula asked me to check the results of our efforts, so I did, trying to blot out Hyacinth’s capering.

You have gained a Skill, Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 3. Your Root Chakra will generate Earth energy and your ability to absorb and utilise it has increased. [Class: ???]
You have gained a skill, Earth Manipulation Rank 5. Your ability to manipulate and control Earth energy has dramatically increased. Your understanding of Earth has significantly increased, and you can handle Earth energies with less wastage and greater efficiency, and are more able to adapt to and control unique Earths. [Class: ???]
Your Skill, Lunar Chakra Of Wind And Flame Rank 2 has become Lunar Chakra Of Wind, Flame And Earth Rank 2, strengthening your control and generation over Earth energy. [Class: ???]


Seeing the results I couldn’t help but let out a little cheer, hugging Shaeula happily. On seeing my joy she was happy as well. “I see-see you have succeeded! I expected no less from my Akio!”

“I couldn’t have done it without you! Your eyes truly are awesome, and your Chirurgery is also busted as hell. I doubt I’m the strongest candidate for Astral Emperor out there, no doubt some lucky bastards got broken-as-hell starting Skills, but I can’t be too weak, considering our experiences. Anyway… Rank three for my Chakra, Rank five for manipulation, and the lunar Chakra has earth as well now. I guess my affinity boost and all that studying really paid off!”

Now I have a third option in battle, and as I keep running out of elemental energy way too quickly, having extra options means I can fight for longer…

As Shaeula congratulated me once more, Hyacinth continued to complain, trying to attract my attention. Somehow she had managed to unbutton a number of the fastenings on her maid outfit and she was exposing quite a bit of flesh. Shaeula quickly leapt up and thwapped her on the head, ordering her to cover up, ignoring Hyacinth’s bitter complaints. I could only look away, sighing. Though not before I caught a glimpse of her assets, which were surprisingly large now she was starting to fill out again. Perky too… Shaking my head, I grabbed them both by the hands and headed back towards the main shrine. One minute I’m powering up like it’s battle shounen, the next minute it’s a romantic harem comedy… whichever God chose me… they must have a really sick sense of humour…


One Hundred And Seventy-Seven


“Here master, mistress. Drinks!” Hyacinth presented us with a silver tray, upon which sat two glasses, filled with some sweet-smelling juice. I have to wonder where such things even came from? I suppose they could have been included in the treasures Shaeraggo gave us. After all, he did send maids…

Said maids, Velna and Risha, were standing behind us, watching their mistress, but they didn’t forget to take time to glare bitterly at Hyacinth and I every few moments. It was really quite uncomfortable. Indulge with those maids? No way, not even if they were gorgeous human girls. I don’t get off on being hated…

“My thanks.” Shaeula took one glass, sniffing it gingerly. Her expression brightened, and on taking a sip she grinned happily. “This tastes of home-home. These fruits, where did you get them?”

I followed suit, and the yellow liquid slipped down my throat refreshingly, a taste reminiscent of a mixture of lemon and mango filling my mouth. Yeah, this is good. A blend of sweet and sour, with a crisp tang. I’d pay money for this.

Surprised by receiving praise from Shaeula, who usually berated her, Hyacinth shrugged, her expression rapturous. “Praise from the mistress! Unusual, but welcooome indeed! I have started an orchard, the hills here are sooo bare and drab. I shall feed master my fruits, and he shall taste my forbidden fruits toooo!”

At that Shaeula only snorted in displeasure, rapidly emptying her glass. Seeing that she wasn’t scolded further, she sidled up to me, gaze imploring. “And how doooes master find my fruits? I assure yooou they are sweet and juicy!”

Ignoring the innuendo I finished my own drink. “Yes, the juice was very pleasant. Thank you, Hyacinth. Now if you’ll excuse us, we were in the middle of something.”

A momentarily pout crossed her features, but she bowed, before retreating with a last burst of her usual nonsense. When she was gone, we returned to our work, sitting across from each other, so close our legs touched. Holding out our arms we clasped palms, and began circulating our aether once more. I groped blindly, not having the advantage of Shaeula’s eyes, the Skill stubbornly remaining at Rank 0. I had thought they might have reactivated when we connected our lunar Chakras earlier like before, but the Skill stayed stubbornly quiescent within me.

“A little to the left-left. Can you feel it there?” Shaeula spoke, guiding me verbally. “My network is inflamed, leftover earth energy causing me some-some discomfort.”

“Hmm, yes, I feel it.” I affirmed, sensing the energy through my aether. Damn, this is hard, but I can feel my Skills improving. It requires deep concentration and a very delicate touch. I drew out some of the ruby energy, while the rest I flushed through her system, allowing Shaeula to exhale it, though when she did so it looked rather grim, like she was coughing blood.

As I worked on Shaeula, following her instructions, she also returned the favour, making adjustments to my subtle body with her Chirurgery, re-routing blockages and repairing the damages I had sustained from the rampaging flows. I felt I was nearing a breakthrough in my Ether Healing, and I wasn’t the only one.

“My Chirurgery and Ether Healing have both grown much-much stronger!” Shaeula crowed, delighted. At Rank 5 her Chirurgery would be far more effective, which was just what we needed before working on the nobles, and her Ether Healing had reached Rank 2 as well, offering a welcome synergy.

“That’s great!” I declared, just a touch jealous. “Sadly, I don’t think I’m getting your Aetheric Chirurgery Skill.”

“Poor Akio.” She chortled, tickled by my envy. “I am sure-sure you shall master it in due time.”

As we continued to banter and work on each other, time passed quickly. I finally received a display of silver letters announcing a power-up, but it was not the Skill I was expecting. Damn, I guess we have been in the Boundary for well over a day now…

A Vassal Territory has reached Rank 1. Your Class, Conqueror, has increased from Level Five to Level Six.


Noticing my surprise, Shaeula asked me what had happened, so I explained.

“I see-see.” she mused. “That must be the priest then. He has kept his word.”

“He didn’t really have much choice. If he wants to be safe and also have the money to clear the debts of his shrine, thus giving his son and daughter a better life, standing with us is the best option. Hell, it’s probably the only real option he has. Still, I’m curious…” Can I use Self-Examination, Territory, on it?

Concentrating, I discovered that I could, though there wasn’t many details.

Vassal Territory: Rank 1
Constructed Buildings: None
Build Queue: Empty
Tithe Rate: 25%
Status: Active – Uncontested – Barrier 100%


“Interesting. It looks like I can see what he’s building and has built. Currently there isn’t anything queued, but hopefully he can start working on Ether Spires or his equivalent.” Checking my own queue for the Anchor, I could see we were down to a bit under six Astral days remaining. It was hard not to get excited at all the new options we’d have.

The tithe rate is interesting. It’s what I asked for. I wonder how he managed to set it? There’s a lot I need to discuss with Shuta-san, but it can wait. I have other meetings this week. Most of them should be fine, but one of them… Just thinking about meeting with Haru-san’s father made me feel a little sick. Putting that aside, I threw myself back into flushing the earth energy out of Shaeula, until we were both too tired to continue and returned to the Material…
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“That Boggart is quite the troublemaker.” Shaeula pouted, stuffing her face with some lunchtime rice balls. “If she was still-still a Brownie, I would have no objections if you wished to indulge. I understand she swore Oaths to you, but even so, it is hard-hard to trust an Unseelie, even one so pitiful.”

“Yeah, not happening. Eri would be really upset, and there’s no way I’d ever hurt her that way.” I said for the third or fourth time. “Still, trust can be earned, right? Just give her a chance. I feel sorry for her.”

“You are indeed-indeed too soft-hearted. But that is one thing I do love about you.” Shaeula conceded. “So, do we have any plans for this-this day?”

“Nothing major.” Which is a welcome change. The last couple of weeks have been packed. “I probably should go see Karen-chan though, I’ve dumped way too much work on her lately.”

“In that case, I shall-shall catch up on my games and anime.” Shaeula stood, finishing off the last of the food. “Perhaps later I shall study more-more about the elements. Seeing you succeed has lit a fire within me.”

“Okay, there’s a lot of information on my computer that I’ve pulled. If not you can use Wikipedia and other online resources. Have fun!”

She waved me off and I headed out into the afternoon sun. It was still warm, but the days were starting to get colder. Oh yeah, it’ll be autumn at the weekend. It’s always the day before Eri’s birthday. Speaking of… what am I going to get her for a gift? I knew she’d be happy enough just seeing me, she was a good girl like that, but I wouldn’t feel right not bringing her something. Two somethings actually. She should get a present for the Material and the Boundary.

It wasn’t far to the outbuilding that we had remodelled into Karen-chan’s office, so upon arrival I let myself in, only to find Karen-chan slumped at her desk, a bottle of energy drink in hand, the famous Lipovitan D11. On seeing me, she looked up, dark circles under her eyes. “Oh, it’s you. Good afternoon.” she sighed.

“Uh, yeah, good afternoon.” I answered back cautiously. “You look… a bit tired.” I said diplomatically, only to get a rusty laugh in return.

“Yeah, and whose fault is that? Arson attacks, picking up a hotel chain, needing data on various matters. You’ve got me running ragged!”

I winced at that, unable to deny it. Yeah, my bad. “Still, you should have had time to rest. I’m not making you do overtime, right?”

“It’s hard to switch off. I’m too used to my shitty old boss… so… yeah, I ended up working some back at home. Sorry.” She let out another tired breath, shaking her head.

“Seriously, that’s no good. Get some more staff to assist you. We can afford it. Grab a couple of assistants as soon as you can. I’ll even give you a pay rise to manage them.” With that ten million dollars, we should be fine for a while, and I’m confident we can make more money too. Hell, Shaeula is probably gambling again while playing her games, and her Fortune is higher than ever.

“I’d love someone to look after the hotel side of things, and someone else to do the research.” Karen-chan admitted. “Still, it isn’t easy recruiting these days. If I get anyone older they won’t respect me, and the young… they tend to find work like this beneath them.”

“I’m more interested in loyalty.” I emphasised. “Just like with you I’d rather you get someone who’ll be grateful to us for the work. If you are struggling I can probably see if the hotel chain can spare anyone from their HR department.” Not an option I’m keen on, considering the secrets we handle, but…

“Well, I might have an idea or two.” Karen-chan sighed once more, downing the rest of the energy drink, making a face as if the taste was unpleasant. “I’d like to get someone in soon, else I’ll have to travel around Japan to the other hotels. Leave it with me.”

“All right then. By the way, did you get the bottle I left you?”

Karen-chan smiled, her gloomy expression lifting a little. “Yes, I was surprised to see it on my desk, that’s a really expensive brand. I had a few glasses, it was great.”

“It was just a token of my appreciation. Keep up the good work and it won’t be the last reward…”

We passed a little time catching up before I left her to it. After all, she had a lot to do, which was totally my fault. Taking in the pleasant sun, I strolled over to the construction site, where the building was going up rapidly, modular construction being an excellent, if expensive choice. It was then my phone rang, so I raced away from the noisy building site to a quieter corner. Checking my phone I was surprised at the caller.

Hayato-san, huh? Interesting. “Hey there Hayato-san, what’s up?”

“Oh, hey there Akio-kun, long time no speak. Thanks again for doing that work for me, you really rattled it out.” Hearing his familiar voice was nostalgic. We had exchanged emails a fair bit, but… yeah, since university ended, we’ve all drifted out of touch. I should have made more of an effort to keep in contact. It was just the same as I did with my sister and Eri. Damn, I can be a moron at times. Still, at least I know where I was going wrong now. I’m busy, but I can make time for old friends.

“No problem. It came at a good time for me.” I assured him. “So, what’s the occasion? You haven’t called in ages. Not another crunch at work you need my help with?” I asked brightly.

“I wouldn’t call it a crunch but there’s always more to do. You made some decent money a while ago, but I bet you could use a bit more, right?”

“Sorry to disappoint, but I’ve got my money worries covered.” It felt good to say. Yeah, technically I’m a billionaire. “I’ve got a new gig, I’m afraid.” At that I paused though, my new resolve to reconnect pressing me to offer my support. “Still, if you really get stuck and need some work pushed out, I can do it as a favour for the basic rate.” I don’t need the money, but no way Hayato-san would let me do it for free, he’s a man who values fairness.

“Really? Well, I think we can manage. I’ve got some of the old crew helping too, so… anyway, that’s interesting, Akio-kun. Shiro did say that you had some news to share, big news. So I guess it’s your new job, eh? Must be a good one if Shiro was so excited. You know how she is.”

Yeah, I sure do. Still, you are misunderstanding the situation. I guess Shiro did keep it to herself. “Yeah, the work can be challenging, but the remuneration is sweet. I finally moved out of my crappy apartment to somewhere nicer. Anyway, so if the call wasn’t about work, what do you need?”

“You know what it's about, Akio-kun!" Hayato-san chuckled wryly. "You skipped out last time, and Shiro was pretty pissed. Hina-chan and the rest of the gang were a bit sad too. So I was wondering, how are you fixed for this weekend? We can get together in Akihabara, just like old times. Maybe hit up Shinjuku too if everyone is still able to walk by then.”

This weekend, huh? I’m heading home Saturday morning, but I don’t need much sleep anymore… “I can do Friday evening, if that works?”

“Friday huh? Yeah, that shouldn’t be a problem for me or Hina-chan. Shiro is… well, Shiro is always free, right?”

Yeah, ‘me or Hina-chan’? Not keeping your secret that well. Before I might have missed the hint, but now I am wise in the way of relationships, so no fooling me! “Yeah, she’s never doing anything but annoying us or working on her game. How about the others?”

“Everyone said that any time this weekend would be fine, so there shouldn’t be a problem, but I’ll drop them a line to make sure. So, great. I’m looking forward to cutting loose with the whole gang. It’s been a while, Akio-kun.”

“That it has, Hayato-san.” I replied, feeling a little emotional.

“So, six thirty at Bar Sekirei, just like old times?”

“Sounds good to me!” I agreed. “It’ll be great to get the whole gang together again. It’s been far too long.”

“Damn right.” Hayato-san agreed. “Though I never had you pegged for the sentimental type, Akio-kun!”

As we laughed and joked, our talk turned to more light-hearted matters, and I found myself having a lot of fun. Yeah, it really will be good to see my old friends again. I wonder if they’ll be shocked at how much I’ve changed?


One Hundred And Seventy-Eight


Back in my home, I looked in on Shaeula, who was watching a magical girl anime while drinking beer, though I did note she was idly spinning away at roulette, only giving it a bare fraction of her attention. Damn, anyone else doing that would go bankrupt quickly, but the numbers on the screen don’t lie! Even as I watched she won around seventy pounds on a spin, which a few months ago would have been a nice windfall, but now was merely loose change.

Leaving her to it, I went back to my own room, pulling out a notepad and making a quick list of plans for the upcoming week, trying to organise matters. “Right. Tomorrow in the afternoon I intend to visit the Detective in the hospital and discuss what he owes me. Then after that… damn, I don’t want to do this…” I exhaled loudly, morose. Meeting Haru-san’s father here is going to be hell. Sure, I’ve asked her a lot of things only she and he would know, but even so…

Putting that unpleasant task aside, Wednesday was kept free, as the Anchor would complete, finally, so I would need a significant amount of time to organise and upgrade everything. Still, that would definitely be a pleasurable task. I expect that’ll run right through until Thursday at the earliest.

I would also need to speak to Shuta-san regarding his support, and I also wanted to see if Kin Examination would work on him. After all, I can scan his Territory since he’s a Vassal to me. I had my doubts, however. In addition I would need to go shopping for gifts for Eri and also my family.

Friday evening I was out with the uni crew for drinks, and that would consume the whole night, no doubt. After that, early Saturday I’d have to catch a train to Nishimorioka, where I would remain until Monday morning, when I was due to return. The training school should be finished by the time I return, barring internal decorating and the basement areas, of course.

Putting up a six-story building in three weeks was not bad going, especially with the extremely spacious multi-level basement area, but money talked. Of course, the internal furnishings, equipment, the swimming pool, sauna and various utility hook-ups were likely to take as much as another week, although parts of it would be serviceable from Monday evening onwards. That means we can probably start the training in earnest, which means a last meeting with Hikawa-san as the highest ranking shrine involved… I can pencil that in for Monday then, and start the training on Tuesday, at least the basics?

Looking at the timetable on the pad in front of me, I shook my head. “And to think I said I wasn’t busy this week! Even when I’m not busy, I’ve somehow still got a packed schedule.” And there was one other thing I wanted to do, though it can definitely wait until my Territory build queues are in hand, so next week sometime…

Thinking about training, I checked the clock. There was still time before I needed to make dinner, so I might as well practice improving my dual wielding. Ulfuric had advised me to stay away from wielding weapons during that particular training, as I wouldn’t have armaments with a similar balance to the Twin Fangs, so it might throw me off. Instead, he suggested trying two different tasks at once, one with each hand, alternating between power and precision exercises, to train both my body and mind.

Juggling heavy barbells with my left hand I tried to draw with my right, one task requiring precision, the other brawn and speed. At first it was still a struggle, but after a couple of hours I had it down so I could even alternate by throwing the pen and weights to opposite hands. My ability to learn is outstanding… maybe I should think about picking up some more foreign languages as well?

I quickly rinsed myself off, not having time for a full bath, and started making dinner. It was then that the doorbell rang, and before I could even move to answer it, Kana-chan came running in, looking extremely flustered. On seeing me looking into the corridor, her expression brightened, and she raced over to me.

“All right, deep breaths, calm down.” I advised, looking at her breathless red face. “What’s up?”

“Oh, big bro!” she wheezed, which made me think Kana-chan definitely needed more fitness training. Oh well, that’s for next week. “We’ve got some visitors, they say they are here to see you and Shaeula! Just… just how do you know them?”

“First I’d need to know who has arrived.” Visitors? I wasn’t expecting any, was I? The commotion had brought Shaeula out of her room, equally curious.

“The cars they came in were really expensive, black foreign cars.” Kana-chan continued. “They have bodyguards and everything. When they came up to the main shrine my father nearly passed out. They are on their way here now, so I ran to warn you.”

“Good job.” I praised her, earning a small smile in return. Bodyguards huh? I did say we weren’t starting the training yet… Shaeula, thinking the same thing, merely shrugged, and a few moments later our thoughts were confirmed, as two burly Fujiwara Security personnel opened our door and checked out the inside.

“All clear. No suspicious activity detected.” one said, stepping aside, revealing the charges they were escorting. First was a grumpy looking Hiroto-san, looking fashionably dressed, and behind him was his sister and her bodyguard, both wearing an old-fashioned and modest sailor-style school uniform, in a rich black with crimson ribbon and edging. And that wasn’t all. Behind them were two more girls in the same uniform, though they were carrying several large, wrapped bundles that seemed heavy. Yeah, that doesn’t look right when they aren’t in hakama. Although the big question was still why they were all here.

“Well, isn’t this rather… modest?” Hinata-san said, looking around with some interest.

“Don’t mind my sister.” Hiroto-san sighed. “She doesn’t mean to be rude. It isn’t often… or ever, she gets to see the house of a commoner.”

At that term, Kana-chan struggled to keep her face impassive. At least Tsumura-san and her guard were being politely quiet, observing everything with sparkling eyes. “In that case, I guess you should come in and I’ll prepare some tea. Shaeula, show our guests to the living room, okay?”

Shaeula strode forwards, taking command with her royal poise. “Very well-well. Though this dwelling is rather humble, it is but-but a stepping stone on our path, so please forgive our insufficient hospitality.” With that she gave a rather imperious bow, and I was once more reminded Shaeula was quite the stateswoman when she wanted to be.

“You can go if you want.” I whispered to Kana-chan, who nodded gratefully. “Though you’ll have to get used to them eventually, since they are taking our training too.”

“Yeah but… not today. I need time to psyche myself up for it.” she murmured back, and I understood. Yeah, the girls radiate high-class, like an aura. As Shaeula shepherded the guests inwards, Kana-chan gratefully made her escape.

Right then, time to untangle this mess. I quickly prepared some tea, knowing it would probably disappoint them. It was decent, as I had the money for luxuries, but hardly top-of-the-line. Upon taking in a loaded tray of tea and snacks, I saw Shaeula at the centre of the group, the other girls siting politely in the uncomfortable seiza position on their knees, apart from Hinata-san, who was sprawled out on our sofa, legs outstretched. On seeing my gaze, she looked a little abashed. “I’m poor with seiza. Besides, I heard it is bad for the knees.”

“My sister is never one to do what she doesn’t want to.” Hiroto-san sighed. “A case in point, here we are today. I was supposed to be meeting a few people at a mixer. There would have been some cute girls there, I just know it.”

At that, Hinata-san leaned over to smack her brother on the shoulder, annoyed. “Don’t be stupid. This is more important. Now Tsumura-senpai is involved, if we don’t stake our claim, all the achievements will go to them.” Suddenly realising Tsumura-san was listening, she smiled apologetically. “No offense, Tsumura-senpai. It’s just we need to secure our position as the fifty-eighth noble house, while Tsumura house is one of the highest ranking, only below the big three.”

“Even so…” As I handed out the tea, which the girls and Hiroto-san took politely, I asked the most pertinent question. “So, I still don’t see why you are here. The training hall isn’t finished yet, and we weren’t planning to start until next week.”

After taking a sip of her tea with perfect elegance, Tsumura-san placed it down gently and bowed flawlessly. “Indeed, Oshiro-sensei. However, I confess to being unable to restrain my eagerness to begin. Our family Arts of spear, sword and bow will finally find a use. How could I not be excited?”

“What Tsumura-sama means to say is…” Hori-san also bowed politely, speaking formally and with a surprisingly gentle tone. “… is that she begs your forgiveness, but she has been distracted ever since she met you on Saturday, and her schoolwork is suffering, which is undignified for a daughter of Tsumura house, so she begs your indulgence in this and would ask for some tutelage.”

“Yes, I heard the same.” Hinata-san smiled, not even hiding her disdain for the quality of my tea. Grimacing, she put it down. “If we are to be studying here for any length of time, you simply must get some decent refreshments. I’d be ashamed to serve this to guests.”

At that Shaeula scoffed. “Indeed, however, you did-did drop by rather unexpectedly, did you not-not? We had plans, but they were to wait until the school is complete. So for now, make do with what we have. I shall not-not tolerate any rudeness towards my Akio!” Her eyes blazed amber, and Hinata-san flinched, picking up her cup and taking another sip.

“Fine. I will admit… it’s not undrinkable.” She tried to retain her poise, striking her brother again as he laughed at her expense.

“In any case, you are here now. So I suppose Shaeula could at least run through the basic course, right?” I asked her, and she nodded.

“Five at once is challenging, however my Aetheric Chirurgery Skill has reached Rank five and is significantly stronger. I can-can manage.”

“Skills, ranks? Sounds like a computer game.” Hiroto-san observed, and I couldn’t help but agree silently.

“A computer game?” Tsumura-san asked, perplexed. Beside her, Hori-san also looked curious.

“Yeah, figures the girls wouldn’t know about those.” Hiroto-san sighed. “The girls who attend Hanafubuki are all extremely sheltered. Even their phones are loaded with software restricting what they can access. Some girls don’t even have a television. I think it’s rather shitty, but luckily while us men are also restricted, we are certainly less trapped. The noble daughters are like birds in a cage, just waiting for marriage.” He looked sad at that, and I couldn’t say I blamed him. Sounds like it’s rough being a sheltered noble girl.

“We simply have to use Fujiwara phones for security. We can’t let ruffians get hold of our numbers.” Hinata-san sighed. “In fact, other than you, father and grandfather, Oshiro-san here is the first man I've ever had a number for. Oh, and brother… I do know what computer games are. What company do you think our family owns?”

“Yeah, well, you are an exception.” He turned to Tsumura-san, speaking very carefully due to her high station. “So, Tsumura-sama, do you know?”

“I am afraid not.” She shook her head gently.

“Okay, well… I can see we might need to include a little education on that.” I surmised. “It just so happens a talent of mine is the ability to measure ability in a game-like way, which greatly helps with improving, as you can assess increases to your abilities and talents easily. So, Shaeula… want to start?”

“I shall.” She stood, moving towards Hiroto-san. “However, what-what is this Hanafubuki?”

“Oh, Hanafubuki Private Academy is the school for noble girls. Us boys have a different one. At least when we go to university we get to mingle freely with the opposite sex, though we still have a ton of rules to follow and are constantly… hey, you are getting rather close.” He flushed, as Shaeula was right next to him, peering at him with glowing eyes.

“Oh, do be silent.” Shaeula scoffed. “I have no interest in you, before Akio you are simply dust-dust.”

Wow, that’s harsh! Echoing my sister, I explained to the watching girls what Shaeula was doing, as she began to channel her aether into Hiroto-san, causing him to cry out in pain as his inactive, largely non-existent Chakra network was wrenched open and reconstructed. She’s way less careful with guys than girls. Still, she won’t make a mistake, I’m sure…

“Right, so… well, how to put this. The world has changed, and a small number of people have been chosen to receive supernatural power from… well, for want of a better word, Gods. This has come with warnings that humanity will be wiped out unless we grow strong enough to prevent upcoming trials. It sounds mad, I know… but the proof is right here.” Levitating a cup with wind, I lifted it into the air. A few droplets spilled, but with wind I blew them back into the cup, a feat I didn’t have the touch for not too long ago. Yeah, my control is improving all the time…

As Tsumura-san looked on with clear excitement, the two bodyguards tensed, unwilling to allow any threat to their mistresses.

“So anyway.” I continued, lowering the cup. “It turns out that various old bloodlines had some faded vestiges of power, like the shrines. Apparently Fujiwara-san…” As I didn’t use -sama for him, the bodyguards frowned, but I ignored them, carrying on with the explanation. “… knew about this, so he wasn’t surprised when greater powers appeared. He wants to be ready to preserve Japan against foes both Earthly and, well, mystical. I can’t say I blame him, I agree. Luckily, I have Shaeula, who isn’t human, but a Fae from another realm. And her talents are magnificent.”

“You will not-not get anything if-if you flatter me.” Shaeula said, still working on Hiroto-san, yet her flushed features showed she was pleased.

“In any case, we have a system to increase our strength, based on the old traditions of Chakras, though with a few… Fae… tweaks. And the first stage is to open up your Chakras and start strengthening your networks. With that, your strength, skill, even intelligence and memory, they’ll all grow stronger. For now, that is what the training school is for.” Though eventually, to grow further than that they’ll have to enter the Boundary.

“This is very exciting, is it not, Natsumi?” Tsumura-san was enthused. “Our Tsumura Arts must have been passed down for this day!”

“I am done-done.” Shaeula said, leaving the sweaty and sore Hiroto-san sprawled out, chest heaving as he sucked in lungfuls of air. “I shall teach you the exercises shortly. But first, I shall-shall move onto you.” She looked at Hinata-san, only to have her bodyguard Onoue-san leap up and block her path.

“I shall go first. I’ll not allow anything to endanger Hinata-sama.” she declared boldly.

“Fine.” Shaeula shrugged. “Though my Skills are sure-sure, the order matters little.” She reached out for Onoue-san, and I could feel her aether surge into the girl, who unlike Hiroto-san only shivered a bit, clenching her teeth.

I note she didn’t step up to save Hiroto-san… As I was thinking this, Tsumura-san was untying one of the long bags she brought with her, revealing her crimson spear. Pulling it free she stood and bowed in martial-arts fashion. “Oshiro-sensei, I would like you to display some of the skills you have learned. I wish to reach the pinnacle of the spear, the sword and the bow. Watching you can only help me, and will encourage me that the path I have chosen is true.”

With that, she bowed again, handing me her spear, and Hori-san gasped. “To think Motoko-sama would let anyone else wield her spear, Gurenyari…”

Okay, the atmosphere here is pretty oppressive. I get the feeling this is a big deal. Still… I bowed too, and taking the spear it was heavier than I expected, surprising me again a girl could wield it freely. I guess her skills aren’t simply just talk. “In that case I’d be honoured to show you. Shall we go outside?”

Tsumura-san nodded, and she and Hori-san followed me out. Once we were on level ground, I started some warm-ups, remembering the moves Ulfuric had been teaching me. The spear was a long one, though a bit shorter than I was using now in my own training, but I quickly found the balance, my practise sweeps and thrusts growing more elegant and swifter.

The pretty rope tassels that were attached to the lacquered crimson head danced around me as I accelerated, keeping my concentration split between footwork and my hands. The spear was a crimson blur, moving far faster than should be possible, and I continued to strike, running through basic combat forms, until a murmured whisper interrupted me.

“So… beautiful…” The words left Tsumura-san’s lips, and beside her Hori-san was equally fascinated. Hearing their praise I started to slow down, finishing with a final thrust, the spearhead flashing forwards like a red bolt of lightning.

“I thank you for the display, sensei.” Tsumura-san bowed in thanks, before Hori-san took the spear from me, bagging it up once more. “Your speed and grace was beyond my imagination. Though I must say, your forms were simple, purely for killing.”

“Yeah.” I admitted, running a hand though my damp hair, sweeping out the sweat my intense workout had caused. “I’m still a beginner. In terms of that game-like classification we were talking about earlier, I’m only Rank three. You might even be more proficient. Fortunately, my speed and power make up for that.”

Hori-san looked troubled, so Tsumura-san asked her what was wrong. Her answer surprised me. “I am confident in my skills as a bodyguard and your student, Motoko-sama. But even so, if Oshiro-sensei attacked us, I have little confidence I could protect you.”

Do I look the sort to attack girls? I‘m a little offended. I guess if it’s her job, she would take any threat seriously.

“Now, Natsumi, do not be rude to Oshiro-sensei.” She apologised for her bodyguard. “Please forgive her. I know you are trusted by my grandfather and Fujiwara-sama. I am eager to learn in your care.”

Echoing the sentiment, Hori-san also apologised, so with that we returned, to see Shaeula lecturing the three who she had worked her Chirurgery on. “…and you must be most-most careful, though the lunar Chakra is vital to performing at peak, it is not-not something mortals naturally possess. I believe that with my talents it is safe, but fear not-not, should you feel anything amiss, such as strange pains or sudden illness, Akio and I shall come-come to your aid immediately. I can repair most issues, and should the worst-worst happen, for females, there is an emergency measure, with beneficial side-effects even.”

“So, why is it you were far kinder to them?” Hiroto-san sulked. “And what if I have problems? What emergency measures do you have for me?”

Ugh, no way man. No Lovers’ Link for you. I don’t swing that way. We aren’t close enough for me to make that sacrifice…

“Naturally the inner workings of females and males are different, as-as are their bodies. There will of course-course be differences. Now do be quiet.”

Hinata-san laughed at her brother’s annoyed look. “Well, it certainly felt nasty and strange. Still, if it helps us secure our position, a bit of pain is worth it. So…” she turned back to us. “… how was it, Tsumura-senpai?”

“It was magnificent!” Tsumura-san declared. “His technique was basic, he has no foundation in combat arts it seems, yet his speed, precision, power… all were beyond my imagination! If I could learn that…”

Damn, she looks gorgeous when flushed like that, her face like a maiden in love. Still, she loves my abilities, not me, and, not that I have any intention to do anything foolish, she’s a noble, so I have to keep things very hands-off!

“That good, huh? Well, the trick with cutting the coins was very amusing too.” Hinata-san mused. “So, you said your sister and another girl have done this already… that would be the one we met at the restaurant, am I right?”

At her question I agreed and she continued. “Yes, so those two girls, how strong are they?”

“Well, my sister hasn’t reached the basic mastery of the technique yet.” I allowed. “But Eri… she’s reached the first milestone and has grown somewhat stronger. There’s a long way to go, but…”

As Shaeula began to work on Hori-san, starting to look quite exhausted from her efforts, I conversed with Hinata-san and Hiroto-san, Onoue-san only occasionally speaking. I talked more about what to expect in terms of boosts when one had a complete Chakra network, though I skipped all mention of the Boundary for now. I mentioned I was visiting home to see them at the weekend, and Hinata-san looked a bit annoyed that she would be unable to train, but Shaeula scolded her, advising that until she had mastered the basics she was going to teach there would be no point in further lessons.

Once she had finished with Tsumura-san, she ushered off the girls to another room to explain the way to pull in ether and convert it to strengthen the fragile networks they had been given, leaving me with Hiroto-san, who was looking at me seriously.

“So, this is safe, right? One guy to another? After all, my sister is taking part in this. I can’t say I approve, but, well, I guess you are a brother too, you know how it feels.”

“I do indeed. By the way, you want a beer, or something harder?” Since the girls weren’t there, I fancied a drink.

“I thought you’d never ask.” he laughed. A few moments later we were drinking whiskey and I answered him seriously.

“If it was up to me, I’d never let my sister do anything dangerous. But…” I emphasised the point. “… when I said the world has changed, I meant it. And I’d rather she had the ability to defend herself from those who would misuse such power. And I’ve had to fight several of those bastards, so they are out there. Besides, I trust Shaeula and her Skills, and…” damn, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but as a brother who loves his sister, I sympathise. “… in the unlikely event of disaster, I will take responsibility and save her, so as one brother to another, learn all you can, grow stronger, and make sure your sister is protected!”

“I can drink to that.” We clinked glasses. “And any women we care about too, right?” He winked at me. “Like your two gorgeous girls.”

“Damn right. Though trust me and stick to one girlfriend, you feel a right bastard cheating.”

“I bet. But sadly for noble families, the girls have to be chaste and get married off early, while the men play around and have fun, just so long as they take care and look after the girls they indulge with. Still, don’t get me wrong, I love flirting around, but I’ll always treat my girls right.”

Girls, plural, huh? Well, I’m not one to judge, else I’d be a hypocrite. We continued to chat until Shaeula brought the girls back, thoughtful looks on their faces.

“It is now-now your turn.” Shaeula declared, pointing at Hiroto-san. “Shirt off.”

Before he could make a quip, Shaeula scoffed. “Do not-not even think about it. As I have said, you are but dust to me. I am merely showing you how to gather ether.”

Exchanging commiserating looks with each other, I nodded, and Hiroto-san sighed, stripping off, the girls looking the other way…
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“That was quite the day.” I rubbed Shaeula’s shoulders, massaging them gently. Leaning back into my touch she looked up, her amber eyes showing her exhaustion.

“Indeed. I managed five-five before, but Keomi and Maiko already had partial networks, so it was far-far easier. Also I rather disliked having to work-work on a male. You should learn Chirurgery so I do not-not have to touch one again.”

“I get it. I am trying.” I commiserated. “Still, it was only poking him a bit with a finger.”

“You do not-not understand the heart of a female, do you?” she pouted. “Now-now, spoil me, I have worked hard!”

Taking her up on her request I continued to pamper her for several more hours, until it was time to enter the Boundary once more. Only a few Astral days left… time to gather as much ether as we can so I can go on a mad spending spree…


One Hundred And Seventy-Nine


Shaeula and I spent some time heading south from our Territory, away from the centre of Tokyo. The buildings mirrored the Material world, lacking the grandeur of the skyscrapers that towered into the heavens at the heart of Tokyo both in the Material and the Boundary. Still, there were plenty of enemies to fight beyond our borders, though again they were mostly of the insectoid and undead types.

Regardless, it had proved highly fruitful, and we moved our way through area after area, building after building, clearing them with our newfound strength. It was almost too easy, in fact, and didn’t prove as useful in increasing our Skills or my Level as much as I had hoped. There were a few nascent Rank 0 Territories run by monsters, the most memorable being a group of around thirty monstrous bears, but none of them were able to communicate with or join us, so in the end we simply wiped them out, claiming their spoils for our own.

All in all we added over six thousand ether to our stocks, and we also found a decent handful of Etherite ores, including a yellow one. When it was time to return, Shaeula decided she would remain behind and continue sweeping the area, further increasing what we would have to work with. I had my misgivings, but I trusted her enough to retreat if things got dangerous, and as she was now, it was simplicity itself for her to clear a building of giant ants, bees or zombies.

Back in the Material, I checked my clock. Yeah, there’s enough time. I made a quick breakfast of rice balls and miso soup, making sure to wrap a bowl and some spare balls for Shaeula when she finally returned. With that I headed out for my first appointment, with a tailor that was highly recommended by Fujiwara-san and Tsumura-san.

Ninety minutes later, I was being measured up, every inch of my body being meticulously detailed by the fussy older man with thinning hair that was moving around me, his assistant making notes of his findings.

It’s kind of fresh to hear my exact measurements. It isn’t something I used to enjoy, but seeing hard work paying off is always thrilling. That good feeling lasted until I was presented with the projected bill for the suits I had ordered. Each was more costly than all the other clothes I owned put together! Damn, if I wasn’t moving in exalted circles now I’d stick with the suits I bought before. They were expensive enough!

“So, that will be two suits, one formal, one casual, with the materials…” The tailor started tallying up the bill as I put my shirt back on. “… in addition to shirts, ties, cufflinks, a formal and an informal watch…” Damn, each shirt costs an order of magnitude more than the ones I own. And the watches… Patek Phillipe and Cartier… it’s amazing how money can just vanish…

“… in addition, the third suit, made from the… special… materials. The total bill is…”

I nearly blanked out at the quoted figure, which would be able to buy outright a one-room apartment on the outskirts of Tokyo. Despite that shock, I paid without complaint. Having a suit made with anti-ballistic and anti-blade materials will give me the edge if combat spills into the Material again. I was told this store handles the suits for Fujiwara Security so they can be trusted.

It would be a couple of weeks before everything was ready, apparently truly masterful suits took time to tailor. Until then I’d have to make do. Saying my goodbyes I left and headed for my next destination, a hospital, where the Detective who was injured was recuperating…
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“I’m coming in.” Knocking on the door to the private room, I quickly slid it open, seeing the occupants within. First, sitting up in bed, hooked up to various bleeping devices and a medical drip, was the pale-looking Detective. On seeing me, his eyes widened a little in surprise, but that was nothing compared to the reaction of the other person in the room.

It was the female Officer that was accompanying him during the disastrous battle at the shrine. Officer Usui… right? She was holding an apple and knife in her hands, and the plate with apple slices next to her showed she was indulging in the most cliché hospital-visitor behaviour one could do. On seeing me her expression darkened, and she scowled, standing to get between me and the Detective. “It’s you!” she declared, instinctively raising her little knife defensively.

“Yes, it’s me.” I agreed, and at my calm flippancy the Detective smiled slightly. “Anyway, I’m not here to cause trouble, so if you could put down that knife? It wouldn’t hurt me anyway.”

“You can relax, Officer Usui.” The Detective said, and she turned to glare at him, eyes moist with sudden tears.

“No, no I can’t!” she snapped, completely disregarding that he was her superior. “It’s thanks to him you got shot, this is all his fault! You nearly died, right there in front of me…” Her words came in a hot, angry cascade.

“I don’t think that’s fair. I was a victim of crime as well. Isn’t victim-blaming shameful for the police?” I retorted immediately, and she flushed, shamefaced. Still, it did little to cool her anger.

“You… you?” she spluttered, but the Detective spoke up to stop her in her tracks.

“Now, do calm down, Officer Usui. I understand why you are upset, but he is technically correct. Whether or not his actions led to such an outcome, he was the victim too. Besides…” He grimaced, feeling at his bandaged stomach. “… without his help, I would likely have bled out and died before help could arrive. Whatever your feelings are about him, that is still worth some thanks, isn’t it? Besides…” He looked at me now, bobbing his head in a small nod of thanks. “… if he was a true criminal, I expect he would have disposed of you as well. It would have been easy for him to cover it up, or simplicity itself to claim you were killed by his attackers.”

Well, it wouldn’t be easy to make corpses disappear, but perhaps with elemental fire… yeah, I guess I could do it. On seeing I was thinking about it, the Detective chuckled, before breaking out into some coughing. Officer Usui turned her attention from me and offered him a glass of water, which he took with relief. After a few swallows, the fit had passed. “Anyway, time for introductions again. I am Detective Kato Reiji, and this is my assistant for now, Officer Usui Yoriko.”

“I’m Oshiro Moonstone Akio.” I reintroduced myself. “The middle name is from my mother. It’s a bit strange, I know, but I think it’s been bringing me good fortune recently so…”

“Let me guess. You are here about the price for saving my life?” Detective Kato cut straight to the chase, and I nodded.

“Yes, though I think you will find it aligns with your own interests more than you’d imagine. But before that…” I stepped forwards and Officer Usui tried to block me, but at a word from the Detective she moved aside, her animosity still clear.

It’s unusual for a woman to hate me so much. It feels quite uncomfortable. Though I suppose it isn’t like I don’t understand. Placing a hand on his chest, I started probing the Detective with my aether. He shivered a little, and Officer Usui asked me what I was doing, her tone accusatory.

“I’m just checking everything is healing up properly, and giving it a little help.” As I felt his injuries, I trickled in a bit of aether, speeding the mending of the internal wounds. “I’m not going to suddenly cure him, that’d be way too hard to explain, but he should make a surprisingly rapid recovery.”

“It feels rather odd, but it doesn’t hurt. Still, to think you can heal injuries mysteriously. If I didn’t feel it with my own body when I was shot, I wouldn’t have believed it. No, I would have.” he amended. “Ever since those street punks were found beaten up, I just knew something unexplainable was happening. And I was right.”

“Yes, yes you were.” his Officer admitted again.

“All done. That should cut your recovery by a few days and make sure there are no lingering complications.” I removed my hand and sat down in a vacant chair. Officer Usui muttered complaints under her breath, which sadly I could hear clearly, but she too sat down, going back to peeling her apples. She passed the plate to Detective Kato, who took a bite.

“Not bad. Thank you. So…” He turned his attention back to me. “Make your pitch. You said you wanted my help with something in exchange for saving my life. And I remember telling you I wouldn’t be a party to any criminal behaviour. So… what do you want?”

“It’s quite simple. As you’ve seen, the world is changing, and more criminals like Kondou Kazuo will arise who will use their new powers that can’t be explained by science yet for their own gain, committing crimes in the process. If everyone is allowed to act as they please, law and order will collapse.”

“Go on.” the Detective encouraged me, and even Officer Usui was listening carefully.

“Obviously, the police are going to have to adapt to the changing world. You’ve already shown an interest in pursuing the impossible, and while I maintain I have only acted in self-defence or to take out someone committing horrific crimes, I do acknowledge that having someone with the power that I do walking around without oversight is a great burden on any functioning society. Still, keeping the knowledge of the existence of those such as myself a secret as long as possible is wise, as it gives us and the country as a whole more time to prepare new and amended laws and measures of control.”

Not that I’m particularly eager to be under the control of anyone, but we need to live and function in the Material world. If we are declared the enemy of Japan, even with our strength we would be eventually killed, and even if not, what life is a life constantly on the run, always looking over our shoulders, waiting for an assassin? No, I need to show our value to those in power, making it so they need us too, and with our ties to the nobility and the shrines I’ve made a good start…

“I don’t disagree.” Detective Kato nodded. “It is the same reason that guns are so highly restricted in Japan. They aren’t banned, but having them severely regulated has kept our level of gun crime amongst the lowest in the world.”

“Though it isn’t the same.” Officer Usui interjected, her tone scornful. “You are like a living gun. We can’t just restrict you, can we?”

“No, not easily. You’ve seen what I can do, and to be honest, I’ve no intention of sacrificing my happiness or the happiness of those I care about just to make life easy for the current Japan. The world has changed. Accept it. But I am prepared to work with those in power to make sure that our new system is as safe and fair as possible, when the world eventually accepts this all as normal.”

“Indeed. Civil unrest, protests, prejudice… I can only imagine the reaction of the general public. And this is where we come in, I presume?” The Detective fixed me with a piercing gaze.

“Yeah. Obviously we’ll need a new branch of the police and military focussing on… well, for want of a better word, magical criminality and law. And since you are already involved and were prepared to pursue your hunches to the very end, I think you’d be perfect for it.”

“I thought it would be that.” The Detective agreed. “So, tell me, what do you have in mind…?”
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After a long conversation I excused myself, leaving the room. Walking far enough away that they likely assumed I was unable to hear them, I strained my senses, catching their hushed conversation.

“… so, what do you think?” Detective Kato was asking his colleague. “He has the ear of the nobility, and the Prime Minister is getting involved. I know politics can change in an instant, but the current ruling Party is reasonably popular. That means he likely has support for a few years at least.”

“Well, I just don’t like him! He’s so smug and smarmy, with an answer for everything!” Officer Usui declared.

Me? Smug? Smarmy? Really? That seriously surprised me, as if anything I was often told off by my sister for being too diffident and unassuming. Of course, that wasn’t important right now. Continuing to listen, I heard her next words.

“Still, much as I hate him, he’s right. The scale is different, but it would be like trying to stop anyone from working out to grow stronger than the average civilian, like a boxer or martial artists, or punishing them for having strengths others don’t. After all… he is a citizen too, and deserving of the protection of the law.” she finished bitterly, and I cracked a smile. At least she’s fair…

“Good girl, exactly right.” Detective Kato praised her. “As long as one keeps within the law, merely having power is no cause for censure, otherwise we would be no better than any third-world dictatorship. But with greater power comes greater temptations. He’s right. Kondou Kazuo will not be the last to commit crimes, if what he says is true. Thousands in Japan alone, many more worldwide. And to fight fire, sometimes it takes fire.”

“You know you are going to accept his offer. Especially if the Prime Minister is behind it.”

“This old man just wants to do what is right, and I need to make Japan safe for my daughters. The thought of them thrown into a chaotic, lawless world… no, I have no choice. Besides, he did save my life. I owe him a chance, at least. Still, that’s just my decision. I can get you reassigned. I still have some clout back at headquarters.”

“Fool.” Officer Usui chided him. “I haven’t learned everything I need to yet from you, Detective. Besides, you’d be hopeless without me. And surely if this new department takes off, it’ll be a quick route to the top? Don’t you want to see your best Officer climbing the ladder?”

“You never do remember proper respect for your superiors, do you?” he laughed, and with that I left, well satisfied. Yeah, it isn’t like I’ve fully discussed my plans with the Prime Minister or Fujiwara-san yet, but the more work I do now, the better off I’ll be when this all explodes and the mystery is revealed to the world. Besides, I’d rather work with someone who is in my debt and principled.

With that settled, I turned my attention to the final task of the day. Damn, now I’m starting to feel nervous. This sucks… Still, I had to do it, both to soothe Haru-san, as well as reassure a friend of the Prime Minister. Besides, if it was someone I cared about, I’d want to know if there was any hope at all, no matter how slim…
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Well, isn’t this just awful. At least Shaeula was back, and I was never more grateful to have someone with me. And she added a few thousand more ether to our supply, plus some more Etherites she spotted with her Mystic Eyes. Realising that thinking about this was distracting me from the task at hand, I forced my attention back to the man in front of me. As I did so Shaeula, dressed in a more modest fashion, in a jumper and long skirt, which was unusual for her, and a fresh look I would have enjoyed a lot more at another time, returned with some tea, putting a mug down in front of me, before placing another in front of the man.

“My thanks.” he murmured, taking a sip, his eyes lifeless, his face ashen and unshaven.

Yeah, he doesn’t look in a fit state to run a Ministry at the Diet. Not that I can blame him for his grief. As Shaeula took her place beside me with her own mug of steaming tea, I observed Suzuki Akimitsu, the father of poor Haru-san. He was probably quite handsome normally, but in his hollow-cheeked grief he had let himself grow unkempt. Dark rings around his eyes showed he was barely sleeping, and the hand that held the mug of tea was trembling a little.

“Well, this isn’t easy to talk about.” I began, once more running through what I had planned to say. “So, Suzuki-san, just… just how much do you know about Kondou Kazuo?”

At that name Suzuki-san spilled his tea, shaking hand slopping it over the table and the documents on it. Shaeula clicked her tongue and grabbed a cloth, wiping it up.

“Sorry, sorry.” he muttered, defeated, his voice cracking. “I… when I hear the name, all I can think of is my little girl, my poor Haru. That monster… death is far too good for him.”

“Yes. I quite agree. I’ll shed no tears at his demise.” I felt uncomfortable sending him to his doom, effectively killing another human, but now… he’ll be the third. And all of them had it coming. I won’t say I feel good about it, or even all right about it, but… I won’t let it consume me either. Evil deeds reap just rewards. “Still, I mean… the circumstances. They were, well, extremely unusual.”

He nodded, draining the remains of his tea before putting down the mug. “Yes, I was called into the Kantei, the official office of the Prime Minister. There, I met him and Tsumura-san, from the Defence Ministry. They told me an impossible tale. All nonsense to try and assuage my grief, I can only assume.”

“I’m afraid not.” I told him. “Sadly, Kondou was a murderer from way back, but it seems that after he developed supernatural powers, he grew bolder and more indiscriminate, leading to the death of your daughter.”

“Supernatural powers.” He scoffed tiredly. “At least if there were such a thing, there must be an afterlife as well. At least… at least my baby girl can be happy there.”

“Well, you come to the crux of the matter, and what I wanted to discuss with you. Your colleagues worry about you, so they asked me to tell you the truth, even if it is painful.”

“Truth?” he said suspiciously. “What truth?”

“That through the pain, there is a little hope left.” I said, and at that the man stood, shouting so angrily spittle flew from his lips, scattering over the table and my face.

“Hope? My daughter, my Haru, she’s already dead and gone! Don’t talk to me about hope, you con-artist! I’m a man of rational thought, not easily fooled by mystic vases or other scams that target the grief-stricken. I don’t know how you fooled… what the...?”

His exclamation was cut off as Shaeula stood, furious, jade energies swirling around her strongly enough to blow over our half-drunk mugs, ruining her earlier efforts to clean up. Our clothes and hair were rippling in the gale, and papers and other items were scattered to the side of the room. “Silence! I understand your sorrow, yet I will not-not tolerate you speaking to Akio in such a manner! He strives to aid you and your daughter, so sit down, be silent and listen well-well!”

At her ire and the impossible gusts that still blew across the room, he fell back down onto his chair. “So… it’s true. Magic does exist.” he managed to mutter, the shock stunning him.

“Well, not exactly. But powers and abilities that go beyond known science, yes. And while I’ll spare you the details, Kondou had access to a cruel ability.”

“I don’t know if I can take this. I don’t want to know any more details about how my poor Haru suffered.” he moaned, clearly grief-stricken.

“Just… just read this please.” Shaeula had retrieved the rather tea-stained list that had blown off when she was enraged, and passed it to Suzuki-san. He took it gingerly and started to read at my request, only for his shock to mount rapidly.

“Just… how did you get this? And why?” he asked, both puzzled and angry. “Only my little girl would know these… did that monster torture her for information? But why about this? I don’t understand. If it was to blackmail me, use my influence in the Diet, this is harmless, I would never…” His mind was racing, struggling to understand.

“Actually. I got this in preparation for us meeting.” I said, and he sat there open-mouthed, unable to process what I meant.

“Akio means he asked Haru himself. For though her Material form was killed so-so cruelly, her spirit lives on in the Boundary.” Shaeula spoke the simple yet unbelievable truth.

“Yes, all of these are true…” Suzuki-san gestured with the damp paper in his hand. “But Haru is dead! How evil do you have to be to…” Suddenly the paper in his hands was sliced to ribbons, and the falling pieces burst into flames and turned to ash, Shaeula once more unleashing her ire.

“What benefit would we have to lie-lie?” she scoffed, her expression cold. “And those friends of yours, this Prime Minister, would he-he deceive you too? Besides…” Her amber gaze was so intense Suzuki-san could only look away. “… it is easily proven. Ask away, and Akio shall see her and find-find the answers.”

“Yeah. I know this is hard to swallow, but… there is hope. But first, I need you to believe me.” I implored him. This really sucks. Facing a grieving parent like this, spilling impossible facts… but seeing Shaeula work her elemental arts, that has to make him wonder… people will grab any hope they can.

“I want to believe I can see my Haru again, but…” He started to cry then, big heaving sobs, and I was taken aback, unsure of how to respond. “… if… if I grasp at hope and am betrayed… I’ll die. I already… she’d hate it if I was to end my… my life.”

Left with no choice, I revealed a bit more than I wanted to. “Look, Shaeula… she isn’t a human like us. She dwells in another realm, one of the spirit. But it is possible to create a mortal body for her. Not easy, but possible. And you can see, she’s real, no?” At my words he wiped tears from his eyes, looking at Shaeula, who nodded confirmation.

“Akio has brought me to the mortal world. I find it pleasant to be here indeed-indeed.”

“I don’t know if there’s a Heaven, like some religions say. But there are other realities than these, and Haru-chan persists. I’m not a God, I can’t reverse the fact that she’s been murdered. But in time… I know I can create a body for her just like Shaeula. She can walk beside you again, live a relatively normal life… she might have to change her name and pretend to be someone else, as her death is well-publicised, but wouldn’t that be enough for you? So, I need you to be convinced. Ask me anything Haru-san would know, and I’ll get the answers from her.”

“Akio would have-have you as another ally.” Shaeula supported me. “The cost to his resources would not-not be trivial, but for a friend, Akio would perform miracles.”

Suzuki-san looked poleaxed, which was quite understandable. Hope warred with his despair, and in the end he realised he had nothing to lose believing me, but everything to gain if the truth was as we said. “Very well.” he sniffled. “Ask her this. On her fourteenth birthday…” He gave me ten questions for her, ranging from birthday presents, times she spent with her deceased mother and more. Once I had memorised them I nodded.

“All right then. I’ll be back shortly.” And with that I closed my eyes and entered the Boundary. As soon as I appeared there, Haru-san was waiting, hovering about nervously, wringing her transparent hands. On seeing me, she flew over.

“Is daddy there, is he… well?” she asked, her eyes hopeful yet aching with loss.

“Of course he isn’t well. He misses you terribly.” I didn’t lie. “But… he’s being strong for your sake, in your memory. Now, have you thought more about my offer? Your father is at least partially willing to believe me, even if his rational mind tells him it is impossible. So… I need your word.”

“Fine.” She sighed mournfully. “If you help me regain my body, so I can go home, then I’ll work for you, do anything you want. Anything.” She scrubbed at her overflowing tears that vanished before they struck the ground, puffing into silvery fog. “I’ve talked to some of the strange people here, and to Shaeula. You… you seem a good man. And my career in the Diet is dead and gone. If… if I can go home, I’ll learn to fight, or use my gift to help you. I swear it.”

“Good. Don’t make such a sad face. I won’t deny there will be hardships ahead, but if we work together, then we can overcome them and grow stronger. Shaeula’s helping you control the telepathy, right? A second chance is a precious thing. You might even be able to help the other poor wraiths who survived with you. So, now I just need the answer to a few questions…”
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“… this Boundary sounds a strange place.” Suzuki-san was saying as I returned to the Material. “I still can’t believe it is real.”

“Well, can you deny-deny my power?” Shaeula said, and he shook his head as I opened my eyes.

“All right.” I interrupted. “I’ve the answers to your questions. First, on her fourteenth birthday you took her to see…” As I rattled off the correct answers one after another, Suzuki-san’s expression changed. The despair started to fade, replaced with the first stirrings of hope.

“That’s… incredible.” he said at last, and I noticed his hands had stopped trembling, and were now clutching at a fresh mug of tea, so hard his knuckles were turning white. “There is no way you could know that, even if you were in league with the bastard who murdered my little girl. So…” He was unable to voice his hopes, but I did it for him.

“I’m half-British. There’s a famous English detective, everyone has heard of him, Sherlock Holmes. And what did he say? When you have eliminated all which is impossible, then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth. I know this doesn’t prove I can bring her to the Material world again, but it does prove she still exists, right? Else finding this out would be impossible.”

“It seems so.” He scrubbed away at more tears, these ones tears of bitter relief and faint hopes. “But… how long would I have to wait? Years? Months? She must be in torment, desperate to come home.”

“I doubt it’d be years. Though to be honest, I am very limited in numbers I can bring to the Material, and the cost in spiritual resources is high. I would hope we are looking at months rather than years though. As for her state now, she’s sorrowful, sure. But she has company, at least. I’ll make sure she lives…” the word was ironic, but there was no better way of expressing it. “… as comfortably as possible until such time as she can return.”

“Is there no way I can help you acquire these spiritual resources?” Suzuki-san asked, committing himself to the chance he could see his daughter again.

“As of yet, no. But you can still help us in other ways.” I advised him. “The Prime Minster and Tsumura-san will be gathering support. Japan needs to be prepared for when news of the strange abilities people can have gets out. Having a trustworthy Minister for Finance signing the cheques for needed expenses would be very helpful.”

“Fine. You win. But… can you pass on a message to Haru for me? Tell her daddy is sorry, and he failed her. But if given a second chance, he’ll make sure that she never suffers again.”

After hearing his heartfelt plea, there was no way I could refuse, or indeed a reason to. “I can do that. Now go home and clean yourself up. Then speak to Tsumura-san. You have a lot of work to do.” As do I. Tomorrow is the big day. Rank three, here we come!


One Hundred And Eighty


Continuing our efforts to accrue resources before the Anchor upgraded, Shaeula and I continued our push to the south. Again, there was little resistance of note, though we did run into a rather large Territory of Orcs, the Japanese-type similar to those that Kondou had commanded. Initially I thought to try and talk to them, making a useful alliance, but this was quickly stymied by the rather stereotypical reaction the piggish brutes had on seeing Shaeula.

In their excitement, they were in no mood to listen or negotiate, and at that point I decided that such Orcs were unlikely to be welcome in my forces. Shaeula took it further of course, her pinwheels humming as her bluesteel cables quickly reaped their lives, blood and severed body parts scattering everywhere before fading into welcome ether. I had joined in, testing my new earth elemental abilities fully, and with hurled projectiles of rock and vicious stone spikes that ripped from the ground, we subdued them, leaving no survivors.

Most of our forces, other than the few needed to protect the Anchor and our Vassal Territory, were all hard at work expanding in various directions, and a steady stream of ether was flooding in as the countdown to the finished upgrade ticked lower and lower. I was eventually rewarded with another Level-up as well, climbing to Level Forty-five. It was certainly a slog, I had to kill a lot of enemies, but since most of them were clearly no match for us, I suppose I should be grateful that I got any experience at all.

Turning to Shaeula, who was retrieving another Etherite she had spotted, I spoke. “So, want to head back? There’s only a couple of Astral hours left before we are done.”

She nodded. “Very well-well. I can hardly wait until we can finally rest easy, knowing we have-have defences protecting our Territory.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” I laughed, as we headed back north, passing swathes of buildings and cramped alleyways that we had purged of undead, monstrous rats and swarms of vile bugs. “We’ve had some really tense times.”

As we reminisced about the many furious battles we had endured over the past few weeks, we quickly arrived, to be met by a third Kamaitachi, who greeted us politely.

“Princess, welcome back-back.” he grinned. This one was easily identifiable as it had a white splotch in its fur across the shoulder. He wasn’t one I had personally killed, but one that Grulgor’s Trolls had slain prior to me meeting Shaeula. And thanks to Kin Restoration and aether draining slowly from the both of us, he had been revived. In addition, the slain musician, as well as a few other weaselkin, had also been brought back. Now only four balls of faintly glowing light remained circling Shaeula, her last Kamaitachi among them.

“I have returned.” she agreed. “Has there been any-any trouble?”

“None-none.” The Kamaitachi shook his head. “Our borders have been quiet.”

Leaving Shaeula to finish talking to her freshly-restored Kin, I entered the spatial distortion, the dungeon, where my Anchor lurked. The halo of ether around it and the Silo was blinding, and the amount was noticeably greater than I had expected. I guess everyone has been working hard. Damn, this is really exciting. As I watched the remaining time tick below an hour, I ran through my plans one final time. I know what I want to do, though I guess if we get any new options at Rank three, I might have to make some changes to the plan…

Shaeula joined me, her Kamaitachi and a few weaselkin we had left behind in tow. She glanced at the fiercely glowing silver pillar that was the Anchor with some interest. It had grown thicker again, now as wide around as Shaeula was, and the base was expanding.

“It is growing quite-quite large. The surface seems rough now as well.” she observed, reaching out a hand to the Anchor, only to pull it back with a yelp as the surging energies stung her. Sucking on her fingers, she looked at me as if daring me to laugh, but I was too clever to do that. It was rather funny though.

“Yeah, the smooth silver has changed.” I agreed, now that I looked more closely. A series of shallow fissures ran through the silver, and there were slightly raised portions too. “It… it kind of looks like bark, doesn’t it?” I mused.

Shaeula let out another yelp, this time covering her eyes. She had used her Mystic Eyes to observe, and the light had momentarily blinded her. Wiping at her watering orbs, she looked at me accusatorially. I’m still not going to laugh.

“This Anchor is trying to pick a fight-fight with me.” She pouted. “Still, for a moment I could see-see a connection, a silvery spire rising into the lower Astral. Perhaps higher. It seemed to be pulling down ether from above.”

“Keh-keh-keh. Yes, it is quite fascinating, is it not?” Ixitt spoke up from behind us, his own contraption of whirring lenses on his face rapidly changing which glass he was looking through as he studied the Anchor. He must have come in while we were distracted. At my inquiring gaze he shrugged. “Keh-heh. You did not expect me to miss this opportunity, did, keh-keh, you? I need to compare this to the initial formation of an Anchor, keh-keh. So far, I am not disappointed.”

Shaeula sniffed pointedly, clearly offended that Ixitt could discover anything that she could not. Still, Ixitt only coughed more and laughed harder, taking no offense. “Worry not, keh-keh-keh, princess. I can but see the same... keh... as you.” Some of the lenses were of a smoked, dark glass, and these were in front of his eyes, muting the glow. “It, keh, connects somewhere higher indeed.”

As the timer ticked down to the last few minutes the intensifying glow spread out, significantly more vivid than any previous upgrade. The pressure was uncomfortable, the air dense with ether. Only Shaeula, Ixitt and I now remained, our other troops having withdrawn.

“Keh-keh. Princess, your Eyes. Use them to observe him at the moment of, keh-keh, completion.” He suddenly spoke, having an epiphany. Shaeula looked at me, questioning, and I nodded.

“Sure, why not. It can’t hurt. Anyway, final minute.”

As I watched the counter tick down, Ixitt was using various instruments to examine the Anchor, while Shaeula was looking at me, her eyes glowing brilliantly, her amber merging with the rainbow glow of the ether around us. I could feel myself flushing as she stared at me, and she grinned wickedly, perhaps enjoying the turnabout from earlier.

“Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven…” I counted down. “… Two. One.” At that moment the glow collapsed in on itself, the Anchor simultaneously growing and twisting, and I was overwhelmed by a cascade of information, burning silvery letters flooding my vision. As I absorbed the information within, I could barely hear Ixitt cackling and Shaeula asking me if I was well. Nodding vaguely to reassure her, I checked the words before they faded….

Your Territory Anchor has been upgraded to Rank 3. This greatly increases the control you have over your Territory and weakens intruders. Your Territory has fully adapted to the Boundary.
You have control of some areas of the Material that overlap with your Territory. In these areas, Ether density will increase, and some Ether will leak down to the Material. Your Territory can exert limited authority over these Material areas.
The area covered by your Territory has expanded to 10,000 metres in radius and its defensive strength has increased. Defensive Emplacements will exert further additional offensive power.
You will draw more Ether from your Territory, and may now construct an additional eight Ether Spires. Your Buildings can be upgraded further. Caps on most Buildings have been relaxed. You can now construct or upgrade three Buildings at once.
You may now uproot Buildings and move them within your Territory, at a small cost of Ether. If the Anchor is uprooted all Territory functions will be suspended until it is replanted. Special Rank Buildings may not be uprooted.
You may construct Anchor Spires. These upgrades are grown from your Anchor. You may currently construct three Anchor Spires, each of which can be upgraded to a maximum Rank of 3.
You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Forty-five to Forty-seven.


Woah, this is a lot to take in. In addition to the surge of strength I felt as ether condensed within me, I felt the weight of my Territory expanding suddenly and significantly. All of Kondou’s old Territory, barring the area I had ceded to my Vassal, in addition to the areas we had cleared during our expansion and hunts for ether, was suddenly under my control, and the feeling of my mind encompassing it all made me stagger, momentarily pained, my head aching fiercely.

“Are you sure-sure you are well?” Shaeula asked again, catching my arm and steadying me. Blinking away the remains of silver that fogged my vision, I nodded, ruffling her hair reassuringly.

“When the Anchor upgraded, for a moment, I saw-saw…” she trailed off, unsure of how to explain it.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I just jumped a couple of Levels, and at the same time our Territory massively expanded. I think we just got probably five or six times what we already held added in one go. It was hard, mentally. The pain is diminishing though.”

As she smiled, relieved, I asked her about what she had seen, and she frowned. “For just-just a moment, it seemed to me that your right wrist…” she tapped it gently. “… was connected to the Anchor, and something passed between you-you and it, carried up into the light. Some sort of prismatic string, shining bright. Now-now when I look though, I can only see what I always see.”

“What do you see?” I asked, curious, realising we had never talked about it.

“It is-is a series of orbs within your subtle body, forming a bracelet around your wrist. It is connected to your Chakras, though it appears to do-do nothing tangible. It does-does pull in some aether, though. But when we were connected, our spirits together, I felt… no. No.” She shook her head in denial. “It seems to be doing no harm. I am always-always watching you carefully, after all.”

“I don’t doubt it.” I assured her. “Still… the wrist is where Exposition-san did something to me long ago which started me on this path. And when I use the Examination Skills, I can feel that it comes from there.”

“Well, your Chakra network was terrible when we first met-met.” She mused. “Now that my Chirurgery has grown stronger, perhaps I can-can solve this mystery…”

“Keh-keh. Do we have time for this?” Ixitt broke in. “It is, keh, fascinating indeed, and I would, keh-keh, love to share my own findings. But for now… you have work to do... keh... do you not?”

He’s right. The mystery of the bracelet of silver Exposition-san implanted within me can wait, though I suspect it is simply the medium for my gift. If Shaeula says it isn’t harmful then that is good enough for me. More importantly… “The fact we can move Buildings is huge. I hadn’t planned for that…” I said, trailing off as I observed the new Anchor. “Uproot, huh? It definitely looks like a tree-trunk now, if one shorn of most of its branches.”

The shaft was definitely rough and bark-like, and the three protuberances from before had grown out like thick twigs, each ending in a ring to hold something. Likely an Anchor Spire. The base of the Anchor was a lumpy tangle, and again the texture of the silver was reminiscent of something natural.

“Well, since we have the leisure to move our Anchor, I’d like to take it to the shrine. It’s a much more defensible position, and it would make sense to have it at the place that we live.”

“I agree.” Shaeula nodded, and with that I began.

The minute I willed it to move to the centre of the shrine, the pillar rose into the air, the base revealing that it indeed was a mass of coiled roots, glittering a dull silver, yet sparkling with little flashes of multicoloured ether. As it soared out through the dungeon that had formed around it and began to move at walking pace towards our destination, I couldn’t help but admire it.

So, about a metre per second, the shrine is a bit under a kilometre away, so… fifteen minutes or so? The ether used was only a little under a thousand as well. As we followed it, making sure to keep the Anchor under our protection, more and more of the residents hurried over to see what the fuss was. As they joined us it formed a procession, with an almost festive atmosphere. Shaeula, trailing the Anchor regally, was definitely enjoying herself.

“So, now we can move things around, I suggest we focus our Buildings around three points.” I began. “The shrine and Anchor, of course, but we also defend your old Territory, and the graveyard with the Rhyming Tree. That way we can gather wind, earth and darkness, as well as have Ether Spires in places of the best ether density we have access to. I guess we should probably add a fourth spot, and stick some Emplacements up by Hisuikomushi shrine as well.”

“That makes sense.” Shaeula agreed as we approached the shrine. Her maids were waiting there, looking at the flying Anchor with wide eyes. Azuki was similarly perplexed, while Hyacinth was looking at it with an ecstatic expression, hugging herself and blushing. Yeah, she’s a pervert like always…

The Anchor descended to the ground next to the shrine building, and the silvery roots uncoiled, digging into the soil and bedrock, shaking the hill. For a moment the Anchor glowed fiercely, and then it was set, the Territory coming back to life.

“An impressive sight.” Ulfuric observed, and Ixitt agreed.

“In that case, the first thing we need to do is organise our buildings. We have one damaged Defensive Emplacement, so…” I put that in the first queue for repairs, which would take a little while.

“We have the following Buildings, not counting our immovable ones, the Rank two Special Kobold Den, The Rank four Special Kobold Mine, Rank three Special Dark Rhyming Tree, and the Rank three Special Faerie Ring Gate…” I scanned over my Territory details. “Six Ether Spires at Rank two, Two Defensive Emplacements (one with Sniper), a Throne Of Heroes, a Rank two Barracks and Rank two Spawning Spire, Rank three Silo, Rank two Elemental Silo, Rank two Warehouse, a Treasury, and lastly, a Rank two Armoury.” After refreshing my memory, I shrugged. “You know, it doesn’t seem like a lot when I list it like that. We spent ages struggling to upgrade the Territory instead. Still, with the extra build queue, we can make better progress.”

“Indeed. We took a risk, and it did not-not disappoint.” Shaeula crowed, puffing out her chest. “So, how will we deploy these Buildings?”

“First… I was hoping we could move the Throne Of Heroes.” I asked. “It’s too critical to us to have it away from the best defended area of our Territory. I know that it is yours, and you cherish your original Territory, but…” I stopped as she pushed a finger against my lips, silencing me.

“Fool-fool. It has sentimental value, true, but my Territory is wherever you are now-now. Move it as you wish.”

“Great. And we have to spread our Ether Spires too. But first, we get eight more…” It wasn’t just the Ether Spires we could build more of. In addition, we could build a second Throne Of Heroes, as well as more of other of the specialised Buildings. Relaxed caps, huh? “Time to use the power of pay-to-win!” One by one I queued in Ether Spires, and then rush-built them. The cost was effectively doubled from twelve thousand ether to twenty four thousand, but it saved eight Astral days of build time, and meant we could balance our Spires placement effectively.

“So, fourteen spires. Five here, five at your old Territory, and four by the Rhyming Tree. We have to move a few, but that gives us maximum elemental gains, as well as the best ether density we can pull from. I’ll split the Rank two ones up, so two at each location.”

With that done, I moved the main Silo, along with the Elemental one and the other storage Buildings to the shrine. I then rush-built two more Rank 1 Silos, paired with Rank 1 Elemental Silos at the cost of five thousand two hundred ether. Spending is addictive. Still, getting the basics done is vital.

“I see-see.” Shaeula mused, as I set them up in her old Territory and by the Rhyming Tree. “We can now-now at least store some dark and earth energies.”

“Yeah, and we’ll also move the Barracks and Spawning Spire. The Warehouse too. And the Defensive Emplacements. We’ll consolidate all these around the shrine and Anchor for now, so that only resource-gathering options are exposed elsewhere, for now anyway.”

“We will need-need greater defences.” Shaeula posited. “I have no wish to be as vulnerable again.”

“Yeah, I intend to have at least four Emplacements at each of the four key locations, though we have some other stuff to sort out first. Before that though, let’s check out the Anchor Spires, I’m curious.”

Shaeula nodded, and using her Throne Of Heroes-given access to the build queues, she scanned them with me. Right, ten thousand ether and five Astral days each for Rank one. There were a little over twenty options, with more not yet available. Scanning through them I couldn’t help but whistle. These are good! Really good.

“It seems our gamble has paid-paid off.” Shaeula smirked. “Although with my Fortune supporting you, there should be no-no surprise at that.”

“Yeah, having Anchor Spires is a huge advantage over those that don’t.” I agreed. “They are all so good, it’s hard to choose. But the best ones seem to be these. Build Queue Spire, Ether Density Spire, Ether Spire Enhancement Spire, Territory Expansion Spire, Barrier Enhancement Spire, and Defensive Emplacement Enhancement Spire. Screw it. I know what the first option should be.”

I quickly added the Build Queue Spire to an open slot at the cost of ten thousand ether. Its description was…

This Anchor Spire opens up an additional Build Queue. At Rank 1 you can construct Rank 1 Anchor Spires, or Rank 1 and 2 normal Buildings.


Shaeula raised an eyebrow at me, wondering perhaps why I didn’t choose one of the others first, but I explained. “It may seem like ether is the problem, and yeah, I get it, we need as much ether as we can get, but once Buildings start reaching higher Ranks the real bottleneck is time. An extra build queue allows us to work on longer-term projects, or race through lots of smaller Buildings. In mobile gacha games, people spend a fortune on stuff like this. Resources can always be gained, but time is finite.”

As the remaining Buildings were shuffled around to the positions we wanted, it was time to take stock. “We need to work out just how much ether we have to work with. I’ve spent a bit over forty thousand already. Fetch all the Etherites. I know they likely have uses, but for now… time to get building!”

We had roughly two hundred and ten thousand ether remaining, which was way more than I expected after spending forty-two thousand. But then Shaeula and I had rampaged liberally, bringing in a lot over the last few days, and everyone else had been equally motivated, clearing whatever enemies they could. I then broke down the Etherites we had gathered, in addition to the ones the Kobolds had found in their mines, taking my total to just above a quarter of a million. Which is just what I need for the upgrade…

With a feeling of loss, I watched as my Silo was sucked dry of ether. Seeing my pain, Shaeula patted my back gently. “At least-least we still have the box of Etherites my useless brother brought.” she consoled me, and I hugged her, feeling her warmth.

“Yeah, easy come, easy go. Besides, this Building is far more important than money.”

Throne Of Heroes Rank 2 – This Building empowers the Chosen Heroes of the Territory Ruler, granting them multiple benefits. At Rank 2 an additional two Chosen Heroes can be selected. They can exert greater control over the Territory, allowing access to the Territory Build Queues and other, more significant features. They will gain a slightly larger boost to all of their Statistics, which is greater within the Territory proper, and have a maximum Level of Fifteen. They are also more likely to develop new special abilities. They can also manifest a Material body, or an Astral body, if they do not possess the ability to do this.


At a quarter of a million ether and fifty days to build it was quite the investment. Still, I was leaning heavily on Shaeula, so giving her access to ten more Levels would be a huge boost to her strength, and more significantly, I could appoint and empower two more Heroes, who would be capable of joining us in the Material if needed.

Shaeula was happy that I relied on her, and that I was rewarding her by strengthening her still further. After some more hugging and a rather pleasant exchange of kisses, we parted, and began shattering Etherites, the small number of green ones offering significant quantities of ether. So it’s around a hundred for a red, give or take. Twice that for an orange. Yellows give four times that, or somewhere around eight hundred to a thousand. And greens… yeah, between six and ten thousand. So a blue would be… Grieving that in the end Shaeraggo was unable to bring us a blue Etherite, we continued clearing out the box until everything was broken down.

“Well, I take-take it back. My brother was not entirely useless.” she declared cheerfully. Once the box had been emptied, our stock of ether was around a hundred and thirty thousand. A bit more than we had hoped. The Trial of Three had been gruelling indeed, but we had gained a lot from it. It surely puts us ahead of other Candidates that didn’t have such a lucky break…

“Okay, so we have two priorities. Firstly… we need to upgrade the eight new Spires to Rank two. That’s seven thousand five hundred a pop, or twenty-two and a half thousand for an instant build. So, we fall short. In addition, I really want to plant a Boundary To Material Connection where we intend to do our training.

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.


“At Rank one it is eight thousand ether and four days. Rank two the radius increases to a hundred metres and the effect and speed of dispersal slightly increases. Though that is thirty-two thousand ether and sixteen days. Okay, calculation time…”

Shaeula waited patiently as I went through everything. Hyacinth brought us more of her fruit juice, which we took gratefully, but I shut out her ramblings and ran the numbers. Sixty thousand for eight Ether Spires to Rank two at forty days total. If I speed-build the Rank one Boundary To Material Connection that’s sixteen thousand, and thirty-two thousand for the Rank two… a total of one hundred and eight thousand ether… It was doable, and I’d have enough left to rush-build a Spire, but was saving five days in one queue worth fifteen thousand ether at the moment?

Not when I have two more Anchor Spires to build, as well as… “Fine. We’ll keep a bit of cash in reserve.” I rush-built the Boundary To Material Connection at Rank 1 where the centre of our training facility would be. Twenty metres in radius didn’t cover all of it, but even so, when it was increased to one hundred metres that would be better.

“All right… my queues look like this.” The first queue had the Build Queue Spire at five days, the second had the Throne Of Heroes Rank 2 at fifty days, and the last held eight Ether Spire Rank 2’s, and then a Boundary To Material Connection Rank 2, at a total of fifty-six days. We had twenty-two thousand ether remaining, and in five days I would have two build queues to play with.

“All right, I think we are done for now.” I declared, mentally drained by the effort of deciding between a multitude of things I wanted. “Time to set out the next stage of our expansion plans.”

Beside me Shaeula nodded, and followed by her two scowling maids and the extremely energetic Hyacinth, I gathered everyone together at the shrine to debate our future direction…


Side Fifty-Five – Watanabe Karen


“Thank you, oh thank you!” Karen's neighbour, Tanaka-san, was bowing repeatedly, so low his head was almost touching his knees. “I won’t let you down, I promise!”

I’m so embarrassed. All I wanted to do was a favour for a neighbour down on his luck, like Akio-kun did for me… Forcing a smile, Karen nodded, backing up towards the door. “I’m sure you won’t.” she agreed. “I’ll transfer the advance of salary for the first month when I get back to the office. You can start tomorrow, once you’ve got everything in order and cleaned yourself up.”

“The office is at Shirohebizumi shrine, right?” Tanaka-san said, showing life in his dull eyes for the first time in weeks. “That’s quite a decent commute!”

“Yeah, it’s the office outbuilding on the back hill of the shrine. It’s the second building, the first is the home of our boss, so don’t go bothering him, all right?”

“You got it!” He started bowing again, tears and even some snot dripping from his face. Oh Gods, this is awful. Seeing someone so much older than me acting so grateful to the extent that he’d even cry about it… Akio-kun owes me another bottle of whiskey.

“There’ll be some travel involved, to Osaka, Sapporo and a few other cities. When you need to go, I’ll arrange the tickets, and you’ll get expenses. I assume your work suits are still fine?”

“I might need to get them taken in a bit.” Tanaka-san chuckled, self-deprecatingly. “I… well, I haven’t been eating properly these past few months.” Indeed, the older man did look gaunt, and his hairline had receded significantly, his remaining hair grey. “But I should be fine. Hotels, huh? Not the business I was in before, but I have some experience in Human Resources, so I should be fine.”

“You can always liaise with the HR department for the chain as well, if there are any problems. Here’s his card.” She passed over Fukuda-san’s contact details. “Still, we’d like to handle most matters in-house if possible, we deal with a lot of confidential information and important clients, so…”

“You don’t need to say a word, I completely understand.” Tanaka-san was wiping at his face, trying unsuccessfully to clean the mess off. Wordlessly Karen handed him a handkerchief, and he took it gratefully, flushed with embarrassment. So not cute, seeing an older guy bawl and blush like a girl. Still, his emotions are a mess. I can sympathise. I remember when I was at rock bottom, before Akio-kun reached out a hand to me. It’s why I want to pay it forwards. Of course, I need the help too…

“I’ll have your company mobile and laptop ready for collection tomorrow. There’ll also be a lot of research and information gathering, on a variety of strange subjects. How’s your IT skills?”

“Passable.” Tanaka-san admitted. “I don’t claim to be able to keep up with the younger generation, it’s… it’s one of the reasons I was let go, but I’m thorough and have a proper work ethic! I’ll get the job done, whatever it is.”

I like his enthusiasm anyway. “Great, well, I’ll let the boss know you’re hired on, and no doubt he’ll come and see you at some point, to welcome you to the team. Now all I need is another recruit and I can finally start to relax a bit.”

“I’m amazed to find out Oshiro-san was such a big-shot.” Tanaka-san mused. “He always struck me as a quiet, polite young man, keeping to himself.”

Yeah, I thought the same too, but look at him now. Two-timing a couple of beautiful girls, owning hotels, being fabulously wealthy… That wasn’t all. There were very intimidating security in plain clothes lurking about the shrine, and the other night, when she was working late, some remarkably expensive cars had driven up to the shrine, with some passengers who just radiated high-class getting out. Most of them were girls as well. Akio-kun really is a playboy. Well, can’t say I blame him. In his position I’d enjoy myself too…

The uniforms the girls were wearing stood out to her, they looked very unique and old-fashioned, pure black sailor-suit style, with bright crimson ribbons and edging, but the skirts and sleeves were long and modest, ankle and wrist length, giving it a refined, tidy look. Being an expert researcher now after Akio-kun’s many strange requests, it didn’t take me too long to find out which school they were from, not that there was much information online. It was as if details about the school were restricted somehow, or regularly scrubbed from public view.

Hanafubuki Private Academy. One of the few posts she managed to find talking about the school said it was probably called that as the girls attending the school were as beautiful and elegant as a cherry-blossom blizzard, and just as rare to see… seriously, Akio-kun is treading on dangerous ground if he’s messing with girls from that school. Apparently only the daughters of the most important and rich families in Japan go there…

“Uh, Watanabe-san, is everything all right?” Tanaka-san interjected nervously, seeing as she had gone silent.

“Oh sorry, was just thinking about the boss. Yeah, he’s a good kid for sure. He gave me a chance when I was staring into the abyss, and I took it. I’m expecting you to do the same, got it?”

As he assured her that he would grasp the chance firmly and not disappoint her or Akio-kun, she smiled and said her farewells, stepping out of the dingy (and none too clean) apartment, taking a deep breath of the crisp air, a faint chill heralding the end of summer clearing her lungs. Yeah, it smelt of despair and sorrow in there. Still… Suddenly she blushed, remembering her apartment in an even worse state when Akio-kun visited.

Damn, I had even left my used underwear lying around. I guess Tanaka-san isn’t so bad in comparison. Still, it was a risk taking him on, so to start with she wouldn’t give him any critical jobs, or ones that required strange secrecy. Yeah, I’m not stupid. Something very strange is happening at that shrine. I’m not in a position to ask though. I daresay I’ll find out in due course… huh?

An unusual sight was sitting a few doors down from Tanaka-san’s apartment, a schoolgirl, by the looks of it. That’s gyaru fashion, isn't it? Karen had been a bit of a gal in her younger days, wearing her skirts short, her shirt a little too unbuttoned, and her make-up heavy, but she had never gone down the gyaru route, the look being rather too extreme for her. Besides, I wanted to be cute and liked, not gossiped about. She was sure that most gyaru weren’t promiscuous like the stereotype, but even so…

The girl was heavily tanned, and her hair was bleached a messy blonde. Her make-up was heavy too, dark eyeshadow and vivid lipstick on her face. She was wearing an unfamiliar school uniform, not one Karen recognised from the local schools, and her skirt was so short Karen could see up it as she crouched in front of an apartment, arms around her legs, face downcast. That’s Hashimoto-san’s door, right? He did say he had a daughter in school, but what is she doing here in the middle of the day? Is she playing truant? If so… why here?

The girl looked up as Karen scrutinised her, but after a moment she looked down again, ignoring her. Shaking her head, Karen decided to intervene. “Excuse me, are you all right? Not at school today?”

The girl looked up once more. “No… not today. I’m… yeah, I’m totes sick, all right? But my dad’s at work, so I’m locked out. Sucks, but what can I do?” she looked away guiltily.

“So, are you Hashimoto-san’s daughter? If so, he probably won’t be back until quite late. He’s working way too much overtime recently.”

At mention of Hashimoto-san, her face twisted into an annoyed expression, but she nodded. “Yeah, I’m like… Hashimoto Sana. Nice to meet you or something?”

Don’t sound like you aren’t sure… “I’m Watanabe Karen. Nice to meet you, Sana-san. I can call you that, right?” she asked, trying to be friendly. “I’m a neighbour of your father.”

“Uh, sure, don’t mind, I guess.” She twizzled some of her blonde hair with a couple of fingers, looking a bit self-conscious. “So dad’s not back for a while… ugh, this sucks.” At that moment her stomach rumbled loudly, and she blushed, looking away.

Damn, I can’t leave her here all alone I guess. “I’m heading back to work now. It’s only a kilometre or so, up on the hill, so why not come along and wait there? I’ve some food in the fridge, I’m pretty sure.”

At the mention of food she perked up. “For reals? You can do that? I totes wouldn’t have thought your boss or co-workers would be happy.”

“As it happens my boss is a rather chill guy.” Karen smiled, thinking that Akio-kun was way too generous for his own good, really. “And while I’ve just recruited a colleague, he doesn’t start until tomorrow. And since the boss and his girlfriend told me they’d be busy all day today, I can’t see there being a problem. Besides, my boss knows your dad anyway, he wouldn’t like it if I left you loitering here all alone. There was a whole big thing with yakuza attacks around here recently, so it’s not entirely safe.”

“Oh wow yeah, I think I heard something along those lines online, yeah.” Her stomach protested noisily again, so she stood, stretching. “Uh, sure, I could eat. Lead on, err… Karen-chan, right?”

“Sure, that’s fine.” Yeah, I’m amazed a stuffy man like Hashimoto-san managed to have such a… forthright… daughter…
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“Totes nice place you got here, Karen-chan.” Sana-san observed, sitting down on the comfortable couch, slurping away at some cup ramen. “Oh, this is totes good, I was wasting away. Stupid dad, not being home… he’s always useless.”

Ouch. I feel bad for Hashimoto-san, hearing her trash-talk him like that. Still, girls can be trouble at that age. Not that I was too bad…

“Yeah, it’s a pretty great job compared to my last one. The wages are decent, overtime is only occasional, and I even get well paid for it, and the boss is quite thoughtful.” She showed off the half-drunk bottle of whiskey she was left one day. “Sometimes I find presents like this lying around. You are probably too young to know, but this brand is really good and pretty expensive.”

“Cool, I get ya, he’s treating you right. So… why are you still living in that crappy apartment that stinks of failure, like my no-good dad?”

Ouch. That cuts me to the quick. And now I feel guilty for thinking the same about Tanaka-san’s place. “Well, I only started a couple of weeks ago. But with the project completion bonuses and my upcoming pay rise, I’ll probably move somewhere nicer soon enough.”

“Sounds great. Wish my old man had half the motivation you do. He’s so embarrassing. Still, maybe he’s a little better than…” At that she clammed up, concentrating fixedly on her ramen.

Trouble at home, maybe? It's best I don’t interfere. Family matters are for family to resolve. “There’s a break room there.” Karen pointed. “It has a TV, games console, Blu-ray, whatever you need to relax. Akio-kun… I mean the boss, he believes in making sure his employees aren’t too stressed at work.”

“He sounds totes cool for a manager.” Sana-san muttered, finishing up her ramen and burping noisily. “Cool. I get ya. Still, seems to me you really like the guy. Too bad he has a girlfriend, huh?”

Karen froze, her mind going blank. Wait, me? Liking Akio-kun? Nah, no way. He’s fun to tease, but… “I think you have the wrong idea, Sana-chan. Sure, I’m pretty damn grateful to him for giving me a shot when I thought my life was over, but… besides, he doesn’t just have one girlfriend, he’s juggling two cuties at once!” And I have my suspicions about the daughter of this shrine too. The way she looks at him when she’s lost in thought…

“Two? Wow, what a jerk. Still, I guess if he’s loaded, he’s gonna catch a few girls, ya feel me? There’s totes girls at my school who wouldn’t care about that so long as he’s buying them the latest fashion and treating them like princesses. Pretty shallow if ya ask me, but what do I know, right?”

“Hard though it is to believe, apparently the girls decided to share him.” Karen shrugged, still not quite able to believe it. “He sounds really pathetic when he whines about feeling bad about cheating.” She giggled, remembering his complaints over a few drinks while she was filling him in on some data she had been asked to gather. “If he’s going to be a jerk, he should do it proudly. Still… I think any man would go for it. Here.” Karen pulled out her phone and brought up one of the many pictures Shaeula spammed her with constantly.

“Oh wow, he’s a looker all right. I’d certainly totes think about it if he asked me out.” She looked at Shaeula and Eri too. “They really are pretty. Young though. I guess your boss likes schoolgirls. I’d better avoid him.” She giggled, amused at her own joke.

“Yeah, well, actually the blonde is an adult. She’s just petite.” Karen said, surprising Sana-san. “Besides, I’ve caught him checking me out before.” she declared, a little proud of that.

“Well, ya don’t look so bad for an older woman.” Sana-san agreed, annoying Karen a little.

Older? I’m only just in my thirties, thank you! Besides, I’ve been told I can pass for late twenties, easy! Refuting her internally, Karen left Sana-san to the restroom and its amenities, while she scratched her head, puzzled by the data she had managed to gather. I’ve wasted enough time on a good deed. Anyway, these figures make no sense. Suicides up twelve hundred percent, missing persons sixteen hundred percent, other crimes up by even more… how can one city have such a massive spike in high-level criminality? And worse, why isn’t anyone else noticing?
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“Hey dad.” Sana-san said nervously, peeking out from behind Karen. After Karen finished work she brought Sana-san to her own apartment, not willing to have her wait outside. On the return of her father, they went and knocked on the door, leading to this awkward scene.

Hashimoto-san blinked, surprised. “Sana, why are you here? And why are you with Watanabe-san?”

“it’s a long story. But maybe you should take it inside. I’ll leave you to it, now my good deed is done.”

“Like, you should totes come in. Dad owes you a drink or something for today, right?” Sana-san said desperately. “And… ugh… well…” She struggled to come up with a reason, but on seeing how intent she was on not being alone with her father, Karen nodded.

“Sure, I can come in for a bit. After all, I did spend most of the day with you, right Sana-san?”

“What? You skipped school? Does your mother know?” Hashimoto-san said wearily, letting them come in, clearly confused. “And why are you here? You hate visiting me. Is… is there something wrong?”

Hashimoto-san dug out some beers and a juice for his daughter, before telling them to take a seat. The apartment was shabby but decently tidy, a few framed pictures of Sana-san lying around. None of his wife though. I did hear the split was hardly amicable.

“I just needed a break. Mom’s moved in her boyfriend, and he has a daughter too, and she’s totes a bitch, ya feel me? I hate the stuck-up cow. And mom always sides with her, so as not to upset him. So I hopped on the subway and here I am. I’m penniless now though. Lucky Karen-chan here fed me, or I’d be totes wasting away!”

“So… she’s finally moved in my replacement, huh?” he muttered, forlorn, before realising the implications. “Wait, does your mother know you are here? You ran away from home? Damn, Sana, this is going to be trouble!”

“Uh, I guess I ran away? But is it really running away when I’m with my dad? Besides, if I’d have told my mom, she’d have totes flipped. She says you have no ambition and are never going to amount to nothing. I mean, look around. I can see why mom gets so pissed with you, dad.”

“Young lady, watch your language!” he scolded her. “It isn’t like I don’t have ambition, but… the real world isn’t so easy. Times are tough all around, the jobs market is challenging.”

“Well, Karen-chan here managed to score a sweet gig, right?” Sana-san pressed him. “If you don’t try, you’ll never do it, ya feel me? You think I want to have a loser for a dad and a mom that thinks she’s my age, clinging all over her boyfriend like she’s a schoolgirl? Ugh, my life sucks, it’s totes not fair!”

“Sana!” Hashimoto-san scolded her, but she continued to barrage him with complaints. In the end, Karen was just a passive listener, sipping at her beer as he rang his ex-wife and argued with his daughter. Yeah, I know good deeds are supposed to be their own reward, but this is not fair at all…
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“I’m very sorry about this.” Hashimoto-san bowed, offering her another beer. Karen had half a mind to leave, but her years of working with her shitty ex-boss left her strong to discomfort, so she managed to stick it out.

As he opened his own beer and swigged at it, exhaustion writ over his features, he continued. “I’m sorry you had to hear me argue with my ex-wife. Still, it’s hardly my fault Sana turned up here. At least she was reasonable enough to let her stay the night. Sending her home this late isn’t wise.”

Sana-san was watching TV in the corner, some sort of idol programme by the looks of it, a trio of older girls dancing around in pretty uniforms. She had also argued with her mother, and it had degenerated into a shouting match until Sana-san finally threw down the phone and started sulking.

Maybe it’s a good job I never got married and had kids… “Well, I remember what it was like to be a rebellious young girl. She’ll grow out of it.” Maybe. Karen's skills as a salarywoman were kicking in, and she started making casual conversation. “So, how’s work? You seem awfully busy recently.”

As his face fell at her words she realised she had said the wrong thing. He glanced at his daughter, and seeing she was engrossed in the idol show, he lowered his voice, perhaps happy to have someone to complain to. “Not so good. I think our company is going under. That’s why there is so much overtime. But it’s just busywork, it isn’t bringing in orders.” He sighed, a long, bitter exhalation. “I’ve no idea what I’m going to do when the company folds. I’m too old to get more than part-time work in a supermarket or something of that ilk. I really will be the failure my ex-wife and daughter think I am then.”

His face was red from a mixture of the alcohol and stress, and Karen had the horrible feeling he was going to cry. Seriously, I had enough of that with Tanaka-san. Still… was it coincidence Sana-san was waiting out there today, or fate? “Can I ask a rather personal question?” she asked, and he nodded, surprised.

“You can. After all, I owe you for your help with Sana today.”

“How much are you on at your company, and what are the perks like?”

“Perks?” he scoffed bitterly. “If you count unpaid overtime as a perk, my job is great. Otherwise…” He quoted a figure, clearly embarrassed.

“I see. Yeah, that’s rough.” Poor bastard, he was on even less than I was! “So, you do much work on computers and the internet?”

“Spreadsheets, databases, yeah, I do some.” He admitted, confused by the strange turn the conversation was taking.

In that case… After all, I do need a second recruit. Karen put on her most enticing smile. “Listen up, I have an offer for you, one you should think about seriously…”
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Hashimoto-san had listened incredulously as I told him I had hired on Tanaka-san, and was still looking for another assistant. Incredulity had given way to interest as I outlined the benefits package and wages, and it quickly became hope.

After a hushed discussion we shook hands on the deal, and Hashimoto-san, well, Noboru-san, as he was now insisting Karen call him, cried out excitedly to his daughter, eager to share the news.

“What? Can’t ya see I’m watching this? This group is hot right now, so missing this would suck. I’d totes have nothing to talk about at school when I’m next there.”

“I’ve got a new job!” he declared, and it was as if a weight had lifted from his shoulders. “Maybe you can be a little bit nicer to your dear old dad now, Sana?”

At that she did look over doubtfully. “Uh, Karen-chan, are ya really sure you want to hire that deadbeat? He’s getting on a bit. You were nice, so I don’t want my dad to let you down.”

At that Karen laughed. “You did want him to have more ambition, right? Look at me, I’ve had two pay rises in only a couple of weeks on the job, and now I’m managing staff. If Noboru-san works hard, maybe he can rise up the ladder too. Anyway, my work here is done. You two play nice, all right, and I’ll see you whenever you take care of your prior employment, Noboru-san.”

“I won’t forget this.” He promised. “I dare say they’ll let me leave to cut costs. They think I’m just an old relic anyway.”

“Great. Anyway, it’s been nice meeting you, Sana-san.”

“You too, Karen-chan.” She waved her hand. “Say hi to your hot boss for me. And maybe wear your skirt a bit shorter? And pop a few buttons, show off your best assets. That’s totes the best way to grab a guy, right?”

Karen flushed. Damn, she sure is cheeky. As Noboru-san started telling off Sana-san, who fired back loudly, she let herself out. Well, I’ve recruited my staff, maybe they won’t be the best, but their loyalty should be ours. Still, what a rough day. That bottle of whiskey has my name on it…


One Hundred And Eighty-One


Seeing all our forces arrayed under the light of the Anchor on the shrine grounds, our many Buildings around giving off their own silver brilliance, I felt an unmistakable sense of pride and accomplishment. Beside me was Shaeula, equally proud, standing imperiously as though she was surveying her subjects, which I guessed in a sense she was. Behind Shaeula were her two weaselkin maids, for once looking happy, probably as Shaeula was acting like the princess they expected her to be.

Behind me, however, were my two attendants, Azuki, the small Zashiki-Warashi keeping her nervous distance from the smirking Hyacinth, the beautiful yet disturbing Boggart. Yeah, I’m not sure who comes off worse… though if I had to put up with the glares from Shaeula's maids every day I’d probably go insane so…

Hyacinth was muttering something disturbing about “showing the master just hooow clean everything is, every nooooook and cranny” so I chose to interpret that as her talking about how clean the Buildings were now and ignored her. Instead, I concentrated on our forces. There were Shaeula’s weaselkin, led by the three Kamaitachi, as well as the extra ones she commanded through the Barracks.

The Kobolds, of which even accounting for the ones from the Spawning Spire, there seemed to be a lot more of, seemed intimidated by the Seelie around them. Yeah, when they first met me, they said they had fled from the Seelie. Shaeula used to call them ‘dog-headed pests’ too. Still, Shaeula had grown, and no longer treated them poorly, which made me proud of her.

Then there were the Trolls under Grulgor. They were few in number, but armed with my heavy steel armour and weapons, they were truly living forces of destruction. On seeing my gaze, Grulgor grinned, a mouthful of slab-like teeth grinding together as he rumbled his appreciation. I guess he has had quite a few decent battles recently.

The White Snake Kami, owner of the shrine, and his attendants were next. Ixitt and his numerous ratkin family were beside them, and the other rats looked embarrassed as Ixitt was barely concentrating, his attention on the many Buildings surrounding us, lenses whirring and strange steampunk devices clicking.

We then had the numerous weaselkin we inherited from Shaeraggo. There were archers, spearweasels and the heavily armoured knights. Danaera led her mages, while Tillyae marshalled the musicians, who were playing a gentle, yet regal tune, perfect for this occasion. Hovering above them was Haru-san, who had finally agreed to serve me, and the few remaining ghosts.

Lastly there was Ulfuric, standing there imperious, and the dwarf Bjarki, though they were only on loan to us for three moons. Despite that, they rounded off things nicely. I exchanged a look with Shaeula, and she grinned, perhaps understanding my thoughts. Yeah, we’ve come a long way. The Territory is Rank three, we have decent ether coming in now, and in the Material, we’ve gathered money, property and made connections. All right, time for a speech. Damn, I’m nervous…

“Well, thanks for coming everyone.” I began, and Shaeula snickered. Steeling myself, I continued. “We survived our recent trials, and our enemies have been vanquished. Still, this is only the start. There are many other Territories out there. Those we can get along with, I’d like to ally with. Those which become our enemies…” I paused for a moment, before making my declaration. It’s too late to back down now. I’ve killed. My hands are already bloody to protect the Earth and those I love. “… well, if they aren’t irredeemable we can offer them another chance after we defeat them. But those that do evil… they will be destroyed, and what was theirs will be ours.”

At that there were cheers from some of our forces. Shaeula took my hand and squeezed it, conveying her approval. Once the noise died down I continued. “Now that we can expand our holdings, the priority should be to bring new areas into our control, securing resources. Of course, we need to not neglect our defences. Soon I plan to add Defensive Emplacements at key points, and we will have more Barracks and Spawning Spires. I would like to push for Rank four at some point but… that is for the future.”

No shit. Just before the meeting I had checked the cost to upgrade, expecting it to follow the pattern to the prior upgrades, so being a million ether and a thousand Astral days, but I was brutally wrong.

Upgrading to Rank four would cost ten million and take five thousand days! It was an utter kick in the teeth, but on reading the reasons, it made sense. Apparently Rank 3 to Rank 4 was a bottleneck, as when the Territory reached Rank 3, it had fully adapted to the Boundary, so Rank 4 pushed the Territory into the lower Astral proper, as well as sending deeper roots down into the Material. Yeah, I want that. I want that bad. But even though getting together ten million, while challenging, seemed far from impossible, having the Territory defenceless for so long was a total no-go. As for rush-building… yeah, the cost of that was also immense.

No, instead we’ll focus on upgrading and building as much as we can for now, and securing more overlapping property in the Material. “There’s a small Territory to our north. We should investigate that, and in addition…” as I continued to give orders, for the first time I started feeling, if not like an Emperor, at least a little like a noble…
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Now that our forces were deployed, there was one last thing to do. Ixitt and Bjarki were still at the shrine, while Hyacinth was serving everyone drinks. “All right then.” I said, opening up the Warehouse and Treasury, which had been locked until the upgrade to the Anchor completed. “These are the materials and treasures we had stored. If there’s anything you can use, feel free.”

Out popped a few Wyrm and other monster materials, as well as a scattering of jewels, rough stones and some of the strange ores we got from the cavern where the Foehn was discovered in Las Vegas. Also out popped a small hand-mirror and a white, flowing vestment. Oh yeah, forgot about them. If Shaeula’s knife and bells are anything to go by, these should be powerful too… Thinking of the strange Boundary shadow of Takakura antiques, where the black ooze-and-eyeballs monster guarded all these treasures like a dragon on its hoard, I considered a return visit. Just… I’m seriously too busy. Damn, my schedule is packed.

On seeing the ores from the desert, Bjarki picked a few up, humming to himself. “Interestin’, for sure.” He muttered, tapping them gently with a few small hammers, listening to the ringing noises. “Ack, this’n be some interesting metal. Where’n did ye find this?”

After explaining that I found it a long way away, he looked disappointed. Still, he was going to experiment on what we had. Ixitt, meanwhile, was observing the small hand-mirror. “Keh-keh-keh. Now is not this interesting?” he coughed, gently probing at it with a thin needle glowing with jade wind energies. The needle shattered, and the wind was reflected. He then tried with a ruby earth needle, to the same ends.

“Keh-keh…” he coughed furiously, orange and yellow needles meeting the same fate. “Master Bjarki, keh-keh, what do you think of this? I think it... keh... has some elemental properties, though what, I, keh-keh-KEH, do not know.”

The dwarf put down the ore and went over. Shaeula and I moved in too, as if we could work out what they did, that would be a great advantage. Looking at the wood-framed mirror again, I noticed it had two layers of wood around the glass, making a double frame. They were carved elegantly, in two different types of wood, one black and the other white.

“Huh, is it me or are the frames misaligned?” I observed, noticing it for the first time. The wood had patterns, similar yet somehow opposite in style. One seemed to be a series of notches and rays, the white outer layer, with a round circle that was at the top, while the second, lower black frame was a series of smaller star-like objects, again with a circle, yet the circle was paired with opposing crescents.

“It’s nay álfar craft, though there’n be similarities.” Bjarki mused. “The Elves, they’n be fond of mirrors, f’sure. All light worships ‘em, they say.”

“Try turning the frame.” I suggested, and Ixitt slowly moved the inner layer. As I suspected, it did move, and as it did, the white outer layer also moved. There was a series of clicks, and as the lower black circle reached the top the white circle made it to the bottom.

“Fascinating.” Shaeula suddenly piped up, her eyes glowing. “The mirror, it is drawing in the scattered dark-dark elements in the ether around us.”

“Keh-keh. I knew there were elemental factors in play here.” Ixitt crowed, excited to be proved right. “The mirror, keh-keh, it is not Fae make either. Perhaps... keh... something from this land?”

“It could be.” I agreed. “Mirrors are often sacred in Japanese myth. I think one of the Imperial Regalia is a mirror. The carving style looks a bit Japanese as well. So… what does it do?”

“I cannae say.” Bjarki mused. “Maybe if’n we fill it, the truth will out?”

We all nodded. It seems as good a plan as any…
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“So, it is drawing in the darkness energy.” I mused. Here, close to the Rhyming Tree where the dark element hung clearly visible in the air, we could see it with our naked eyes, the dark blue motes being drawn into the mirror. The glass was now starting to fill with deep azure light, the reflections within strange and unnatural.

“Indeed.” Shaeula confirmed. “Within the glass seems to be a distortion. It holds-holds the darkness within.”

“So, what do you think the other frame does?” I asked, and Shaeula offered a suggestion.

“Perhaps… light? If these crescents here represent the phases of the moon, then-then this must be the sun.”

“All right then.” I turned the white frame, and as soon as it started moving the other frame misaligned, and the darkness vanished, the mirror reverting to plain glass. The flow around us stopped as well.

“Keh-keh-keh. Try turning it back.” Ixitt asked, and I was way ahead of him, having had the same idea. As soon as the black frame clicked back into place the mirror surface darkened, and it once more began drawing in the surrounding elemental energy.

“Good, it didn’t disappear.” I observed. “But what is it used for? I don’t see how to make it do anything.” Turning the white frame once more, once it clicked in at the top the mirror simply sat there, idle.

“If’n only we had some of the light element…” Master Bjarki mused. “This’n be fine crafting, it be a shame t’leave mysteries unlearned.”

Shaeula raised one hand to her mouth and laughed in the ojou-sama fashion she had copied from various anime. “You think we have no light element? Think-think again.” She pulled free the dagger of light I had returned to her earlier and concentrated her aether. Light blazed, and she swung it at the mirror, which was in my hands still.

Uh, that’s reckless…

Before I could respond the light struck the mirror, only instead of shattering it and potentially injuring me as I expected, the indigo light sank inside, the glass surface now shimmering with a faint radiance.

“Hey, if that didn’t work you could have hurt me…” I warned, a little annoyed.

“I had confidence you would not-not have been injured from such a small strike.” Shaeula looked away though, and she did seem a bit guilty, having got carried away, as so often happened.

“So, is it some sort of defensive device?” I asked, putting down the mirror. “Try shooting past it. Carefully, this time.”

She apologised, and once more her dagger lit up. This time the bolt burned a furrow in the ground. A little light was pulled in, but the majority bypassed it, moving too fast.

“If so, it be not so impressive.” Bjarki observed.

“It is a battery, is it not-not, Akio?” Shaeula said, just before I was about to air the same thought.

“Yeah, it reminds me of the bluesteel batteries I made, though only for light and darkness.”

With the mystery solved, at least until we could find any other features, Master Bjarki was inspired, and taking some ore from the Kobolds, he melted it into the carvings, filling in the gaps in the white and black frames with the blueish-silver metal, and channelling his own aether in to work some sort of artifice. I watched with great interest, as I was going to train my own Ether Crafting, and after a while he allowed me to help supply his arts. Channelling in my own aether, I ran into the delicate web of aether that he had spun within the material, binding together the original craftwork and the new, added bluesteel enhancements.

It's beautiful. I couldn’t see it, as I didn’t have eyes like Shaeula, but I could feel it, a matrix of shining aether which not only held everything together, but somehow interfaced with both the used materials and the wider Boundary. For a moment I felt a prickling pain in my right wrist, as all my Examination skills were feeling out the craftsmanship. My eyes also burned, a faint amber light seeping from them, and I was seeing it as well, the mystical world that Shaeula could see.

So, that’s how it works... I had made quite a few items that had enduring presence in the Boundary, the Pinwheels being a notable triumph, but in that moment I could see the difference between them, the dagger and bells Shaeula carried, and the mirror Master Bjarki had worked on. My crafts are only surface level, concentrating on the physical nature of the materials, with only a little notice paid to deeper matters. It makes sense, as I don’t really understand aether and elemental essence yet…

The glow in my eyes faded, the sensations in my wrist diminishing, and once more my sight was back to the mundane, the wonderous images of the underlying reality fading. Still, I now knew there were deeper arts to crafting powerful equipment, and even as I thought that…

Your Skill, Ether Crafting has increased from Rank 3 to Rank 4. You can bring out the strength of the materials used more effectively, and find it easier to alloy and merge various components. Your crafts will show greater abilities, and you find it easier to repair and upgrade equipment.
You have gained a Skill, Dvergr Techniques Rank 1. You have caught the merest glimpse of techniques used by the Dvergr, who blend spiritual and physical crafts to create miracles that even the Gods have envied. You can apply Aether webs to strengthen the inherent characteristics of an item by a small amount, and equipment wielded by you will naturally draw on your Aether, being slightly strengthened.


Yeah, that… makes sense. Even though I couldn’t see the work Bjarki was doing any more, my Mystic Eyes I had gained from my bond with Shaeula still stubbornly remaining dormant at Rank 0, I could still feel it as I supplied him with aether, and now it was even clearer than before. Seeing my sharpened focus Shaeula asked me what I had seen and felt, and when I explained she nodded.

“Indeed, when I gaze upon his work, I am most-most impressed. Before, I had never considered what it took-took to craft such wonders, merely considering it my due to possess treasures due to being a princess of the Seelie. Still, in time-time I trust that you shall-shall surpass him. After all, your Pinwheels are already a marvel.” She stroked them tenderly.

Now well used to Shaeula’s faith in me, I merely shrugged. “Yeah, I’m a long way off from that. Anyway, I can at least tell that the mirror has been strengthened.”

“Aye, yer eyes be nay wrong.” Master Bjarki agreed, having finished anchoring all the disparate strands of aether that bound the normally incompatible crafts together. “This bluesteel be mighty fine at drawing in elemental essences, so paired with t’original mirror, now it be far superior.”

Indeed, as he twisted the frame to the black, the rate of drawing in the darkness energy was massively improved, the mirror glass shining darkly, blue lights sparkling within the reflective surface like dark stars. Shaeula decided to practice with her dagger of light, training her aether handling skills, and she dumped light elemental energy into the mirror until she was exhausted, then reset the mirror so it could draw from the Rhyming Tree while she recovered.

While she was doing this, Master Bjarki and I tried to understand what mysteries the vestments hid as well… but alas, it ended in failure, and we couldn’t discover anything of note. A significant amount of time had passed, so with that we returned to the Material, leaving behind our troops to carry out our orders, and our freshly full build queues to tick closer to completion…


One Hundred And Eighty-Two


“So, this-this is Hisuikomushi shrine?” Shaeula observed, looking rather disappointed. “This whole area is… uninspiring.” She looked around, face expressionless, which I knew was a clear sign of her displeasure. I can hardly blame her. This is a … seedy portion of Tokyo, to be sure.

Even on a weekday afternoon, the area surrounding Hisuikomushi was giving off the air of debauchery and hopelessness. There were several pachinko parlours with depressed, desperate gamblers throwing away their money, with run-down pubs full of jobless patrons. Here and there a scantily dressed woman was walking the streets, touting for illegal business, and past one small izakaya pub, I was sure I could smell illegal drugs, which was rare in Japan, the policing of such substances being so stringent.

Luckily our pilfered hotel is on the edge of this mini-slum within Tokyo. Even so, I can see why it’s only a budget hotel, with mostly poor foreign guests. Despite those disadvantages, looking at the books, Karen-chan told me apparently it still didn’t make bad money.

As I was thinking such useless thoughts I noticed that we were being eyed by some shady-looking individuals. I guess Shaeula really does stand out. I glared back at the scruffily-dressed young men, who at the ferocity of my gaze paled, looking terrified, before fleeing elsewhere. Satisfied, I turned away, only for Shaeula to lean up and kiss me on the cheek.

“My brave hero Akio.” she chortled, tickled by my defence of her. “Nobly dispatching the terrible foes that were-were ogling me so. You are aware I can handle myself, are you not-not?”

“Sure I am.” I conceded. “But you should at least let me do what I can. I am going to be your husband after all.” I barely even stammered over those words now. It had only been a bit under a fortnight, but I had accepted that it was going to happen. Damn, you can get used to any absurdity if you try, or maybe my Resilience Statistic helps with my ability to accept things? I don’t know… I was stubbornly clinging to hopes it wasn’t that I was a cheating bastard who just wanted two beautiful women all to myself, but deep down I knew it was a lost cause. “Well, we may as well go in.”

The shrine was in an even worse state than Shirohebizumi shrine was, so we’d have to spend some money getting it into shape. I wanted to earn as much goodwill with the shrines, and more importantly, their Kami, as possible, and if all that took was money, well, we could always get more of that.

As we strolled into the shrine grounds, we quickly went through the proper religious procedure. Funny, I pretty much never do it at Shirohebizumi, but then I guess I do actually live there… I paid my respects, used the wooden ladle to cleanse my hands with water, before ringing the bell at the main shrine and giving a donation. Shaeula also tossed in a small handful of coins, but the rest of the ritual she omitted, not willing to offer prayers to a spiritual being she knew and felt was less noble than herself.

In fact, it is a bit weird to be praying to a Kami I’ve saved from a terrible fate. Maybe they should pray to me…? Uh, bad joke… Mentally hoping my blasphemous humour didn’t lead to divine punishment, we ignored the couple of patrons who were using the benches around the shrine to relax and headed to the priests' quarters around the back.

After knocking a few times I called out. “Kikuchi-san… we’ve come, just like I said.” I was being a bit more formal since we were at his shrine in the Material, and that just felt more natural. I had texted him when I woke up to arrange a meeting, so he should have been in. Indeed, a few moments later the door slid aside, revealing Kikuchi Shuta-san, wearing his priestly garments. On seeing us, a mixture of complicated expressions crossed his face, but he merely bowed and ushered us inside after some greetings.

“So, to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?” he asked, guarded. At his wariness Shaeula scoffed, irritated.

“Is that-that any way to speak to your saviour?” she sneered. “Akio has even given you money to pay off your debts. You could show-show a little more gratitude.”

Shuta-san was taken aback by her vehemence, but after a little thought he bowed, apologetic. “I am sorry. You are quite right. I’ve been rude to you, who have helped me and my family a great deal, and are continuing to do so.” He conceded. “I admit, the whole situation is a continuing source of stress. Still, without your help, I wouldn’t be able to pay the debts I owed, nor keep my family safe.”

“No problem.” I waved it away. “I haven’t talked much to your daughter, but Shaeula told me she was a good girl. It must be strange, all of this, but at least she’s not alone…”

We continued to make some casual talk, and after we had some tea served by Shuta-san, which was rather cheap and unappealing, which once again made me re-evaluate my current standards, as before all this I would have drank whatever was on offer at a reasonable price happily, not complain about the taste, I got down to business.

“First, I have to thank you for becoming my Vassal and donating the ether as agreed. By the way, how is your construction going? Have you been able to build any Ether Spires yet?”

Shuta-san frowned, thinking. “I still don’t know what these Ether Spires you talk of are, but yes, by turning my will towards growing the spiritual power, this ether, in my Territory, as you call it, I have triggered a change. A strange mass of red and yellow bricks has begun to form.”

“Great, that sounds right. Now that my Territory is at Rank three, you are surrounded by a bubble of my lands and the powerful barrier that generates. Keep on growing your Ether Spires until you can’t any more, then upgrade your Territory and repeat. I’ll be sticking some Defensive Emplacements around your Territory for security soon, so just focus on buffing your income for now. Oh, and you might want to visit my Territory in the Boundary too, and see how we do it, see some Ether Spires for yourself.”

With that discussed, I asked a favour. I was curious to see if I could use Kin Examination on Shuta-san. He agreed after more nervous thought, and when pressed on his hesitation he still feared being subjected to abilities such as Kondou possessed. That made sense, but Shaeula scorned him for being afraid, so in the end he agreed. The result was… interesting, and not entirely expected.

At first when I trickled aether to see his details it had no effect. Shuta-san shivered a little, saying it was uncomfortable but not painful. I tried a little harder, and more aether was sucked from me. I then received some information, but it was not anything close to useful.

Kikuchi Shuta [Vassal] [Chosen by the Divine Jade Winged Scarab, Servant of ??????]
??????? ??????? ???????


When I relayed that information to Shuta-san, he nodded. “It was as I said before. I remember the beetle saying he was a Divine Scarab in service to a God. His wings were also quite magnificent, in emerald and gold, so the name fits…”

“I can see you are my Vassal, which is helpful, but I get nothing on your stats and Skills. I don’t think I am using Kin Examination at all.” I guess he is an ally, rather than kin? There seems to be some distinction I’m not getting yet. “It’s a shame, as seeing your Statistics, Skills and Level would be pretty damn helpful to my own research, and to strengthen you going forwards. Oh well… on to our next order of business.” Also, how is it I can see who chose Shuta-san, but my Self-Examination won’t tell me who chose me?

Shuta-san explained he paid off his debts to the bank and the local yakuza. The bank was overjoyed, the yakuza… well, not so much so… but when he mentioned the financier Sato-san and my involvement, they quickly backed off. We then went on to discuss his daughter and her role in the training. After that we offered him money to refit the shrine to a semblance of respectability, repairing and repainting the rundown buildings and torii.

He was shocked at my offer, but when I explained it was to honour and respect the Kami, he graciously accepted, and after a quick phone call to the bank I had funds transferred. His nervous and somewhat surly attitude from before had vanished, and he was now all smiles, even if there was still an unavoidable trace of wariness buried within him.

As we left, our task for the day concluded, I turned to Shaeula. “Well, fancy stopping off somewhere nice for a drink and a bite to eat? Not around here though, the neighbourhood kind of sucks…”

At that, seeing how out of place we were here, Shaeula grinned brightly. “Yes-yes. I should like that. All this talking is thirsty work indeed-indeed…”
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“This is nice.” I sipped on a cold glass of beer contentedly as I looked out of the window of the decent enough bar we had found a metro stop away from Hisuikomushi. Beside me Shaeula was on her phone, texting Konoe-san, who hadn’t been in touch for a while before today. At her expression of concentration, I left her to it, waiting for her to finish.

“Is everything all right?” I asked when she was finally done, and Shaeula shook her head.

“Ichika seemed rather upset. Something must-must have happened but she was reluctant to tell me what it was-was. I shall get to the bottom of it, have no fear.”

I had been answering quite a few texts myself, Karen-chan had apparently recruited some new employees, which was quick work, though she said she’d discuss it more when we had time to meet. I also had several texts from the noble girls, especially Fukumoto Hinata-san, expressing a wish for further training, which I had to decline, as Shaeula and I were in Nishimorioka this weekend. Besides, we have to take time to train ourselves, as well!

As I continued to enjoy my beer, watching as Shaeula tapped away, my own phone rang. Checking the caller ID it was my sister Aiko. I answered it, but before I could even say my greetings she was off into a rapid, excited tirade.

“Hey big bro, wow, wow, get a load of this, Wowowowowowowowowow!” she began, and I had to tell her to take a breath.

“Yeah, wow, you’re right.” she managed after a moment. “Still, damn bro, your sister is a genius! Worship me! Worship me!”

Okay, I'm still not getting what you are going on about. Shaeula had looked up from her texting, and raised one eyebrow quizzically. I shook my head to indicate I didn’t know what my sister was yelling about. “Uh, sure, you’re the best sister a guy could want. Now are you going to tell me what this is about, or…?”

“Sure I am. You’ll not be popular with girls if… uh, wow, that line is sealed forever now, isn’t it?”

“Aiko!” I said sternly, and she giggled.

“All right, I get it. Wow, sorry for being hyped up!” I heard her take a deep breath on the other end, before her words shocked me.

“I’ve done it bro, I’ve managed to master Shaeula’s training!” The words she said froze me. Seriously? So fast? It’s only been a few weeks.

“Are you sure?” I had to ask, and I could feel her pouting.

“Wow, bro, such a moonstone thing to ask. I thought you were better than that now. Of course I’m sure! I even managed to enter that Boundary place you are always going on about.” Her voice lowered then. “Not that I was able to stay there for long at all. I never did get to see much more than the area around our house. Wow, it’s totally crazy, right?”

I was at a loss. Sure, I’m happy Aiko has managed it without any real trouble, but the Boundary is dangerous, especially since she doesn’t have any equipment, and I don’t think she can Level up…

“I can tell what you are going to say." she said suddenly. “I wasn’t going to explore anyway, you’ve told me enough times how dangerous it is, and if I got hurt… well, I think you’d stop me from going back, right? I don’t want that. I want to help you, and I don’t want Eri to go places I can’t. It’s lonely being the only one left out…”

“As long as you understand. So, did anything happen?”

“No, I finally managed to gather enough of that energy through the exercises, but Eri said it must have only been the bare minimum, as it seemed like I was only there an hour or two, just long enough to see the sights. I’m jealous bro, keeping all that to you and your harem.”

“Don’t call them a harem, it’s disrespectful!” I chided. Besides, two isn’t a harem, you make it sound like I’ve got girls everywhere…

“I don’t think they mind, chill out bro.” she complained, before her tone changed, becoming more serious. “Anyway… so I did it, but I don’t really feel much different. I think I might be a bit faster and stronger, and I looked at my maths homework a minute ago and it seemed easier, but… Eri can keep up with me on the track now, and can even match the boys in some sports. Why don’t I get a boost like that? I want to be super too!”

Yeah, that’s my sis. Easily excited, and easily discouraged. As changeable as the weather in the rainy season. “Well, Eri has been levelling up, I’m not sure you can…” At that I had a thought and checked one of my Skills. Wow. Just wow. I thought so, but it works… My thoughts echoed my excited sister. Kin Bonding And Restoration now listed Aiko as Kin and it would allow her rebirth with her spiritual body if she was slain, just like Eri, Shaeula or any of her weaselkin. That’s big. Huge. Damn, now I need to test it on someone else that isn’t family or a lover to see if they are added when they finally access the Boundary…

“You still there bro? Don’t leave your cute little sis hanging like this!” she protested, as I had gone quiet.

“I’m still here. Just thinking. Anyway, I’ll be in Nishimorioka Saturday afternoon, so we can take a look at your options then. Until then, just stick with the exercises and please keep out of trouble. Not that you’ll be able to gather enough to enter the Boundary for a while. It took me four days the first time…”

“Really? That sucks, Eri seems to be able to go most days. Speaking of, get this bro, it’s weird!” Aiko was animated all of a sudden. “Eri has taken to swinging around an axe at home after school! It’s strange! She does hundreds of swings every evening! I mean, she looks pretty badass doing them, and she’s got quite strong and fast, so if I was a monster I’d be damn scared, but… seriously, can you imagine it?” My sis burst into laughter. “She seriously complains that the axe isn’t heavy enough, and the handle is too short as well… if some of the guys from school could see shy little Eri doing her best impression of a mad yandere, I think some illusions would shatter.”

Axe, huh? I wonder… “Well, training is important. In fact, I think that’s probably the best way for you to get stronger. I should be able to see what Skills and stats you have when I see you, and I find seeing them improve is a great motivator.”

“Wow, sounds awesome. I’ll hold you to that bro. Speaking of Saturday, we are having a big birthday party at the café. Most of the kids from our year are going, as well as some underclassmen and a few seniors that recently graduated. And Eri is paying for it all with the money you gave her. Seems a bit of a waste if you ask me, but… I think it’ll be good for her. She’s really making the effort to improve herself and be more of an adult. So, speaking of…” My sis was serious again. “Whatever presents you get her, and while you know she doesn’t care what you get, so long as she gets to see you, I imagine knowing you you’ll be generous, just make sure they are geared towards grown women, all right?”

“Sure, got it. and I appreciate the advice.” I did have a tendency to see Aiko and Eri as younger than they were, due to our childhood together, but I needed to remember in mom’s country they could be hitting the pubs and getting drunk if they wanted. That reminds me… “Congratulations anyway, you are the first of us to get to the Boundary completely under your own power, with only a little help from Shaeula. That calls for a reward.”

“Wow, thanks bro. Your new normie power struck me with a critical hit there. Just make sure you don’t upstage whatever Eri gets, okay?”

“Got it.” As we laughed and joked and talked a little about the other plans for the weekend, I considered my options for presents, both adult and functional…
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“So, are you sure you don’t want to sit this out until Konoe-san gets back to you?” I asked Shaeula, as we prepared to go to the Boundary once more.

She shook her head, amber hair cascading lightly. “No, she seems distressed, but she has resisted all-all my efforts to make her talk about it. She is at home for now-now, and has no classes tomorrow, so she should-should be fine. I trust Ichika will open up in time.”

“Right. I hope so too. Anyway, we have the Material presents for Eri and a few gifts for everyone else. Now we just need to get her something for the Boundary…”

“You do indeed dote on Eri. I hope that when my-my birthday comes, you will show me the same kindness.”

At that I was a little surprised. “You have a birthday too? Under what calendar?”

“Why, the mortal one of course. It just so-so happens I was born on the winter solstice, under the omen of a shining rain of shooting stars. Many Fae are born on days with strong-strong connections to the seasons or spiritual events.”

“The twenty-first of December, huh? That’s not too far off. Of course we’ll celebrate then. And my sis has her birthday not too far from then too… all right, shall we go then?”

Once inside the Boundary I sparred with Ulfuric until I was battered black and blue, while Shaeula continued to empty light into the mirror. Most Fae and other spiritual beings had lousy aether control, as they were creatures of it, and thus used it instinctively, but with all her training Shaeula was getting damn good at moving and converting aether. I need to work on it more myself, else I’ll be left behind…

Once my sparring was done, I sought out Master Bjarki, and he had finished the armoured designs I had requested. They were magnificent, dwarven steel and other metals and materials worked into light yet powerful defensive garments. It was almost a shame I had to ask for another, but it wouldn’t be fair to leave my sister out, so I conjured an illusion of her for Bjarki so he could measure her sizes with my aether. Obviously I could remember everything about Eri’s body… and I only know my sister’s sizes because we were all in the hot-tub together in Vegas, and I have a near-perfect memory now. No other reason…

I myself had another task. I wanted to practise forging a new weapon, and since my sis had mentioned axes… What better time to make Eri a weapon? As Bjarki worked on the new set of armour he gave me some pointers, and in places fixed up shoddy work with his own artifice. I felt things were much easier due to my higher Ether Crafting skill, but using Dvergr Techniques was still well beyond me, but even so, I felt my handing of aether while crafting had noticeably changed.

Time passed, Shaeula going through a course of close-combat training and knifework with some female weaselkin while her aether recharged, me continuing to put the finishing touches to my birthday gift for Eri. It was then I was notified that the Build Queue Spire had completed.

Awesome! That really boosts my options.. wait, that long has passed? I thought we’d only been in the Boundary a day or so… It was true what they said, time passed more quickly when one was having fun. “Crap, we have to leave! If time is flowing like normal, if such a thing can even be said here, then we don’t have much time to get ready before we have to be in Akihabara. If I’m late I’ll get chewed out…”

Still, it would be folly to not spend a couple of minutes queuing in some more stuff, especially as I now had two queues open. Checking the ether supply, it had gone up to a very healthy seventy-three thousand. It was hard to tell what was gathered and what was earned, but at a guess I’d say we generated roughly twenty thousand ether a Material day?

Okay, then one queue can each hold an Anchor Spire. These two.

This Ether Density Anchor Spire Rank 1 increases the density of Ether and Aether within your Territory, allowing for increased gain. It also increases the effects of any Building that affects the density of Ether.
This Ether Spire Enhancement Anchor Spire Rank 1 increases the amount of Ether, Elemental resources, ??????? and ???????? your Ether Spires can absorb from their surroundings, and they can function a little above their maximum tolerance in areas of higher Ether density.


Damn, still can’t read the extra two things that the Ether Spires can pull in, but I choose to assume they are worth having when I find out. As for the ether density, that should mean it further increases the density of ether the shrine in the Material will receive. That should help with training, I think…

Twenty thousand ether disappeared as they were queued, each taking five Astral days. “Okay, fifty-three thousand left. I’ll upgrade the Silos and Ether Silos to Rank two in one queue. That’s a little over ten thousand more and takes that queue to twenty-one days. In the other queue… three Defensive Emplacements with Sniper upgrades, at just under seven thousand and nine days. Then another three without, at four and a half. That means each key point will then have the same defence. That queue is now at twenty days. “That seems balanced. Just over thirty thousand left in the tank for emergencies as well. Oh shit, Shaeula, we have to run! Come on!”


One Hundred And Eighty-Three


As we were getting ready in a hurry, Shaeula’s phone rang. Apparently it was Konoe-san. As I looked into the bathroom mirror, lightly styling my hair and making sure I had shaved properly, I listened in to half the conversation.

“… I see-see.” Shaeula was saying, sounding concerned. “That is indeed troubling. Do you require any assistance?”

I guess this is about the reason she was texting Shaeula yesterday? Finishing with my shave I started brushing my teeth. Taking a look at my watch, I noticed we were cutting things rather close, timewise.

“No, it is not-not a problem.” Shaeula continued. “I did have plans, but Akio can manage without me. So… yes, I shall find it. Remain calm and I shall be there-there soon.” With that Shaeula hung up and came into the bathroom, still only half-dressed, as she had been interrupted while changing.

“So, I guess you won’t be coming with me then?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Indeed. I would have found it most-most interesting to meet your old friends and hear some-some stories of your old self, but Ichika is having some troubles. I could not-not get much out of her, but I shall. Many apologies, but you shall have to go alone.”

“It was a bit cheeky me bringing you along to a gathering like this, not that anyone would have complained.” I shrugged. “Fine. We need to look after our friends. You take care and be… ah, who am I kidding? If anyone messes with you, it’ll be them that needs to worry about danger. Can you find her home address?”

Shaeula grinned, pushing out her modest chest as she took a regal pose, which was interesting as she was only in her underwear. Still, I was getting used to it by now so could take it calmly. “Of course. I have used the metro and subway before, have I not-not? Besides, I am quite-quite the genius. Such simple matters are nothing to me. Besides…” She showed me her phone. “I can use-use the mapping app, should I need to!” she declared proudly.

“Yeah, I guess you can!” I could only laugh. Here I am, a Faerie princess explaining to me not to worry about her, as she can use Google Maps. It’s funny how life can go, sometimes…
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“Hey there, Akio-kun, cutting it a bit fine… whoa… that really you, man?”

As I made it to Bar Sekirei with barely a couple of minutes to spare, I could see a few of the gang had already arrived, the table they were at already piled with our usual drinks. The one who called out to me was Yasu-san, and while his name could be read as peaceful with his kanji, he was always the nosiest and most boisterous of us all. His hair was now bleached blonde since last time I had seen him, but other than that he was still the same loudmouth as ever, it seemed.

“Yeah, still me.” I replied. “Hi, Yasu-san. I see you are here as well, Shugo-san, Hayato-san. You as well, Hina-chan. You are looking rather close to Hayato-san tonight.” I greeted the others who were there, striding over and grabbing an open seat, before taking a gulp of whiskey. After all, if you come to Bar Sekirei, you have to have whiskey, no question. That or cocktails anyway. I noticed the tall glass of brightly-coloured drink in front of Hina-chan.

At that, Hina-chan blushed, looking down. It was true though, she was pressed against Hayato-san, only a fingers’ width of distance between them. She was looking rather more fashionable and pretty than usual as well, in a blue dress, though it had a long hem and sleeves. Her haircut is different too, her bangs trimmed back, revealing her glasses-covered eyes for once. I think the frames are more stylish too. That’s kind of sweet…

Turning to Hayato-san, I grinned. “So, anything you want to tell us?” I raised an eyebrow, amused.

“Since when did you get so sharp?” Hayato-san laughed, running a hand through his blonde-brown hair. Unlike Yasu-san’s it was natural, and he had put up with a lot of trouble at school for his hair colour, which had probably contributed to his outgoing personality. He was also dressed to impress, with an open-necked black shirt and designer jeans. “Still, let’s leave the news until everyone is here. I wouldn’t want to steal your thunder…”

I glanced around, seeing that some of our friends weren’t here yet, and Shugo-san, looking dapper in a dark jumper and black jeans, nodded, pushing up his glasses with one finger as he peered at me. “You know someone has to fetch Shiro, right? If we let her get here herself she’ll collapse somewhere. By the way… you really have changed.”

I have, I have indeed. “Well, we can’t stay the same forever.” I conceded, taking another sip of whiskey. The only problem was, despite the flavour, it was nigh-impossible for me to get drunk now. In stories they voluntarily drop their resistances, I wonder if I can do that? Otherwise it’s a waste of good booze, and an insult to the master of the Bar. “I admit I’ve been working out, eating better and taking care of myself more.”

“Huh, suspicious. Very suspicious.” Yasu-san complained. “Don’t tell me, you didn’t get a…”

“Come on guys, wait until Shiro and Aimi-chan get here.” Hayato-san said jovially. “We can all catch up properly then.”

“That’s right.” Hina-chan said, a little flushed, which I doubted was from her cocktail. “It’ll be nice to see everyone again…”

“Yeah, it’s been too long.” I agreed. For a few minutes we talked about nothing important, Yasu-san and Hayato-san making a few jokes, and then the door opened, and a pair of women came in, drawing all eyes on them.

“Hey guys, sorry we are late, but… well, you know how it is.” Aimi-chan giggled. She was a short girl, with a slightly sporty look, her short brown hair pulled into a bun. She was also wearing a daring denim mini-skirt and a top that showed off her cleavage. She had always dressed the least conservatively of all the girls in our group, and both Yasu-san and Shugo-san had a crush on her back in the day. I can’t say I didn’t enjoy looking at her either, but…

“Well shit, what the hell happened to you, Aki?” A familiar voice rang out as Shiro stepped out of Aimi-chan’s shadow, peering at me, a strange expression on her gorgeous face. “It’s like you are someone else entirely. Did you have plastic surgery? Nah, no way you’d have the cash for that.”

Shiro was… well, stunning was the only way to put it. My sister was very attractive, Shaeula and Eri also utterly gorgeous, but up against Shiro… she was pretty close to perfection, if you only looked at her outward appearance. A shame her personality is… quirky… that’s the most charitable I can be.

As Aimi-chan took an open seat, Shiro slowly strolled over and sat down beside me, a savage grin on her beautiful face. “What’s up Aki? Struck dumb at the sight of me? I can’t say I blame you, I am the gorgeous Shirohime after all!”

I guess she is. Her long silver hair cascaded down to the middle of her back, and it was genuinely silver, not white. It didn’t look like metal, but it was definitely silver. Obviously us guys all thought it was some clever dye-job, but Aimi-chan and Hina-chan said they had checked and it wasn’t. Anime hair in real life. Well, it does happen, on rare occasions. After all, people with albinism and some other rare conditions had unusual hair and eye colours. And true violet eyes were a one in a few million mutation. So her hair was probably something similar. Besides, nothing was normal about Shiro.

Seeing me still thinking, she nudged me with one elbow. “Yep, definitely struck dumb. Well, we can’t have that, if you go dumb and lose your brains, you’ll have nothing left…” She giggled nastily, grabbing a glass of whiskey and taking a big gulp, a little spilling down the side of her beautiful face. “… or so I’d like to say.” With her free hand she grabbed at my arm, surprising me, and gave it a squeeze through my expensive shirt.

“What are you doing, Shiro?” Aimi-chan asked, also smiling.

“Just a performance check on these upgrades. And it’s Shirohime, girl, how many times do I have to tell you?”

Laughter went around the table. “Sure, Shiro. I get it.” Aimi-chan ignored her complaints as usual. “So, what’s the verdict?”

“I don’t like it. The feel of this shirt, it’s very expensive. Since when did you have money?” she pouted. As everyone looked at her, she shrugged, her ample chest moving under the white and blue patterned t-shirt she was wearing, and she crossed her slender, white skinny-jeans clad legs. Despite trying to restrain myself my gaze went to them, and she snickered, amused.

“Yeah, good muscle under there. I think he’d give you a decent run for your money now, Hayato.” she finished, punching me in the arm, though of course with a blow from Shiro it was like a gentle breeze. “Ouch, are you forged from iron now? Jerk, hurting me is like smashing a priceless vase. You’ll be tried as an enemy of humanity!”

At that there was more good-humoured laughter, and I finally spoke. “It’s good to see you too, Shiro. It’s definitely been too long. You look very fetching tonight, the skinny jeans really suit your long legs, and the blue in your t-shirt stops your usual white from being overpowering. Good job. That skirt suits you too, Aimi-chan. The top is a bit daring though, I don’t think Yasu-san knows where to look!” Yeah, I’ve learned how to appreciate fashion and give compliments. I’m not the man I used to be!

There was silence as everyone digested this, before Shiro burst out laughing. “Shit, so smooth. I guess when you… no, never mind. That’s for later. Anyway, tell me something I don’t know! Of course I look fetching, I’m downright stunning at all times. But no matter how you flatter me, I’m not interested in going out with you. I told you, any guy I date will have to be fit, handsome and successful, with at least a billion in the bank. Let me say it again, as it’s important. A billion. After all, I need to be able to follow my dreams without having to worry about the day-to-day. So sorry, no joy for you. Thinking about it…”

She grabbed my arm again, her other hand squeezing my thigh, which caused Hina-chan to look away, blushing. “… damn, you’ve got the fit part down now. A real shocker. I’d have said the world would have ended before your idle ass started working out. Hmm… odd. There’s something about you tonight. You are triggering my ‘hot guy’ radar. Most strange. Still. A billion, you hear me!”

“Loud and clear.” I smirked. I wonder what would happen if I put my phone on the table, opened the Midas Gold app and showed her I have more than a billion yen just sitting there? Honestly, when I first met Shiro and ever since, I’d imagined what it would be like to date her. It was impossible not to fantasise with someone so inhumanly pretty. She was unique, with that hair too.

Still, it was never going to happen, and everyone that had hit on her over the years had been ruthlessly shot down by her. Oh God, I remember the time when Yasu-san was hammered in Shinjuku, and he accosted me in the toilet and lectured me for a good twenty minutes on all his fantasies for her. He tried to make me spill mine too… “I wouldn’t dream of hitting on you, even if I am now hot.” I smiled back impishly.

“Oh God, Akio-kun’s definitely been replaced, he’s an imposter!” Yasu-san declared grandly, and laughter spread around our table.
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“So, who is your favourite Sekirei?” Yasu-san asked us, as we were on our third whiskey. The bar was filling up, so it would likely be time to move elsewhere soon. Hayato-san and Hina-chan were in a bit of a world of their own, and everyone, even Yasu-san, had noticed their vibe.

“For me, it’s got to be Tsukiumi.” he continued. “Got to love her! Blonde, big rack, dere-dere as hell when the tsun breaks. You get me, right guys?”

As the girls jeered him, I exchanged a look with Shugo-san. “I get you, I do.” Shugo-san agreed a bit. “But for me… got to be Musubi. So clumsy, cheerful and forthright, plus she doesn’t lose out in looks!”

“Well..” I pondered, seeing the girls looking at me, waiting. “For me, it’s Benitsubasa. Just something really cute about her. Sure, she’s on the side of the villains, but she’s got hidden depths. And did I say she was cute?” She reminds me a bit of Eri and Shaeula too, somehow…

“Really? Going for the smaller girl huh?” Aimi-chan laughed, and Shiro giggled, her face already red from the booze. Wow, she’s hitting it hard. That’s bad. If she carries on she’ll collapse. As Aimi-chan aired her own views I slid her glass away surreptitiously and filled it with some extra water to slow her down.

“I was sure you’d say Yukari, since you are such a siscon!” Shiro joked after her laughter stopped. “Although you have a thing for your childhood friend, right?”

“Yukari isn’t even a Sekirei…” I protested weakly. “As for Eri… well…”

“Eri, huh?” Aimi-chan noticed, being sharp as always when it came to romance. “You called her Eri-chan before, I'm not wrong, am I?”

As I looked down, guilty, she cracked a smile, before moving on and saying her favourite Sekirei was in fact Homura, as the gender-changing thing and potential boys-love angle was hot. That surprised no-one, as during her limited spare time Aimi-chan was known to write a certain type of fan doujinshi.

“Seriously, if you don’t cut it with that BL crap, you’ll never land a man.” Yasu-san said, and for a moment she froze, before letting out a sigh and speaking softly.

“Well, I suppose this is a good time then. Actually…” She took a deep breath. “I’m dating, guys. And I think he’s a keeper!”

I see. Looks like there’s going to be a lot of this tonight. Time to party. “Congratulations. Sounds worth celebrating. Where do we want to go next? I’ll book us in and pay, my treat!”

“Thanks.” she replied, a little embarrassed, as Shiro hugged her, which was quite the picture. “You sure…?”

“Yeah.” I pulled out my phone, just as Shiro shouted out her suggestion.

“Maid café! If we are in Akihabara, we just have to!”

As I called up one we used to frequent that also catered for events, Hayato-san clapped his hands, drawing everyone’s attention. “Well, first, let me say congratulations Aimi-chan. You are quite the catch, so I’m surprised it’s taken you this long to be snapped up.” At that, Hina-chan pouted a little, which was adorable. “… but anyway, while we are all here to celebrate we have some other announcements. As you know…” he began, and all eyes were on him, the centre of our group. As I finished speaking to the staff at the maid café, confirming our booking with the full package, I smiled, reminiscing. Just like old times. I miss them in a way, they were simple, hard work but fun. Though… I wouldn’t change now for anything.

“… I’ve secured a decent job at an established gaming company. Hina-chan too. So there’s as much work as you want. And if anyone wants to be hired on… I think I can swing it.”

Shugo-san expressed some interest at that, but Shiro pouted. “Yeah, and now you don’t have time to help me anymore. Only Aki bothered recently. Speaking of, Aki…” she wheedled, leaning into me, dark eyes looking into mine pleadingly. “… want to take on some more? You can’t say no when I’m asking so nicely, can you?”

Damn, she’s so close. And she smells good… no, I won’t be disloyal to Eri and Shaeula! Besides, she’s only teasing anyway. Shiro has no interest in dating, I don’t think, or why else set such stupid standards? “I’m busy right now, but… maybe in a week or two I can do a little more. Now, stop clinging to me. After all, men are wild beasts, I might just eat you up.” I teased, though her chest on my arm was definitely a test of my reason. In the past I’d just have looked away and turned crimson, embarrassed, but I was a different, more experienced man now!

“Yay, I knew you’d be a loyal knight for your princess, Aki!” She grinned at my promise, vague as it was, then she let me go, frowning. “But… I don’t like this new confidence you have. You were touching me after all, I expect tears of gratitude and embarrassment!”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m soooooooooo grateful.” I said in monotone, and everyone laughed, except for Shiro, who stamped her feet, pouting, though she looked like a Goddess even doing that.

“Anyway, ignoring Shiro and her endless requests for slave labour…” Hayato-san lightened the mood as always. “… that isn’t all. Hina, darling, show them.”

As everyone held their breath, she brought a box out of her bag and slipped on the ring contained within. “Hayato… and I, we are engaged.” she said, blushing a rosy pink.

“Damn, you sly dog!” Yasu-san grinned, hugging Hayato-san. “I always thought Hina-chan would fall for me!”

As we congratulated them, the girls with Hina-chan, us guys with Hayato-san, Shiro scoffed. “You? Yasu? With our treasure Hina, that shy little angel? Not even if Hell freezes over. Know your own level, and grind some stats like Aki obviously has! You need to get your attractiveness up ten levels, and your wealth at least twenty. Then girls might give you a second glance!”

“Ugh, you are killing me here, Shiro!” he complained back, but taking it with the humour it was hopefully intended.

“I told you… it’s Shirohime!” she retorted, and there was more laughter.

When we finally calmed down, Hayato-san looked at me and winked. “It looks like someone else has some good news too, right? Our Akio-kun here has a new job as well.”

“No wonder you are paying for the next bar.” Shugo-san surmised. “’Gratz, man. Is it a good one?”

Beside me, Shiro was surprised, as she knew what my real news was. Still, I ignored her, nodding. “Yeah, it’s a bit high pressure, but the pay is great.” I smirked at Shiro. “Maybe you’ll regret missing out on my fat bank balance, but alas…”

“So, the wage is good?” Shiro was interested briefly, before scowling. “… no, don’t tempt me. It’s too late, anyway, right?”

“Sure is.” I grinned, enjoying having the upper-hand in the teasing for once. “I’m afraid I too… am also engaged!”

“No way, you too!” Yasu-san groaned. “So, who is it, anyone we know? Or…”

“Yeah, I knew.” Shiro grinned, a little lopsidedly. I had been topping her glass with water but she had still been throwing it back. “It’s the childhood friend he’s always banging on about. Got a picture?”

“Sure, here’s where I proposed.” I showed off the shot of us as we were in the Strat in Las Vegas. Yasu-san was chugging whiskey in frustration, while everyone else was congratulating me.

“I’m glad.” Hina-chan said, patting me gently on the shoulder, surprising me. “It’s nice that you were childhood friends. That’s very romantic, and from what you used to tell us, I know she has loved you a long time. It’d be sad if that love never bloomed.”

“You’re right.” I agreed. “But I’m not too sharp, so for a long time I didn’t see it…”

“Yeah, you’ve always been hopeless. Though I guess you are one of life’s winners now, Aki. Though knowing me alone is proof of that.” Shiro snorted.

“So… ahh, I’m not engaged, but… I’m also dating.” Shugo-san piped up, and Yasu-san clutched his head, howling.

“No damn way! Am I the only loser here who can’t get a date?”

As we looked at a picture of his girl, who was a few years older and a schoolteacher, I poked fun at Yasu-san. “Well, Shiro is still single. Maybe you should hook up with her?”

Before he could even answer she shot him down. “No way. You fail on all my metrics. The only one of you that even looked slightly good enough for me was Hayato-san… well, I guess our new Romeo Aki qualifies now. Maybe you can pay a maid to be nice to you tonight? Oh wait, you are poor as well…”

As she mocked Yasu-san, we all joined in, and the party continued…
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“Say Moe-Moe-Kyun!” the gaudily-dressed maid in front of us said in a high-pitched girly voice, as she held up the camera. We were all grouped up together, girls at the front, boys at the back. We all smiled, and the picture was taken. The maid then sent the picture to my phone, which I admired, before forwarding it on to everyone else.

Sitting back down at our table, I noticed my parfait had vanished. Looking to my side, Shiro was eating it, a sly grin on her face. Reaching out, I rapped my knuckles on her forehead, surprising her.

“Uwah! You hit me!” she protested, tearing up, even though I had used near-zero force.

“You stole my pudding.” I retorted. “Be lucky I don’t turn you over my knee and spank you.”

There was silence around the table. Shiro looked away, and then Aimi-chan burst out laughing. “Damn, getting engaged has really changed you! To think you could say that to Shiro. Oh my God, it was worth coming out tonight just to see her so shocked!”

“So, is that your kink?” the very drunk Yasu-san asked me, and I shook my head.

“You just want to lay your hand on my perfect ass.” Shiro muttered, still making sure to shovel my pudding down her throat in-between words. “I bet you’d even get me to pull down my jeans. Pervert. What’s Eri-chan’s number? I need to let her know what you’ve been getting up to. If you don’t want me to do that, then do more work for me!”

As I gestured to one of the passing maids and asked for the bill, Hayato-san looked at me quizzically. “Hey, you sure you want to foot the bill for this, Akio-kun? We haven’t exactly been keeping it cheap.”

As considerate as ever I see. “No, seriously, don’t worry about it. It’s my treat, one engaged guy to another. We need to celebrate, and I didn’t exaggerate that my new job pays well. It’s in a new field for me, but even so… I moved into a bigger place recently, and I have cash to spare. And I want to treat you guys, we’ve been friends since Uni, we’ve worked together, played together, commiserated with each other when we failed… besides, you and Hina-chan look a great couple. I hope I get an invite to the wedding!”

At that Hina-chan looked down shyly, before smiling brightly. “Thanks Akio-kun. Really. It means a lot when our old friends support us. I hope… I hope we get an invite to your wedding too. I’d like to meet your fiancée and your sister. After all, we’ve heard so much about them!”

Wedding? Which one? “Sure, I dare say it’ll be a grand affair, everyone welcome.” The maid, who had waited patiently, accepted my payment, curtsying politely and telling me I was a ‘master who knew how to spend his money’ which was certainly true nowadays.

“So, onto Shinjuku!” Yasu-san drawled, and Shuta-san and Aimi-chan, who were both pretty drunk now, also agreed.

“What about you two?” I asked. Hina-chan looked at Hayato-san, who nodded kindly.

“Sure, this is a big night for us. It’s a shame to end it now. It’s been too long since we’ve all hung out. Still…” He looked pointedly at someone. “…there is one issue.”

There sure is. “Everyone else is having a good time, and I have to be up early tomorrow as I’m heading home to see Eri for her birthday, so I’ll do it and meet you later. Just text me the bar. I’ll get a taxi each way.”

“Ouch, that’ll cost you. You know… she won’t be able to take the tube.” Hayato-san observed Shiro, who had just finished another cocktail.

“Yeah, she’s really putting it away tonight. I guess she’s been lonely.” I shrugged. “Normally it should be Aimi-chan who takes her back, but she’s having a lot of fun letting off steam. I can manage.”

“You’re always so accommodating.” Hina-chan giggled softly, leaning on Hayato-san contentedly. “I hope you won’t let Eri-chan walk all over you.”

Waving off that question, I tapped Shiro on the shoulder. She turned to me and giggled. “What’s up, Aki? You going to buy me a drink? I want champagne, champagne! I still won’t give you a kiss though!”

“I don’t want a kiss from you!” I responded instinctively. Seriously, if she had a decent personality to match her looks and wasn’t so… constitutionally challenged, she’d be a Goddess… “I know it’s been fun and all, but you don’t normally drink this much, and you’ve pushed yourself walking across Akihabara. You’ve normally collapsed by now, so it can’t be much longer. I’ll take you home.”

“Take me home? For a spanking? No way, I charge a billion for that!” she smirked, whacking me on the head with a fist, though her blows felt like feathers they were so powerless. “As for me collapsing, no way, I’ve been working out too, I’m as fit as…” At that moment she wobbled on her chair, nearly falling off, and I caught her in my arms. Of course there were no lucky accidents like in manga, as with my reflexes it was simplicity itself, but I did have one arm around her shoulder, so…

“Trying to cop a feel, eh Aki?” she chastised me. “Still didn’t have the courage to grab my chest though.” She snorted, amused. “Still, I do feel a bit wobbly. Aimi or Hina usually take me home…” She looked at me doubtfully.

“Let them enjoy the party. It’s been too long since we’ve all got together. Next time… next time we shouldn’t wait too long.”

Shiro slowly got to her feet, nodding. I had my arm around her shoulder, still supporting her. “Fine. Fine. Sorry guys, I’m off home. The excitement was a bit too much for me, I’m afraid. Aki will be back though, so I want pictures! Lots of them! Have all the fun I can’t!”

“I can take you home, us single people should stick together!” Yasu-san cried, but she shot him down, and Shiro said her farewells.
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“Tonight was fun, wasn’t it?” I said, as I looked at Shiro, who was lying slumped in the back of the taxi, idly watching the neon lights of central Tokyo pass by. I could see the taxi driver looking at us in his rear-view mirror, or more precisely, watching Shiro. I guess being too attractive has its own problems…

“It was.” Shiro sighed after a while. Turning, her sliver hair cascaded over her face, hiding her dark eyes like a veil. “I don’t get out much. Finding people I can trust…” She paused, lost in thought, and I felt it would be wrong to interrupt her. “… well, life is hard when you are beautiful.” she muttered, not boasting like normal.

So, she echoed my thoughts, huh? “Yeah, you are beautiful, no question. But… not every guy is bad. We’ve always treated you right, haven’t we?”

I could barely see her face in the dimly lit taxi, her hair hiding her. Even so, I suspected she might have been smiling, from the tilt of her head. “Yeah, you, Hayato, the other two troublemakers. And the girls. I’ve had fun. But… life moves on, doesn’t it? You and Hayato are getting married, the others are dating…" She paused then, unable to resist a dig. “… Yasu will be single until the day he dies, but if he’s all I’ve got left… I choose death!”

“Don’t die!” I laughed, yet the atmosphere was strangely heavy. To be honest, it wasn’t often I was alone with Shiro, not as long as I could remember. “Seriously. You’ve done all right tonight. Sure, I had to pretty much carry you to the taxi, but in the past you might have fainted by now.”

“Yeah, and you couldn’t help but cop a feel, could you? You’ve already admitted to wanting to feel up my ass, and I know you’ve barely been able to take your eyes off my chest. Pervert. I’m telling your childhood friend and sister what a perv you are!”

“Yeah, false accusation much?” I scoffed. “I made sure to be very careful where I put my hands. Still, for a woman of your… dimensions… you’re very light.”

“Rude.” she pouted. “Are you saying I look fat? Have your eyes rotted away? I’m Shirohime, the world's most beautiful princess.”

Maybe it’s a good job you didn’t meet Shaeula, she’d have fought you for that title… “Yeah, yeah. So, Shirohime…” She seemed surprised as I said her full name, or at least what she claimed was her name, anyway. “…seriously, we worry about you. I know it must be hard being so weak. That’s why, why not find someone who’ll protect you and take care of you? You’d have no shortage of takers, even with your personality and the fact you are the highest-maintenance woman I’ve ever seen.”

“Shit, what’s wrong with my personality?” she snarked. “You love it, Aki, I know. Eri-chan will bully you and you’ll enjoy it, you masochist.” She let out a long sigh. “As for a boyfriend… of course I’ve thought about it. Are you offering, Aki? You’ll break your fiancée’s heart if she hears you. I have to admit… you’ve really changed and grown. Still not rich enough for me, but… looks-wise… well, you have an indescribable charm now. A dangerous one too.”

She’s perceptive. Always has been… To lighten the mood I cracked another joke. “When it comes to money, I might surprise you. Like I said, my new job is very lucrative.”

Another long pause. Then she spoke quietly. “Aki… you aren’t seriously hitting on me, are you? I’m not joking here…”

“Of course I’m not.” I reassured her. “Just trying to cheer you up. You seem a little down all of a sudden.”

“Well, shit, of course I am.” She shrugged, and suddenly she was leaning on me, her head on my shoulder. “Just… don’t get the wrong idea, okay? I’m just talking. It’s hard enough being so weak. As a kid, I couldn’t play with other children, and my parents…”

Okay, I don’t think she’s ever talked about her parents before, or much about her days before university either. Sensing the mood, I merely listened silently. “… well, they gave up on me quickly. Too hard to care for, costs too much.” she scoffed. “… the doctors and specialists I went to constantly never could work out what was wrong with me. It’s probably genetic, my beautiful hair colour could be an indicator of that, but if so…” She took a deep breath. “… they’d probably have to call it Shirohime Syndrome, as it’s the first and only case anyone has ever heard of.”

Damn, this got heavy and dark fast. I placed a hand on her head and started rubbing it gently. Shiro let out a little yelp. “What the hell are you doing, Aki? Was grabbing my butt not enough for you?”

“That’s a false charge. I’m just… just… I want you to know we have your back, and everything isn’t all bad, okay?”

“Shit, when did you get so smooth, Aki? Even I felt my heart skip a beat there. I’m still out of your league though, unless you get… yes, twenty! Twenty percent hotter. Besides… you’re engaged anyway. Jerk!” she spat, then resumed her story. “My parents were well-off, if not rich, but my medical bills… they were damn expensive. So they gave up. After all…” she sneered, self-deprecatingly. “… as long as I didn’t injure myself when I collapsed or ran out of energy, I could live a relatively normal life. Relatively.”

I knew that Shiro must have had a lot of troubles, but… this is worse than I imagined. Now I’m glad she met our group at uni, even if we only overlapped for a year. If only she was a little older, we could have spent the whole time together. Still, we’ve stayed her friends even now…

“I was home-schooled and rarely went out. I’m as smart as I am beautiful, so my grades are excellent.” She still had leisure to boast, so I silently continued to stroke her head, her hair amazingly silky and smooth, even more than Eri’s or Shaeula. “I enjoyed reading, manga, playing games. A world I could be anything I wanted, do anything I wanted. And when I finished school, I told my parents… I wanted to go to university. It might have been too much for me, but I needed to experience life. And then…”

“… and then, you joined our club.” I finished, and she agreed.

“… yeah. For the first few weeks it was hard. I got special dispensation as a disabled student…” She snorted, not liking the term. “… so I live right next to the university, and they set me up with some other girls who agreed to support me in exchange for favourable rooming status. Even so, when I went to lectures or tried to hang out, guys and even some girls hit on me constantly. Some even got grabby…” she shuddered.

“I didn’t know…” I replied softly, saddened.

“Why would you? I hate talking about it. It isn’t something I wanted to waste all our happy time on. Besides, nothing terrible happened. This princess is still as white as snow. But the third time I collapsed from the stress of their overtures, I think word got around. A lot of girls at uni look out for me now, I am famous after all.”

“Yeah, that you are.” I agreed, nodding.

“Anyway, meeting you all, and finding a group that would allow me to be me, it was a miracle, and very comfortable. And it helped me realise what I wanted. I’m going to create a world that I can enjoy, a world that serves me, that doesn’t hold me back. I think I’m owed that.”

“I see. Hence why you are so obsessed with building your game-world, right?”

There was a moment where Shiro froze, before she smiled. “You see right through me, Aki. It’s a bit uncomfortable, really. I find you easier to talk to when you were just shy, boring, considerate Aki, not this new attractive, confident Aki. It confuses the hell out of me!”

“Well sorry for changing.” I snickered. “Still, if I knew how much your game meant to you… maybe I‘d have helped more.” Not that I had much leeway, when I was struggling to attract freelancing work…

“You should be sorry! So help me more!” she complained.

“I will, I swear. I’m busy over the next week or two, but after that I promise I’ll do more than you’ve ever dreamed of!”

“Great. I appreciate it. Still… you still need to get ten percent hotter and richer before I’ll even consider you!” she joked.

“Wow, so I’m improving in real time.” I had to retort, and she snorted in an unladylike fashion.

“Yeah, I guess so. Seriously, it just hits home. You are all moving on, and I’ll be left behind again. It sucks. But… I’m not going to let it. I can grow too. I don’t need anyone to protect and take care of me, I’ll change like you have, like Hina has, like Hayato. And then, you’ll all be jealous!”

I see. Yeah, it's wrong of me to force my own viewpoint on her. I want to take care of Eri, and Shiro struck me as similar with the vulnerability she’s shown me here. But she isn’t Eri. Hell, even Eri isn’t the Eri I thought she was.

“I get it. And I’m rooting for you. Seriously, if I can help, let me know. After all, we are good friends. And it’s not like I’m going anywhere. Okay?”

“You need to be five percent hotter before such talk will win me over. And then you need to get a hundred percent less engaged.” She turned away from me then, her head leaving my shoulder.

“Seriously though, you’ve charmed all my weaknesses out of me. If this was some of those hentai I know you guys watch, you’d try and blackmail me into being your perverted slave. Ordinarily I’d say you’d never have the guts for that, but right now… yep, you have a dangerous air indeed. Girls love a bad boy, you know.”

“Do you?” I couldn’t help but ask, but all she did was laugh in response. It doesn’t matter anyway. I have my hands full with Eri and Shaeula. “I’ll skip the blackmail, thanks. But I’ll let you blackmail me into helping you out some more.”

“Thanks Aki.” She yawned, stretching. “It’d have been really nice to drink away the night with you guys. But one day… one day the world will bend to my will, and on that day the drinks are on you, right Aki?”

“Damn right. and it won’t be just us. I’ll bring Eri, my sister, my… new colleague. They’ll all like you, and you’ll love them, promise.”

“Well, we both need to work hard until then, huh? Oh well, here we are. I can walk from here, it’s not far.”

“No way.” I denied her. “After that heavy story, you think I could let you pass out here? It’s only a little more, then I’ll be back to drinking the night away. I’ll raise a glass for you.” I told the taxi driver to hang on a minute, and opened the door, lending Shiro my shoulder. As we moved across the courtyard to her small dorm house, the door popped open and a couple of fancily-dressed young girls stepped out, ready to hit the town no doubt. On seeing us, they paused.

“Oh hey, Shiro. Back already? I hope you had fun… oh wait, is that a guy?”

“Hey, he’s a hottie!” The second girl giggled. “He your boyfriend? You look good together!”

“Yeah, look at how kindly he’s helping you walk!”

“No way.” Shiro turned her head, though I could see her ears and neck reddening. “Aki is just a friend. He needs to be … two percent hotter before I would consider him.”

“Oh, you and your jokes.” the first girl laughed. Turning to me she bowed. “Thanks for taking care of our Shiro. We can take her in before we go out, I’m afraid you can’t come in here, much as you would want to. Uni rules, you know.” She winked, and her friend giggled.

The two girls took her from me, and I thanked them. They snickered at that, seemingly pleased, and I said my farewells to Shiro. “I’ll send you the pictures later. And… let’s all do this again. No more drifting apart. Life’s too short, right? And you wanted a world that you could enjoy, that would be kind to you. I like that.”

“Fine, fine!” she shouted, very red now. “Just go, all right? Hayato and the others will be running wild without you. I feel sorry for Hina and Aimi! Shoo, shoo!” and with her final comments the girls took her inside while howling with laughter.

Damn, that was heavy stuff. Not what I was expecting when I agreed to take her home. I wonder if the girls know her past, or she was more forthcoming as she was really drunk? Oh well, I’ll keep it to myself, it’s not fair otherwise. And… Shiro, Hayato, Hina, the rest of the gang… they are people I have to protect too…

Checking my phone for the location everyone was at, I jumped back into the taxi and we set off, leaving my old uni behind…


One Hundred And Eighty-Four


“I’m back!” I declared cheerfully, as I strode over to the rest of my old friends. Shinjuku was packed, as was usual on a Friday night, but I had no problem gracefully gliding through the packed mobs of drinking salarymen and rowdy students who were making the most of the start of the weekend.

“Hey man.” Yasu-san raised his glass to me, looking even more drunk than before I left to take Shiro home. “We got you a drink.” He grinned.

“Did Shiro get back okay? Not that I don’t trust you…” Aimi-chan said hurriedly, looking embarrassed. “It’s just… well, I don’t know. I guess I’m too used to having to shepherd her around.”

Taking the offered glass from Yasu-san I took a big gulp. Hmm, not bad. Still, without getting the buzz from the alcohol, I might as well be drinking tea… I tried to control the flow of aether within me that was circulating through my body, healing any damage the alcohol was causing and flushing toxins. Damn, this is hard. But it’s good training to be more cognisant of how my body functions on both a physical and spiritual level. Taking a second, smaller sip, I answered her.

“I get it. It does seem a bit strange, a man helping a vulnerable girl like Shiro home. But I’m her friend before I’m a man, of course I wouldn’t take advantage of her. Besides, I’m engaged.” Twice. “We just talked a bit in the taxi. She’s disappointed she wasn’t able to last the night with us for once, but… we can’t expect miracles, can we? Still, she had fun. I’m glad. I guess she’s lonely without us.” Sure, the other girls at university keep an eye on her, but they aren’t friends who hang out, or who she can talk crap about game design and anime with… after she opened her heart… well, I want to help her. I wonder… could Shaeula and I do something with our Skills? It’d be hell to explain, but…

“Don’t look so down man, she wasn’t accusing you of anything, were you?” Yasu-san nudged Aimi-chan in the ribs with his elbow, and she clouted him in response, but he only grinned in return.

“Really, you are such a jerk at times Yasu-kun.” she sighed. Turning back to me she nodded an apology. “Seriously though, yeah, sorry. I didn’t mean to imply anything.”

I waved away her apology, feeling a bit awkward, as the rest of the gang was now listening in.

“Still, for Shiro to talk on the way back, huh? Pretty unusual, isn't it Hina-chan?” Aimi-chan continued, and she bobbed her head in agreement.

“Yes, normally she’s either pretty zoned out, or… usually she’s sulking and doesn’t want to say anything. I guess you must be easy to talk to, Akio-kun.”

“Yeah, there’s just something about you tonight.” Hayato-san agreed. “It isn’t that you look better, though you definitely do man, so keep it up! It’s… well, there’s a charm and confidence about you, which makes people want to listen to you and open up. There must be a story behind it. I don’t know if it’s your new job, or what…”

“That’s right.” Shugo-san agreed, as he finished with a phone call, presumably to his new girlfriend. “Before… well, you lacked confidence, I think. To be honest, I always trusted your opinions, because if anyone asked you for help you’d listen earnestly and do your best, but now… it’s like, if I had a problem and asked you for help, I imagine you’d say something like ‘that isn’t a problem, we’ll simply crush it’, you know?”

“Yeah, he’s got that Demon King energy going… though he still seems to be a pushover for a pretty face.” Yasu-san smirked, and Aimi-chan hit him again, calling him a jerk.

“What can I say?” I laughed helplessly. It’s true. I certainly let Shaeula push me around… though it’s hard not to when she looks so adorable when she’s happy. As for Eri… I’m just delighted she’s being more assertive.

“In that case, we need to have a toast!” Hayato-san declared, taking charge as he usually did. “To life, which never fails to surprise! Someone grab a glass for Shiro, we’ll hoist a drink for her too, in her absence.”

“I’ll do it.” I feel a bit guilty. I’ve neglected my friends too much. Especially those in need like Shiro. “After all, I missed a drink or two while I was taking her home, I bet.”

We waved over the barman and ordered another round of strong spirits as well as some beers. With a glass in each hand, I clinked them against everyone else’s, and swiftly downed them. Hammering the empty glasses down onto the table I grinned at Yasu-san, who was manfully trying not to throw up the contents of his stomach, coughing wildly. Yeah, I’m doing well, no question. But I could be doing more…
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“I … can’t believe… that Shugo has such a… cute girlie…” Yasu-san slurred, now completely hammered. We had just witnessed a decently attractive older woman picking up our friend, and I had to admit it was mildly amusing seeing his face as she scolded him for getting too drunk.

“Yeah well, I think you need one to come and pick you up too.” Aimi-chan said, though she was also wasted, her skin flushed and her breath coming fast. “But alas, such is not…” She stopped to hiccup noisily. “Oh, excuse me… yeah, no girlfriend for you, Yasu-kun. Too bad, so sad!” She then burst out into manic giggles.

“I… so can… get a girl… if I… oh God, I feel awful…” With that Yasu-san ran to the toilet, holding a hand over his mouth.

“At least you can hold your booze. Were you always… this good?” Aimi-chan asked, slapping me on the shoulder repeatedly. That hand is going to hurt in the morning…

“Well, I am half-British remember? Aren’t we all renowned for being alcoholic?” I snorted, and Aimi-chan found that hilarious, doubled over with laughter.

“Oh Aimi.” Hina-chan sighed. Sensibly enough she had switched to soft drinks a couple of hours ago, and was clearly the most sober out of everyone, other than me of course. “Are you going to be all right? Can we make sure she gets home okay, Hayato?”

Hayato-san, who was quite drunk himself, though not to the state of our other companions, nodded. “All right, darling. I’d feel bad leaving her unsupervised. Looks like we are about done for the night. It’s been a lot of fun though, hasn’t it?”

“It sure has.” I grinned. “And I guess this means I’m left with Yasu-san. I guess it’s my punishment for having Shiro all to myself for a bit.”

“If Shiro could hear that she’d… be delighted.” Aimi-chan smirked between hiccups. “Just as I thought… you’re a smooth operator now. Best save that for your… fiancée though!”

“I do. Trust me.” I replied, embarrassed by her praise. I can’t even deny it. I’m spending most of my time around girls recently. I mean, it’s nice and all, but some guy-time is important too. It’s been great to cut loose with Hayato-san, Yasu-san and Shugo-san after a while. We can talk crap about who our favourite Sekirei is, the merits of various styles of school uniforms, and other stupid shit.

Sure, there were girls there, but Aimi-chan and Hina-chan were old friends, who shared similar interests, and their presence was comfortable, especially now they were both in relationships. There was no pressure, no need to look good. Though apparently I can do that without trying… Shiro was a special case, but… yeah, she looks too magnificent for anyone who isn’t a narcissist to think they’d ever have a chance, and as for her personality… girly she was not. “Seriously, it’s been great catching up. I’ve had such a lot going on, I appreciated relaxing with the whole gang again. Let’s not leave it so long next time, okay? I know everyone is busy with life, but… we can make time, especially for those of us who are falling behind, like Shiro and Yasu-san.”

“Well, that’s a shock.” Hayato-san observed, an arm around Hina-chan, who was now supporting the shorter Aimi-chan, and telling her to stand upright else she’d end up flashing the other patrons of the bar. “You are the last person I’d have expected to try and organise more get-togethers. I mean, you always seemed to enjoy our nights out, but you never instigated anything. Perhaps that’s the biggest change of all.”

Before I could answer, Yasu-san was back, looking pale and washed out. Damn, there’s sick around his face. Didn’t he check a mirror? “Who has been … left behind? It’s not me… you wait and see, next time we meet… I’ll have a gorgeous girl who’ll make… Aimi-chan look like a dumpster fire!”

“Why pick on me?” Aimi-chan growled. “I’m gorgeous. All of you used to fantasise about me, I know!”

Yeah, damn, we did. Guilty as charged. Regardless, I’d best interfere before things get awkward. “He doesn’t mean anything by it, Aimi-chan. It’s obvious you’re very cute. He’s probably just sad he never got to hook up with you. After all, you are the dream girl for a lot of guys in our position. You had a lot of fans at uni.”

At that Hayato-san raised an eyebrow, surprised I had smoothed things over, which was usually his job. I’ve had a lot of experience with girls recently. Might as well put what I’ve learned to good use. And in my position I can’t be diffident, shy and go with the flow anymore. I’m a leader now, looking to be an Astral Emperor…

Aimi-chan had gone scarlet from embarrassment, not drink. “Uhh, well… yeah, I am popular. Woah… that kind of surprised me. You should save flattery like that for Eri-chan, okay?”

“It’s not flattery. All I’m saying is, Yasu-san doesn’t mean to be a jerk, right?” I put my arm around him, recoiling a little at the smell. Ugh, that’s the downside to high stats. Luckily my brain can filter it down to tolerable levels.

“Yeah. Sorry. I’m drunk.” he muttered apologetically. “And jealous…”

“At least you admitted it.” Hayato-san laughed, and the mood lightened.

“Come on then. Looks like we need another taxi. My treat.” We’d missed the tube, as our conversation and drinking had carried on into the early hours of the morning. “After all, I’ve got a hideous train journey early tomorrow so I need my bed.” Actually I don’t, but at least it gives me a reason to hurry him up. The last thing I want is to get stuck in another bar with Yasu-san, bending my ear over his lack of a love life…
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We had separated, Hayato-san taking the girls in his taxi, while I had the misfortune of being stuck with Yasu-san. The driver wasn’t keen on taking an obviously drunk person, but I reassured him, and fortunately, after some brief ranting about "how lucky I was to have a cute childhood friend to marry", he had fallen asleep.

Once I’d seen him home at the other end, I returned to Shirohebizumi shrine, paid the driver, and grabbed a couple of hours’ of sleep. I only woke up when I heard the door open, and Shaeula, looking rather exhausted herself, strode in, a baleful look on her beautiful face.

“Rough night?” I asked sympathetically. “How was Konoe-san?”

Shaeula slumped down beside me. “Ichika was most-most distressed. I did finally manage to persuade her to tell me in full what ails her.” She clicked her tongue in annoyance. “It seems-seems…”

“Hey, hang on. If she told you in confidence, you shouldn’t tell me.” I interjected, but she shook her head.

“I was quite-quite clear that I have no secrets from you, Akio. So she knows I shall not-not hold back with you.” She frowned, remembering. “It seems poor Ichika is being … scammed… I believe you call it? Her money has been stolen several times, and now-now her circumstances are dire.”

Financial troubles? Really? I had assumed that it was probably a stalker or something. That seems to be all too common nowadays. “I see. Well, Konoe-san sure is unlucky. Brushes with thugs and now this. So… details, I guess?”

“I can not-not say I entirely understand it. The mortal world can be puzzling indeed. Still, it seems-seems she was persuaded by some other females to invest her money in art, promising ‘large-large returns’ she said.”

I winced. On seeing my pained expression Shaeula waited for my response. “Damn, that’s a classic. Art scams were big when I was at university too. So, how much did she lose?” I’m getting a bad feeling about this…

“Apparently, Ichika gave them most of her wealth. But then…”

“Yeah, there’s always a ‘but then…’ with scams.” I sighed.

She nodded. “… she was told that due to taxes and other-other fees, they needed more before she could get her rewards. Ichika’s parents are not-not wealthy, so she could not-not ask them, and then…”

I clutched my head in my hands, knowing where this was going. “Ugh, that’s so damn stupid. I know I shouldn’t blame Konoe-san, she’s the victim, but even so… well, lay it on me. She borrowed money from a shady lender these girls recommended, didn't she?”

“Indeed, you are quite-quite correct. And now she can not-not repay her debt and has little-to-nothing to live on, and bills due. She can not-not turn to her family, and the females that tricked her are suggesting… other… avenues to raise funds.” Shaeula was growling by the end, clearly furious.

Yeah, since you’ve come to the mortal world, you’ve discovered the joys of friendship and you take it very seriously. No wonder you are angry, one of your friends is being extorted or worse… “I’m hoping she hasn’t done anything foolish yet… well, more foolish, I guess.”

Shaeula shook her head again in a cascade of golden amber. “No, not-not yet, though her situation is dire indeed. She has borrowed from her other friends to buy-buy food and pay her rent, but now-now she has exhausted their goodwill as well, and the shady lender, as you so-so put it, has become more menacing, and interest is accruing. In the end, she turned to me for aid.” She paused. “I am most-most offended I was not-not asked sooner.”

Makes sense. You only met her a month or so ago, in strange circumstances. Sure you are friends, but not a good enough one she can ask for money. Not unless she is really desperate. “I see. So what did you do?”

Shaeula frowned, biting at her lip. “I gave her what-what money I had in my purse, other than what was-was needed to return home. It was not-not much, a few hundred thousand yen, but it should suffice her for now-now.”

Definitely a princess… to a student a few hundred thousand yen is a decent chunk of change. Still, I expect she owes the loan shark a lot more than that. “So, what do you want to do? You’ve got money, you could have paid off her debt if you wanted…” Not that I think simply doing that is the right call. There’s a good chance they won’t let such a vulnerable victim go.

Shaeula was still chewing at her lip nervously, hands playing with the ends of her hair. It seemed she also felt it might be a mistake. “I do indeed have money.” She agreed. “But I do not-not wish to spend it without your permission.”

“No way, our wealth is at least half down to you. so if you want to pay her debts, you can. But… will that help her in the long-term?” I pulled Shaeula into a hug, patting her head and back gently. “If she’s so easily pushed around, I don’t think they’ll let her go.”

Shaeula agreed, despondent. “I feel that is likely. I am so-so frustrated.” She growled. “I wish to help my friend, yet… the mortal world is complicated. If only we could-could simply annihilate those rogues and the females that betrayed her.”

“Well, annihilate is a bit strong, but… if you really want to help her…” I have an idea. We need to root out these bastards, as they probably aren’t just targeting Konoe-san. After all, eventually I’m going to be in charge, and we don’t need people like that in my Territory… I told Shaeula my idea, and she grinned viciously, approving it. After a quick phone call to Konoe-san, in which Shaeula got her permission and the scale of her debt, we sent over a bank transfer of a modest payment, just enough to keep them off her back for a week or two and to whet their interest.

“So, that and the money you gave her should last her until we can do something about it. The trap is baited, so if she does what we’ve asked, we can sniff out the true culprits behind the scams. There’s no point just getting the girls who tricked her or the loan sharks. I want the boss.” We also had a very useful ally in this field, who owed me quite the favour.

Shaeula agreed. “My thanks. I shall quite-quite enjoy destroying them. But alas, that will have to wait.”

“Yeah.” I yawned. “We already have a full weekend ahead of us.” Glancing at the clock I sighed. “We’ve got a couple of hours before we have to get ready. Want to catch a little sleep?”

Shaeula’s answer was to snuggle in next to me on the bed, so we went to sleep in each other’s arms…
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On waking up, Shaeula was still sleeping, her chest rising and falling with her breaths, very different to her lifeless Material body when she was inhabiting the Boundary. Speaking of the Boundary… I took a few minutes to enter and grab some stuff we had to take to Nishimorioka. There was no need to do anything with the Build Queues yet, so the trip was short and painless. On my second awakening, I untangled myself from Shaeula, letting her continue to rest.

Preparing breakfast and also some food for the train (though Shaeula would likely want to get some train-station bento boxes again, as she had enjoyed the novelty last time), I also gathered up all of our bags for the trip. It was then my phone rang. The ringtone disturbed Shaeula, who started blearily muttering to herself, her eyelids flickering with signs of waking.

Probably my sis or Eri, confirming our schedule. Without even checking the caller ID I answered. “Morning, what’s up?”

“That is quite the greeting. I’m not sure why you are so informal with me.” A proud voice said, and I went pale. Ugh, I wasn’t expecting her to call. Carelessness cost me again. “Sorry about that, Hinata-san. I thought the call might have been someone else and didn’t check. My apologies for any rudeness.”

“I see.” she sniffed, clearly a little offended. “I guess I can forgive you. I am under your care after all. In any case, I’ve called to let you know we are on our way.”

Wait, what? “Sorry, I must have misheard. Why were you calling?”

“I am calling to let you know we are on our way to you now. We have been excused from Saturday classes. Fujiwara-sama was most interested in the report you sent him, as am I.”

Report? Oh yeah, after my sister told me she managed to succeed, I sent him and Hikawa-san a message saying we had a success. But how does that lead to this? “Yes, but I’m catching the train back to my hometown in a bit. I don’t have time, I’m afraid. I’m sure I told you that.”

“I know, I am not a fool.” she replied firmly, a hint of annoyance creeping into her tone. “Hence why we are coming with you to see your sister first-hand. And do not say something along the lines of ‘it isn’t safe’ as I will have Kasumi with me, as well as the Fujiwara Security Services personnel who are deployed in your hometown. Besides…” her voice changed, a hint of envy in it. “… should danger threaten, you can deal with it effortlessly, am I right?”

Unless the danger comes from me! I mean, I know I’m not going to try anything, but she’s the daughter of a world-famous company! She needs to take more care. Her ransom value alone would be massive, and she’s pretty to boot. “Yeah, I mean I can, but…”

“Good.” She cut me off. “We shall be there soon.” And with that she hung up, not giving me a chance to protest.

“Who… was that?” Shaeula yawned, rubbing at her tired eyes.

“Hinata-san. Apparently she is coming with us to Nishimorioka. Not that I was told… or given a choice. I wonder if she’s ever been on a train with normal people before?”

“I see-see.” Shaeula yawned again before heading for the bathroom. “We had best make haste then, had we not-not?”

Damn. Why is it I hold all the power here, yet I still get pushed around? Oh well, I suppose having them owe me more is a good thing…
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“You hear that?” I asked, a faint thrumming noise drifting in from the distance.

“Mmm.” Shaeula agreed idly, having been engrossed in texting Konoe-san again. Beside us were our heavy bags, full of stuff we were taking with us.

“It’s getting louder.” I observed. Pulling open the door and stepping out into the late-morning sunshine, I could hear it more clearly. It was getting louder, and rapidly at that. It reminds me of when those helicopters landed at the shrine after the attack. Wait, helicopter? No way…

My eyes were abnormally excellent, so looking out over Tokyo I could see a small shadow, growing ever larger. Moments later it did indeed resolve into what I suspected it was. A few minutes later, it was descending onto the hill next to my house, before the rotors spun to a halt.

The door opened in the side of the expensive-looking passenger helicopter, and Onoue-san hopped out, casually dressed in clothes that gave her arms and legs freedom of motion, as befitted a bodyguard. She then pulled down the steps, and Hinata-san followed her out, wearing her traditional uniform, even though she was not at school, which was a bit weird.

“So this is what you meant.” I sighed, while beside me Shaeula laughed.

“Good morning.” She greeted us politely, then my eyes went wide, as two girls wearing their hakama also descended.

“Good morning, sensei.” Motoko-san and Natsumi-san both bowed elegantly in martial-arts fashion. “We look forward to your teachings, as well as meeting your esteemed sister, who is our senior in these arts.”

Damn, they sure are polite. It’s hard to be mad at such pretty and respectful girls. “Uh, sure. Good morning to you all as well.” I bowed back, a little thrown-off. Behind us the girls from our shrine were watching, having heard the approach of the helicopter. Shaeula waved to them and they darted back, embarrassed, peering at us all from cover. I don’t blame them. These girls can be hard to approach, and that helicopter looks like the toy of a damn billionaire…

“In that case, get your bags loaded and we need to go.” Hinata-san said, taking charge. “Grandfather is loaning us his personal helicopter for the weekend, so don’t be shy.”

“I see-see.” Shaeula approved, rapidly mounting the steps up into the helicopter, cooing at the plush, soundproof interior, with comfortable leather seats and a refreshments bar, entertainment centre and more. “This certainly is travelling in a fashion befitting me.”

Admitting defeat, I waved to Kana-chan and the others, before grabbing all our bags, and, like an overloaded mule, I clambered up into the helicopter, the noble girls following behind me. Well, this is going to cause quite the stir back in Nishimorioka. Eri is going to be confused as well, but she’ll understand when I explain it’s all to help with their training… even so, it’d be nice if I got more say in these things. Damn, Fujiwara-san owes me another favour now… although, he is providing protection to my family… great, I need to resolve that issue too this weekend. Holding in a sigh, I sat down next to Shaeula, Hinata-san next to me, her face a little red. I guess she isn’t used to being so close to a man, and with six of us this place is a bit cramped.

Pressing the intercom button, Hinata-san spoke to the pilot. “All right, we are ready for departure.” And with that, the rotors spun up, us barely hearing a whisper due to the expensive soundproofing, and then we were off, soaring through the skies above Tokyo, heading for my childhood home…


One Hundred And Eighty-Five


“We have a few new students at our school.” Hinata-san was saying, as I idly watched the scenery pass by through the window. For a helicopter it was a surprisingly smooth ride. Earlier, Hinata-san had boasted that it was a modifi ed Sikorsky S-76 with all the optional extras. Not that I know a good helicopter from a bad one, but… this is pretty swish. There’s even some booze in the refreshments bar. I don’t usually drink gin, but this is quite refreshing.

“I see.” I said, feigning interest. It was all very well sitting next to Shaeula, but Hinata-san was a bit too close as well, and the glares from Onoue-san every time our legs nearly touched or she leaned in closer was starting to get a bit painful.

Not satisfied by my answer, Hinata-san looked a bit irritated as she sipped on her own drink, an expensive and refreshing juice blend. “You should show more of an interest, Oshiro-san.” she complained. “I believe it is relevant. Fujiwara-sama, Ichijou-sama and grandfather Itsuki have decreed that all girls at Hanafubuki will be taking additional classes in traditional religion and the importance of temples and shrines in Japanese culture. Does that remind you of anything?” She took another sip of her drink and smiled triumphantly.

When she looks like that, she’s just a normal girl, not some rich noble. Not showing my irreverent thoughts on my face, I nodded. “Yeah, it makes sense. It definitely ties into what we are doing. But I doubt that these classes will be like ours. I guess you girls got in on the ground floor.”

“For which we are most grateful, sensei.” Motoko-san said, and Natsumi-san echoed her thanks, while Onoue-san maintained her annoyed silence. Come on, you could lighten up a bit. Natsumi-san is a bodyguard too, and she doesn’t seem so hostile… I had naturally started thinking of Tsumura-san and Hori-san by their first names as they were surprisingly friendly, but I wasn’t going to call Onoue-san by her first name. I think she’d try and hit me if I did…

“Yes, I can hardly wait to show off to Sakura and Mayumi-sama. For once I’ll have the upper hand!” Hinata-san declared impishly. “But we were talking about our new students. I think two are in your class, are they not, Motoko-senpai?”

She nodded. “Yes, the granddaughter of a powerful shrine from Kyoto. Kudou Shiori-sama. She does seem a little out of place, but I am told she is going to assist with the classes, and offer private tutelage to the daughters of Fujiwara-sama and perhaps even Ichijou-sama and Takatsukasa-sama. The other is a girl from a branch family of the Takakura’s. There are two more Takakura sisters in the lower years too I believe.” Her explanation given politely, Motoko-san frowned. “I do not require you to address me so formally, Hinata-san. After all, we are both students of the same teacher, and thus on the same level.” Beside her, Natsumi-san agreed.

“But… Tsumura house is second only to the Three in terms of prestige. I may carry the blood of the Takatsukasa family within me, but we are only recently elevated to the Fifty-Eight…” Hinata-san fretted.

“Nonsense.” Shaeula scoffed then, loading her glass with more gin and ice cubes, smacking her lips in satisfaction after taking a swig. “If Motoko wishes you to be more-more friendly, and to drop-drop the needless distance between you, accept it in the spirit it was-was offered. She is right. I will treat all the same during my training, the daughter of a noble shall be no more-more coddled than the daughter of a peasant. After all…” She smiled brilliantly, though the effect was ruined by her taking a swift sip in-between her words. “… I am a princess of the Seelie, daughter of Prince Shaetanao Gar Shae Dannan. I stand-stand above, shining like the full moon in the sky.”

As everyone froze, overwhelmed by her Charm and Majesty, I reached over and rapped her head gently. “Come on, don’t pressure the poor girls.” I chided her. “Still, your sentiments are good.” I addressed the four girls, smiling reassuringly. “I think it’s nice when everyone can get along, and as Motoko-san said, we’ll all be practising together.”

My gaze strayed to one corner, where along with all our luggage were the wrapped spears, swords and bows of Motoko-san and Natsumi-san. “Some of the people you’ll meet won’t understand that you are nobility, or know how to treat you even if they did. They don’t mean any offense by it, they just live in different worlds. So I hope you can forgive any inadvertent disrespect. It’ll be a learning experience for everyone.” I bowed, asking their support.

“I get it.” Hinata-san said, looking thoughtful. “Kazumi, you too. Stop being so hostile to Oshiro-san… no, Akio-san… no, that still doesn’t feel right…” Hinata-san sighed. "Akio-kun. Yes. That fits.” She reddened, looking away awkwardly. “That is the first time I have called a man outside of my family by his first name. In fact, I rarely ever speak much to any men outside my family.”

“None of us do, Hinata-san.” Motoko-san agreed. “Though we might be the exception, would you not agree, Natsumi?”

Natsumi nodded. “It's impossible to learn martial arts at the top level if one excludes men. So we have other teachers. Your father doesn’t approve though, does he, Motoko-sama? He believes that the time for your family Arts has passed, and girls should concentrate on learning how to be a good wife and manage the household.”

Wow, that’s rather sexist. I know Japan is a conservative country, with very defined gender roles, and the nobility even more so, but still… Shaeula let rip with an unimpressed grunt, showing just what she thought of that idea as well. I hear Shaeula’s sister is quite the battle-fiend herself, so it makes sense…

“Yes, luckily grandfather indulges me.” Motoko-san said gravely, before looking sternly at her bodyguard. “You too, Natsumi. I may be your senior in our traditional Tsumura combat Arts, but here we are but students of Oshiro-sensei, so address me informally while we are away from home.”

Natsumi looked as if she wished to protest, but Hinata-san chided her. “You said nothing when I had to struggle, so you must too, Natsumi.”

She blushed adorably, but finally nodded. “Very well then, Motoko-sama… Motoko-san.”

“Very good.” Motoko-san grasped her hands, cheered by the fresh feeling being addressed more closely brought her.

“Now that is out of the way...” I began, remembering a problem. “… just where were you planning to stay this weekend? Not to disparage my hometown or anything, but Nishimorioka is a pretty small town in the middle of the mountains. We get almost no visitors, so I don’t even think we have a hotel. I think there’s a traditional inn, but it’s tiny and certainly not something rich girls like you would be used to.”

At that, Hinata-san looked puzzled. “I thought it was obvious we would be staying at your home? After all, shouldn't you offer us hospitality, since we are travelling all this way to learn from you?”

Natsumi-san and Motoko-san also agreed with this, only Onoue-san remaining silent. Shaeula grinned at my discomfort, perhaps remembering how … cosy … my home was. But that wasn’t even the biggest problem! Uh, how the hell would I explain this to father? I’ve already got enough to smooth over…

“My home probably wouldn’t be large enough for…” I began, and Hinata-san cut me off forcefully.

“It is only for a weekend. I’m sure we can manage. It would be interesting seeing how a normal family lives. Some of the other girls in the Three-Hundred would no doubt be interested.”

I see. Well, if I let them have my room, I can stay with the Mori’s for the weekend, Uncle and auntie would be happy to have me I’m sure, and it is Eri’s birthday so she’d enjoy having me over… “Fine, we’ll do our best to be hospitable, but up until a few weeks ago we were poor as hell, so don’t expect too much.”

“Now that is settled…” Hinata-san clapped her hands together, excited. “… there was one thing I was curious about. I realised it when the new lessons were brought in at school.”

“Go on.” I said, wondering where this was going.

“There has to be more to your training than simply growing stronger and using strange powers.” Hinata-san declared triumphantly. “I was very impressed when you cut the coins, Kazumi was too.” At that Onoue-san looked away, a sour expression on her face. “Our classes have been rearranged a bit…” she continued. “… which is why we were excused today, as some of our Saturday classes have been switched. But the class I did take…” she looked at Motoko-san for confirmation, and she nodded, having taken one of the classes as well.

“… well, I think that strength alone isn’t the goal here. Am I right?”

Shaeula burst out laughing, the alcohol making her merry, her face a little flushed. Seriously, she shouldn’t be affected by it with her stats. Has she some sort of weakness to booze as a Fae, or has she already mastered the ability I’m trying to learn of weakening one’s resistances and constitution willingly? I’ll have to ask her later.

“You are quite the clever girl, Hinata. I see great-great potential in you. I feel my presence should explain things, should it not-not?”

“Grandfather says that if we do not adapt to these changes, our army will no longer be enough to protect Japan.” Motoko-san said, which surprised me. I mean, I think he’s right, certainly over the longer term, but to be so decisive, and share it with his granddaughter…

“'Without power, one cannot protect their families, land or traditions’ was what he said.” Motoko-san continued. “The Second World War taught us that, and it almost led to the fall of our entire nobility and culture. If Fujiwara-sama and his fellows had failed to pull everyone together… the damage would have been far greater. At least we managed to preserve most of the soul of Japan, and the sons and daughters of the remaining noble houses, as well as the new Three-Hundred, are all educated strictly, so that we do not squander the efforts of our grandparents and parents.”

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with a bit of change.” Hinata-san shrugged. “I don’t think that everything that they do is for the good of Japan, or for us.” At that, Onoue-san and Natsumi-san looked uncomfortable, but Motoko-san, who was no doubt struggling with her identity as both a daughter of high nobility and a martial artist, only looked thoughtful.

“Don’t get me wrong.” Hinata-san said. “I’m happy with the way things are now, even though it’s unfair Sakura is so praised as a daughter of Takatsukasa house, when my blood is the same… but, well, this is my.. our chance, isn’t it?” She looked at me, eyes bright, and I swallowed nervously as she continued, excited.

“After all, money and lineage can’t buy this opportunity, can it? And if Shaeula is indeed a being from myths and legends then the world we know has many mysteries, and just as many opportunities. Perhaps those of us that succeed will be leading grand noble houses of our own, to match the Fujiwara, Ichijou and Takatsukasa houses?”

“Indeed.” Shaeula answered for me. “But do not-not forget, Akio himself will lead the greatest house of all. He shall be Prince-consort to me, when I rule-rule the Seelie, and his influence over this land you call Japan shall be mighty as well. Other realms too, shall be within his dominion.” Her proud expression changed, her grin now suspiciously sly. “Akio shall likely need a bride or three from the noble families, those wise-wise enough to see that tying themselves to us is the way to everlasting glory.”

Not this again. You are way too keen on trying to ship me with every nice girl you meet. I mean, I get that you see things differently to us mortals, but even so… “Shaeula, be serious. I’m already happy enough with you and Eri, I don’t need or want any more girls. I wouldn’t even have time, for one thing, I’m busy enough as it is, and I want to give you both the attention and love you deserve. Besides, Eri will get really mad with you if you talk like that with her around.” Speaking of Eri, she and my sis should have finished Saturday classes now. I wasn’t due to arrive until this evening if I’d have taken the train, so at least I could surprise her by turning up early.

“Eri will come around. Any female would be proud-proud to be with a male who is powerful and desirable. Besides, as first-first wife, the more females, the more power and respect she shall command.” Shaeula calmly explained, and surprisingly, Motoko-san nodded.

“I think it highly likely that Fujiwara-sama plans to tie you to the nobility, and the usual way is marriage. Ordinarily the best you could hope for as someone outside of the nobility is to marry into one of the lower Three-Hundred, but now… your value is currently unknown yet presumed to be incalculable. Until others can offer what you do…” Motoko-san glanced at her weapons, stacked in the corner. “… well, a marriage with a high house would be possible. Especially if there was a daughter who… perhaps didn’t fit in with the decorum expected from them.” The tips of her ears and her neck were flushed, and I wasn’t stupid enough to misunderstand.

Seriously? Motoko-san is being proposed? Well, her grandfather is in change of the Japanese Military as well, so I can see the overlap, but still…

“A newly minted noble house, or one of the upper Three-Hundred would also be a safe choice.” Hinata-san said, before looking away. “I’m not saying I’m interested, all right? Because… no, it doesn’t matter. I’m just saying, consolidation through marriage is the way of the upper-class throughout history, and if anything, it's more important nowadays, as we are trying to preserve and even restore the old ways.”

Yeah, she’s not very convincing either. Is my training school just turning into a series of marriage meetings? Well, no way. I’ve made my resolve. I’ll only have Eri and Shaeula. Even that is too greedy…

“Well it’s too bad, as I’m already engaged. I’ve promised Eri I’ll marry her in a beautiful ceremony, so I’ve no room for anyone else, and Eri would never accept it. She only acquiesced to Shaeula due to… well, miracle circumstances. Lightning doesn’t strike twice, you know.”

“I fear you shall be surprised.” Shaeula laughed, denying me. “Eri is indeed-indeed a possessive girl, but she has a kind heart within, as her acceptance of me shows. Now-now that she has accepted one, the second shall be easier.” Shaeula addressed everyone, while I buried my head in my hands, at a loss. “If you wish to be considered, then surely you must-must make a good impression on Eri. It would be wise to impress Aiko too, for they both-both listen to her counsel. As for weddings, such matters can always be resolved. I shall marry in the Seelie Court, so others can similarly manage…”

No way. Eri would never back down. So I’m safe. In the end I relied on that, knowing that despite Shaeula’s bold moves, she wouldn’t press Eri too hard and upset her. “Shall we change the subject? We were talking about the deeper knowledge behind our powers…?”

“Yes, considering status, the wedding would be a problematic issue…” Motoko-san said, now even more flushed. “… but yes, I’m curious about many things, sensei, so…”

To get myself out of this uncomfortable situation, Shaeula and I touched a little upon the world beyond, the Boundary. Obviously we didn’t give many details, as such information was one of my trump cards, but others, such as those like me from the shrines and temples, would likely know as much as me if not more, so there was no need for total secrecy.

“Fukumoto-sama, we are arriving at Nishimorioka shortly. Where are we setting down?” the voice came over the intercom, and she asked me the best place to land.

Yeah, it isn’t like we have helicopters landing every day, though being a mountainous village, we did see an occasional air ambulance. “The best place would be by the school, but that would kick up too much fuss. Actually, there’s a field that’s nearly flat near my house. There should do.” I gave directions, and a couple of minutes later we were descending onto a level part of the hillside.

The helicopter touched down, and with that we were there. The pilot thanked us and said he would take us back to Tokyo on Monday morning. Grabbing our bags, including those of the noble girls, I looked even more like an overburdened mule. Luckily Motoko-san and Natsumi-san insisted on carrying their weapons, so as Shaeula opened the door and hopped down the steps I followed.

As expected, our arrival has generated a bit of crowd… wait, I see Eri and Aiko… Shaeula had spotted them too, along with Yae, Rika-chan and several other girls and a few boys too. I guess they might have been planning for the party they are holding later, maybe? Oh look, there’s mom and auntie Mori. This is going to be tough to explain.

Shaeula called out cheerfully to them as I finally touched down on solid ground. “Aiko, Eri. Rika. Yae. I have returned!”

“Wow, just wow. You came by helicopter?” My sister asked us. “I thought you were taking the train again.”

“Yeah, things just happened.” I admitted. “Hey Eri. Great to see you. You look as pretty as ever.” I said to my fiancée as she joined Aiko, the other students following them, chattering excitedly at this unusual event.

“Yeah, I’ve missed you. I’m so glad you…” Eri began, before her eyes widened, looking behind me.

“This place is rather… quaint.” Hinata-san said, trailed down the steps by Onoue-san. Motoko-san and Natsumi-san followed them out, looking around curiously.

“Akio… who are they?” Eri asked, her dark eyes flashing. “Why are you bringing more girls?”

Yeah, this was obviously going to happen. Shaeula says Eri would be fine with me having more women? Yeah, no chance of that…


Side Fifty-Six – Mori Eri


Ilooked at the four girls who accompanied Akio out of the helicopter. Two of them I recognised a little, though I had only met them very briefly. The girl in a very pretty and stylish school uniform was that rich heiress. Fukumoto-san, right? Her bodyguard was there too, but I couldn’t remember her name. I suppose it isn’t out of the question for Akio and Shaeula to work with them, Akio did say he wanted to make alliances. But who are the other two?

They were wearing hakama, which was unusual for girls of their age, unless they were martial artists. They don’t look like that though, they are attractive and elegant. They give off a very high-class aura. Eri resisted the urge to look down and away from reality. To think only a few minutes ago I was planning this evening’s party with everyone, looking forward to seeing Akio and Shaeula again… no, I trust Akio. He promised me… Shaeula, she might act up, but even so, Akio will keep her in check. I’m not a little girl anymore, hiding from what I don’t want to see. I’m a woman, and a warrior. After all, in the Boundary, I’ve swung my axe again and again, I’ve been injured and pushed aside the pain… I’ve made my resolve to stand by his side no matter what.

“Hey, Ri-Ri?” Yae-san said, her eyes sparkling as she looked at Akio, the new girls and the helicopter, which was taking off, heading elsewhere. “So… what’s going on? Why has he come by helicopter and brought more beautiful girls? They look really rich and important.”

“Should you be worried?” Rika-san giggled. “Looks like your number of rivals keeps increasing. Shaeula is bad enough…”

I don’t have any rivals. I’m his first wife, and his childhood friend. This is just a trial I have to overcome, that’s all. Before I could answer the two annoying gals, Fukumoto-san and her bodyguard had approached me.

“So we meet again.” Fukumoto-san said, giving a polite and refined bow. “I do hope you haven’t forgotten me?”

“You do know this girl, huh?” one of the couple of boys that had come to Aiko’s house to help carry supplies for the party to the café said, approaching. As he did so, the bodyguard stepped between Fukumoto-san and the interloper, her expression cold.

“Back off. Hinata-sama does not speak to unknown men. Know your place!”

“Onoue-san, I appreciate you want to keep Hinata-san safe from trouble, and as a noble daughter she has her reputation to think of, but it’s going to be very hard this weekend if you are always so on edge.” Akio stepped up and interceded with a smile that made my heart skip a beat. Somehow he looks even more handsome and confident than ever. And tomorrow… I get to spend all day with him!

“Wow, you’re so pretty! And that uniform is so cool, I wish ours was that stylish!” Aiko came barrelling in, derailing the conversation. Yeah, our school uniforms are rather boring. I wonder though… maybe I should wear it for Akio? I hear guys like that kind of thing…

“Yes, I am pretty.” Fukumoto-san agreed, giving Aiko a long look. After a moment she asked “Am I right in thinking you are Akio-kun’s sister?”

Akio-kun? That’s rather close when they only met a week ago…

Aiko was thinking the same. “Akio-kun, huh? So, are you good friends then? Just where did my bro pick you up from? I hope you know he already has a girlfriend…”

At the word girlfriend Fukumoto-san looked away, a touch red, which was very suspicious. “I know, I’m aware of… his girlfriends.” Japanese wasn’t explicit with plurals, but the way her eyes took in Shaeula as well, I realised she knew more than most. Which was somewhat annoying, but I had resolved to be more trusting, so…

Before I could respond further, Aiko was accosted by the other two girls. They quickly approached and bowed deeply and respectfully in martial arts fashion. “Oshiro-senpai, our greetings. We are most grateful for the opportunity to study this weekend under our senior. Please do take care of us.”

“Wow, what? I’m confused, but… sure… well, please call me Aiko. Oshiro-senpai seems so wrong. Yuck.”

“So you do know her then.” Yae-san repeated, and I held in a sigh.

“Yes, this is Fukumoto-san. She’s the granddaughter of the owner of Nichibotsu Technology. She lives in Tokyo. We met her over dinner one time…”

“Wait, that Nichibotsu?” one of the boys asked. “Like… TV’s, computers, musical instruments?”

“Indeed. My grandfather built up the company from nothing to one of the powerhouses of Japan, no, the world!” Fukumoto-san bragged, though she did it to the girls, not engaging with the boys, her bodyguard still keeping them at a distance.

“Shit…” the other boy swore. “… and are you coming to the party? Damn.”

“What party?” Fukumoto-san asked, puzzled.

“It’s Eri’s birthday party. Her birthday isn’t until tomorrow, but she’ll want to spend that day with Akio.” Aiko laughed. “I guess you are welcome if you want to come?”

The boys were texting away furiously, no doubt spreading the news of some gorgeous new girls having appeared, but that wasn’t the problem. I saw Akio wince, before smoothing his expression into a smile, and I then realised the big problem. My mother and mother-in-law Emily are here…

“Hi mom, auntie.” Akio said. “Sorry for the flashy entrance, it wasn’t planned.”

“I see. It was quite the shock, seeing a helicopter drop down right next door. And who should come out of it but my son. Shaeula we know…” She waved at the clearly delighted Shaeula, who was revelling in the chaos. I’ll have to have more words with her later… “But these other girls… you shouldn’t be collecting girls when you have Eri-chan already, you bad boy. Aren’t you going to introduce us?”

“It isn’t like that, I promise.” Akio said, wilting under the fierce gaze of my mother. “This is to do with business, nothing more. Anyway, this is Fukumoto Hinata-san and her bodyguard Onoue Kazumi-san.” At that introduction they gave perfect greetings, clearly tickling auntie Emily’s fancy.

“And these two are Tsumura Motoko-san and her bodyguard, Hori Natsumi-san. They are young ladies, but they have a keen interest in traditional martial arts.”

“Indeed. I am honoured to meet the mother and sister of Oshiro-sensei. I am charmed to make your acquaintance.” Tsumura-san spoke for them.

“So, you teach martial arts now?” my mother said to Akio, weighing the girls up. “I don’t quite know what to say…”

“Indeed. My grandfather, the honourable Tsumura Katsuro, Minister for Defence, was so impressed that he accepted my request to study under him. I am also excited to work with Mori Eri-senpai and … Aiko-senpai.”

Me? Now I’m even more confused, but at least Akio isn’t leaving me out. But what will mother think?

“Minister for Defence? Your father is a politician?” At the affirmation she received, my mother shrugged it off. “Wait, that isn’t important right now. You want to learn from my little Eri? Martial arts? My little girl? That makes no sense…”

“Look, this is all very messy. But… well, we have a lot to talk about.” Akio seemed resigned. “Mom, auntie. Can you let father and uncle know I want to talk to everyone? I’ll take us out to the pub, my treat.”

“I see.” Mother looked at me, then back at Akio. “That sounds… ominous. I do hope you aren’t going to tell me anything I don’t want to hear. Little Eri has been so happy, smiling every day… if you break her heart…”

“Mother!” I shouted, mortified. Rika-san and Yae-san were laughing at me, while Aiko looked sympathetic. Sure, life is wonderful right now, but… so embarrassing!

Akio was as embarrassed as me, but he bravely faced my mother head on. “Whether you want to hear it or not, I don’t know… but I’m a little hurt. I love Eri. I’m not going to do something like cast her aside now. I do have some… difficulties… but Eri and I will face them together. On that note…” He changed the subject. “I was hoping I could stay over at your place this weekend, auntie. If so we can make enough room for the girls to stay at my house.”

“I see. I’ll leave it at that for now.” mother said. “So, staying over? Yes, that’s fine. I’m sure my little girl will be happy too.” She smiled, though it was a bit hesitant and frosty.

Yes, I would be happy. Sharing a room with Akio again… I could feel a smile on my face.

“So, you want these girls to stay here?” Auntie Emily looked nervous. “I welcome cute girls, but… we can't offer much hospitality I’m afraid. Rich girls like you might be uncomfortable…”

“We have resolved ourselves.” The martial arts girl, Tsumura-san said. “It will be educational as well, to see how the citizens of Japan live.”

Ugh, the way she says that hammers home how different they are in terms of money and status. But… I’m not ordinary anymore either.

Auntie Emily looked at Akio pleadingly, but he simply walked over and patted her on the shoulder, surprising her. “You’ll get used to these crazy happenings. I’ll explain a bit more when we go out, so for now… can you just go with it? They are all good girls, I promise.”

I didn’t enjoy him calling them good girls, but Shaeula was nodding, so I could trust her and Akio. And if they aren’t and are mean to me… well, Akio won’t let them, and I’m no cowardly pushover… no, I’m a warrior now!

“Sorry to be a pain.” Akio turned to Rika-san, Yae-san and the other few who had come to hep us prepare. “Can you leave Eri and Aiko with me for a little while? I know you are looking forward to the party, don’t worry, I’ll help make it worthwhile.”

Akio smiled at me and my heart skipped a beat. Blushing, I nodded. “Yeah, I’m sorry, can you all handle taking care of the preparations?” I clapped my hands together in apology. The boys looked flustered, and I was pleased I was so charming, before I put them out of my mind. It’s nice to be appreciated, but I only care what our families and Shaeula thinks of me…

“Sure thing, little Ri-Ri.” Yae-san said. “But we want all the details later, all right?”

“Thanks for being so understanding.” Akio said, and at that she looked happy. Annoying. She should find a boyfriend and stop flirting with Akio. He isn’t interested.

“All right, Aki.” Mother-in-law Emily said, leading my mother away. “I’ll speak to Taichi and Junpei. We’ll see you later. I hope… no, never mind. I trust you.”

At that everyone else left, until remaining with me was Akio, Shaeula, Aiko and the four new girls.

“All right then.” Akio said. “We need a bit of privacy. And maybe something more. How about we head to the shrine?”

I nodded. Reaching out I took his hand, feeling Akio’s warmth. It’s fine. Everything’s fine. When I’m with him… nothing else matters. Besides… I found myself smiling again. I’ve done things he can be proud of. I can hardly wait to show him my progress!


One Hundred And Eighty-Six - Contains Status - Aiko 1, Eri 4, Akio 9


Iquickly dumped my bags at the house before accompanying the girls up to the shrine. Shaeula was chattering happily with Aiko and Eri, while the other girls were largely listening, only interjecting an odd comment when the subject turned to me.

“So, are you looking forward to your party later?” I asked Eri when it came up in discussion. “You know, I find it a bit surprising you’d organise something like that. It makes me happy though. I’ve always worried you were too shy and didn’t have enough friends.”

Before Eri could answer, my sis piped up. “Seriously bro, I’d have thought you’d be more jealous! If Eri makes new friends you can’t have her all to yourself, right?” she teased me slyly.

As Shaeula laughed and the noble girls and their bodyguards watched on, confused by the turn of the conversation, I shrugged. “Genuinely, I’m happy. And I know you are too, Aiko, so don’t try and pretend otherwise.”

“Ugh.” My sis shuddered mock-theatrically. “It gives me the creeps when you say my name so seriously. But… yeah, I’m just messing with you. I know you worried about us all this time. We’re sorry we weren’t better. But… we worried about you too, right Eri?”

Eri nodded firmly, gripping my hand tightly. “Yes. And we worry even now. What you do is dangerous. Which is why we have to be there too. Besides, I don’t care about anyone else. Especially other boys. I suppose Rika-san and Yae-san aren’t as bad as I thought, but the way Yae-san still flirts with you is annoying.” She puffed out her cheeks in irritation. “You’ve already shot her down. She should have some dignity.”

“Would you have stopped had Akio shot you down-down and chose only me?” Shaeula scoffed.

“Back then… I had almost given up hope.” Eri muttered. “But now..” Her voice turned stern. “… I’m never letting go. So you are both stuck with me.” Her gaze strayed to the other girls. “And I’ll fight for Akio and my love for him. I’ll repel anyone who tries to come between us or steal what is mine!”

“So bold!” Shaeula chortled, clearly amused. My sis rolled her eyes, complaining how Eri had gone full yandere.

“If that’s directed at me, I don’t appreciate it.” Hinata-san crossed her arms under her chest, looking affronted. “I am just here to learn, after all. Akio-kun has made alliance with Fujiwara-sama, and I am just taking this chance to earn my family some credit. Nothing more.” She then looked away, but…

The way she keeps casting sidelong glances at me, her ears pink, is kind of telling…

“As for me… I do understand.” Motoko-san said, looking Eri square in the face. “As a daughter of nobility I was raised strictly. Our duty is to marry for the good of the family, and only associate with those we can trust, never men outside the family. After all, were we to be involved in any scandals, the honour of our ancestors would be cast down into the dust. Despite that…” She looked up at the sky, thinking. “…the sons of nobility, such as my brother…”

“Mine too.” Hinata-san broke in, understanding. “Hiroto is always playing around at university, and it’s accepted that even after he gets married he’ll be free to have affairs, even concubines. It’s hardly fair. I was only one of the Three-Hundred up until now, so I’m not as isolated from the normal life as girls like my cousin Sakura, or Mayumi-sama. I know that way of life isn’t what you would consider normal.”

“Indeed. But that is just the way it is.” Motoko-san said, accepting of it. “We are raised in a greenhouse, because our fathers and grandfathers require us to be beautiful, elegant flowers. Many of the nobility perished during the Second World War, when we were defeated, and most of the remainder failed and disappeared during the occupation afterwards, and the political upheaval that followed. Grandfather managed to keep our family safe by retaining his power in politics and the military, but some of our branch families were not so lucky…”

“This is all very interesting.” Eri said. “But I don’t see the relevance to what I said?”

“My apologies.” Motoko-san said politely. “I shall get to the point. I understand my duty, but… our family has always carried traditional techniques of bow, spear and sword, since the days of the shogunate, no, even before. I love them, and I cannot let them go. I would do anything to carry them on, but I also have no wish to bring shame to my ancestors, or disgrace my grandfather, who supports me.”

“I too!” Natsumi-san declared. “I love the Arts, Motoko-sama!”

“Natsumi!” she chided, and Natsumi flushed.

“Sorry, Motoko-san. But… I feel just as strongly as you! I don’t want to give up either, and when you are married, you’ll no longer need me as your bodyguard, and your husband won’t let you train anymore!”

“I do not see why our traditional weapon Arts are any less valuable than Japanese dancing, shrine rites, or other things Fujiwara-sama wishes to preserve. I agonised over it, my conflicting wants and desires. Many nights I cried myself to sleep over it.” Motoko-san said earnestly.

Really? She looks so refined and composed. But I guess she’s still a girl in the end. Her worries may be… different… from the normal, but they are important to her.

“Then Oshiro-sensei appeared.” Motoko-san continued, tears forming in her eyes. “And a new path opened to me. One where I can fulfil both duties, where they will not be in conflict. I can continue, or perhaps even improve the precious Arts of my forebears, and also…”

“Wow. Is this going where I think this is going? It’s going to be a bloodbath…” We had almost reached the shrine, talking as we walked, so Aiko clasped her hands in prayer, joking. “Oh Kami, if you can hear me… resolve this peacefully!”

“Obviously, for the honour of my family, and… every girl dreams of being a beautiful bride in front of her friends and family, do they not?” Motoko-san finished.

At that everyone nodded their agreement, even the standoffish Onoue-san.

“I am no exception.” Motoko-san continued. “But… if it did not bring shame, I could stand to be a concubine, if my husband was suitably noble, and I could continue practising my Tsumura Arts with his blessings. How glorious it would be if my husband even took up the Arts as well.” She smiled, and my breath caught. Yeah, she’s beautiful too, especially when she smiles sincerely like that. In fact, all the noble girls I’ve seen are pretty. I guess hundreds of years of good breeding helps with that…

“You hardly know me. We’ve barely spent a few hours together. I don’t get it. There have to be other, better ways to fulfil your duty.” I know she implied she was a candidate for my wife, or concubine or mistress, or whatever… but still. Sure, I thought I was a decent catch now, not even counting my Charm which was probably making me unfairly attractive to women. But am I so worthwhile that a girl I have only just met is prepared to be my mistress, even knowing I have two fiancées?

“You are just-just that valuable.” Shaeula said, divining my thoughts. That was happening more and more often recently, perhaps an effect of our numerous bonds. “You have knowledge, power, influence, connections. Indeed, there is not-not a thing you are lacking. These nobles may be old and powerful, but in this new order, your triumphs have been many-many. And you can share that power. They would be fools not-not to be interested.”

“Besides…” Hinata-san broke in sourly. “A lot of the girls at Hanafubuki are already engaged before they even reach high school. And some of them don’t even meet their intended until their wedding day. At least we… sorry, at least Motoko-san will have more than that.”

“I do not find you lacking at all, Oshiro-sensei. Though I would see more of your skills.” She smiled brightly, and Eri suddenly spoke up, visibly annoyed.

“We’ll discuss this later. For now, we should greet the master of the shrine.” She glared at me, and even though I hadn’t agreed to anything, nor even suggested such things, I still felt guilty.

“Fine. We have a lot to go over, and I don’t want to keep you from your party.”

“Screw the party. They could have fun even without me.” Eri pouted, but I pulled her into a hug, reassuring her.

“No way, without the birthday girl, they’d be sad.” I denied her. “Besides… I want everyone to appreciate my beautiful fiancée. That way I can rub it in their faces how lucky I am!” I was joking a little bit, but it was true that I did feel proud of myself. Though at the same time, I was almost one of those clueless idiots from manga and light novels who doesn’t see the worth of their childhood friend until it’s far too late…

At that Eri seemed a bit happier, and a minute later we were greeting the master of the shrine, Marika-chan’s grandfather.

“I see you two girls have brought Oshiro-sama, as well as some new faces.” The old man smiled. “Is it meditation and training again?”

Eri nodded. “Yes. With Akio here we are hoping to make more breakthroughs.”

“I see, I see.” he said warmly, and I took that time to speak.

“Yeah, thanks for always looking after Eri and my sister. Letting them use the shrine helps a lot. I’m sorry Marika-chan isn’t with us, but she’s starting to make friends and feel more comfortable in Tokyo now, so she didn’t want to take time away yet. She’ll be back over Christmas break.”

“I understand. She calls us regularly.” He nodded. “Junko does worry and bend my ear over it, but she’s happy that Marika seems to be doing well.”

“Great. On another note…” I discussed funding to improve and repair the shrine, and after a while I transferred some money. After all, the Brown Dog Kami has helped keep Eri safe. And they support me as a shrine. I should reward them for that…

Once we were safely in a back room, Eri let out a long sigh, before turning to Motoko-san. “Right. Now we can talk. So let me be clear.” She spoke firmly, not backing down. “Akio is mine. I don’t feel good when he spends time with other girls, but I’m trying to be better, so I can accept it if he is helping you protect your family arts. I think that’s a wonderful goal. But… I’ll never let you have him! I don’t care how rich your family is, or how noble your bloodline…” Eri was starting to look a little green, so I pulled her into a hug again, reassuring her. Still, she never took her harsh glare away from Motoko-san. “… I love Akio with all my heart. And he loves me. I’ve even been training to stand by his side in the Boundary!”

At that the noble girls looked puzzled by the term.

“But Oshiro-sensei has Shaeula-sensei as well, does he not? So you already accept that he will have concubines.” Motoko-san said, confused. “I may be lacking, but I shall give my all to be worthy, as well as respect those who have come before me.” She turned to me. “Should our union proceed as planned, I shall serve my nightly duties too. I have not been taught anything, as mother says I should mould myself to my husband’s tastes, but I am confident in my stamina!”

Yeah, I think you are talking about the wrong things here… “Sorry, Motoko-san. I’m flattered, and while I don’t know you well, you are earnest and dedicated, but… I promised Eri and Shaeula I would only love them. So, it isn’t going to happen.”

“Oh come on.” Hinata-san said, fed up. “If it was my brother, he’d be snapping her up in a heartbeat. You should have seen the way he was eyeing them when we met you that first time.” she snorted. “Be a man and take hold of everything the world offers to you. That is the way of nobility!”

“I agree indeed!” Shaeula pronounced. “You should be greedier, Akio. You shall-shall be an Astral Emperor, as you call it, shall you not-not? Hinata, I like you. I support you! Eri, do consider her, I think she would be a good-good ally and female for Akio!”

As Hinata-san stammered that wasn’t her intent and Onoue-san bristled like an angry cat, cursing at Shaeula, Eri shouted angrily. “Look, enough! I hate this! But this isn’t why we are here!” She looked at me, still in my arms. “Akio. We’ll talk about this later. All right?”

I nodded guiltily, even though I hadn’t done anything. “Sure, anything for you.”

“As for you, Shaeula… and don’t think I can’t see you laughing too, Aiko…” At that my sister covered her mouth, looking down. “… I’ll have words with you, too!” She then addressed Motoko-san and Hinata-san. “Shaeula… she’s special. She’s my good friend. And she’s proved herself worthy of Akio, and that she cares about me too. So… she’s different. You can’t compare yourself to her.”

“So, if I prove my worthiness to you and Oshiro-sensei, then you can consider me too?” Motoko-san reasoned.

Uhh, I thought this was merely a proposed idea. The way she’s talking, it’s like a done deal.

“It’s not the same!” Eri exclaimed, annoyed. “But enough already. We are here for Aiko…”

“Yeah, wow, time for me to jump in. My bro’s gone from trash-tier moonstone to god-tier womaniser, and it’s messing with my expectations. But… bro, I did it! I managed to enter the Boundary! Praise me, I want all your praise!” She echoed the line she gave me on the phone.

I opened my arms, and she dived in for a hug. I had Aiko in one arm, Eri in the other, then Shaeula hugged us all from the back. After a while we separated, and I then fielded the inevitable questions from the others.

“Just what is this Boundary?” Hinata-san asked. “That’s twice now you’ve mentioned it.”

Okay, what to do, what to do? I’ve skimmed over a lot of the details with them, as after the attacks on the shrine I’ve realised leaking info can be dangerous. But… I do want to deepen our alliance…

Seeing my wariness, Motoko-san suddenly bowed deeply. Seeing that, Natsumi-san followed suit. “I understand that you might not fully trust Fujiwara-sama. But he only wishes to do what is best for Japan and the nobility. And I… I have been honest with my desires. Now is the time to show my worth. I have pledged to support you. When grandfather proposed I be the first to learn your ways, with… with the prospect of political marriage, I admit I had trepidations. But now…” She looked at Eri and Shaeula. “… if they love you so, you cannot be a bad person. So… I can be the bridge that connects you to the nobility, as well as a hostage should Fujiwara-sama betray you. He will not, should you support Japan. But if he does… you may have your revenge on me.”

“If Motoko-san must be punished, I too… I too shall face your wrath.” Natsumi-san said, her voice trembling a little.

Seriously? Is she so extreme because she’s a noble daughter, raised strictly from birth, or because she’s a martial artist? Or maybe it’s the strange combination…

“If you are a man, you shouldn’t force a girl to humble herself so, especially a daughter of a prestigious family.” Hinata-san sniffed. “I’m not prepared to be a victim if things don’t go your way, but… my family will support you. With Nichibotsu in your corner, you won’t want for money and prestige.”

“I like these girls!” my sis said suddenly. “I’m not saying you should cheat on Eri and Shaeula with them, wow no, I felt bad enough of a friend when I told you to accept Shaeula too, but… I think we can get along. So… I don’t really understand everything either, so why not teach them as well as me?”

I exchanged a glance with Shaeula, and she shrugged. “Very well-well. I applaud your resolve, Motoko, Natsumi. As for you Hinata, you are prudent, but soon-soon you will throw away that caution and yearn for Akio as do we. And you, Kazumi…”

“Me?” Onoue-san yelped. “I have nothing to do with this! I only protect Hinata-sama!”

“Then just-just watch and learn. Though should you betray us… I shall not-not stand silent.”

“Fine.” I sighed. “In that case… I want to appraise you, sis. It might feel a little weird, but I want to check your Chakra network.”

“Weird? Wow, you want to do kinky stuff to your…” I rapped her on the head and she pouted. “I was just lightening the mood!” she complained.

“Yeah well… don’t. This is serious stuff. Anyway… here goes!” I let aether flow into her, and she moaned a little, shivering.

“But it seriously is lewd…” my sister complained.

“It works!” I muttered, still a little surprised. I mean, when she became kin for Kin Bonding it implied that she would be visible under Kin Examination, but this proves it.

I looked at her Statistics and Skills, surprised at what she had, and then read them out for her.

[Oshiro Sapphire Aiko] [Kin]
[Material Statistics]
Might              58
Fortitude         50
Intellect           60
Resilience       60
Alacrity           62
Precision         70
Aether             178
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune
Majesty
Charm
League
Determination
Foresight
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 1
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 1
Unstable Lunar Chakra Rank 1
[Physical Combat Skills]
Bow Technique Rank 4
Spiritual Kyūdō Rank 2
[Level] 0/0


“Wow, so… are those numbers good?” Aiko asked, excited.

“They don’t seem bad, though I reckon you’ve gained some by completing your Chakra network and Silver Cord. Otherwise your bro feels pretty pathetic, as they are higher than a lot of my initial ones.” I laughed bitterly. Still, what seems to influence them the most is Levels and those particular Skills, so I bet she did get a boost. Sadly she doesn’t have any Intangible stats yet. Eri did at level zero, but she awakened in a… non-standard way. I flushed a little at remembering my first night with Eri. Seeing that, my sister pouted.

“Blushing while staring at your sister’s innermost secrets. Disappointing bro, disappointing.”

“Yeah, you know I wasn’t thinking about you!” I retorted. “Still, Bow Technique is self-explanatory, but what is Spiritual Kyūdō?”

Spiritual Kyūdō Rank 2. This skill is a meditation and visualisation technique that allows one to combine Aether, Elemental power and ????? with archery, to better blend the spiritual and physical combat arts. This ability can be used to raise Aether more efficiently than base visualisation techniques.


Yeah, that’s surprisingly good. No wonder my sister managed to stabilise her Chakra network so quickly. Although she has an unstable lunar Chakra skill, just like Eri does…

“Wow, that sounds so cool!” my sis exulted. “I did think there were similarities between the visualisations for the eight stages of Kyūdō and the exercises Shaeula taught us. But… what the hell is elemental power, bro?”

“Here.” I lit a ball of flame on my palm, leaving it hovering in the air.

“Whoa, that’s crazy.” Aiko reached out a hand, only to withdraw it with a yelp. “Ouch, that’s hot. Real fire…”

I then dismissed the flame, conjuring a swirl of wind that ruffled everyone’s clothing. When that died down I smiled. “As for earth, we are indoors, so I don’t want to wreck the floor.”

Motoko-san and Natsumi-san were watching with rapt amazement, while Hinata-san merely sniffed. “I’ve seen that trick before, with the coins. Yet… I admit, it’s impressive.” Onoue-san seemed interested despite her wariness, and I could see she had one hand in her pocket, and I could hear the gentle clink of metal on metal.

A weapon? No… coins?

“This is incredible.” Motoko-san was curious. “I of course believed grandfather and Fujiwara-sama, but to see it with my own eyes is different. But even more amazing… how do you measure aptitudes and physical abilities? That could revolutionise the training of combat Arts! Please, I implore you, I wish to know how well I have mastered the arts of my family! Our bow techniques share much with Kyūdō.”

On hearing her earnest request, Shaeula snickered nastily, looking at me with her amber eyes. No way! I know what you want, but I won’t do it!

“He can’t.” Eri said, visibly annoyed. “His skill is Kin Examination. And you aren’t that!”

“I see.” Motoko-san deflated. “A great shame. So he can only use it on you, Aiko-senpai?” Now that she knew Aiko’s talents for Kyūdō and archery, her respect for her had grown further.

“No, he can only use it on those he loves. He considers those people kin!” Eri said triumphantly, warning Motoko-san off. “He can look at me too.”

“And I assume you can see your own abilities?” Motoko-san said and I nodded. “I see.” She continued, enlightened. “No wonder you can grow stronger then. With the ability to see which training methods work best…” she trailed off. “… may I be so bold as to know your numbers, Oshiro-sensei?”

I hesitated. That’s more information than I’m prepared to share easily. With detailed numbers, it should be possible to work out how much force is required to kill me, for example… or trap me, or any other number of inconvenient things. Though they grow all the time, so maybe it would be worth it as a show of trust, as soon any data will be obsolete...

“Please. I understand your desire to keep your abilities secret. Otherwise they could be used against you.” Motoko-san bowed low again, Natsumi-san once more beside her. Even Hinata-san bowed a little, curious, while Onoue-san could barely hide her anticipation.

What to do? “Well, I feel one’s Statistics are a private thing. Sharing them is something… well, a little intimate, don’t you think? Besides, while we are working together now, our relationship is only just beginning. There isn’t a foundation of trust between us yet.”

“Oh great, so my bro just stripped me naked in front of these girls then.” Aiko pouted. “I didn’t know you were into that!”

“Phrasing!” Eri said, suppressing a giggle. “Besides, I think Akio means his or Shaeula’s. Ours are just like anyone normal, so other than embarrassment…” her expression turned wry. “… like when I found out how pathetically out-of-shape I was, there is little to fear. But for those who fight… it might be life-or-death, right?”

I nodded, pleased Eri got it. “Yeah. There’s a measure of risk involved. I’m more than willing to exchange a lot of information with Fujiwara-san and the nobles for support, and train those of you who are interested, but… I’m not a noble, so I have to look after my own interests too.”

While the noble girls and their bodyguards were thinking this through, my sis raised a question. “So, why can’t I Level up, bro? That sucks.”

“Good question. It seems most people can’t, at least not like I do. Shaeula and Eri can because they have access to Lovers’ Link and Shaeula also gets a buff from the Throne Of Heroes…” Oops, I wasn’t going to mention details of my Territory, it just popped out. Luckily, the only one that seemed to notice the slip was Onoue-san, and she merely looked puzzled.

“Well, I’m not earning that skill, wow, hell no.” Aiko flushed. “Come on bro, can’t you do something? Eri’s already better than me during physical education class now. I hate this… you’re robbing me of my whole identity, I’m the sporty, energetic one!”

“If only it was that easy.” I sighed. “Finding a way for everyone to Level is a high priority for me. At least if you keep working on your Silver Cord and Eight Moons Chakra Network Skills, you’ll grow stronger with each Rank.”

“Fine. I’ll do my best.” My sis stuck out her tongue adorably. “I guess I should be happy I’ve had any success at all.”

It was then Motoko-san spoke. “Oshiro-sensei… I have decided. No, we have decided.” Beside her Natsumi-san nodded. “My dream is to follow the path of spear, sword and bow, and to pass it on to the next generation, my… our… children.” Natsumi-san was pink with embarrassment, but also agreed. “Even… even should you go against the nobility, I will remain your pupil, and I will support you. So please… we want, no, need to know everything, so we can elevate our arts to their true, perfect form!” And with that, the two girls got down on their knees and did a full dogeza, grinding their heads into the ground.

Hinata-san and Onoue-san gasped, Hinata-san even reaching out a hand to them before she stopped, recoiling back, a troubled look on her face.

“Seriously, don’t do that…” my sis muttered, embarrassed for them. Eri looked troubled too, while Shaeula was laughing nastily, a knowing look on her face. As for me… Gods, this is the worst. Now I just feel like an awful bully, making cute girls kneel before me and beg. Never mind the fact Motoko-san is a very important noble…

“Please just get up.” I managed, but they refused to raise their heads. “Seriously… I get that your family arts are important to you… if it was something … no, someone I cared about, I could cast aside my pride too… but…”

“I… I think I understand. Though I couldn’t beg like they are.” Hinata-san said, troubled. “After all, I just want recognition like Sakura, to not be looked down on by Mayumi-sama… to be a true noble. To get that, I’d do almost anything…” She paused, making up her mind. “To that end… I also swear I’ll never reveal any of this, not even to Fujiwara-sama or grandfather Itsuki. Kazumi, you too, understand?”

“Of course. I am your bodyguard, I only obey you.” she nodded firmly.

“Fine. You win. Please. Raise your heads, I’m feeling like a bastard right now.” I sighed, defeated. “And… stop with the Oshiro-sensei. I’m Akio. At least use my name.”

“Akio, use your Examination skill on me.” Eri said suddenly. “After all, I need to know how I’ve grown. Besides…” She looked at the kneeling girls, who had yet to raise their heads. “… I hate this. It makes me feel like I’m the bad one for not wanting them around.”

“Of course you aren’t!” I reassured her. “Your reaction is totally normal. Unfortunately… ever since that day a couple of months ago, nothing has been normal. So we adapt, or… well, you know how that saying ends.” Turning to the two girls kneeling, I reached down and grabbed their arms. They flinched and shuddered at my grasp, and I realised they were so isolated from men that they likely had little to no experience of a male's touch.

Still, I had already done it, so I hoisted them to their feet effortlessly, showing off my abnormal power. “Look, this whole situation is messed up. I’m not a politician or a master of diplomacy. I just want to do good, protect those I love. So… don’t expect too much from me. But what I do know is… you came here for good, honest reasons, and you are true to yourselves. To be honest… I don’t hate that.”

“Who-who is the tsundere now?” Shaeula snickered, but I ignored her, trying to find the right words.

“You too, Hinata-san. I can’t understand the world you live in, but… it must be hard, being looked down on just because of the family you were born into. I know what you want from me, but… I’m not sure what I need from you and your families yet. Don’t forget, I’m new at this. But… don’t think that you need to tie yourselves to me through… well, you know.” I said, embarrassed. “You are all good girls. Even you, Onoue-san.” At that, she looked down, chagrined, chewing on her lip. “So… fine. I’ll trust you.”

“After all… if you betray Akio’s trust, you shall have-have to answer to me, and Eri. And I believe you would not-not like that.” Shaeula warned. “But should you prove worthy of our trust, we welcome you, and Akio can surely make-make your dreams come true.”

“I can accept you as his friends.” Eri said, the emphasis plain.

“I… I am quite moved.” Motoko-san said, small tears gathering in the corner of her eyes. “You understand me quite well, Oshiro-sensei… no, Akio-sensei.” She smiled brightly then, dashing away her tears. “You are just as I hoped you would be. Strong, talented and principled. I understand, you do not want an arranged union. You are not a noble, so it makes sense you are not used to such. You need time to get to know me. Well, I shall be in your care for a long time.” She then bowed in martial arts fashion.

“Me too, Akio-sensei!” Natsumi-san bowed likewise.

“Looks like it backfired on you, Eri.” My sis whispered loudly enough for everyone to hear.

“Oh, shut up.” Eri snapped sourly. “Akio, show them my power! I’ll not lose to these girls!”

Fine. I’m curious on her growth myself…

[Mori Eri] [Bonded Kin]
[Material Statistics]
Might              58 88
Fortitude         57 90
Intellect         100 128
Resilience       68 96
Alacrity           88 130
Precision         90 119
Aether            211 307
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune
Majesty
Charm                  4
League                 1
Determination      2
Foresight
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 1
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 1
Unstable Lunar Chakra Rank 1
[Physical Combat Skills]
Axe Technique Rank 1
[Unique Skills]
Lovers’ Link Rank 3
[Level] 3/10 10/14


I see. You’ve been working hard. “Level ten, that’s great. You must have fought hard for that.” I rubbed her head, and she was almost purring in satisfaction.

“See, this is bullcrap, bro!” my sis pouted. “Sure, I have more Skills, but… what the hell are those numbers? And why does she have Charm? Am I not cute? That’s crap. Guys like that trash Kenji hit on me all the time!” Puffing out her cheeks, she looked incredibly frustrated. At that both Hinata-san and Shaeula burst out laughing. I tried to restrain my own giggles, but an amused snort escaped me, causing my sister to punch me, before yelping and sucking on her hand. Yeah, no-one ever learns I’m pretty solid now…

I calmed her down by explaining that Intangible Statistics needed unlocking, and took that time to explain the measuring scale for Statistics, which left the girls amazed that Eri had abilities greater than a human was able to possess before. Indeed, in a one-on-one, unless the foe is armed or a skilled martial artist, Eri should be able to wreck any average thug…

“I see-see.” Shaeula muttered, having used her Mystic Eyes. “That is why your Skill has vanished. The lunar Chakra has stabilised, much as it did-did with Akio. Growing the Skill or gaining power with Levels, either seems-seems to repair it.”

“This Lovers’ Link skill…” Motoko-san mused. “It is why Eri-senpai can grow, but Aiko-sensei cannot?”

“I’m afraid so. But the conditions for using it are out of the question.” I said firmly. “Being lovers is only… well, for lovers, obviously.”

“Indeed.” Motoko-san mused. “The disgrace to my house, allowing a man to… but… even so, such power and skill…”

Yeah, I’m heading this line of thought off. Eri is looking very scary, and Tsumura-san specifically advised me not to lay my hands on her, which makes sense. Even if we did eventually get engaged, what grandfather would let a cheating bastard like me manhandle his precious granddaughter?

“Well, if you want to see what true power is… I guess here we go…” In the end, them knowing my status isn't going to change much, I guess. We are allies... Their impassioned pleas had softened my stance.

[Material Statistics]
Might               319 338
Fortitude          312 331
Intellect           333 351
Resilience        342 362
Alacrity            310 330
Precision          342 361
Aether              910 1069
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune              15 17
Majesty                   11
Charm                16 18
League                     8
Determination         7
Foresight              5 7
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 3
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 3
Aether Manipulation Rank 5
Aether Combat Technique Rank 3
Crude Body Enhancement Rank 1
Ether Healing Rank 4
[Elemental Skills]
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 4
Wind Manipulation Rank 5
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 3
Flame Manipulation Rank 5
Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 3
Earth Manipulation Rank 5
Lunar Chakra Of Wind, Flame And Earth Rank 2
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spear Technique Rank 3
Sword Technique Rank 1 Rank 2
Combat Technique Rank 2 Rank 3
Elemental Spear Technique Rank 2 Rank 3
[Practical Skills]
Ether Crafting Rank 3 Rank 4
Dvergr Techniques Rank 1
[Perceptive Skills]
Self-Examination Rank 6
Self-Examination, Territory Rank 5
Kin Examination Rank 6
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eyes Of Perception Rank 0
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 3
Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze Rank 3
[Level] 44 47
[Classes]
Fae-Souled 20/30 22/30
Kami-Blessed 5/20
Conqueror 5/50 6/50
[Territory Rank] 2 3


Yeah, not a huge amount of gains, but what I have gained is powerful… my combat Skills have also gone up with all the beatings… sorry, sparring I’m doing with Ulfuric.

“Shit bro… that’s so not fair. Are you even human anymore?” Aiko complained.

“I should think that it is-is reassuring to have a male with such power to look after us, do you not-not agree, Eri?”

She did agree with Shaeula. “Yes. The world is scary, and is only going to get more dangerous.” She looked at the girls then, seeming to struggle internally for a moment, before finally speaking with a long sigh. “You should be grateful. Akio is giving you this chance, don’t waste it. Otherwise one day… if you are like I used to be, crying and lamenting my own pathetic weakness, regretting that what you wanted is gone from your grasp… you’ll look back on this moment, and know you chose wrong.”

Powerful words. Once more I’m forced to acknowledge I hurt Eri by my own foolishness, distancing myself from her. Aiko too. Never again…

“So let me get this straight.” Hinata-san said suddenly. “If even a world-class heavyweight boxer isn’t at a hundred in those numbers, as that is the absolute best a human can reach… you are more than three times stronger than that!” She was amazed. “I knew you were strong, but… that doesn’t seem possible.”

“You skills with weapons are… a bit disappointing.” Motoko-san said, and beside her Natsumi-san covered her mouth, looking away, giggling. “Though when you used my Gurenyari… I see, you were covering with speed and precision above human limits. No wonder your strikes were so fast and elegant. So… if you were to master our family techniques as well…”

“Motoko-san will be deep in thought for a while.” Natsumi-san was still laughing. “Please forgive her.”

“All this is important and all…” Hinata-san said, looking at me shrewdly. “But a few things don’t add up. The Boundary. And… Territory Rank. Doesn’t that imply that there is somewhere other than Japan? After all, are you not from elsewhere, Shaeula?”

I suppose I didn’t need to read out everything. Still… I just get the feeling I can trust these girls. After all, I can give them what they want, and I’m not really at odds with the nobles. I can give them what they want too, if they back me, so… as long as no-one else comes along who can do better… ugh… that might be a problem… Still, that was why I was building up a power base with the temples, nobles and politicians.

As Shaeula agreed, I decided to explain a bit. “Yes, the Boundary is a distorted mirror of Earth, where the lower Astral meets the Material. It is a real place one can visit, if they have a suitably strong Chakra network that can gather enough aether.”

“Akio controls a fair amount.” Shaeula grinned. “It is but-but a pittance compared to the Seelie Court, yet… I believe in your terms, it would be-be several square kilometres of land, would it not-not?”

“Yeah, I haven’t done the exact maths, but it has to be five or six square kilometres in total.”

At that Hinata-san looked aghast. “And… does it affect the Earth in any way?” she pressed, intense, getting in my face. Uncomfortably close, in fact.

“It can do.” I answered, a little taken aback. “Like at the shrine we live at, we’ve managed to increase ether density, which will make training you all easier and more efficient…”

“At the price of land… even on the outskirts of Tokyo… if it could be used or settled on…” Her eyes were spinning as she calculated.

“All right, that’s enough!”

Eri cried and pulled her away, only for Hinata-san to exclaim “You’d be richer than me!” in shock. “You have to find a way to make this Territory usable! Prime land in Tokyo… it’s almost priceless!”

I don’t think it’s that easy… Before I could voice my denial though, Shaeula agreed with Hinata-san. “Indeed. I am glad-glad you recognise the advantages Akio has. For now, only a rare-rare few can access the Boundary and lower Astral, but as the Material grows ever closer…” she chuckled darkly. “… Akio shall rule-rule more than just the Boundary.”

“I think you broke them all.” My sis chimed in. Indeed, Motoko-san and Natsumi-san were thinking of combat potential, while Hinata-san was dreaming of an expanded Tokyo, Onoue-san listening to her ravings.

“Yes, it seems so. Seriously Shaeula, do you really think it’ll work like that?”

She shrugged. “From the old tales, yes-yes, areas of the lower Astral existed alongside the Material, faerie glades, woods and wildernesses being places even mortals could visit, were they brave-brave or foolhardy enough. But then the Astral withdrew, and the Boundary formed. But now-now… the reverse is happening. Perhaps…” She frowned, thinking. “I am loathe to see-see my idiotic brother, but perhaps we should at least visit the mansion he has prepared for us. If you see the lands of the Fae with your own-own eyes, you will understand.”

“Wow, that sounds awesome. I wish I could go!” my sis pouted, and Eri agreed with her.

“One day soon you can.” I promised. “But first you need to consolidate your Skills. Speaking of… are you ready to visit the Boundary properly?” I asked her, and my sis nodded, bouncing with excitement.

“I sure am bro, I sure am! After all, I’ve been visualising every spare minute for this!”

“First-first we will need to charge you up.” Shaeula observed. “Also…” Her eyes glowed amber. “… I would like-like to make some adjustments to your network and Chakras, to prevent future issues. Akio, you should-should help me.”

“This again, huh? Be gentle…” My sis said with watery eyes and a wavering gaze, only for Eri to whack her softly on the back of her head.

“It’s comments like that which are why everyone thinks you are a total brocon.” Eri warned her, and Aiko shrugged.

“Come on, it’s only us girls here, and bro loves it, right?”

“You do you.” I gave up. “All right, are you going to lead, I don’t have your eyes?” I asked, and Shaeula nodded, placing her hand on Aiko’s lower body. She took mine and put it next to hers. Yeah, okay, I’m only touching her belly, nothing lewd here at all…

“Pour in your aether, and I shall guide it.” Shaeula advised, and as I trickled it in my sis started shivering. “More. And as it flows-flows, feel the blockages and clear them.”

I increased in intensity, and my sis started moving her legs strangely, looking flushed. “Be gentler. I’m not very experienced.”

Damn, why does everything you say sound dirty, sis? “I think… is there a blockage here? The aether isn’t flowing well…”

Shaeula nodded, while my sister complained. “Don’t ignore me!”

“Yes, her network has developed improperly there. Force-force through and use your Ether Healing to repair it.”

“All right.” I intensified the flow, ignoring my flushed sister as she moaned softly. There was a feeling of resistance, but after a moment it parted before me. My sister shuddered, a trace of pain on her red face, before my aether gushed through, starting to repair and strengthen the capillaries around the node that was blocked.

Something feels strange. It is like I’m understanding what Shaeula does, how her Skill works… My energy flowed up, spiralling past the heart Chakra and cascading towards the mess that was her lunar Chakra.

“Now this does hurt.” Aiko complained, her back burning with needles of pain. “I’m not enjoying this…”

I barely heard her as I concentrated on both the flow of energy within my sister, as well as using Ether Healing and something more to repair and reinforce the woefully unstable Chakra.

“I have mastered the class Pledged One…” Shaeula muttered in wonder, but I didn’t hear her either. I see. Ether Healing, Aetheric Chirurgery… they are both parts of a greater ability. It seems beyond my reach but…

You have gained a skill, Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 1. This Skill allows you…

I blinked away the notifications, engrossed in what I was doing. I still couldn’t see like Shaeula could, so my efficiency sucked, but now I had the Skill, I had a much better feeling of where the problems were and how to fix them. I worked for several more minutes, until my head was aching from the stress of using multiple Skills blind.

“There, all done. You have plenty of aether now.” I grinned, before blinking in surprise. My sis was bright red and panting, dripping with sweat.

“Seriously bro…” she managed, shaking her head. “I told you to stop, that I couldn’t handle that, but you just pushed through anyway, and it really hurt!”

“Phrasing!” Eri chided her once more, as the way Aiko said it was very dirty. Still, it amused Shaeula at least, and her laughter rang out.

“Seriously, it sucked and I’m so ashamed!” My sis continued, pouting. “Now that I’ve been through that, I’m ruined. I can’t get married anymore. You’ll have to take responsibility, bro…”

“Enough of that.” I sighed. “It wasn’t like you are making it sound. Besides, firstly, there are only girls here so no-one would know about it, and secondly, it was just some cleaning out of your Chakra network. And lastly, and most importantly… seriously… you want me to take responsibility? Seriously? Might want to rethink that one, sis.”

I didn’t think it was possible, but she went even redder, looking away. “Oh shut up! It was humiliating, it felt strange!” she sighed. “Still, I know you only do it to help me.”

“She’s just embarrassed.” Eri said helpfully. “But like Akio says, it isn’t anything weird.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “It is not-not truly mixing your souls and aether. It is more-more akin to a handshake or a hug, not-not an intimate act such as true conjoining.”

“Fine then.” She was starting to calm down. “I do feel full of energy though. Wow, I can hardly wait to be able to explore!”

“We only have a few hours. You have to be ready for the party.” I warned, and she pouted again.

“Spoilsport!” she chided me. “But I get it. Come on then Eri, let’s go!”

“I shall follow you shortly.” Shaeula said, turning back to the noble girls. “First I shall-shall look over their techniques, and correct any glaring issues. Then I shall-shall follow you.”

“All right then. Come on, time to go.” Eri was already entering the Boundary, lying down on some futons that had been placed here beforehand. Aiko struggled a bit, even with her replenished aether, but after a few minutes she too was unconscious. With that, I also lay down, and moments later I opened my eyes in the Boundary once more…
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Ihoisted the heavy sack full of equipment I was carrying over my shoulder, once more marvelling at the fact that such items would move around with one’s Astral body. There really has to be a way to use that somehow… Still, I pushed the thought that I had considered a fair few times before aside, revelling in something different, the sheer childlike joy and excitement my sis was displaying.

“Wow, just wow. Wowowowowowowowow.” She was speaking rapidly, her words slurring together as she examined the much more magnificent shrine. “I only saw a little before, but wow, this is crazy!”

“I get that you are excited, but you need to calm down.” Eri said, and I saw she was holding what looked like a wood-axe, the bright metal head now pitted with chips and cracks. On seeing my gaze, Eri blushed adorably. “When I broke the gifts you gave me… ugh, I still feel awful about that… anyway… I managed to take this axe from a zombie.” She swung it through the air, making it whistle. “Still, I find it easier to use than a sword. I guess I’m not skilled like Aiko. Axes and clubs are easy to use.”

“It’s a complicated feeling, seeing you armed and ready to fight, but… I guess I’m proud of you?” I said at last, and Eri giggled.

“You don’t sound sure.”

“No. I am sure. Good job!” I reached out with my free hand and ruffled her hair. As I did so, Aiko turned back to us, bouncing about excitedly.

“Come on, you two! I want to see outside! Outside!”

We followed her out, only to hear more of her astonished ‘wow’ noises. She had entered the courtyard, only to be greeted by the Brown Dog Kami and his many pony-sized adherents. Her dislike of dogs, which was shared by us all, admittedly, after that day, had been completely pushed out by the spectacle, and my sis was standing there with her mouth wide open, a shocked expression on her face.

“Grr, welcome, child of my shrine.” The Brown Dog growled, and that surprised my sis even more.

“It talks, he talks! Wow, this is amazing!”

Eri tried to calm my sis down, though she was struggling, finding it hard to contain her mirth. While this was going on, I bowed politely to the Kami, thanking him for looking after Eri during her forays into the Boundary, and adding that I hoped they would take care of Aiko too now.

“Grr, I shall indeed look after your honourable sister. She too is a daughter of this shrine.” Damn, that voice still surprises me. But then, the Jade Beetle spoke very elegantly as well, barring the odd beetle noises.

I declined any escorts from his followers, as we wouldn't be here long, and Shaeula and I would be more than enough protection. Speaking of Shaeula, a few minutes later she appeared, greeting us.

“All right then. Shall we be off?” I asked, having queried the Brown Dog about areas where enemies lurked.

“Sure thing! Wow, I’m pumped up.” Aiko struck an excited pose. “Although…” she deflated a bit. “I don’t have a weapon, and I can’t Level up. Wow, this sucks.”

“True, but there are still things you can do.” Shaeula and I, during our own training sessions, had been coming up with activities for our new trainees, which would allow growth in abilities even without the ability to Level. “Besides…” I rattled the heavy sack I was carrying.

“Here seems as good-good a place as any.” Shaeula grinned. We were on the hillside below the shrine, and the scenery was eerie yet attractive, the dark unlight of the skies casting pretty shadows.

“Right.” I turned to Eri, putting down the sack and rummaging around in it. “I know your birthday isn’t until tomorrow, but… happy birthday, Eri! I’m so glad I could spend it with you. I’m sorry I missed your last few…”

I pulled out several items. The first was the axe I had Bjarki make. It was a long-handled crescent-head axe with a spike on top of the shaft for stabbing like a spear if necessary, made of black dwarven steel, with some attractive blue patterns made from alloyed bluesteel and other metals. “I’m sorry it’s not particularly romantic, but… you are an adult, so I figured practical is best, right?”

“Wow bro, not quite what I meant when I said adult, you idiot.” My sis muttered loudly, clearly intending for me to hear. Even so, Eri dropped her own axe and reached out, happily lifting it up. “It’s heavy… but I can manage. It’s pretty too.” She smiled brilliantly, giving it a few swings. “Thank you, Akio! I love it! It’s even decorated, it’s kind of cute!”

Cute, really? I think I’ve broken Eri if she thinks a weapon is cute. Although... she’s cute right now.

“I’ll be honest.” Eri continued, resting the shaft of the axe on the ground, leaning on it. “I was very upset you kept missing my birthday. So this doesn’t quite make up for it. I want you to spend ten… no, a hundred birthdays with me for each one you missed. Then I’ll call it even.” She beamed broadly then, tearing up a little. “Even so… I’m so happy that… we can be together again. And that you trust me and respect me enough to let me help you!”

As Shaeula and my sis clapped cheerfully, I hugged Eri. “Don’t worry.” I whispered into her ear. “Let’s shoot for a thousand instead. And I do trust you. I worry about you getting hurt, but… well, I’ve thought of that.” Releasing Eri, I pulled out my other gift. It was the armoured dress that Bjarki and a surprising assistant had worked on.

“Wow, that’s adorable!” Aiko said, envious, and Eri agreed, taking it from me, running her hands over the smooth metallic cloth, which was plated with black and blue metals to shield her vital areas.

“It looks a bit goth-loli.” My sis observed. “And the skirt is pretty damn short. Is that the sort of dress you like Eri in, bro?” she asked, and I had to admit Eri did look cute in more girly clothes like that.

“I’m going to try it on.” Eri said, enchanted by her gift. Her hands went to her ragged armour that I had brought her before and she pulled it off. She then began unbuttoning her blouse.

“Bold indeed.” Shaeula snickered, as Eri dropped her blouse to the floor, before unhooking the clasps on her long skirt. As that fell to the ground, I probably should have averted my eyes at her underwear-clad body, but it wasn’t like I hadn’t seen more.

“We are all girls here. Apart from Akio. And I want him to see.” Eri blushed. She slowly donned the black and blue dress, taking her time, showing off her body. “It’s very pretty, and not too heavy.” she said happily, spinning around, her hem fluttering. “It’s sad I can’t show anyone else.”

“Sure, you look great. Bro’s taste seems to be improving. Either that or Shaeula helped out.” My sis observed. “But the skirt part is surprisingly short, if you try fighting in that you’ll just end up flashing your enemies. Plus, it doesn’t exactly protect your legs or arms. I’m surprised he didn’t dress you in bikini armour…”

“I’m not that bad.” I protested. “And I did think of that. Here.” I produced two long metallic-cloth bracers and gloves for Eri’s arms, as well as some under-leggings to be put on under the skirt, preventing any wardrobe malfunctions and also armouring her legs. Eri pulled them on, making sure I could see her underwear, before giving a final twirl.

“Perfect!” I said, and the others agreed.

“It surprises me that Master Bjarki was capable of making such-such… fanciful… armour.” Shaeula mused, and I shook my head, correcting her.

“He did the reinforcing and alloying, but actually it was Hyacinth who spun the cloth and did most of the needlework.”

“Who’s Hyacinth?” Eri asked, not recognising the name.

“She’s one of the Fae Shaeula’s brother sent us. She’s… well, she’s quite crazy, but she excels at all sorts of domestic chores. It seems spinning, needlework and tailoring are among them.” I grinned.

“It’s not even my birthday yet, but I’m already happy.” Eri was overjoyed. “Now I want to test out this axe. Maybe I’ll get my Axe Technique to Rank two.” Her smile was gorgeous and seductive.

“Well, I get that it is your birthday and all.” Aiko sighed. “And don’t get me wrong, this place is unbelievable, and I’m happy I can finally come here… but… wow, damn, I feel so left out.”

Shaeula and I exchanged glances, before we grinned. “Don’t worry. Shaeula made sure you wouldn’t be the only one to get nothing, and I think I’ve contributed too.”

“Oh, really?” she leaned in, excited. “Don’t keep me hanging.”

“I think I know.” Eri giggled, still frolicking around in her dress, hefting her axe. Well yeah, you were there when Shaeula asked her brother for it…

“Here. This is for you. We didn’t have these made, they are genuine Faerie items, so do be sure to take care of them!”

“Wow. Just… wow.” My sis grinned, as I handed her a fiery red recurve-style bow, with a string of shining metallic silver. It was paired with a quiver made from a brilliant crimson material, attached to a cute leather strap with a silver buckle to fasten it and some attractive dangling cloth that Hyacinth had added, allowing Aiko to secure her bow out of the way and draw it quickly too.

“It’s even my favourite colour.” Aiko rubbed her cheek against the sleek bow, grinning. “Thanks. I love it big bro. It reminds me of my own bow too.” It was quite a bit smaller than a Kyūdō bow, but was more suitable for actual combat.

“Shaeula helped get it too.” I admitted. “By the way… that’s not all.” Removing the last items from the bag, it was a set of armour similar to Eri’s, though this one was a long-sleeved body armour and leggings. It was still decently cute as armoured clothing went, but even so, my sis pursed her lips when she saw it.

“Well…” she pondered, taking them from me. “… I really should be happy, you’ve thought of me after all, and it is a gift, but… wow bro, such double standards. Eri gets a cute dress, while I’m in leggings and a jerkin. It kind of hurts my feelings a little, you know.”

“I don’t think I meant it that way.” I sighed. Girls huh? I may have two fiancées now, but I still don’t get them most of the time. “I’m certain they’ll suit you anyway, and you prefer jeans and t-shirt over dresses and skirts at home, don’t you?”

“True.” my sis conceded. “But I think you are missing the point a bit. Anyway…”

“Anyway…?” I asked, confused.

“Damn, bro!” my sis exclaimed. “I’m not stripping in front of you to change! I’m not Eri. At least look away!”

Oh yeah… With a wry, embarrassed smile, I turned away. After a couple of minutes my sis called out to me, and I glanced back at her. Hey, not too bad. “Yeah, I was right. You look rather cool, sis. If the boys at school could see you like this, they’d be even more desperate to date you.”

“Sure, like I want that.” My sis rolled her eyes, before testing her range of movement. “Though I have to admit, this is pretty good gear. Thanks bro, Shaeula.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I replied. “After all, there’s no way I’m letting you do dangerous things without all the preparation I can make to keep you safe.”

As Eri snickered at her embarrassment, Shaeula piped up. “Well, time will not-not wait for us, will it? It is time to test out your new-new toys.” She grinned wolfishly. “After all, we can not-not miss the party, can we?”
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“Wow, this is wild!” Aiko cried, the arrow bursting into flame and piercing the giant black bear in the head. It flailed around, burly arms tipped with jagged claws each the length of kitchen knives, unable to reach its target, who darted in and swung her axe with a loud roar, also striking the head. The bear-beast cried out, before collapsing and flaring into a cloud of bright ether.

“It is, isn’t it?” Eri grounded her axe, panting a little. “Still, it’s as exciting as it is scary!”

Sitting down, her hands trembling, Aiko nodded. “Yeah, I’m definitely a bit freaked out here. But wow, Eri, you’ve changed. Or maybe you haven’t. In any case… I think I’m done fighting for now. It’s bad for my nerves.”

“Hey, you get to stand at a distance! I have to run in up close!” As Eri retorted, jokingly, I cracked a smile. This really is nice. I don’t want them to get hurt, but even so, seeing them laughing and joking like this is heart-warming.

“We do not-not have much time, but I shall show you some exercises to complete to increase your potential.” Shaeula gathered them and they began to manipulate aether. Aiko’s exercise was to create arrows and keep aether and imagination flowing into them long enough for her to hit a target with them, while Eri’s was to control her axe with aether, alternately increasing and decreasing the weight while she swung. They were efforts to increase their aether control, and hopefully get them the relevant Skills.

“I shall-shall continue as well.” Shaeula pulled out the mirror she had brought with her, and she began to fire bursts of light energy from her dagger into it, deepening the indigo glow as more and more energy was stored.

I guess I’ll clear the rest of the monsters around here to help out the shrine. Leaving the girls to it, I quickly tore through the remaining bears and similar monsters. They were little challenge, so I returned a few minutes later, to see Eri and Aiko, having exhausted most of their small stocks of aether from the hard training, crowded around Shaeula.

“That mirror… it’s adorable.” Eri observed, and beside her my sis agreed.

“Yeah, the two colours of wood and the blue detailing… it looks like the sort of antique a noble might have.”

“Yes, we retrieved it from a very-very strange place indeed.” Shaeula explained. “The mirror stores both light and darkness elemental energy. I have-have been charging it, to practice mastering this dagger.” With that she twisted the frame, turning the black moons to the top with an audible click. The light within turned to the blue, casting an azure shadow on their faces.

“So… so pretty.” Eri said a little vacantly, reaching for the mirror. Shaeula let her take it, her eyes glowing amber.

“Yes, you do have an affinity for darkness, do you not-not?” Shaeula mused. “I expected this would happen.” Dark flecks of blue light were lifting free from the glass and being sucked into her network. Still, I don’t think she would be able to master it that way. It’s only a trickle, and instinctive. I had struggled with darkness, making little headway with learning it, but I also knew affinity made a big difference, due to my experiences with the earth element.

“What’s going on, bro?” my sis asked, concerned by the sudden change in Eri.

“I told you about elements earlier, didn't I? Eri has an affinity for darkness, so she’s absorbing it from the mirror where some of it is stored. Still, if she could learn it, she’d be stronger…”

“I see. Is it… dangerous?” Aiko asked.

“There can be a risk of hurting your Chakra network, but with Shaeula here that can be avoided.” Shaeula was in fact talking Eri through what she needed to do.

“You must-must draw the darkness here.” Shaeula tapped her on the throat. “Pool it here and allow it to grow-grow. But that alone is not-not enough. You must also understand the darkness, feel it.”

As Eri nodded, concentrating, my sis whispered to me. “So… just how do you understand darkness, bro? I don’t get it.”

“Neither do I, sadly. And I have tried a fair bit. I suppose if Eri manages it, maybe she can explain it to us?”

As we continued to speculate, Eri was draining the mirror dry under Shaeula’s supervision. “I… I…” Eri exclaimed, her dark eyes flashing. “I’m so annoyed. Why the hell are all these new girls flocking around Akio? It’s incredibly frustrating! Why can’t they just piss off and leave Akio to me?”

“I understand your concerns, but it is not-not reasonable to keep Akio to yourself. He is too-too great a male.” Shaeula said, only for Eri to glare at her, snarling, exposing her teeth.

“Well, this is all your fault!” Eri snapped. “You think I wasn’t in pain when you and Akio… you… you…”

“Eri, stop that!” My sis called, confused. “You don’t really think that, I know! What’s got into you?”

“It must be the darkness energy. When she took some in back at the shrine, she went a bit berserk. I guess darkness is like yin, from strong negative emotions. Eri…” I reached out, grabbing her shoulder reassuringly. “It’s all right, I’m here. If it’s too much you can sto…”

I didn’t even get to finish before her lips were sealing mine with a savage kiss, her tongue tangling with mine. I felt pain as she bit down hard on my lips. Still, at least it seemed to calm her a little, so I grabbed her and pulled her close, reciprocating.

As she finally pulled free, she sighed damply. “This is your fault, Akio. You make me so jealous, leave me so scared. But… I love you, don’t leave me, I’m sorry I’m so needy, I’ll get better, I promise, don’t leave me…” The remaining darkness energy was pulled from the mirror, and it fell from her sweaty hand.

“Oh Eri…” I sighed, hugging her more tightly. “I know you feel some of that, but most of it is the darkness energy. You can control it. I’ll never leave you again, I promise. After all, don’t we love each other?”

“You’ll never… ever… leave me again?” she murmured, her face pale and her expression ghastly and fearful.

“No, I promise.” I squeezed her tighter.

“I see. Then I’m relieved. But…” She suddenly spun me with surprising strength and tossed me to the ground, where I landed on my back, Eri towering over me. “… prove it. Here and now.”

“Oh wow… this isn’t going where I think it is, is it? Are you sure this is okay?” Aiko asked Shaeula, who shrugged.

“We shall interrupt if-if it becomes dangerous. Perhaps it will help her settle the darkness energy. I am not-not an expert on the higher elements, alas.”

Yeah, the look in Eri’s eyes. I don’t like it. I hate seeing her in pain. Pushing down my embarrassment, I made my resolve to help her through this trial, no matter the personal humiliation…

Eri reached under her skirt and pulled off the leggings, tossing them aside. I found my eyes drawn to her underwear, the clean white panties she usually wore visible under the short skirt at this angle. On seeing my gaze she grinned, and reached under her dress. I heard a gentle click, and she dragged her white bra out from under the armoured cloth, tossing it aside.

“I love that.” She giggled, a touch maniacally, as she pulled down her panties and cast them aside too. Her slit was already slightly open, drooling her love juices. “I want so much to believe you love me as much as I do you. I do believe it, truly, but right now there’s a voice inside me that won’t shut up, that says this happiness won’t last, that Shaeula, those noble bitches, the girls from my school, even Aiko… everyone wants to take you away… from… me!” She bent down and tore off my own armour, grabbing my penis and pulling it free, before swallowing it within her warm mouth, head moving back and forth as she moaned, her tongue inexpertly licking my shaft, her hair tickling my bare legs.

“No, Eri, I’d never do that…” My sis said, her voice pained.

“Shut up!” Eri said, her voice muffled as my cock was still in her mouth, trembling as she worked on it. “I know… I do… but… uh… ahn…”

Seeing her distress I slid one hand up under her skirt, stroking her dripping pussy gently, my finger scooping up some of her juices and using it to polish the little red bead that was her clitoris. My other hand I slid into her dress, grabbing at her bare breasts, enjoying the feel of their softness in my palm, the hard nub that was a nipple poking me. Her moans became more intense, and she quickly came, squirting all over my legs before she pissed herself, a hot gush of urine soaking me. She slid free, my iron-hard cock convulsing, yet I had not orgasmed, as she was defeated just before I could cum.

“Wow, this got… serious.” My sis muttered, shocked, but unable to look away. Shaeula was looking too, though for other reasons, my keen nose picking up the damp scent of her arousal too.

“Indeed. Eri’s emotions are being heightened by the darkness and slanted towards the negative. I would-would intervene, but I fear Eri would react quite-quite poorly right now.”

Yeah, no kidding. She was lying on my lap, her (and my) lower body soaked with her sticky secretions and urine. She was flushed red, but her eyes were black. She trembled with shame, embarrassment and lust, eyeing my engorged dick greedily.

“Eri… I’ll prove it to you!” I said, gently picking her up, pulling down her dress and easing it off until she was naked. “But… can you control the energy or should I purge it? Either way, I love you, just… I prefer the normal Eri.” I kissed her, tongue forcing in. I started working her clit and pussy again, the hole loose and ready to accept my cock, but I showed her no mercy. I slid my lips down to her breasts, sucking at her nipples, and as her gasps intensified, she spoke, her words coming fast and breathlessly.

“I know. I get that… it’s… ahn… ahn, stop…. I’m going white… weird… but… ahn, um… it’s hard. I’ll do my best… for you!”

“Then let me help you!” I asked, as she orgasmed a second time, this time only a thin dribble of love nectar splashing out. I bent down and licked at it, causing her great shame and arousal. “It’s sour. But it tastes of you. I want all of you! The light, the dark, everything! If you really fear that I'll go away, I’ll reassure you as many times as it takes, even if it takes a thousand, no, ten thousand years!” And with that I pressed my dick to her still-twitching entrance. After two massive orgasms, she was incredibly sensitive, so even the brief touch made her shudder in pleasure.

“Only Shaeula and I know… ahn... this pleasure.” Eri gasped, looking at Shaeula. “In my head I know without you, Akio and I would never have come together… ahn, ah... but my heart… no, I can control this! I’m going… uh, ahn…” Her words were cut off as I slid inside her warm honeypot, the slick walls of her insides gripping me tightly.

Shit, that feels amazing. I could hear my sis and Shaeula talking to each other, but my head was white too. Eri and I kissed, and I forced myself in until my dick, harder and bigger than ever, was kissing the entrance to her womb, hitting her deep inside. Now, time to end this.

We were both gasping and sweating as I slid in and out of her, our tongues and lips entwined, my cock scooping out her sodden insides, the wet slapping as our bodies met arousing. It didn’t take too long until I came, since she had prepared me well with her mouth. As my hot semen poured deep into her womb, Eri gasped and shuddered. She had not orgasmed, but even so, the experience was brilliant for her, the feeling of my love resonating.

“… I’m going crazy, but I’ll… I’ll control the darkness I feel!” Eri yelled.

“Together!” I gasped. Even though I was done, I continued to make love, nectar and semen lubricating my dick. As Eri concentrated on understanding the darkness and how it affected her, while simultaneously climbing the stairs towards a third orgasm, I let my aether flow into her, concentrating on my Chirurgery. There. She’s doing it!

“Don’t worry… ahn… about that! Look only at me, uh, in this moooooooooment!” Eri cried in the throes of her passion.

I should. As I touched her throat Chakra with my aether, some darkness carrying her thoughts spilled into me, magnifying my own dark emotions. What… what if Eri wanted another man, was doing what we are doing now? Another man, kissing her lips, touching her breasts… fucking her… No! “Eri, you’re mine, now and forever. I’ll never, ever let you go. If any man tries to take you from me… I’ll kill him!”

“Yes, I wanted to hear that! When you said… ahn… ugh… that if I ever wanted another man… fuck, I felt sick. You jerk!” She started crying. “I... ahh… don’t care about… ahn... your … fuck, this feels so good… I’m going to cum again, in front of Shaeula and Aiko… shit… if you must have other women… for you I can bear anything… ahn... except you saying I want anyone else… ahn… but you!” She came then, her third orgasm dwarfing the other two, our heads clashing as she convulsed so hard. I then erupted again, her wriggling hole somehow dragging sperm out of me. As I fell on her, our bleeding heads resting against each other, I felt our bonds resonate, and my Chirurgery discerned a change in her throat Chakra.

“Akio, you idiot.” We kissed, leisurely, tenderly. “I don’t… want you to forget me. I want to spend as much time with you as I can.” She was crying, but the tears were pure, her true thoughts, not the mess of her darker ones. “I want this happiness to last forever! But Shaeula is right. You are special. I’ve always known it. So… if you have to have others… other women… as long as they love you like you deserve... I’ll swallow my tears. Just… never forsake me. And never tell me that I’d be better off loving someone else, even if I still loved you. I hate that. I’d rather die than touch another boy! I know you feel bad about being unfaithful, and you should. But only because it’ll make you only choose women that need you. I’ve always needed you, and Shaeula does too. Just…” She kissed me one more time, then snuggled her head into my chest, inviting me to stroke her hair, which I did. “… just don’t go mad, all right? I don’t want to be dealing with any bitches. I don’t want anything to interfere with our happy times.”

Seriously, I meant it when I pledged just to love you and Shaeula. But… Motoko-san… she’s so determined to carry on her family legacy… she could do it without me, right? No, now isn’t the time… later. I need to be very sure about any decision, and right now Eri’s emotions are running high. I can’t take her opinion here as her true opinion… she doesn’t mean what she is saying, I’m sure. Right? Ugh...

“Well, this is a surprise indeed.” Shaeula said loudly, and we both jumped, suddenly reminded they were there. “It seems you have-have realised your role as the first wife, have you not-not?” Shaeula grinned. “Fear not-not, I shall aid you, and Akio is not-not such a male who would abandon his females to fawn on another. If he should, we shall teach-teach him the error of his ways and correct him, no?”

“Wow, holy shit. I think I need therapy now.” My sis said, her face so scarlet as to be almost purple. “I thought Las Vegas was bad, but this…” She shook her head. “I’d have looked away, but… well, shit bro, I’ve heard some guys at school talking, but I think you might be a beast. Eri looked like she was enjoying it.” She shook her head again, stunned. “Also… Eri, you seem different somehow. More… glossy? Prettier? Ugh, I can’t explain it. I guess it’s true girls in love get cute.”

“I do not-not think it is just that.” Shaeula observed her with blazing amber eyes. “Your throat Chakra has stabilised. You have succeeded. Not-not that I doubted you. But before we discuss that… perhaps you might-might consider cleaning yourselves and getting dressed?”

Eri let out a yelp, realising we were both covered in her piss and love nectar, and my cum was dripping out of her all over us. I used aether to cleanse us, scattering the mess away from us, a neat trick I had just thought of, and then we dressed ourselves.

“I thought you’d save that sort of fun until your actual birthday.” Aiko smirked, having calmed down now the stimulating and embarrassing sight was over.

“I still will.” Eri chucked, looking up at me, a refreshed expression on her face. “You want to as well, right?” she asked me, and I had to nod.

“Of course. I plan to make up for your missed birthdays as best I can. Consider this a down-payment. But… we really are running low on time. Also… my sis is right. You do look hotter. It’s making my heart race.”

“Isn’t that just remembering what you did a minute ago?” my sis snarked, but I shook my head.

“Give me a second, I’m going to appraise you.” As Eri shivered, her sensitive body twitching at my touch, I let out a surprised gasp. “Damn, you’ve mastered darkness, which is awesome, great job, but… that isn’t the strange thing!”

[Mori Eri] [Bonded Kin]
[Material Statistics]
Might              88 91
Fortitude         90 93
Intellect        128 131
Resilience       96 99
Alacrity        130 133
Precision      119 122
Aether          307 347
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                1
Majesty                1
Charm               4 8
League                 1
Determination  2 3
Foresight
???
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 1
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 1
Aether Manipulation Rank 1
[Elemental Skills]
Throat Chakra Of Darkness Rank 1
Darkness Manipulation Rank 2
[Physical Combat Skills]
Axe Technique Rank 1
[Unique Skills]
Lovers' Link Rank 3 Rank 5
[Level] 10/14 11/24
[Classes] Dark Temptress 2/10


Dark Temptress. This Class draws upon the aspects of Darkness that point towards lust, jealously, possessiveness and allure, turning them into power. Charm will dramatically increase, and the effects of Charm will also be increased. The charisma and physical beauty of the Temptress will increase, and Skills relating to the Darkness Element, mental manipulation, love and lust will also increase.


That’s one surprising Class! Although she did tempt me ruthlessly only a short while ago. Still, the big takeaway here was that Eri could get a Class as well. Shaeula already had one when I linked her to the Throne Of Heroes, so it wasn't certain others would be able to gain them, but this proved it. That’s another route to growing power for those I train. Although with a Class like that…

Shaeula was laughing uproariously, having fallen to the floor, and she was now rolling around, tears falling from her amber eyes, greatly amused.

“Wow. I knew you had got sexy all of a sudden. But to think you’re a temptress now.” Aiko teased her too, getting a small revenge for the scene she had witnessed earlier. “I wonder what uncle and auntie will say about this! You’d better watch out bro, Eri will be drawing in all the boys during the party for sure, now!”

“You shut up, Aiko!” Eri was almost wailing, tears running down her cheeks for a different reason to Shaeula. “Akio, take it back, take it away! I don’t want this Class! I don’t want to tempt anyone but you! I’ll die first!”

“No dying! We’ve discussed this. But I’d be grateful if you kept the temptation to just me, selfish though it is.” I hugged away her tears until she calmed down.

“I know.” She hiccupped, her tantrum spent. “I’m strong enough to ward off any persistent flies, so I shouldn’t be scared. I just hate the Class name. Yours are so cool, and mine… it makes me sound like a slut!”

“If anyone is a slut here it’s me, two fiancées and other girls always hanging around. So I get it. I’ve heard your feelings, both your true and your darker ones. I trust you. Besides… you being more beautiful, makes me a lucky guy, right? Every girl would want that Class.”

“Indeed. I don’t want to tempt trash like Kenji, but… damn, I want to be more beautiful. I want power too. Hey bro, did I get the Aether Manipulation skill too?” my sis asked, eager.

“I’m afraid not.” I said after checking, and she puffed out her cheeks, frowning.

“Damn, so annoying. I guess Eri has a head start on me though. I’ll get it, mark my words. A Class too. Or some elements!” She slapped her own cheeks, motivating herself like she would during Kyūdō or volleyball. “Not Dark Temptress though. I’ll leave that for Eri!”

“Aiko!” Eri growled, and more laughter echoed around.

“If you simply practise when you return to the Boundary, you shall-shall obtain it. Work on your Skills and they shall not-not betray you. Now, this has been… entertaining…” Shaeula smirked. “But we should-should return. The party is waiting! Although…” Shaeula looked at Eri, a wry expression on her face. “Now-now I understand why you were so annoyed when your Lovers’ Link skill was below mine. I am feeling quite-quite frustrated now myself!”

As Shaeula declared that, Eri smiled prettily, satisfied with the role reversal. Seeing that, my sis chuckled, nudging me in the ribs with her elbow. “Hey bro. Quick question? Why is it every time you… well, fuck… do either you or the girls get a powerup? Did some God of Eroge give you your powers? As your sister, it’s a bit disheartening. Work out a better way so I can get my share too!”

At that surprisingly crude comment, Eri and Shaeula turned their attention to my sis, and soon they were all laughing and joking once more, mostly at my expense. As Shaeula passed the mirror back to Eri, advising her to use it to store and train her darkness further, I found myself smiling.

Yeah, at least the girls get to have fun. Me… I have to talk to mom, father and the Mori’s. Damn, I suppose at least I’ve had some unexpected happiness with Eri to give me some strength. I could never give her up now. We both promised. Together forever. Now I just have to somehow bring our families on board with this crazy madness…


Side Fifty-Seven – Fukumoto Hinata


As Shaeula entered the Boundary, her form suddenly becoming still and lifeless, not even breathing, unlike the other three who were lying on the prepared futons, their breaths coming slowly and loud in the enclosed shrine annex, Hinata turned to her senpai at school, the very popular and much higher-ranked Tsumura Motoko-senpai… No, I guess it is Motoko-san while we are studying under the same master… Her eyes flickered back to Akio-kun at that thought, before she put her attention back on Motoko-san.

She looks motivated, Natsumi too. There was no need for honorifics with Natsumi, she was a bodyguard, even if she was actually from one of the Three-Hundred, albeit one of the lower branches. I think her family runs a traditional textile firm that makes yukata and other traditional outfits? No, that doesn’t matter now. What does matter is…

“Motoko-san, why did you do that?” Hinata asked, actually scandalised. “No-one from nobility can humble themselves like that, least of all someone from a family as noble as yours! If anyone were to find out…”

Natsumi looked pensive, while Motoko-san merely smiled gently. “Yes, you are quite right. I would expect no less from a cousin of Takatsukasa Sakura-sama. It is unbecoming for a daughter of nobility to humble herself, as it reflects poorly on our family and our ancestors.”

“So then why…” Hinata began, only to stop at the strange, almost longing expression that crossed Motoko-san’s face.

“Because there is nothing more important to me than passing down my family's Tsumura Arts to the next generation, to my children. But more than that… I love them, Hinata-san. I feel so much joy as I train, as I spar with Natsumi…”

“I feel the same way!” Natsumi declared, holding Motoko-san’s hands. “I was honoured to be chosen as your apprentice and bodyguard, but now… now it’s what I want to do! I want to master the Tsumura Arts, recreate the old techniques within the records, and see the true path! I don’t just want to see it, I want to do it, by your side!”

“Even so, you shouldn’t have to humble yourself!” she declared. The pride of nobility… I hate to see it tossed aside. After all… it’s what I want for myself! I want to be beautiful, proud, respected, looked up to by the other girls at school, treated the same as Sakura. I want… I want Mayumi-sama to treat me as an equal. That was a pipedream of course. Mayumi-sama was the only granddaughter of the Ichijou house, and only the two granddaughters of Fujiwara-sama could compare. Takatsukasa house is on the wane… even a great legacy can be squandered by poor decisions. “We are making a trade here, Akio-kun should be more than happy to agree to your demands in exchange for the support of our families.”

“Maybe so. But… are we only our family?” Motoko-san shook her head. “I thought you hated that, Hinata-san.”

It was like a bolt of lightning ripped through her, she was so stunned. She’s right. I hate only being judged on my family, not what I can do, who I am… and now I’m trying to use the same as a club, a bludgeon. “I see. Even so… there were better ways. He… Akio-kun… he doesn’t seem that unreasonable. I think he would help you anyway. He seems a bit of a pushover, really.” She snorted, amused at her impression of him.

“Maybe so. I think in this strange world we cannot see, perhaps swords, bows and spears have a use. I could certainly find new disciples, pass on the Arts. But… you know that grandfather has tried to find matches for me. I am quite the catch…” Motoko-san smiled self-deprecatingly, with a touch of bitterness. “… ordinarily I would marry into one of the Three Great Houses, or perhaps be betrothed to the heir of a house with similar standing to mine. There have been talks, and mother and father are pressuring me to accept a proposal. Yet… every single one expects me to be a perfect flower, to be seen, admired and then put away when not needed.”

She sighed, clutching her carrying bag close, the weapon within comforting her. “I have met some of these gentlemen, and when they hear of my wish to continue with combat Arts, it’s always the same. I’m sorry, but girls should avoid strenuous, dangerous acts, what if you were injured, or worse, scarred? Or why can’t you take up more respectable hobbies, such as flower arranging or tea ceremony? It’s always the same. And I can perform tea ceremony, and dance traditionally, if not as beautifully as the Fujiwara daughters. I have studied to be the perfect bride and mother. Is it too much to ask I be allowed to indulge myself as well? Apparently so… within the nobility at least.”

“But… you don’t have a choice. You have to marry within the…” I see. I’ll be honest, I’ve thought about it too, ever since we were elevated to the Fifty-Eight. Even with that, it’s only by decree and the other Fifty-Seven still look down on us, nothing has really changed. Yet.

“When I talked to Akio-sensei about our Arts, he was interested, he praised me, he seemed genuinely impressed. His sister, Aiko-senpai, she is a practitioner of Kyūdō. When we were talking before, he told me about how he scrimped and saved to help her afford her bow, which she treasures to this day.” Motoko-san stroked her own weapon lovingly. “I can relate. These are the precious weapons of my family. My brother should be wielding them, or my father, but instead they let me have them, as they see no use for them in the modern world. I hate that. I hate always being the perfect daughter, hiding my pain.”

“I think most of us are in pain.” Hinata realised. “Sakura… not only does she have to measure up to Mayumi-sama and the daughters of Fujiwara house, despite her house being near-bankrupt and living off charity and fading glories, but she can’t make friends with lesser houses, even mine, despite us being cousins. Mayumi-sama… no-one will talk to her honestly, only me. The other girls keep their distance, awed by her status. The other girls, those from the Three-Hundred, always told by their parents never upset the true nobility, or it’s over for us…”

“Oh Hinata-sama…” Kazumi went to the same school as they did, Hanafubuki, but unlike Natsumi, Kazumi wasn’t a noble. Strictly speaking, the Three-Hundred were not allowed bodyguards or attendants, being only proposed lines of new nobility for the future. Still, Hinata had forced it through using her mother’s bloodline, as a statement against the nobility, and as pure defiance. “… I know you’ve suffered scorn and disparagement. But now your future is opening up, as you wished. And I… I’ll stand by your side, since you saved me by making me your bodyguard.” She was choking up with sad emotions, and Hinata felt her own tears welling, but was determined not to show weakness in front of Motoko-san.

“Really, when you think about it, the nobility only really serves the men, doesn’t it?” Hinata complained. “They can play around, have hobbies, rule the household, while we… yes, you were right when you said we are just pretty little flowers to adorn the man and breed more beautiful and handsome heirs to carry on the family legacy. But even so… I want it. I want the respect, to be accepted by my peers. Even if I have to sacrifice… I see. You decided your pride was worth such a sacrifice.” She understood, and was thus surprised when Motoko-san shook her head.

“You think I gave up my pride to kneel to a man, a man who isn’t even a noble? Hardly. I gained pride, as a woman, and a martial artist.” She denied Hinata. “If all I have to offer is myself and my spear, sword and bow, then I simply have to present it humbly. As for why I had to plead… well, I must admit to feeling rather disconsolate.” She smiled wryly. “Akio-sensei… he finds us attractive, certainly. I see him looking at us sometimes. But… he does not desire us as partners or concubines. I find my pride as a woman shaken.”

“If I may, Motoko-sama.” Kazumi interrupted then, a rare surprise. She had a sour expression, as though she was pondering something unpleasant. “Ever since the first time we met him, in that restaurant, I’ve felt wary of him. All my instincts have told me he is dangerous, and I have sworn to keep Hinata-sama safe, in body, spirit and reputation. So I’ve been watching him all this time.”

“Oh, good job Kazumi!” Hinata clapped. “So, what did you learn?”

“It is not that he does not desire you. It is merely that he feels guilty. Whenever he admires you, Hinata-sama, or looks at Motoko-sama, or even us bodyguards, I can see he finds us attractive.” She scowled. “Damn pervert. But… he then always looks back to Shaeula, or this Eri girl, a guilty gleam in his eyes. It is less that he doesn’t want you, rather, he simply has loyalty to his existing fiancées. I suppose that’s praiseworthy.” She crossed her arms under her chest defensively. “As for being a dangerous man… that proved true. Even if the numbers he gave us were lies, the way he moves, his grace… it’s very menacing indeed.”

“Yes, he has limited training in martial arts, his movements are unrefined, but his speed and precision are impossible to disguise.” Natsumi chimed in. “If it came to battle, he would kill me before I had the chance to react, despite my skills and training.”

“I think we are getting off-topic here.” Hinata sighed. Yes he’s… well, ever since I first saw him, I’ve been struck by how handsome he is, and the aura of mysterious power he gives off. He may claim to be an ordinary civilian, but… he has the same air as my father and grandfather, men who are used to commanding others, and are prepared to make decisions that could make or break many lives. I was drawn to that, though I expected nothing much to come of it. But now…

“Honestly, are you set on accepting your grandfather's proposal and being Akio-kun’s concubine? If you do…” If you do, I’ll always be below you were I to follow suit. Not that I am planning to, of course. No, I’m simply here to satisfy my curiosity and to learn what I can. Yes, definitely. Nothing else. “… if you do, your life will change. Akio-kun may be a candidate for a new noble house, but he isn’t a noble. The other families will look down on him, and you.”

“Maybe so. For now.” Motoko-san said. “But I can live with that. Still, Fujiwara-sama believes in the value of Akio-sensei and so do we, do we not, Natsumi?” As Natsumi agreed with her Motoko-san continued. “I believe any such disdain will be short-lived. And honestly, as well as being strong, he is rather handsome and charming. He even has a Charm Statistic, whatever that entails, no?” Motoko-san was a little flushed, remembering. “He has wealth, easily equalling some of the Three-Hundred, and his manners, while unrefined, can be trained. His fiancées already, well… Shaeula-sensei will be no issue, she is royalty, even if of a kind we had never dreamed existed. Eri-senpai… it seems she is the jealous type, but if we could win her over… besides… I believe I understand Fujiwara-sama’s intent, as presumptuous as that is to say.”

“Go on.” Hinata was interested. I have my thoughts on the subject too. It’s a cause for hesitation… still…

“Bringing this power into the hands of the nobility is vital, and we are the sacrifices.” Motoko-san smiled, with the purity of an angel. “Though is it truly a sacrifice if we get what we wanted? The three grandfathers have worried about finding a suitable marriage for me, and I am not the heir to Tsumura house, as my brother is, so I can be offered, and made happy at the same time, able to continue my family Arts in a way that may even help the cause. As for you… you want status, do you not? To stand equal to Sakura-sama and Mayumi-sama? Well at first it may seem impossible, but… either Oshiro house will rise to prominence as the leader of this new world, or… more likely, he will marry one of the daughters of the three great houses too. If I had to guess, perhaps Sakura-sama, your cousin. After all, Takatsukasa house has legacy, but they are a bottomless pit of money and effort to stabilise. You know this well.”

Yes, that’s the only reason my mother married my father. The dowry and financial support from Nichibotsu has kept them afloat, but we can’t provide endless wealth ourselves. Mother is particularly worried for her brother and niece… but if he marries Sakura… “That would be even worse! I’ll be relegated to a mere concubine, a mistress. I will have no influence or respect at all!” Hinata declared angrily, not realising what she had revealed by her words. Everyone else noticed though, especially Kazumi, who looked pained but resigned.

“Hardly. You can know a person through their martial skills.” Motoko-san said, and Natsumi agreed brightly.

“That’s right! There’s no darkness in his heart, I can tell!”

“Besides.” Motoko-san continued. “You’ve seen it. He treats a princess the same as a common girl. At least with Akio-sensei, I believe anyone he loves will be treated fairly, be they Sakura-sama, a daughter of Fujiwara house, a bodyguard, or you.”

Yes, I get that. I do. “Maybe. But it isn’t like I’m planning to marry him. It’s just something that Fujiwara-sama suggested to my father. He’s not convinced, and neither is mother. Grandfather doesn’t care so much about the nobility, he’d be happy so long as I was, and Hiroto… well, that idiot thinks with his lust. He likes Akio-kun because he has beautiful girlfriends. He thinks he’s a womaniser just like him!” She paused for breath, her brother’s annoying grin when marriage talks came up needling her. Just because I found Akio-kun handsome when we first met, and he’s got more attractive since… uh, never mind.

“Mother has been trying to find me other matches, but other than the Three-Hundred, nothing of value has been proposed except for some Takatsukasa branch families, which defeats the whole point if we are just absorbed back into the main house… so when this came up… I think they see it as a gamble that might pay off, and if it doesn’t it will earn us goodwill with Fujiwara-sama, so at least Hiroto should get a good match out of gratitude.” She snorted at that, bitter at the way women were treated as commodities. I envy that Eri girl and Shaeula for getting to marry who they love…

“You do understand then. I was worried for you.” Motoko-san smiled. “Your brother is wrong. Akio-sensei seems to be quite the loyal man. I do not believe he will marry us simply for political or financial gain. There are other things he can offer for the support of our families, and he is not used to the ways of nobility, sealing important alliances through marriage and shared bloodlines. Hence why we had to beg, is that not so, Natsumi?”

“Indeed, Motoko-san.” Natsumi declared triumphantly. “We had to make it clear, that we intend to compete for his love and why. It may be because it is a chance for us to live happily, doing what we love, while still satisfying our commitments to family and the nobility, but… I think I like him well enough. So… I’d like to see if I can love him, and he me… no, us.” She blushed, looking at Motoko-san. “It may be rude of me, a mere bodyguard…”

“You are no mere bodyguard.” Motoko-san denied. “You are my friend, my pupil and I see you as a sister. So speak freely.”

“… Motoko-san, I see you as a sister too!” she cried, emotional. “So… loving the same man, living together, raising our children to be warriors, sons and daughters both. It’s a dream I want to reach for!”

“Indeed, I feel the same. But it will not be easy. Unless we win his heart he will not consider us, and we also need to win over Eri-senpai. Shaeula-sensei is supporting us, it seems. As a princess, she understands the merits of concubines and secondary wives, no doubt. Still, Hinata-san, you are right. We have spent barely any time with him yet, nor with his women. But… that is merely an issue of time. As long as we have intent we can overcome that. I too, though I have known him for only moments, feel like he is someone that could become special to me. Perhaps it is just that I am so starved for praise, for anyone who will affirm my choices, but… I do not dislike him, not at all.”

“Indeed, we are going to a party, aren't we? I wonder what a commoner gathering will be like?” Natsumi giggled. “In any case, we can spend time with Shaeula-sensei, Eri-senpai and their friends. That will show us more of who they are, and we can listen to tales of Akio-senpai. What better way to learn?”

Bodyguards as sisters, huh? How do I feel about Kazumi? With that as just one of the unanswered questions, Hinata noticed that the girls and Akio-kun were starting to stir. ”Looks like time is up. I wonder where they went, what this Boundary is like…” she sighed. “I still am not convinced, and think your desperation to carry on your family Arts and avoid a marriage that ends that is making you reckless, but… I’ll admit Akio-kun has me curious. It can’t hurt to find out more. Nothing is set in stone yet…”

I mean, I could certainly do worse, I thought it possible I might end up a mistress to a high-ranking noble, or a wife of a lower one. Still, I want to make my own choices, get what I want. With that, I can agree with Motoko-san… Smiling reassuringly at Kazumi, who was showing a troubled expression after the frank conversation she felt she wasn’t qualified to hear, the girls waited for their teachers and seniors to awaken from their mysterious slumber. Besides, at least life would certainly never be boring…


Side Fifty-Eight – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“Whoa, who are those girls, Mori-senpai?” a younger boy from our school asked, excited, as he saw the girls from the nobility, who were looking around the packed café with a mixture of trepidation and innocent curiosity. The café was rammed full, tables set outside also crowded with a mixture of students from high and middle school (and even a few from elementary, who had no doubt come along with their older siblings) as well as a few recent graduates from Nishimorioka school.

Seriously, I can tell Eri has no idea who this kouhai, our junior, even is! Well, I don’t know his name, but I think he does soccer? I’m sure I’ve seen him at our athletics meets too. Despite that amusing lack of interest, she’s grown. At least she’s pretending to care who he is, though if he keeps looking at her and the other girls like that… The young man was blushing disgustingly as he looked at Eri, and he wasn't alone in that. It was almost like Eri was a different person after she returned from the Boundary. Wow, if I was a boy, I’d probably try to fight my brother for her. Ugh, she’s a Temptress indeed, now!

Other boys were also asking questions, including a few from our class, who were also struggling with Eri’s transformation. It was perhaps safer for them to be interested in the new girls.

“These are some friends of Akio, all the way from Tokyo.” Eri explained, a touch troubled. The party had spiralled well out of control, originally it was just going to be for our class and a few of my friends from the volleyball and Kyūdō clubs, but since Nishimorioka was poor and boring, at the first sign of some entertainment it had escalated rapidly. “They are a bit shy, so don’t hassle them, all right?”

“If Ri-Ri says they are shy, then they must be shy indeed!” Yae-san giggled, popping her head out of the café. “I can’t believe you left us to handle all the setup alone! You owe us big-time!” As she took a second look at Eri, she paused. Inspecting her more closely, enough to make Eri fidget in embarrassment, Yae-san called to Rika-san, who also came out. “It is just me or has little Ri-Ri changed over the last couple of hours? She seems… different somehow.”

“Yes, I think you're right.” Rika-san agreed. “She looks… satisfied. Happy. Very suspicious if you ask me! Just what have you got up to while you were away with Akio-kun?”

“I didn’t get up to anything!” Eri protested, her charming expression spreading a ripple through the crowd. “Anyway, these girls are my guests, so be respectful!”

“I see. Yeah, that denial was unconvincing.” Yae-san shook her head. “So, Aki not coming? Damn, that’s half the reason I’m here.”

Wow, rude much? “I recall we told you to stop calling my bro by a nickname, you aren’t that close!” At my words, Eri nodded firmly. “And he’s meeting Eri’s parents to talk about some stuff. He said he’d try and get here later.” If they don’t kill him first. Wow, I feel sorry for my bro right now. Dad is going to try and skin him alive…

“I see.” A man said. I didn’t really recognise him, but he looked a lot like one of the girls in front of us. Seeing my inquisitive gaze, the guy smiled wryly. “Hi there. I’m Chihiya Kosuke. Yae is my little sister. I appreciate you hanging out with her. Now if only you could improve her grades at school too, that’d be awesome!”

“Bro, shut the hell up!” Yae-san blushed. “Don’t mind my big brother, he’s an idiot, not cool like Aki. I’m so jealous of you, Ai!”

Seriously, stop with the nicknames! Wow, annoying. Before I could respond, Chihiya-san spoke up. “So, you are this Akio-kun’s sister then? Interesting. You are pretty damn cute I guess. Your friend too.” He looked at Eri, a smile on his face. “Still, it must be tough putting up with my sister, all she’s been banging on about over the last few weeks is Aki this, Aki that. Feel free to clout her to shut her up if she gets annoying.” he joked.

“Seriously, shut the hell up bro! I’m not kidding!” Yae-san groaned. “Ignore him please, Ri-Ri, but… well, you have to admit Aki is pretty damn cool! I mean, he flew in by helicopter and brought these girls with him, and that’s just today!”

Praising my bro was a sure way to get Eri onside, especially after earlier. Oh hell, I can’t believe I actually watched that. Still, it had put Eri in a really great mood, even if she did cry over her Class name. Just why does Eri get all the cool powers? I’m feeling seriously jealous.

“Well, I’m glad that you recognise how cool Akio is, but we’ve talked about this, Yae-san. Akio shot you down, you’ve had your chance. Move on. You could get back with your ex-boyfriend if you are lonely. Or maybe try that other one, the shitty garbage that tried to make a move on Aiko and was completely destroyed by Akio. I forget his name, but you know it, don't you?” Eri showed no mercy.

“That’s so mean.” Yae-san pouted, to laughter all around. “But I know, I know. Still, it doesn’t make him any less cool, does it?”

“Don’t take it personally.” I tried to console her, feeling a tiny bit bad for her. “If you are competing against Eri and Shaeula, no way you are going to win, so don’t feel too bad.”

“Uh, Ri-Ri I get, but why Shaeula?” Yae-san asked, puzzled, glancing over to where Shaeula was, surrounded by a gaggle of girls and a few boys, stuffing her face with sweet treats. “… wait, no? Ri-Ri… is Aki cheating on you? Surely he wouldn’t… but then, they do seem very close…”

“I… of course not! Akio and I are getting married.” Eri said unconvincingly, so since it was my stupid error I went to throw her a lifeline, only for Motoko-san to do so first.

“I see. I would hear more of how Akio-sensei vanquished this pest. Please do tell me!” As she radiated her noble charm, Natsumi-san nodding along beside her, naturally Yae-san and Rika-san were swept up by their pace.

“Well, you see, it all started when Kenji-kun asked out Ai over there. You might not know it, but Aki is a well-known siscon, and when he heard this he was mad as hell. So then Kenji-kun decided to make a bet, and…"

Seriously, I wish the ground would open up and swallow me! It’s bad enough everyone in town knows about the bet and the baseball game, but now some noble girls from Tokyo too…
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“… and he ended up in the hospital, stupid little bastard.” Chihiya-san smirked. “Despite that, I guess he did manage to save his sister and childhood friend, so well done to him, I guess.”

Wow, the girls are just eating stories about my bro up. Seriously, I’m getting a very bad feeling that at least three of them are totally interested in him. When did he get to be such a chick magnet? And the fourth… I cast a sidelong glance at Kasumi-san, who was sitting beside Hinata-san, glaring at any boys that tried to talk to her. …I’m not sure if she’s interested like the others, but she’s definitely conscious of my bro. And… she likes the story, anyway. Guess it makes sense for a bodyguard to be moved by tales of protecting others…

“Very impressive. I would expect nothing less from Akio-sensei!” Motoko-san said with sparkling eyes. “To fend off such a brute at a young age, how very moving.”

“I know, I know!” Natsumi-san agreed. If Motoko-san is very elegant, Natsumi-san is more excitable. That’s not to say she doesn’t have class, but… she’s a girl I think I can get along with. “I would do the same for you, Motoko-san, have no fear! But… it’d be nice if I had someone who would protect me like that. Such scars are honourable indeed.”

“This is embarrassing.” Eri was saying, her face pink. She had been listening, although fending off the constant stream of guests she had little or no interaction with previously, and in a lot of cases didn’t even know who they were, was starting to take its toll on her. Especially the boys. Dark Temptress indeed. Still, even I can tell Eri suddenly looks more pretty, if such a thing is possible. Her skin is flawless now, and she gives off a subtle scent… ugh, I’m so jealous over her Class. I mean, I don’t want to be a Temptress, but can’t I get an archer Class or something?

“Well, sure, it was the moment I knew that Akio was the only one for me…” Eri continued, everyone around hanging on her words, the girls smiling warmly, most of the boys with bitter jealously. “… even so, I hated to see it. He was so hurt. I thought he was going to die… I’m so pathetic. I just passed out after bawling my eyes out.” She scrunched up her fists, and suddenly Motoko-san was standing, patting her on the shoulder gently.

“That is quite understandable, is it not? You were a young child, unused to combat. When I was younger, I used to cry often when I was bruised and battered in training.” she reminisced. “As long as you learn from it and grow stronger, there is no shame in it.”

“That’s right.” Yae-san agreed, punching her brother. “Seriously, why’d you have to tell that story? I know Aki is cool and all, but it’s a bit of a trauma to little Ri-Ri and Ai-chan, isn’t it?”

“I’ve got to be honest, I really hate dogs. Eri too. My bro breaks out in a cold sweat when he sees one now, but he tries to hide it, to look like a cool big brother, and I guess a cool fiancée now too?” I agreed.

“At least it wasn’t a bear.” Eri said, putting on a brave and charming face, causing all the boys to sigh, and some of the girls too. At that sight Shaeula giggled and mouthed something at Eri, who flushed and glared back, further embarrassed. Yeah, this totally isn’t going to get tiresome quickly… “The huge dog was bad enough, but if it was a mountain bear, I think Akio would have died. Us too.”

“Seriously, the dog couldn’t have been that big.” one of the younger kouhai, who I thought was from the baseball club, said sourly. “If so, there’s no way that weedy nerd Oshiro-san could have fought it off. You were just little girls, it probably looked scarier than it was.”

“Seriously? What do you know, moron?” Eri flared up suddenly. “The dog was huge, with teeth like razors. If you’d been there instead you’d have pissed your pants and left us to die, I know! Don’t try and play down other people’s heroics when you have none of your own. How did you do during baseball this year, huh? Are your eyes as shitty as your brain? Didn’t you see Akio pulverise you all? If you are going to talk shit, you can just get the hell out of my party!”

Wow, that’s seriously a tirade. Guess he touched a nerve. Still… yeah, the little idiot does know nothing. That dog was a damn monster, not a cute house pet. The altercation was drawing attention, so I decided to step in, but before I could, help came from an unusual source.

“Seriously, calm down, idiot.” Masaki-san said, slapping him on the back of the head. As the kid teared up, rubbing at his skull, he glared back at Masaki-san, who held his gaze firmly. “I get it, I know you are pissed off about what happened to your brother, but I was there, he brought it on himself. I was damn stupid too and it cost me as well, but I know I was at fault.” He turned to Yae-san then. “Hey, Yae. How’ve you been?”

“Not too bad.” Yae-san said, a touch uncomfortable. “I thought I’d seen that boy before. So he’s Kenji-kun’s brother then?”

“I am, and you lot had him humiliated! All he wanted was to ask you out.” He glared at me, and I found myself taking a step back in surprise. “I don’t see why. You aren’t anything special!” he declared, and even though I knew it was just his sour grapes, I felt really annoyed. Shit, everyone is fawning over Eri, and I’m the only one that gets trash-talked. Ugh, my day sucks…

Hearing Hinata-san observe that “Commoner gatherings are very energetic…” brought a few laughs from the surrounding watchers. I was about to hit back when I was again beaten to the punch, Shaeula standing up and strolling over. The kid looked at her, blushing, and I realised she was probably more his type. Damn, another loss for me today… still, I know I’m cute… I just have a different, more mature look going on!

“If it is not-not the annoying yapping of a beaten dog.” Shaeula scoffed. “Your brother tried to face Akio on his own-own advantageous terms, and was soundly destroyed. Be a male and accept this. It is not-not becoming for a male to whine so over their own choices.”

“He’s right.” Chihiya-san and Masaki-san echoed. “Sorry man. Just go over there and enjoy the party, or go home. It’s shitty making a scene when Mori-san is the one paying for everything.”

“Fine. I’ll go! One day my brother will have his revenge, you’ll see!” and with that he raced off, leaving the party behind.

Wasn't that an interesting yet annoying interlude? “So, where were we?” I said, trying to gloss over the uncomfortable atmosphere. “Oh yeah, talking about the dog, right? Seriously, it was a big bastard. Teeth like knives.”

“Still, if that was ever to happen again…” Eri clenched her fists until her knuckles were white. “I’d fight it with Akio. I’m going to get strong enough to stand by his side, and keep him from harm!”

“I approve!” Shaeula clapped. “Though you still have far-far to go if you wish to stand with us, Eri.”

“Seems like there’s definitely something going on there.” Chihiya-san observed, talking to his sister.

“Tell me about it.” Yae-san agreed. “It’s not like I’m totally jealous or anything.”

“Aww, poor Yae.” Rika-san giggled. “Oh well, plenty more fish in the sea.”

“That’s right.” Masaki-san said. He then nodded to Eri. “By the way, thanks for the party. It breaks up the boredom around here nicely. Kenji-kun … he’s probably sitting at home cursing everyone who came, but… yeah, he brought it on himself. Sorry again, Mori-san, Aiko-chan.” He then stepped up to Yae-san, who looked like she was hoping to avoid this.

“Yae, I don’t suppose you’ve reconsidered? I still like you… and I know what I did wrong. We could try again, couldn't we?”

“Popular as ever, sis.” Chihiya-san smiled, and she punched him again.

“Sorry.” she said after a long while. “I think you are an okay guy, and we had some fun. But… I’ve moved on. I’m looking for someone older, more mature, more exciting. I’m done dating around my own age.”

“They do say women mature faster than men.” Rika-san agreed. “Little Ri-Ri seems quite mature nowadays. I’d say she’s been up to some fun earlier, right?” As Eri blushed and stammered an unconvincing denial, Rika-san turned to Masaki-san. "Sorry, Yae’s done some growing up. Would you believe she’s talking about moving to Tokyo when she graduates and getting a job? I certainly don’t.”

“Really? You kept that quiet…” Chihiya-san said, and as she tried to explain herself, I decided to ignore all of that and picked up my drink, a melon ice-cream float, and took a long, sweet sip. Well, at least things haven’t been boring so far…
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Popular idol music was playing from the café speakers, and some boys and girls had paired off to dance in the street. I guess you can only get away with this sort of thing in a small town like this, where there’s hardly any foot traffic.

“I love this group. All the girls are so hot and mature.” Yae-san said. Her brother had left with some of the older graduates, heading to the pub for a few beers and more adult socialisation.

“I hear they are playing Christmas Eve in Tokyo at some shrine or other. Apparently one of the idols is a shrine maiden there. That’s hot, I bet she looks gorgeous in traditional attire.” Rika-san added. “Speaking of, how’s little Marika-chan? Is she okay in Tokyo?”

“She is indeed-indeed.” Shaeula declared. Somehow she had managed to find some beer and was drinking alcohol. “Akio is of course looking after her, and she is settling in quite-quite well, making new friends.” She grinned maliciously then, and I had a bad feeling. Eri must have picked up on it too, as she tried to stop her speaking, but as usual Shaeula did her own thing. “Indeed, Akio is surrounded by many-many beautiful shrine maidens constantly. Kana is particularly pretty.”

“I see. Pretty shrine maidens, beautiful noble girls…” Masaki-san said, with a wry chuckle. He had stayed with us, sitting at our table. He had tried to approach Hinata-san out of curiosity about her school uniform, and I smiled as I remembered the way Kazumi-san had blocked his passage, declaring that “Hinata-sama cannot be seen talking to strange boys.”

“I can see why I’m outclassed.” Masaki-san shrugged, taking a bite of his dessert. “Still, unlike Kenji-kun, I’m not a sore loser. I got beat, I’ll suck it up.”

“I’m curious about something.” Hinata-san asked, drawing everyone’s attention. “I understand that Eri-san is very much in love with Akio-kun, and has been for the longest time. It’s nice.” She sighed, perhaps thinking of her own prospects. “But up until recently, it looked as if they were not going to be married, it seems?”

Yeah that’s right, but you’ve skipped over going out, dating. Wow, nobles take this stuff seriously I guess. That just makes me more worried. Still… They did all seem nice girls. They’d probably make great sisters-in-law. But no way I can tell Eri that after last time. I feel shitty enough as a friend over Shaeula. But… results are all that matter, I guess? They both seem happy now, and my bro grins that disgusting self-satisfied lovestruck smile when he looks at the two of them and isn’t concentrating. It’s really vexing, for some reason…

“Yeah, when Aki moved away, it was like what little life she had went right out of little Ri-Ri.” Yae-san shrugged. “She was hardly outgoing before that, but… it was like we had a ghost in the classroom. Ai was the only one she ever talked to.”

“Yep, poor foolish Ri-Ri, too shy to even confess to her love. I’m shocked she managed it at the festival, watching that was a real rush, though… a little bittersweet for us, eh, Yae?”

“Right.” Yae agreed. “I’m glad I watched that rather than the idiot Kenji-kun. So what’s your question … Fukumoto-san?”

“Well, afterwards you simply must tell me about this festival, it seems interesting.” Motoko-san and Natsumi-san agreed, looking very interested. Hinata-san continued. “So, I must admit, you are extremely pretty, Eri-san.”

“Thanks.” Eri muttered, looking down shyly. Still bad with compliments that aren’t from big bro, I see.

“So, it seems commoners are far more free to look around for partners than us. Ours are chosen entirely by our families, we have little say.”

“Indeed.” Motoko-san chimed in. “I find it hard to fathom this. It does… seem rather nice though. As long as you remember the honour of your family, of course. An unsuitable match or spending time with a man before your engagement would be scandalous. Still, if I could choose my own partner…”

“I don’t think that an ordinary person worries about things that much.” Hinata-san observed. “Still, my point is, did no-one try and secure a match with Eri-san? She’s pretty enough that my brother was interested.”

”Of course they did.” Eri said, troubled, casting me a look.

“Yeah, a few. Not too many though, luckily. Those that were too pushy, well I could handle scaring them off. If Eri was interested, I’d have stepped aside of course, but we all know she only had eyes for my bro.”

“Yeah, this is a small town.” Masaki-san said, giving a perspective from the boys’ side. “And everyone talks. If any guys tried to be too forceful, or worse, tried to… well, there are girls here, so I’ll say no more…” At that the noble girls looked confused, but I got it, my expression twisting sourly.

To be honest it was something I always worried about. If some boy took things too far in an attempt to get with Eri, and hurt her… or… well, likely worse… It would have ended very badly, for everyone. I’d have never forgiven myself, Eri would have been broken, my bro… well, he’d probably have killed the guy, or died trying anyway. And afterwards… my bro was always a soft-hearted idiot. I’m glad to see he has toughened up, I can stop worrying about him now. If Eri was… coerced… I didn’t even want to think the word, it made me feel sick. … it would have ruined my bro, even if he never ended up dating her. After all, he’d blame himself. If he felt he didn’t do enough with the dog incident, then this would surely kill him.

“If anyone did try too hard, well, while there are a few bad apples about, there are in every town, right, the majority of the townsfolk wouldn’t have stood for it. The boy in question and his family would be ostracised. And anyone that thought it might be worth it… well, she had her guard, right?” He winked at me.

“Yeah, I’m just glad it never came to anything serious. To be honest, I was more worried Eri would be bullied by other girls in town. I’d have had to take harsh steps if that happened.”

“Bullying?” Hinata-san shook her head. “Commoner schools really are a different world. We have no such issue. Although…”

“Although?” I asked, curious.

“The higher-ranking nobles barely deign to acknowledge us lower students, to say nothing of other attendants and bodyguards. Even with those of similar ranks, family standing and relationships make things very awkward.”

“Yeah well, every school has their cliques, I guess.” Yae-san commiserated. “I agree though, little Ri-Ri is the sort of girl other girls usually hate, the tragic lonely flower, so weak and pining for love. A bit of bullying makes the rest of us feel better. Throw shoes in the trash, rip up a textbook, that sort of thing.”

“If you’d have done that, my bro would have ended you.” I warned, and Shaeula snickered nastily.

“Indeed. He is very-very protective of Eri, as it should be.”

“Whoa, whoa, don’t tell him I said this!” She was flustered, and we all laughed. “Seriously, we never did anything, did we? Because like I told you before, Ri-Ri was genuine, right? She wasn’t doing it for sympathy or to attract boys, she genuinely loved Aki and was worthless without him.” She grinned to take the sting off the insults. Eri still protested, but no-one was convinced. “So us girls, we just felt sorry for her. I’m pretty happy for you now, Ri-Ri. Jealous too, but happy. I wonder where Aki is right now, anyway? Shouldn’t he be here?”

Good point. I checked my phone, to see a message from him. ‘Hi sis. It doesn’t look like I’ll make the party, it’s… challenging… explaining everything to our parents. It’s… well, going quite badly. Just… have fun, and can you girls look after our guests? I’ll talk to you all later…’

“Looks like bro is getting hammered by our parents, Eri.” I said, before realising I’d made a mistake again. Everyone was looking very curious, so I waved it away. “But why worry about that? We are having fun here, aren’t we?”

“Sure am.” A girl said, she was my junior in the Kyūdō club. She had been enjoying the free sweets and dancing, but had now come and sat at one of the nearby tables, listening in. “But all this makes me wonder… why haven’t you gone out with anyone, Aiko-senpai? I’ve always thought you were beautiful, and you are friendly and outgoing. I’m sure you are the type of girl boys really like.”

“Kenji-kun sure did.” Masaki-san said wryly.

“I do not-not see any great mystery.” Shaeula scoffed, and was about to say something stupid, before Eri shut her down.

“Shae-u-la!” she intoned firmly, a cheery yet somehow menacing smile on her face. “This is a serious conversation, no need for your bad jokes.”

“Very well. I shall-shall remain silent.” she agreed, chastened.

“Wow, little Ri-Ri laying down the law there! But I’m curious too.” Yae-san giggled. “Rika and I are extremely popular. Ri-Ri was desirable, but uninterested and off-limits. That just leaves you, Ai-chan. You are definitely up there in the list of girls the boys all want as a girlfriend.”

“Seriously. We all know you are a major brocon, and you probably felt you had to look after Ri-Ri. But your bro has stepped up and all is well. Your duty is over. Right little Ri-Ri?” Rika-san followed up.

“Yes, but… boys can be unpleasant and scary.” Eri said, and I was once more very proud of her, she had been extremely sociable today, despite her dislike of other people. “I don’t blame Aiko. And if she doesn’t want to date, that’s fine!” Eri declared, shocking me. “I’ll look after her, and Akio will make sure she never wants for anything!”

“Wow, well, you heard her.” I had to grin, chagrined and embarrassed. “But seriously. Thanks, I guess?”

“You’d still be missing out. Dating is rather nice.” Masaki-san said seriously. “I miss it.”

“Nice try.” Yae-san smirked, and he ignored her, continuing.

“So, really? You’ve never considered it? I find that hard to believe.”

Wow, this is an uncomfortable topic. But… I guess it’s relevant. My bro and Eri are adults now, and getting married. My other new friend Shaeula… her too. And me? What do I want out of life? I’ve always got my bro and my friends, but as for romance… have I ever thought about it that much? “Well, maybe I did spend too much time worrying over Eri to think about it. And I’ve also wanted to continue with Kyūdō and volleyball. I do love sport. I didn’t really have any time for boys. I have to study too, I’m not exactly super-smart like Eri or big bro, I’m just average.”

“I feel very close to you right now.” Motoko-san said, and Natsumi-san agreed too. “All we want from our fiancées is someone who will support us as we continue with the Tsumura family Arts. But girls are not supposed to fight or train. It is remarkably unfair.”

“Well, it isn’t that serious for me. I think normal boyfriends might not care if their girl does sport.” I pondered. “But… wow, yeah. I guess I do need to think about my future.”

“So, considering dating now then?” Masaki-san asked, and I shot back

“Why, you interested?”

“I could be.” He grinned, sending a sidelong glance at Yae-san, who merely gave him the thumbs-down, showing she thought he had no chance with me. Which is… sadly true. Ugh, not my type.

“Sorry.” I let him down gently with a smile, though I did think he was largely joking. “I have to agree with Yae-san on this one. I need a guy who is older and mature, and as cool as my big bro. Otherwise I feel like I’ll lose to Eri and Shaeula, and my pride can’t take that.”

“See, she’s got the brocon bad.” Yae-san sniggered, and everyone laughed, even the noble girls, who barely knew me. “But I do get it. Aki is a tough act to follow. He never used to be so cool, but now… especially for you. If being saved from the dog captured Ri-Ri’s heart, you were there too. Guess it has an impact.”

“It’s not like that…” I protested weakly, but a bigger problem cropped up.

“So, are you dating someone wonderful then, Shaeula?” my junior asked, having picked up on my verbal slip-up.

“Of course.” Shaeula puffed out her chest pridefully. “I am engaged to the best-best of males.” She showed off her ring, which I realised she hadn’t taken off, despite coming to Nishimorioka. Damn, that’s a blunder.

“Really? Well, congratulations, I guess.” Yae-san said, looking at her dubiously. “I guess a girl as cute as you was bound to be sought after. But I thought you had a thing for Aki. I’m seldom wrong on romance…”

“Well, I can not-not lie, I…” Shaeula began, before Eri broke in. Thank God, I’m sweating here!

“Enough of that for now. The romance talk has been fun and all, but the party is winding down, we should dance and have some more fun before it’s all done. Right?”

Nice save! “Yeah, we need to show our guests how us commoners party too, right?”
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“Wow, I’m beat.” I sat down, desperately sucking at a sweet drink to restore my energy. Beside me, Eri nodded.

“Yes, I’ve seldom talked to so many people at one time.” She looked even more worn out than I did. Still, I think Eri managed to make some friends today, or at least more acquaintances. I guess they are right. I really don’t need to watch out for Eri anymore. Though I still will of course, she’s my best friend…

Thinking about it, Eri was lucky enough to be able to Level up, so with her stats, if any pushy guy disregarded the risk and tried to make a move on her, she could likely snap his bones with a few well-placed punches. Chuckling at that thought, I continued to sip my drink, watching as the last few guests were finishing up. “Quite the party indeed. It certainly had its moments. This will go down in town folklore along with this year's baseball game, I bet. The party where regretful guys got shot down one after another. Though a few smart ones managed okay it seems…”

“Yeah, I was all right, as everyone knows I’m engaged, but Shaeula and the noble girls… even Rika-san and Yae-san got a lot of attention.” Eri admitted.

“Well, it was certainly refreshing, but… I think I prefer noble parties. Although, there was that creepy pervert that was eyeing me at the last one. I hear he ended up in prison for terrible crimes though. Thankfully we’ll never have to see him again.” Hinata-san shuddered.

“Don’t worry, Hinata-sama!” Kazumi-san declared. “I’ll keep anyone dangerous away from you!”

“I wouldn’t consider the boys here dangerous.” I sighed. Kazumi-san had been ruthless in keeping the interested boys away from her master, and had roughly handled a couple. Luckily they were too embarrassed about getting their asses kicked by a girl to put up much of a fuss. What was funny was when a couple of boys were interested in her though. Still, she shot them down nonetheless.

Natsumi-san had been gentler but no less rigorous in keeping Motoko-san free from admirers, though as she was so elegant, fewer boys dared to approach her anyway. Shaeula had crushed the hearts of the boys by simply saying she was engaged, and at least she wasn’t saying to who, only smiling knowingly.

Rika-san and Yae-san handled things more professionally, not humiliating the boys, as one would expect with their experience, but... ugh, to think I had to decline some as well. I guess it proves I’m desirable though.

“Yes, the town will remember this as the great birthday party massacre henceforth!” Rika-san laughed. “Still, great party Ri-Ri. Must have cost a packet too. You going to be okay?”

“Akio looks after me. I can afford it.” she said defensively. “Besides, I got a discount, it isn’t often the café can make good money so the rates were fair. Anyway, I have to go say thanks to everyone for coming, and thank the café owner for her help.”

“I shall accompany you!” Shaeula said, and Eri got up to express her gratitude. Watching her, I felt warm inside.

“I get it. I do.” Yae-san said suddenly, and Rika-san nodded. Even my junior in the Kyūdō club, as well as a couple of girls from the volleyball team, who had been listening to us as they ate and drank, agreed.

“Yeah, it’s good to see Ri-Ri making an effort. She’s getting married and moving to Tokyo next summer, isn't she? She’ll need to learn how to deal with people. Besides, it’d be nice to see her more popular, recognised as someone other than the shy, gloomy girl.”

“Yeah, that’s the idea.” I agreed with Rika-san. “And I think she had fun, at least a bit. Though she’s really looking forward to tomorrow, where she gets to spend the whole day with my bro!”

“I bet she is!” Rika-san smirked.

As we joked and talked about unimportant matters, Eri and Shaeula finished seeing off the revellers. Most had gone home, but a few had gone elsewhere instead. “All right then. We have to take the girls back home with us, so Rika-san, Yae-san, girls. I’ll see you all another day.”

“What do you mean?” Rika-san shook her head. “We still have so much to talk about. Like who Shaeula is engaged to, and what relationship these girls have with Akio-kun. Besides, the night is yet young!”

“That’s right!” Yae-san grinned. “It’s got to be a sleepover, a girls’ night in!”

“Yeah, sounds like fun. Can we get in on that too?” one of the volleyball girls agreed, the one who had asked about my brother when she saw Yae-san’s and Rika-san’s gifts from Las Vegas.

My kouhai from the Kyūdō club nodded too. “I would like to talk with Tsumura-san some more. That is a bow you are carrying there, isn’t it?”

“It is, a treasure of my family. I do not practice Kyūdō, but my family Arts are based on similar principles, though they are meant for combat, not sport or enlightenment.”

“So cool! I want to call you big sister.” The junior gushed, flushed.

“What-what is the harm?” Shaeula asked, returning, Eri in tow. “It seems like Akio is rather indisposed right now-now, so we may as well spend some time talking, female to female.”

“Yeah but…” There’s so many topics I don’t want to talk about, and no doubt my parents are going to come exploding in when they get back if bro has told them about Shaeula… ugh, my head hurts just thinking about it.

“My house is really cramped, and it would be rude to our guests…” I tried to dissuade them, but Hinata-san betrayed my expectations.

“It would be fun to spend some time talking to ordinary girls in a common setting. Without men around Kazumi will be more relaxed as well. Don’t you think, Motoko-san?”

“Indeed. I would enjoy getting another perspective on Kyūdō. And you two, you do some sort of sport, do you not? At school we only have athletics and tennis. I do not know this volleyball.”

“Seriously? Well, that’s just crazy, I thought every school had a volleyball team.” my teammate cried, surprised. “In that case Aiko-chan, you have to let us stay over. We need to convince her of the glory of volleyball! Just let me ring my folks and let them know I’m staying out tonight.”

Eri looked a bit troubled, but she tilted her head, letting me know the decision was mine. Well, fine. Bro is staying over at the Mori’s tonight, so at least we can pack them into his room when it’s time to sleep. And having some distractions other than these noble girls and their oppressively refined manners might make life easier for me. Damn you bro, this is all your fault! Don’t bring your new squeezes home and dump them on me!

Thinking some very uncharitable thoughts, I sighed. “Fine. Shaeula, Eri, can you go and get some supplies? We’ll need some futons and blankets from your house too, Eri.”

“Yay, sexy sleepover time!“ Yae-san grinned. “I wonder what your brother will think when he comes back to a house full of beautiful girls?”

“Sorry to disappoint, but tonight he…” I continued to bicker good-naturedly with everyone, as we finished up our food and drink, seeing off the last of the guests…


One Hundred And Eighty-Eight


Taking my seat in the pub, waiting for my parents and the Mori’s, I found myself breaking out in a cold sweat. Seriously, this shouldn’t be any worse than fighting monsters in the Boundary. Hell, I’ve survived attacks by yakuza and US agents, so why am I shaking now? I guess we could never escape our pasts. My father was a hard man, with very strong options and iron principles. Sure, he was a good father who definitely loved my sis and me, but… he’s definitely intense and strict.

To distract myself from the upcoming bloodbath I idly checked my phone, only to find a message from Shiro. Oh yeah, I guess it’s about time for her to wake up. Usually after a fun night out she was wiped out for days, only communicating by texts. Okay, what is she saying this time?

“Hey Aki. Thanks again for last night, getting me home. To be honest, I thought you’d give in to your base instincts and devour me like a ravenous wolf since I was all helpless and weak in the back of the taxi… but I guess you don’t have the guts for that!”

Yeah, just as annoying as ever. Seriously, Shiro is living proof of the saying that ‘God doesn’t give two gifts’ as she is blessed with a personality as annoying as her looks are stunning. Continuing to read, I nodded to the barman, old man Higuchi-san, as he popped down an entire bottle of his best whiskey, as well as some top-grade sake for the women. Pouring myself a glass of the whiskey, I gulped it down, wishing more than ever that I could easily get drunk like I used to. Though having such a serious talk drunk would have its own problems.

“… so anyway, thanks again. I had fun. I’m curious though, we’ve heard so much about your sister and childhood friend, but we’ve never met them. Next time they are in Tokyo, we should all go out. Although they are still underage, right? Not yet twenty? Damn, Aki you pervert! Seriously, I’d love to meet the girl that finally made you drop your cowardice with women!”

“As always, she is such a pain.” I muttered, taking another long sip of whiskey after refilling my glass. “Still, I guess I did talk about Eri and Aiko a lot in the past, especially when drunk. Yeah… that’s right. They are why I’m going through all this. Yeah.” Feeling a little bit better now I finished off the message.

“Oh, and don’t think I forgot that you agreed to do more work for me! I’ll be sending some over when I feel a little better, so once you’ve had your lovey-dovey weekend, you better get cracking! Oh, and speaking of forgetting… that stuff I said to you in the taxi about my illness and … other things… just forget all that, okay Aki? I’m not sure why I spilled all that, I never do normally, but I was drunk and you just seemed so easy to talk to. Anyway… I’m tired so I’m off back to bed. Later!”

And with that the message was done. It was typical Shiro, that was for sure. Though… when she opened up to me, I caught a glimpse of the sadness and anger under her bizarrely cheerful exterior. Hmm, my schedule is packed, but… I do want to try and help her somehow. But that’s for next week. For now… The door to the pub opened, and Higuchi-san called out his greetings, only to have them returned by my father. Well, here goes…

“Father, mom. Uncle, auntie.” I greeted them, ushering them over to the quiet corner-booth I was sitting in. There were a few other drinkers around, but that didn’t matter. It was time to talk seriously about the future.

“What’s that face for, Aki?” My mom asked, taking a seat next to me. Uncle was on my other side, while father and auntie were across from us. I poured everyone drinks, generous measures, and forced a smile.

“Well, I’ll be honest, this talk isn’t something I was looking forward to. But… the adult world is hard, right, father? We often have to do things we don’t want to do, because they are the right thing to do.” I used one of his favourite lectures from the past as my opening, and I got a stiff nod in return.

“Oh my, isn’t this awkward?” My mom interjected, her British forthrightness on clear show. I think that’s where my sis gets her ability to always speak her mind. Ugh, no escaping into my thoughts, I have to face this head on.

“By the way Aki, there’s been something odd going on in town recently.” she continued, clearly trying to lift the gloomy atmosphere. “There’ve been a lot of visitors, though they don’t seem to be relatives of anyone in town, nor do they seem to be tourists. Weird, huh? Is Nishimorioka on the up, getting popular?”

“Yes.” uncle Junpei agreed. “We’ve noticed them as well, haven’t we, Hana?”

Auntie Hana nodded. “Yes, it’s quite worrying, as they seem to be watching the school and I’ve seen a pair of women near our house on several occasions. I tried calling the police, but they told us there was nothing to worry about.” She adopted a troubled expression. “How can this be nothing to worry about?”

“Well…” I took another gulp of whiskey before pouring myself another generous measure. “… that’s actually really helpful, mom, auntie. It touches on what I wanted to talk about a bit.”

As soon as I said that my father’s face tightened, a hard scowl crossing his features, but what surprised me was my mom suddenly looked a bit sick, as though she had expected something along these lines.

“… I knew it. Ai told me I was wrong, but… how else could you get so much money?” my mom whispered, and suddenly she burst into tears, shocking me.

“… oh my poor Eri. To think you’d go off the rails like this, little Aki. I’m so disappointed in you, but it isn’t too late! If you cut ties with them and go to the police, after a few years you can start afresh. I’m sure my Eri will wait for you!” Auntie Hana was equally flustered and upset.

Wait, what? Confused, I was blindsided as my father threw some printouts on the table. The content was… surprising. Yakuza attack a shrine. Motive unknown but suspected to be gang-related turf disputes. Scrabbling through the documents, I found there were also mentions of someone being taken in by the Organised Crime Control Bureau. I wasn’t named, but there were a few small details that made it possible to identify it as me, if you knew me and that I was involved with the shrine. Shit. I guess I’m not the only one who can use the internet to my advantage.

“Tell the truth, son.” My father rumbled, his angry gaze intense. “No good comes from lying. I let you and your so-called secretary fool me before, but not this time. The strangers in our village are all powerful-looking, and I believe some of them are even armed. Are they yakuza? Are we in danger? If your sister or anyone else is hurt by these thugs, I will kill you, I swear it!”

“I know you wanted to make our daughter happy.” Junpei said, trying to be reasonable, though his voice was edged too. “And it’s our fault we are poor and can’t provide a life you wanted, but this… seriously, drugs? Does Eri know? Our little girl wouldn’t want you to earn money that way, profiting off the misery of others. She wouldn’t care if you were living in poverty, just as long as you are together!”

“That’s right!” auntie agreed, slapping the table. Tears were welling up in her eyes, and she blinked futilely, trying to clear them. “My daughter is finally happy, she smiles all the time. But if it’s built on a foundation of lies… the pain in the end will be that much worse! All Eri ever wanted was you, she doesn’t care about nice presents or trips abroad! All she wants is to be with you!” At that the tears started flowing, and my mother broke down too, hugging her close.

Drugs? Seriously? Wait, didn’t Aiko mention mom asked her about something like that a while back? I’m… actually a little hurt. Though… I guess the truth is even stranger than that. I had thoughts that Karen-chan had managed to convince father about the source of my money, but I guess he was only pretending, or only partially believed us anyway. The other few patrons of the pub were looking away from this display of grief in typical Japanese fashion. Though in a small town like this, gossip will get around…

“Time to tell the truth.” uncle continued, as my father was too angry to speak. “We promise to listen to you. I know you won’t have done this for selfish reasons, you’ve always been a good kid. But one bad mistake and suddenly there is no way out. You just end up falling deeper and deeper. I get that. Just… talk to us, and we will do what we can to help.”

“I see.” I sighed, a long exhalation of resolve. Well, I intended to explain some of this mess, but now… I need to go further. “Hey, Higuchi-san?” I called out, surprising everyone, who were waiting with baited breaths for my answer.

“What is it?” he said jovially. Since the baseball he had really taken a shine to me.

“Can we borrow a back room? I have to have a private conversation. And bring us some food and more booze. The best you have. It’s a… celebration, I guess?” I pulled a handful of bills from my wallet and handed them over.

“A celebration, you say?” Higuchi-san looked doubtful, seeing the expression on the men’s faces and the crying women, but his professionalism took over and he agreed, pointing us to the back. I snatched the papers off the table and led them through, and as soon as Higuchi-san brought in plates of skewers, rice balls and other snacks, I picked up the printouts again, my expression deadly serious. Here goes, the first and easiest part, I guess.

“Well, I’m not going to lie. Yes, the shrine I was staying at and working with was attacked by yakuza.”

“I knew it.” father said quietly, his hard eyes compelling me to continue, ready to judge me by his high moral standards. Mom and auntie hugged each other so tightly they could barely breathe, waiting for the inevitable.

But here’s where we go off their script. “But… I’m not in the yakuza, or committing any crimes.” I scoffed at their suggestion. “Drugs? Seriously? Drugs.” I shook my head sadly. “I’m actually quite hurt you’d think that of me, or that…” I was going to say that I’d take actions that would put my family and friends in danger, but sadly… in a way I did. And will continue to do so. That’s why we all need to be strong and protected. “I was taken in by the police, sure, but it was for excessive self-defence, not any organised criminality.” Though they did think I was yakuza, but since I’m not, why complicate things?

“Self-defence? You?” Father scoffed. “You are not your sister. You cannot…” Suddenly he paused, thinking.

“Yes, you’ve changed, Aki.” uncle said, also considering what he remembered. “During the baseball you were strangely athletic and fast. I guess if you’ve been working out to get to that shape, fighting some thugs isn’t impossible…”

“Yeah. Well, that can wait. We were talking about the strangers in town, weren't we? You’re correct, they are watching you. And as for the school, they are keeping an eye on Eri and Aiko. But they aren’t yakuza, or indeed criminals of any sort.” I fortified my spirit with some more whiskey, before finishing. “In fact they are hired security, pretty much the best there is. Fujiwara Security Services. There was another incident at the shrine that you haven’t been able to find any info on. After that, my… well, my business partners, I guess… decided that it was too much of a risk leaving my family unguarded. I totally agree, everything I’m doing is pointless if those I care about aren’t safe. Unfortunately I’ve been standing out too much, so… yeah, damn this is hard to explain.”

“You expect us to believe this?” My father shook his head. He was drinking as well, his face starting to become flushed from the booze. “I let you convince me before. Shrine real estate deals… it is barely plausible, and Takeyabashi-san at Chairoakitara shrine vouched for you too… but, yakuza, security guards, getting arrested… just tell me the truth! Lying will not make things better!”

“Indeed.” auntie cried. “It will only hurt Eri when she finds out. If she’s happy now, the despair will be worse when it all comes crashing down…”

“Son, you are a computer programmer, eking out a modest living in Tokyo. I could respect you, that you worked hard to put yourself through university, when we could barely afford some small help towards the costs. I did think you were wasting your life, and hoped you would find steady work and get married, start a family. But then…” he looked at uncle Junpei and auntie Hana. “… but then the inevitable happened and you and Eri-san started dating. You had money to throw around, and I thought you had finally become a real man. Instead…”

He took a deep breath. “Stop treating us like we are idiots. Nothing makes sense except you are involved in something strange and illegal, where the rewards are grand but you have to throw away your decency, your humanity, to get them! It may seem like a good idea, living the high life, but when someone gets hurt or worse, you will have to carry that through your whole life! Short as it will be, as son…” My father was deadly serious. “… Akio, if you end up harming Eri-san, or Aiko, or your mother… I will kill you myself, even if I end up in prison for it.”

I always thought I was very different to my father, and perhaps I am, but there are similarities too. I would kill those that hurt my family too… “I know.” I agreed, emptying my glass once more. “Don’t you think I’ve wrestled with these thoughts? Eri, Aiko… the thought of putting them in danger makes me sick. But… the world isn’t so kind.”

As mom and auntie gasped, uncle asked me just what I meant by that, if Eri and my sis knew what I was doing, and I nodded. “Yeah. I was going to keep it quiet, but Shaeula… she felt they had to know. She’s an impulsive girl, and she likes to meddle, but she always does it from a place of kindness and to benefit me. I was pretty angry, but when Eri and my sis confronted me about being kept in the dark… I realised they were all right about it. So…” I bowed deeply. “… sorry I kept you guys in the dark too. But… this stuff is near-impossible to explain.”

“So, finally ready to confess?” My father sighed, a mix of trepidation and need to know making him nervous. “Good. I know I raised you to be an honest, upright man. If you have made mistakes, we will fix it, but first…” He tensed, and I could see his muscles working, my enhanced perception easily tracking his movements, they were painfully slow to me. Still, I didn’t move as his fist slammed into my cheek, letting him have the hit.

“Stupid bastard! Putting the girls in danger, I should beat you until… ugh, what…” He cried out as his fist bounced off my cheek, pain flaring through his suddenly bruised hand.

“Taichi! What are you doing?” my mom cried, trying to get between us, only to realise I was unmoved, my skin not even marked by the impact, while father was holding his hand, gritting his teeth, face pale.

“Sorry, but I’ve already fought yakuza and won.” I said dryly. “A punch from you doesn’t scare me anymore, father. But… at least I know you care.” Yeah, father has always been hard, but… his life wasn’t easy either. My paternal grandparents were dead before I was even born in an accident, when father was just seventeen, so it was only his friendship with uncle and auntie that kept him sane, as he often said when drunk. It was that lack of family ties that led him to go abroad to work, taking a chance, as he had no family to hold him here. And then he met mom. Smiling at the memory, I was caught flat-footed by the question that came from auntie Hana, though I was going to have to address it at some point. I just wasn’t expecting it now…

“So, Shaeula is involved in what is going on?” auntie asked, her face set resolutely, but tears were still running down her cheeks. As I met her gaze I could see the fear in her eyes, fear of the answers I might give. I get it. You are Eri’s mother, after all…

“I thought it strange when you brought such a pretty young girl home with you, especially the way she acted around you. It was like… it was like you were dating, and I feared it would crush my little Eri, kill her. But you denied it, she denied it, though rather poorly, and Eri confessed and everything worked out. But… now you brought even more girls, and I find out Shaeula has been involved in whatever you are doing all along? Aki… I’ve always seen you as family. Tell me the truth. Just who is Shaeula to you?”

“That’s simple. I love her.” I couldn’t lie, not now. “And… we got engaged. I intend to marry her.” At my simple words auntie let out a cry of pain, going limp.

“Hana, calm down!” my mom said, holding her close, glaring at me, a look I had never seen her direct at me before. Father was still cradling his hand, but uncle Junpei… he was enraged.

“Akio, you bastard! What about Eri? Are you going to just throw her aside!” He stood, one half-drunk bottle of sake flying off the table to shatter on the floor. At the noise Higuchi-san popped his head in, but seeing uncle lunging at me, he backed off, pretending he had heard and seen nothing. Junpei grabbed me by the front of my shirt, pulling me right into his face. That expression too… damn, I’m handling this badly…

“She’s finally happy!” He shook me, spittle scattering across my face as he barked at me, eyes wild. “And you, you promised to marry her, to love her always! You even… her chastity…” He couldn’t say the words properly, emotion strangling his thoughts. They were so happy when they found out Eri and I had got engaged, even that we’d made love. And now… I can see why he’s upset but…

Before I could speak, uncle was hitting me as well, only to suffer the same fate as father, though I heard an audible crack as two of his fingers bent out of shape, the bones breaking. As he cried out in pain and the others called to him worriedly, I shook him off, grabbing his arm. Angrily he tried to pull free, but finding he couldn’t, he resorted to a baleful glare. “I ought to kill you… like you’ll kill my Eri…” he grated.

“Oh, shut the hell up. You were delighted when we got engaged, so why not give me a chance?” I pulled his broken hand to me, ignoring the pained yelp he made. Setting the bones with an audible and agonising crack, I channelled some aether, repairing the damage.

“Ouch… wait, it doesn’t hurt?” he marvelled, momentarily forgetting his rage, before his face twisted again. “No, you won’t distract me, you cheating little bast…”

“I may be a cheating bastard, I don’t deny it, but… I have resolved to love Eri, make her happy, and you think I’d break my promise? Really? Don’t fucking make me laugh, uncle. I’d die for Eri, you know that. If someone shot at her, I’d take the bullet, even if I risked death. You think I’d betray her?” The contempt in my voice halted everyone at the table. I let uncle free, and he slumped backwards, nearly falling over.

“Shut up and let me talk.” I complained, angry. Sure, they have a right to be mad, I’ve kept secrets, I’ve let Eri and Aiko go into danger, I’ve let information leak that might put everyone at risk… I cheated on Eri, even if it’s with her permission and blessing. But even so… everything I do, I do for us. I’ve made mistakes, but fucking hell, the situation is impossible, no-one can do it perfectly, unless it’s some stupid wish-fulfilment self-insert web novel! That's not real life!

“Talk then.” my mom said, her gaze still upsetting me. She had always been in my corner, the parent that let me get away with things when I was young, but now she was furious.

“Fine, I will. But first…” I pulled out my phone and fired off a quick message. “It doesn’t look like I’ll be joining everyone at the party.” With that done, I emptied more booze down my throat, before refilling my own and everyone else’s glasses.

“I think we all need this. So, where to begin? Shaeula, I guess. Like I said, I love her. I’ve only known her a short time, a month and change, though it seems far longer.” Probably because it is, with Boundary time taken into account. At my declaration, uncle and auntie groaned, thinking of Eri and how it would crush her spirit.

“At first she was a business rival, but we had… a disagreement, and afterwards, she joined me under my care.”

“I still don’t know what it is you claim to be doing…” father grated, still cradling his sore hand.

“I told you to shut up. I’ll get to that.” I actually stood up to him, which was shocking for us both. Grabbing his hand I let out some aether, and he looked puzzled as the pain faded. That done, I continued.

”Shaeula… she isn’t Japanese. Well, I suppose in a very strange way you could say she’s a half, like me.” The Night Parade is kind of Japanese, right? “She’s also similar to me in a way. Eri and Aiko too. Where she grew up… well, let’s just say she’s from a very distinguished family, but being a half, she had no respect and no true friends. In fact, all she had was her pride, and her poor behaviour ended up getting her banished to Japan to prove herself. I think it’s why she’s so happy now. She found that being honest, putting aside her issues with trust… it makes life better. It’s not exactly the same, but it’s similar to Eri, no? Both of them were isolated from others due to their own behaviour and fears. So… spending time with Shaeula, even facing death together…”

“Death…?” my father murmured, but at my glare he said no more.

“… well, just like I care for Eri, I see the same things in Shaeula and wanted to help her too. But… I’m a coward.” I said, taking a harsh but fair shot at my own flaws. “Ever since I was young, I never really felt I was good enough.” I sighed. “So… leaving for Tokyo, it wasn’t just to broaden my horizons, it was also to run away. From my sister and her affection, from Eri and her love. Even in Tokyo, I had friends, but… I was always letting them drag me around, I seldom, if ever, instigated anything. But… it was Shaeula who encouraged me, and also Eri. If… if Shaeula hadn’t pushed us to it, I don’t think we’d have ever got together. So I don’t want you holding anything against her!”

“Even so…” auntie began.

“Even nothing!” I had the momentum, and wasn’t going to stop until this, at the very least, was resolved. I hate not being able to tell my family about Shaeula. It’s not fair to her, either. “Shaeula’s country is a polygamous one… multiple marriages are fine there. But… Eri was very wary of Shaeula, insecure and desperate. But even so, Eri is good girl, she knows gratitude. Even as she pushed Shaeula away from me, they could see the pain each of them had within. Still, I had promised myself to Eri after the festival, so there was no way I’d ever break that. Until…”

I remembered the desperate battle Shaeula endured, first against Ulfuric, and then against the whole force of her brother. “… until Shaeula’s brother came visiting while you were in Tokyo to hear about what I was up to. It was harsh and ugly, and Eri realised she had been very cruel to Shaeula, despite Shaeula genuinely liking her. So… she asked me to accept Shaeula as well.”

“No way. My little Eri would never do that!” auntie exclaimed, shocked.

“I thought that too! Despite that, I was going to refuse Shaeula, even though I knew I loved her too. I do have loyalty, and I love Eri deeply as well. But… they defeated me. Eventually I realised that all I had to do was make both of them as happy as they could be, and we’d all win. And I mean to do so!” I shook my head. “As for the marriage issue, worst case we can get married in Shaeula’s country. Or there may be other ways… but, you said it yourself. Eri is always smiling and happy now. And why not? She has me, she has Aiko, she has Shaeula… I’m not hiding anything from her, she knows everything. So if she still knows and is this happy…” At that I surprised them, bowing down on the floor in dogeza, an opposite to my current aggressive mood.

“Uncle, auntie. I love Eri and I will marry her and make her happy now and forever. I love Shaeula too, and have promised her the same. So I beg you, please continue to bless our union, and… treat Shaeula as your daughter too. She’s a good girl, you’ll like her, and if I ever was making Eri sad, Shaeula would be the first to punish me. She has a deep loyalty to her new friends, probably as she never really had any before. Besides, Eri is very lovable, Shaeula too. Having them close as sisters benefits them both.”

“Oh, Aki…” my mother whispered, shocked by the revelations, but my heartfelt pleas had reached her, melting away some of her anger.

“This is hard to accept.” uncle admitted. “As a father, as someone that’s known you forever…”

“My little girl is happier though.” auntie whispered. “Even after you got engaged, there was a shadow on her, something eating at her. A mother knows. After she spent the day with you in Tokyo though… that vanished. And ever since she’s been so radiant.”

“Just ask her.” I said, still kneeling down. “After this we’ll have no secrets, so she can tell you herself.”

“That still doesn’t explain… these other girls you brought back.” Uncle picked at the thread I was hoping they would ignore.

“Well, that’s political. The business I am in, which again I must stress is by no means illegal… I mean, drugs, seriously…” I still found myself somewhat offended. Getting to my feet I dusted myself off and sat down once more. “One girl is a daughter of Nichibotsu Technology, that big multi-national firm. And another… well, she’s the granddaughter of the Minister for Defence in the Diet.”

“Seriously? You told me that the very polite girl was the granddaughter of the Minister, but to think the other one was so rich too…” mom muttered. “… I know I joked I was happy to see more cute girls, but… Aki, just what are they here for? To learn martial arts? That seems… impossible.”

“She’s not entirely lying. Motoko-san and her bodyguard Natsumi-san are very interested in martial arts and it so happens my new job has some… crossover.” I paused at their disbelieving looks, and finally spoke the truth. “… though, I guess you could say this is kind of a matchmaking weekend. Seriously though, I’m not interested! I have Eri and Shaeula, that’s more than enough happiness for me!” I assured them hastily. “But… they want closer ties with me, so having me in a relationship with their girls… they think it would tie me to them. I guess it would, as I’m weak to the requests of those I love.” I had to admit that.

“Again, I cannot understand just what you are involved in that is so sought after. You are just a programmer!” my father exclaimed. “All this wealth, the security… powerful friends. Did you come up with some sort of AI that can rule the world or something?”

“You saw that on TV the other day…” my mom giggled. “Seriously though, Aki… what are you going to do? Do you like these girls?”

“My Eri should be your priority!” auntie shouted, swigging frenziedly at sake to dull her nerves, the revelations too much for her. “As for this Shaeula… I need to speak to her and Eri first. I’ll decide then. But more? No way! I forbid it!”

“That’s a normal reaction, and I agree.” I said, sighing. “They are good girls, and they have their own problems, but… I can help them out without having to… well, forget it. I have no plans to tie myself to them when I already have my hands full with the girls I already have.”

“What happened once will happen again.” uncle Junpei said piously, before he looked me in the eyes. “I really want to punch you again right now, but… what is up with you? You didn’t even flinch when I hit you.”

“And you mentioned facing death with Shaeula, did you not? Then there was the yakuza, and these strangers… no, bodyguards for us?” father observed. “You know high-ranking people, they are even offering you their precious daughters. Just… just what have you got yourself involved in?”

“A good question, and now that we have discussed Eri and Shaeula… I can talk about that too. But it’ll be hard to believe.”

“As hard to believe as my Aki having two fiancées, with more possible?” The heat and judgement had gone out of my mom’s gaze, and she was now loose and relieved, the tension having left her. Pouring herself another drink, which was risky as despite her heritage she was bad with alcohol, she shook her head. “Hana. I trust my son. It seems silly to say it considering what I thought he was doing but… can you blame me, Aki? Too many strange things are happening. What else was I to think? But… I’ll hear you out.”

“Thanks. So… it all started one day when a strange visitor came to my room…”
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“Unbelievable. Impossible!” my father was exclaiming after I told them the most of my story. “That you are a yakuza and dealing drugs is more believable, but…”

“But the proof is in the scene before us.” uncle Junpei sighed. Flames were swirling above one of my palms, while I was keeping a handful of coins flying about with wind with my other. This was after I had already demonstrated my incredible strength, lifting up both uncle and father one-handed without any obvious signs of strain.

“I can do more. Want me to pick up and throw a car? I can manage that now, I reckon.” I smiled, relieved that my secret was out in the open.

“So, Shaeula, she’s not even a human? But she looks so much like a pretty girl.” Auntie focussed in on her own interests, which was her daughter's love rival.

“Well, I can say she’s totally and completely a girl when she wants to be, head to toes, a perfect reproduction. But in her Faerie form she isn’t.” I flushed as I realised I’d just implied something lewd in front of Eri’s mother.

“More importantly… this other world is dangerous, isn’t it?” uncle asked. “And my little girl is risking her life there?”

I winced. “Like I said, originally I planned to keep everyone else out of this, but Shaeula made the decision for me. I now think she was right though.” I shrugged. “Auntie, uncle. Just ask Eri about how much she’s grown. I was won over by Eri when she told me that even if I loved her I didn’t have a right to control her life. She wanted to stand by my side. And while the thought of her or my sister, or anyone I care about getting hurt terrifies me… I let Shaeula fight by my side, so to deny Eri… it wouldn’t be fair to her. I am making sure that Eri, Aiko and those others I’m in charge of have maximum safety margins and don’t take risks. I still feel very uncomfortable with it all, but… the world is a dangerous place. Having my family and friends strong enough to protect themselves makes the most sense. I can’t be everywhere at once.”

“I see. Well… Eri seems very happy. And I’m pleased to hear she is standing up for herself more.” uncle continued. “Even if I doubt some of her choices.”

“But still, if you can defeat mobs of yakuza and other assailants, how are these bodyguards going to protect us?” my father asked, and it was a good question.

“Luckily, it’s more a case of foreign agents who might target you. Normal people, if well-trained and armed. Fujiwara Security can handle that, I’ve been assured, or if not, they can buy you enough time to escape. When we are done here I’ll call Fujiwara-san’s secretary to patch me through to the leader of their Security Services, Ueno-san. He can get the security to introduce themselves to you all. When they don’t have to hide, they can do a better job. Please let them guard you. As for others like me… I dealt with the only current one I know of, he’s in prison for terrible crimes now. So I think this should be good enough.”

They seemed doubtful, but as I stopped my display of elemental talents, they were all listening. Father being who he was though, he wasn’t done questioning me. “So… are you sure you can trust this Exposition-san, as you called them? It seems very shady to me. After all, the amount of knowledge provided was limited, almost tailored to entice you to go one way. If you had not met Shaeula… well, I think things might have been different. She seems to fill in your lack of clarity on how things work.”

A good point. “I’ve thought about that a lot myself. The only conclusion I could come to was that I just don’t know. But what I do know is, I can’t afford to stop now. Having fought a truly vile opponent who has exploited this power, I shudder to think what would happen if Aiko or Eri or Shaeula fell into his hands. So no, the world has changed and we need strength to ensure we are all safe. I won’t blindly trust in Exposition-san, but so far I’ve only gained from the power I’ve been given. They did hint at obligations, or at least hoping I would be grateful down the line, but I’ll worry about that when it becomes relevant. I can only deal with what’s in front of me right now.”

“I’m worried for you, Aki.” My mother hugged me, and I could feel her trembling. “I hate the thought of you fighting. Ai too.”

“I know. But… I’m damn strong!” I boasted, glossing over the times I’d almost died. “I also like keeping safety margins and taking few risks, but I’ll do what I have to! That’s why I need connections to powerful people too. Hell, I met the Prime Minster the other day.”

I continued to explain, and time passed rapidly, the table soon empty of drinks. It was then the question I was pondering was asked.

“So, Akio. Son.” My father spoke seriously. “Are you going to teach us, like you did Aiko and Eri-san?”

“You know… I think I probably should.” I was torn, but there were good reasons to, now that the truth was out, so to speak. “A bit of strength will help you in any emergencies, and more importantly, when you see Eri and Aiko working hard, I think you’ll accept their choices, as I have. I’ll ask Shaeula to use her Chirurgery on you all tomorrow, since I’m spending the whole day with Eri, since it’s her birthday.”

“So, what about my parents?” auntie Hana asked, and it was a good question. While my father’s parents were deceased, mom’s still lived in the United Kingdom, and I had only faint memories of them, and Aiko was too young to remember their last visit. As for uncle’s parents, they were dead too. Apparently it was an outbreak of disease. Just bad luck. Nishimorioka has never been lucky with illnesses.

Auntie Hana’s were still alive though, and they lived in one of the mountain villages in our catchment area. They were quite frail though, her father being particularly unwell. I guess that’s another reason I spent so much time with my sis and Eri when we were kids. Lacking healthy grandparents to babysit, naturally it fell to me to look after them. Not that I regret a thing. Otherwise Eri and I would likely never have got together…

“That’s a good question. I’d need to speak to Shaeula, I’m not so good with Chirurgery yet. It would defeat the point, putting them at risk. Though if they could gain a little strength it could improve their health… yeah, we’ll consider it. Although obviously, they’d need to keep this secret for now. Shaeula and I agree we need to grow our powerbase before the world finds out about this. Fujiwara-san and the Prime Minister concur.”

“I can’t believe our little Aki knows the Prime Minister!” my drunken mom giggled. Now that she knew I wasn’t a criminal her mood had improved, though I still saw flickers of unease when she thought about the danger.

“Of course. I’ll talk to Shaeula. No, we will.” Auntie exchanged a long look with uncle Junpei. “We have to make sure our Eri won’t be hurt in this situation. I’m still angry with you both. With Eri too.”

“Well, she’s my daughter, so I’m troubled. But I’m also a man.” Uncle disagreed with her gently, before asking me an earnest question. “I get why you might find it hard to choose between two girls you love. But… it’ll be a bed of thorns keeping them both happy. Can you do it? I’m asking you, man to man.”

“It’s not a case of can, I simply will!” I declared resolutely, earning a hearty slap on the back from uncle.

“That’s what a man should say. But don’t come crying to me if things go wrong. You are being massively selfish, so I’ll have no sympathy.”

“I know. But…if you’d have been there… well, seeing Shaeula fighting her brother’s forces to a standstill, then breaking down about being separated from us… if your heart wasn’t moved, you’d be made of stone.”

“I shudder to think of Eri going through something like that…” Auntie really did shudder.

“Better she has strength if she needs it, rather than needing it and not having it. That goes for money too. Now you know where I am getting it from, that it’s a hundred-percent legitimate, I want no more nonsense about not taking it. After all, your son owns a hotel chain now. It’s not the biggest or the best, but even living off that money could make us all comfortable.”

“I feel very conflicted.” My father admitted. “As your parent, taking money from you makes me feel a failure.”

“Don’t talk crap.” I disagreed. “Like I said, you are going to have to get used to things you would never have believed in before. And you think Eri and I can rest easy in riches while our parents struggle? Just suck it up, and know that I get a good laugh out of it. It’s strange to me too.” I grinned.

“So… I think this calls for a celebration?” mom asked. “I’m so relieved that nothing bad was happening. And… I’ll speak to Ai and Eri. Shaeula too. And these new girls, the Minister's daughter and the rich heiress. I need to understand everything, to set my mind at ease.”

“I don’t think we’ll be truly at ease knowing what you are doing. Our daughters too.” uncle complained, finishing his glass of whiskey. “But… if what you said about this Kondou Kazuo is true, and I have no reason to doubt you… I understand why you were making that choice.” He seized my shirt and pulled me close in a repeat of earlier, just this time with goodwill in his eyes. “Just promise me… you’ll look out for them.”

“Like with the dog, I’ll never back down.” I promised, and he released me before pulling me into a hug.

“Shit, I’m crying. Why?” he scrubbed at his tears with his free hand, and everyone else looked at him sympathetically. “I must have had too much to drink.”

“Or too little. I can help with hangovers using Ether Healing.” I smiled slyly. “It’s a lot to take in all at once, I know that. So why don’t us adults drink the night away while our young girls are at home?” I fired off another text saying we would be back late.

My father looked at me, and I saw something I seldom saw in his eyes. Approval. “I think we should, Akio. I think we should. I have to accept it. Even if I might have chosen differently, you decided on your own what you needed to protect and how to do that, and to grasp what you wanted, despite what others would think. I have to accept you are a true man now.”

I felt myself welling up a bit, but smiled. Wow. It took the world facing Armageddon to get my father to admit I’m all grown up and earn his respect. Shit. Why do I feel so happy all of a sudden? Drowning my embarrassment and high emotion with the remains of my drink, I called out to Higuchi-san for more…


Side Fifty-Nine – Mori Eri


“Well… this is rather… quaint.” Fukumoto-san said, looking around, unable to disguise her disdain. “I think my walk-in wardrobe at home is bigger than these rooms.”

Ugh, my stomach hurts. I don’t know how to deal with rich girls like these. I’ve never had money myself. Although maybe I’ll have to change. After all, Akio is earning a lot now… and I’ll be his wife…

“What do you expect?” Aiko defended her home. “We were poor as dirt up until my bro started bringing in the money. Who knows, maybe we’ll move to a bigger place? We can certainly afford it. But…” She crossed her arms under her chest and scowled at Fukumoto-san, her acerbic tone snapping me out of my happy reverie, thinking about Akio. “… do you really think it’s very noble of you to come in here and criticise, when you are a guest? I know my bro would have told you what to expect here, right?”

At the rebuke, which left me feeling nervous, Fukumoto-san seemed a touch annoyed, but the older girl, the really elegant one, Tsumura-san, she stepped in to calm things down, a gentle smile on her face that was very soothing.

“Aiko-sensei is right, Hinata-san. It is hardly very becoming when we forced our way in here, asking a favour. And we were indeed warned. I myself will be taking it as a learning experience.” She bowed. “I apologise on her behalf, Aiko-sensei. We are grateful that you would offer us hospitality.”

“Yes, you will never-never gain Akio’s approval should you continue to act like-like that.” Shaeula snickered nastily. That comment drew attention from our unusual guests.

“What, you want Akio-kun’s approval?” the bold girl from the volleyball team said, and I felt a twinge of annoyance as she called him Akio-kun, being as they had barely ever talked and were definitely not close enough to be acquainted. It wasn’t just me, as Aiko bit down on a sigh, before turning to Shaeula and scolding her.

“Come on, enough of that. We have guests, who don’t understand your sense of humour.” she chided her, before turning back to her teammate. “Seriously, try not to listen to her too much, Tomoko-chan. She’s got a malicious sense of humour. Everyone knows that my bro is engaged to Eri, right?”

At her emphasis, I giggled, holding out my hand, showing off my glittering engagement ring, which reminded me of the stars in the sky as it sparkled. Shaeula glanced down at her own ring, before letting out a short sigh. “Of course. Eri is beloved by Akio, there is no-no question. Still…”

“Hey, that reminds me.” The girl… Tomoko-san, I guess? I don’t know her surname, which thinking about it, it’s kind of bad, considering I’ve watched Aiko play volleyball a fair few times. Uh, I can see why people think I’m standoffish. I mean, I am, but… I’ll get better. The party was fine, if rather trying, and this… well, I can use it to practice in a safer setting. After all, nothing bad can happen in Aiko’s home…

“… you’ve been calling Aiko-chan by Aiko-sensei, haven’t you? Akio-kun too. What’s up with that?” Beside her the other girl from the volleyball team, a younger girl a year below us at school, also nodded, curious. Strangely enough, Rika-san and Yae-san were eagerly awaiting the answer too.

The only one who seemed less interested was the first year who did Kyūdō with Aiko, who was looking around Aiko’s room with great interest, as if trying to find something. She’s Sonobe Akari-san, right? I do know her at least. Kyūdō club had almost no members, and as I was always hanging around to go home with Aiko when she was finished, naturally I knew them, as well as feeling quite safe and welcome there. Yes, Aiko’s senior, who graduated last year, she asked me to join Kyūdō club too. I think she was joking, as I am.. no, I was… pathetically weedy and uninterested, but maybe I should have. Although now… I guess I prefer axes.

“Just what are you grinning about, Eri?” Aiko asked sourly, and I realised as my thoughts wandered I was naturally smiling. It’s just because I got an axe as a present from Akio! Not that I’m going to enjoy swinging it around…

“You don’t often see that.” Tomoko-san laughed. “Mori-san smiling is… no, wait, can I call you Eri-chan? After all, I think you wanted to be more sociable, didn't you say?”

My smile turned a bit troubled, but I nodded.

“Great.” she continued. “Well, Eri-chan, it’s sure nice to see you smile and not hide your face under your bangs, looking down all the time. You are… really… pretty. In fact, you seem to be more beautiful every day! Damn, is this what love does to a girl? Anyway, I’m off topic. Why are you a sensei, Aiko?”

“We are here to study martial arts.” Tsumura-san said politely, and her bodyguard echoed her. “Akio-sensei is our first teacher, but Aiko-sensei is apparently skilled in Kyūdō as well. I have a keen interest in such things, my family Arts also have archery techniques.”

“Oh yeah!” Akari-san suddenly spoke up. “I can see you carrying several objects. That one looks like a kendo bag, and that one there…” she pointed, excited. “It’s a bow, isn't it?”

“It is indeed.” Tsumura-san asked Hori-san to hand over the wrapped bundle, and she unsealed it, revealing a large bow, though it was smaller and sleeker than the oversized Kyūdō bows, the Yumi. It was made for combat, the enamelled body of the bow dark green and crimson, with the parts where the string connected carved into heads of serpents. Even I could tell it was old and valuable. On seeing the bow, both Akari-san and Aiko were excited, and asked to touch it.

“Aiko-sensei, you may hold it, but alas, you… I am afraid I do not know your name… my family bow cannot be touched casually. My apologies.” Tsumura-san denied her.

“Oh… I see.” Akari-san was disappointed, and Aiko felt bad, so she opened up her cupboard and pulled out her own red bow, handing it over.

“Make do with mine.” Aiko grinned. “I know you’ve been looking for it. I also have this.” She brought out the Olympic recurve bow she had received in Las Vegas. “This is one my bro got me. It’s easier to use, but Kyūdō isn’t all about the accuracy, it’s a way of life, right?” She winked, and Akari-san giggled happily.

“So that’s the famous bow Aki gave up on half a year’s worth of allowance to help you buy, right?” Yae-san snickered. “Damn, I’m jealous.”

“As you should be.” Shaeula intoned. She had managed to bring in beer, and tugging at the ring-pull with a slender finger she opened it, taking a loud gulp of the foamy liquid. “For not-not only has she received these bows, she also has another she can not-not show you.”

Oh yeah, the Faerie bow. That’s a dangerous topic…

Aiko seemed to agree, as she shut Shaeula down, and waved away Akari-san’s excited questioning. “Yeah well, maybe later. I don’t have my bow here with me right now. Anyway…” she changed the subject. “This is one gorgeous bow. You can feel it’s been used in battle.”

“Most perceptive.” Motoko-san had also unveiled her spear, Gurenyari, as well as a beautiful-looking katana, the sheath decorated beautifully with swooping birds and snakes. “This bow, Hebihikoukiba, known as the snake that sends its fangs flying to pierce the enemy, was used by our ancestors in many battles since the age of the shogunate. Countless foes have died to the arrows it has launched. And as for this katana, Utsuroihebi, the fleeting snake that strikes like the wind, it was claimed from an enemy general and has served my family ever since.”

“That’s quite the story.” Yae-san shook her head. “Still, that doesn’t entirely answer the question, does it? I know Ai-chan here is a decent archer, she’s been in tournaments, even if she never wins, right?” She stuck out her tongue at Aiko, and everyone laughed at her reaction.

“Yeah, so why is Akio-kun your sensei?” Rika-san finished for her friend. “He doesn’t do much… oh wait, didn’t he say at the baseball he did combat sports?” she suddenly remembered, a look of enlightenment crossing her features.

“I don’t know about combat.” Tomoko-san said. “But at the baseball your brother was awesome! Some of the moves he was pulling off were pro-athlete level! Isn’t that right, Yuina-chan?” she asked her younger teammate, who bounced excitedly.

“Yeah, I was moved! He showed the pro team just what someone who puts their heart and soul into improving can do!”

So she’s Yuina-san, huh? Well, it doesn’t matter. “Yes, Akio is doing all sorts of combat sports and physical training.” I said, before Shaeula could say something inciting. As I did so she looked at me, her amber eyes slightly regretful. Her face was already flushed from the alcohol, and once more I had a bad feeling she was going to cause trouble. No, it’s my job to manage this mess now. I can’t show weakness, not in front of Tsumura-san and Fukumoto-san anyway. Maybe not even in front of those two idiots… I glanced at Yae-san, who I still suspected hadn’t given up entirely on Akio. I mean, I understand why, but… she should know she’s outclassed…

“I’ve also been doing the training plan Akio prepared for me.” I continued. “And you saw how much fitter I am in physical education class, remember?”

“Yeah, it was wild.” Yae-san agreed. “Little Ri-Ri was as good as the best of us. The poor teacher nearly had a heart attack. I wonder just what this training plan entails. Looking at you right now, the way you are practically glowing lewdly, I’d say it involves a whole lot of horizontal activity on the bed.”

That’s so embarrassing, and seriously annoying! “I don’t think I need to answer that.” I pouted, to much laughter.

“See, she does not-not deny it. For she can not-not.” The tipsy Shaeula smirked. “Still, a female shines so much more brightly when loved by the male they have chosen.”

“Speaking of, we need to talk about your man later.” Yae-san declared pointedly, glancing at Shaeula’s engagement ring. “But before that... Seriously, just what is up with Aki? I can’t get a handle on him. He’s hot as hell now, super sporty, apparently to the extent some very refined and high-class girls are going to him for training.”

At her words, Tsumura-san, Hori-san and even Fukumoto-san nodded. Onoue-san was still looking troubled, but even she seemed keen to learn from Akio. I guess that isn’t a surprise. If I can get to this level in just a short time, someone skilled in combat would be far more powerful. She can then protect her mistress better…

“In addition, he takes you girls on expensive trips abroad, stays in fancy hotel suites, brings back tons of souvenirs and gifts even for girls he barely knows, like us. Not that I’m complaining…” She touched her earrings, which I noticed she wore as often as she could, Rika-san too, which was also an irritation.

“I sure am!” Tomoko-san broke in. “Like I said, Aiko-chan, you need to put in a good word to your brother for the team too! If he’s giving out gifts to cute girls, the volleyball team should be his first port of call!”

“Yeah, not going to happen.” Aiko shook her head and I felt like cheering. It seems like I have rivals everywhere, shutting down some more is a great feeling!

As Aiko and Tomoko-san bickered good-naturedly, Yae-san finished up. “… he flies in on a helicopter, these girls in tow. Yeah, he’s an enigma, all right.”

“You don’t even know what enigma means.” Rika-san teased her. “Still, I agree. It’s like he’s the main character in some sort of story right now.”

“Enough of that.” Aiko bopped Tomoko-san on the head and took her bow back from Akari-san, who sighed in disappointment. “If we are going to have a sleepover, we need to get the rooms ready. Shaeula, Eri, you help me clear space for everyone’s futons. Rika-san, Yae-san, can you go get snacks and drinks from the kitchen? I’ll show you where. Tomoko-chan, Yuina-chan, Akari-chan, please keep our guests from Tokyo entertained, all right?”

[image: image-placeholder]

“I can’t believe your family owns Nichibotsu Technology!” Yuina-san was saying. “Our family uses a Nichibotsu TV and a laptop!”

“I thank you for using our products.” Fukumoto-san nodded politely. “I hope you continue to do so.”

“Damn, that’s classy. And to think you are the granddaughter of a Minister. I’ve seen your grandfather on TV!” Tomoko-san was speaking to Tsumura-san. We had moved everything out of Aiko’s room we could and laid down futons, but we were all crammed in like sardines. At least it was cosy. Everyone was eating and drinking, and Shaeula had passed out some beers and sake, despite my objections, forgetting last time when poor Aiko was hungover. Even so, getting our guests drunk, especially such important ones… It seems a bad idea to me.

Seeing her gaze, Fukumoto-san shrugged, taking a gentle sip of sake. “We drink alcohol a lot, don’t we Motoko-san? I know technically it is unlawful, but at adult parties we are expected to drink a little, usually wine or sake. I also partake of some when I have meals with grandfather. I expect it’s the same for you, Motoko-san?”

“Yes, I do often drink with father and grandfather, though I try to keep it in moderation, as a martial artist should always remain clearheaded, and alcohol dehydrates one and is bad for the complexion. If I was to look less than perfect, it would shame my family. But yes, do not worry, Eri-senpai, I have a respectable tolerance, so I will not shame your hospitality.”

“A female should be a good-good drinker!” Shaeula declared, proving her point by draining half a can, foam spattering her face. She was also lying messily on her futon, bare legs flailing out of her yukata. For a princess she can be a bit of a mess. She needs more elegance like Tsumura-san. Tsumura-san and Hori-san were kneeling in perfect seiza, elegantly drinking their alcohol. Fukumoto-san was more relaxed, but even in her sitting position, legs slanted, she was exuding grace. “This is one-one of the greatest enjoyments of the mortal world, alcohol.”

“I’ve thought this before, but for someone with such perfect Japanese, you have some odd word choices. Mortal world, hah. Plus that verbal tic is cute.” Akari-san giggled. On hearing that, Aiko and I exchanged worried looks. The noble girls looked unmoved, but then I guess they did know Shaeula’s origins…

Shaeula tilted her head, adorably confused. “Verbal tic? Word choices? I do not-not understand.”

Yeah, the usual response. It’s relieving, in a way. “So, anyway.” I changed the subject, and Aiko gave me a sly thumbs-up. “I hope everyone enjoyed the party? I’ve never hosted anything like that, so I was worried I’d mess up, but Akio wants me to get better dealing with people and making more friends. I guess I want that too. Nothing is worse than when you feel disappointed in yourself.”

“It feels a bit bittersweet seeing Eri all grown up.” Aiko smiled wryly, and everyone else laughed, well, the girls from Nishimorioka, anyway.

“Yeah, don’t worry, Eri-chan.” Tomoko-san reassured her. “That party was great. I especially liked the bit where Kenji-kun’s brother ran off, nearly crying.” She grinned wolfishly. “He deserves it. His brother was the dumbass, it’s not like you or Akio were at fault. Although, we can’t blame him for wanting to date our Aiko-chan, can we? She’s very popular with the boys at school.” She confided to Tsumura-san and the others. “Still, to get Aiko-chan, not only do you have to break through the impenetrable wall that is her over-protective brother, the fact she’s a major, major brocon means she probably wouldn’t be interested anyway. Eri-chan, you’ll probably end up having to look after Aiko-chan forever if she doesn’t shape up!”

“Hey, it’s me who looks after Eri… though I guess that is my bro’s job now!” She shrugged, taking a gulp of beer and stuffing her face with a cake. I guess she’ll be trusting Akio to heal her hangover tomorrow. She really doesn’t learn… “Although…” Aiko continued. “… like I said at the party, I don’t have any problem with dating, but unless it’s a great guy there’s no point. I’m not settling for just anyone. Especially since Eri has my bro. if I end up with a loser, my pride wouldn’t take it.”

“Comparing other males to Akio is an exercise in futility indeed-indeed.” Shaeula scoffed. “Akio is as a mighty-mighty oak to their pathetic saplings.”

“That’s a dick joke, right?” Yae-san giggled. “I didn’t expect you to be so potty-mouthed, Shaeula.”

“That begs the main question though, doesn’t it?” Rika-san said shrewdly, eyeing Shaeula intensely.

I knew I had a bad feeling. Still, there was no way we were getting through this without something going wrong. As Shaeula waited for her question, an annoying and knowing smirk on her face, I fought the urge to leap up and start strangling her. Seriously, you aren’t supposed to make trouble for me! Ugh, she takes the Fae reputation for mischief too literally!

“Should you be praising Akio-kun when you are engaged? What will your fiancé say about that? Besides, it’s not fair to little Ri-Ri, it must make her uncomfortable. You know…” Rika-san wasn't letting up. “You always seem to push Akio-kun towards other women, I remember when you insisted he honour the bet and take Yae out for that date… seriously, I thought that it was Akio-kun you liked, and the way you talk about him hasn’t changed. What gives?”

“Yeah, I’m curious too.” Yae-san agreed. “I’m a girl who understands romance and I think you are suspicious as hell, Shaeula.” She paused, before looking at Tsumura-san and Hori-san. “These two as well. When they call him Akio-sensei I hear a trace of longing in their voices.” Her gaze swung towards Fukumoto-san.

“Don’t look at me! I’m only here to represent my family interests!” she declared, and Yae-san shook her head in denial.

“Sure, if you say so. Still, Shaeula, no weaselling out of it. I want the truth. It’s what you do at girls’ sleepovers like this. Talk of love and the future are mandatory!”

Weaselling. That amused Shaeula. So what do we do?

With a resigned sigh, Aiko suddenly stood up. She scowled at Shaeula, who chuckled shamefacedly, feeling a little guilty. As everyone looked at Aiko, she looked back at us all, deadly serious. “All right. We are all friends, right? If I ask you all to absolutely keep some secrets, you can, right? I’m not joking, don’t cross me on this, you’ll regret it!”

“Sure, you are our precious teammate! Our bonds are forged on the sporting field of battle!” Tomoko-san declared, and Yuina-san agreed.

“I’ll always be worthy of your trust, senpai!” Akari-san promised, her eyes full of joy, as she was being told a secret by her favourite senior.

“This sounds serious. You’re scaring me a bit here, Ai!” Yae-san said, and Rika-san followed up. “Seriously, we are friends. Sharing juicy gossip and secrets will only cement that. We’ll practically all be besties!”

I don’t get how popular girls think, but…ugh, my stomach hurts. I do get how Akio feels now, out with our parents. I wonder just how much he’s explained to them…

The noble girls and their bodyguards knew a lot about Akio anyway, so they held their silence. “All right then.” Aiko said, downing her can of beer, nearly choking. “I need the courage booze is supposed to bring. But I don’t feel any braver. Go on then, Shaeula, tell them. You will anyway. Sometimes I think you enjoy making trouble for me!”

Yeah, I know just how Aiko feels…

Shaeula puffed out her chest proudly. “Of course my fiancé will have no-no worries. For do you think I would pledge myself to just any inferior male? No, I too-too… am engaged to Akio.”

“Right, I thought so… wait, what?” Yae-san exclaimed, and the other girls erupted into a frenzied hubbub, other than the visitors from Tokyo of course.

“What, what? Akio is cheating on you, little Ri-Ri? I’m shocked and appalled.” Yae-san declared.

“Sure you are.” I shook my head in denial. ”After all, you went on a date with him, and he told me you offered to kiss him.”

“Whoa… your brother is a major player! But… that’s like… bigamy, right? That’s illegal.” Tomoko-san was surprised, and for a moment I felt a little nostalgia for the old days, where everything was normal, before I realised that my life was awful and empty back then.

It’s a small price to pay, if I have to share Akio with Shaeula to make us all happy… I can do that. As for the others… I found myself looking at Tsumura-san, and she smiled back at me politely. Ugh, I really need to talk this through with everyone. I hate this. Again. But… maybe I’ve grown. I’m not going to rage jealously about it. I’m going to trust that Akio, Shaeula and I can come to a solution.

“Seriously, you seem so calm about this, senpai! Your beloved brother is two-timing your best friend!” Akari-san was amazed, her face twisting into an expression of disapproval. “I always thought he was a good guy, from your stories about him. I guess I was wrong.”

“You shut up, Akari-san!” I snapped, hating her tone. “You don’t know anything about Akio or me, or what Shaeula has suffered!” I leapt to my feet, getting right in her face. The room was cramped, so I almost trod on Onoue-san, but she evaded with grace. “Akio was loyal to me, he refused Shaeula no matter how often she offered herself!”

“It is true-true, though it hurts my pride as a female to admit it.” Shaeula said ruefully. “Akio is a male of deep-deep loyalty to those he loves. Yet being one of those is the sweetest-sweetest thing.” She licked her lips seductively, and many of the girls blushed at her lascivious aura.

“Yeah, so take that back!” I fumed. Akari-san scooted back but the wall blocked her.

“All right, calm down Eri. Let me explain. I wasn’t there, but I understand from your story.” Aiko helped me cool my anger, patting my back tenderly. “Hey, Akari-chan, don’t badmouth big bro like that. If anything… I asked him to take Shaeula as well. I don’t feel good about it as a friend to Eri, but… it’s for the best.”

I listened in awe along with everyone else as Aiko spun an amazing tale. I exchanged a look with Shaeula, who grinned and shrugged her shoulders. Yeah, it kind of resembles what actually happened, but somehow it’s even more moving. If it wasn’t me as one of the girls in this story, I’d be begging the male lead to take Shaeula as well… though I guess I did that anyway. I can still barely believe I did it.

“… so yeah, my bro really had no choice. If Shaeula didn’t find a husband who would cherish her, her shit of a brother was going to take her back to her home country to be the third wife of a disgusting old bastard. And since Eri saw just how much she loved my bro, and since she was instrumental in pushing them together…”

“Yeah, the confession at the festival. Shaeula really helped you there.” Rika-san said quietly, and I realised that Yae-san was actually crying. Some of the other girls were sniffling too.

“…my conscience couldn’t stand it.” I admitted. I can’t believe how fast Shaeula wormed her way into my heart. Now I think of her as a friend just like Aiko, a sister. I guess we are sisters, since we are marrying the same man…

“That’s surprisingly romantic.” Tomoko-san gushed. “But you really shocked me, Eri-chan. With how you were about Akio-kun all these years, to think you’d agree to that…”

“I’m sorry.” Akari-san apologised to me. She was also wiping at her eyes, dashing away tears. “And to you Shaeula. I didn’t understand. In fact… it looks like your brother is a good guy after all. A lucky one too!” she smiled at Aiko.

“He sure is. Though that brings trouble with it.” Aiko looked at the nobles, waiting for something. I followed her gaze to Tsumura-san and Hori-san, and realised Aiko was right. Yes, more trouble. Trouble indeed.

Tsumura-san and Hori-san had sparkling eyes, deeply moved by the partially fictitious tale. Tsumura-san stood and strode over to me, grasping my hand. I flushed, feeling embarrassed. This is kind of like a proposal. But we are both girls… The situation was causing my brain to try escapism, so I squeezed shut my eyes for a moment, took a deep breath then opened them, a little calmer.

“Eri-senpai. Having heard the tale of your generosity to one in need, I am convinced you have a good heart. I too… I too… hope that you can look favourably on me.” Tsumura-san asked earnestly.

“Me as well.” Hori-san bowed low, still sitting.

“I’m not anywhere near as nice as you think. I’m very selfish.” I admitted.

“I hardly think so. You placed the happiness of your friend level with your own. That is a very kind thing to do. We… we have to place the benefits of the nobility and house above our own. For some that is no hardship, but…”

“Holy shit. I think this is going to be carnage!” Tomoko-san giggled. “Damn, Akio-kun can deliver even when he’s not here. Seriously Aiko-chan, you have to introduce me again!”

“No way!” I heard Aiko declare, but I was concentrating on Tsumura-san.

“My grandfather has tried to find a match for me so I can continue to carry on both the legacy of my family and the martial arts of our ancestors. But within the bounds of nobility, it is not possible. Until now. Eri-senpai, I would hope that you can look favourably on me, and find it in your heart to allow me to pursue a match with Akio-sensei as well. There may be difficulties regarding status and official marriage, but I am prepared to talk to my father and grandfather, on my knees if I must…”

“I too ask this.” Hori-san pleaded, and I felt sick. Damn, I… I don’t know what to do…

“So let me get this straight? Two more girls are proposing to your brother? Right? Right? No way! This is the best sleepover I’ve ever been to! This is fake, right? You are all playing us?” Tomoko-san could hardly contain her glee.

“I don’t think so. They look serious to me.” Yuina-san declared. “Look at Mori-san, her eyes are spinning.”

“I’m feeling a little conflicted.” Yae-san sighed. “I feel bad Ri-Ri was so mean to me when she let Shaeula get with Aki too.”

“It isn’t like you really want to share a man, though, is it?” Rika-san asked her friend, and Yae-san shrugged.

“No, well, of course not. Maybe. I don’t know. This is messed up, and the fun is going out of the sleepover.” She wiped at her face. “All right. Enough of this. Please. This isn’t the time or the place for such heavy topics.”

“I quite agree.” Fukumoto-san near-shouted. “We should change the subject. So, what topic would be appropriate? The air in here has turned oppressive.”

“I’m glad you asked.” Yae-san grinned wolfishly. “Topic number one is surely, and has to be… sex!”

Yeah, I don’t like this. Still, the girls from her school barring Aiko seemed to want to talk about it.

“I guess… if you are engaged with Aki now, Shaeula, you must have done it, right? But… you can’t be the only ones here. Okay, hands up anyone who has had sex. Spill it, but remember, we promised to keep Shaeula’s secret, so… anything we discuss here tonight is between us only! If anyone shares it with anyone else, they are dead to us, and we’ll find a way to punish them. Agreed?”

As everyone concurred with Yae-san, I had little choice. Gingerly, I lifted my hand, a moment after Shaeula, and Yae-san actually scoffed at me. “We know you have been having sex little Ri-Ri, you even told those two jackasses in class. I bet they think about that real hard when crying themselves to sleep!”

“Eww, gross!” Aiko gagged. “That’s a vile thought. Hey… seriously? Yuina-chan, you too?” The younger girl had her hand up, her face beet-red. “You never said anything during volleyball camp…”

“Well, I… I just couldn’t, all lined up in front of the seniors. I know every club has its hazing rituals, but… anyway, I didn’t think it was fair to lie here, not after everything I’ve heard.”

“Yeah, hazing incoming juniors is shit.” Aiko declared, peeved. “Kyūdō club didn’t have that as it has hardly any members, but I remember my own time in volleyball. The amount of ribbing I got over big bro. Ugh, just remembering it makes me mad. Everyone is only jealous their siblings suck compared to mine…”

“Sure thing. You keep telling yourself that, Ai, you queen of the brocons.” Yae-san laughed. “So, just… you three then? We know who Shaeula and Eri have been sleeping with, so who’s your boyfriend, Yuina-chan? Someone from class? You’ve kept it quiet.”

“You sure you don’t want to put up a hand, Yae-san?” Aiko snarked nastily. “You do have a reputation, after all.”

“Hey, no way! Sure I’ve kissed a few boys and maybe a little more, but I’m quite hard to get, believe it or not. I’m a gal, not a slut.” Yae-san was a little offended, shaking her head huffily.

“Fine, fine. I’m just being sour.” Aiko sighed. “So anyway, might as well tell us, Yuina-chan. Don’t worry about being embarrassed, you think it’s any worse than the wacky antics of my bro, Shaeula and Eri?”

“That reminds me…” Rika-san said suddenly. “Do your parents know about Akio-kun and his two-timing? From what I hear, your dad is quite strict. I bet he hasn’t taken it well. I wouldn’t be surprised if he disowns him!” she giggled. “And do your parents know, Ri-Ri? I think they’d be devastated their little girl is being cheated on.”

“He’s… well, he’s with our parents now.” I muttered. “I’m not sure whether he’ll tell them, but… he might.” Poor Akio, stay strong. I’ll comfort you tomorrow, whatever happens. After all, it’s my birthday, just you and me!

“See, Yuina-chan?” Yae-san giggled. “Just consider this embarrassment your payment for the entertainment to come. You might see a grown man cry!”

“All right, all right!” She was crimson with embarrassment, but under everyone’s encouragement she spilled the truth. The noble girls looked a bit at a loss, except for Onoue-san, who was glaring daggers at us all, as her mistress watched on with a mixture of confusion and deep interest.

“So, it’s actually not a boy from school. It’s my cousin. He’s a few years older, and … well, he’s always been a bit flirty with me, and you know, I thought he was kind of cool, sometimes at least. Then one Christmas it was just me and him at home, all our family was out, so… well, we did it.” Her face was flaming.

“So, how was it? Now I’m curious. I’ve heard a few seniors and older relatives talk about it, but who knows if they are exaggerating.” Yae-san asked, and Rika-san nodded her agreement, tilting her head curiously.

“The first time was a bit of a struggle. It hurt a lot and didn’t feel too good. We’ve done it three or four times since, and it’s… well, it’s okay. I guess? He seems to like it, anyway.”

“So, are you going to marry your cousin then?” Fukumoto-san asked suddenly. “Even so, don’t you worry about pregnancy? In fact, are you already pregnant? That happens after sex, doesn't it?”

“Uh… marry him?” Yuina-san fidgeted a little. “I doubt it, you know? We aren’t even dating. Our parents don’t know either. They think I’m still a virgin. I mean, my cousin, he’s okay and all, but… maybe if I could go back in time, I’d have said no to him. It isn’t like he forced me or anything…” she said hurriedly. “… just… he isn’t as cool as I thought he was. Plus, he lives in another town…” She paused, gathering her thoughts. “As for pregnancy, I used protection, you know? I’m not an idiot.”

“Protection?” Fukumoto-san asked, puzzled, and Tsumura-san echoed her.

“Protection, you say? What is that? It is not covered in our morality and biology classes.”

Morality classes, huh? Must be tough being a noble girl. I feel sorry for them… wait, I shouldn’t be softening my heart! I need to be hard to ward them off my Akio!

“Wow, you girls really are sheltered if you don’t know that.” Aiko laughed, and the red-faced Yuina-san was forced to explain, squirming with shame.

“Oh Gods, this is worse than the hazing! It’s like a punishment game. We used condoms, condoms! I guess I should have known he was after me when he had those handy. Ugh, you explain, Mori-san! I’m done!” With that she stuck her head into her futon and refused to come out for a while.

“I would, but we don’t use condoms.” I said, a touch proud. “I was prepared for pregnancy the first time Akio and I had sex, though I’m glad now I wasn’t unlucky. I have too much to do to have a child any time soon. I’m on birth control. It’s… well, you get judged by the pharmacist, they look at you like you are filthy and foolish, but if you can endure that shame and take them, your chance of pregnancy goes way down.”

“I too will not-not use these condoms.” Shaeula scoffed, contemptuously. “If Akio is not-not pouring his love inside me, I would feel so-so unsatisfied.”

“Wow, you let him cum inside? Damn girl. That’s brutal. You look so young as well. Though I guess with all the alcohol you are tucking away, you aren’t.” Tomoko-san observed, shocked. “This isn’t usually how girl-talk about sex goes, is it? Usually someone watched a bit of porn, or peeped on their older sibling and their partner do it, right? Not… not this.”

“If I may?” Tsumura-san interjected. “Just what is this porn you speak of?”

“Seriously? You aren’t messing with me?” At her question and the genuine look of interest in her eyes, Tomoko-san sighed theatrically. “Come on, just how little do you know about sex and stuff? It’s incredible you could get to your age without hearing about porn and birth control.”

“Please don’t be rude to Motoko-san. Of course we know about sexual activity.” Hori-san was offended.

“Indeed, I can draw a diagram of the female reproductive system right now, and I am aware the male inserts his penis inside the female vagina and then releases his seed. Then pregnancy occurs. But if you have sex with a man before marriage, then the resulting pregnancy will ruin your family honour, and your ancestors will weep. In particularly bad cases, it can cause the downfall of your entire house.” Motoko-san explained.

“I at least know what pornography is.” Fukumoto-san said proudly. “I’ve never seen any of course, watching it would be shameful. But I believe it is videos where a man and a woman have sexual relations, right?”

As Onoue-san hid her face, Tsumura-san asked her a question. “So, you mean like an educational video, for biology class?”

“I guess so?” Fukumoto-san shrugged. “I can’t say I see the appeal, but apparently they are easy enough to find on the internet. But we use Fujiwara phones, so obviously we can’t look for such things. If my parents found out I was interested… it doesn’t bear thinking about… hey, why are you all laughing? Don’t look down on me just because you’ve seen these things!”

Even I found it funny. The poor girls were amazingly sheltered. “No, we aren’t laughing at you, I promise.” I said consolingly, which surprised Fukumoto-san, who had correctly discerned I held some unwelcome feelings towards her, since she was another obstacle between me and Akio. “It’s just… I guess you aren’t entirely wrong… although they are more for pleasure than education purposes.”

“Pleasure?” Tsumura-san seemed even more puzzled now. “Sexual intercourse is for procreation, surely? Is it supposed to be pleasurable? My mother did tell me I should learn to please my husband, but not that I would find it enjoyable…” She flinched then as Shaeula was beside her, one arm around her. Hori-san moved instinctively to protect her, only to find herself wrapped up in Shaeula’s embrace as well.

“Silly females. Of course-course there is pleasure for us.” She paused then, her amber eyes thoughtful. “Though if you have been listening carefully, you should-should have realised that it is only with a male of worthiness that you find joy. Poor Yuina was unlucky, whereas I enjoyed supreme bliss. I know-know you feel the same, do you not-not, Eri?”

Don’t bring me into it, please. I can feel my face heating up. Still, I can never lie about this and downplay my joy. “Well, yes. My first time barely hurt at all, and… I came a lot. Every other time too.”

“You understand my point now-now?” Shaeula grinned slyly. ”With Akio, you shall be happy. Forget this pornography and other males. All-all you need is to convince Eri here and Akio. I shall-shall assist you. I feel you would be a good ally!”

“That’s not a decision for you to make!” I snapped. “I’m pulling first wife's privilege!”

“Sorry, sorry!” Shaeula grinned insincerely, masking her smile behind another freshly opened can of beer. “But you must-must admit, Motoko and Natsumi could definitely be of great-great use, and they are pretty and refined, worthy of consideration.”

At her praise, Tsumura-san bowed, and Hori-san blushed, fidgeting nervously. “That’s not the point and you know it…” As I argued with Shaeula, Aiko spoke up.

“Crazy, isn’t it?” she shook her head. “Now you all know what I have to put up with.”

“Yeah, it’s mad!” Tomoko-san agreed. ”Who’d have thought I’d be here watching Eri-chan and another girl fight over your brother. Hell, not just one girl…”

“All right, all right, enough.” Yae-san finally interjected, heading off the arguments. “You can fight later! This is supposed to be fun and embarrassing! So, back to porn. Hands up everyone who has watched some!”

“Can you believe that commoner girls watch this, Kazumi? Have you seen any?” Fukumoto-san asked curiously, as everyone from Nishimorioka put their hands up barring me, Aiko and Akari-san. I’ve no interest in such things, and Aiko… well…

“Seriously? Ai-chan, you haven’t? I don’t believe you!” Yae-san insisted.

“Oh screw you. I’ve no interest in that sort of thing.” Aiko shot back.

“Unless it involves your brother, right?” Rika-san teased slyly, and at that Shaeula burst out laughing.

“You do not-not know the half of it. Why, only just before the party…” Shaeula was suddenly muffled, as Aiko had flown across the room and sealed her mouth with her hands. Still, it couldn’t conceal the wicked humour in her amber eyes.

It’s going to be about that, isn’t it? I’m so embarrassed, I don’t know what came over me when I drew in the darkness element. Even now I can feel it stirring as I get angry at Tsumura-san. But it was more intense in the Boundary, unstoppable… I really hoped I wasn’t blushing, but with a hot feeling all through my body, I knew I surely was. She isn’t going to talk about it, is she?

“It isn’t something you want to be curious about, Hinata-sama.” Onoue-san was saying. “If your father or grandfather hears, they’ll be mortified and disappointed, and if you mention this at school, your reputation will be destroyed…”

“Come on, we’ve shared our embarrassing secrets.” Yuina-san had finally recovered from her shame and was egging Aiko on, a touch meanly. “There’s obviously something!”

“Fine, fine!” Aiko gave up trying to smother Shaeula, allowing her to roll around on the futon, smirking. “You think porn is embarrassing? Well, this morning I watched my best friend leap on my brother, pull down his pants and…”

“No, don’t say anymore!” I wailed. It was one thing to know I had sex with Akio, why wouldn’t I? We were engaged and in love. But to detail all my lusts, especially these abnormal ones… I’m done. Copying Yuina-san from earlier I buried my face in the pillows, trying not to listen.

“… was sucking on it like a lollipop.” Aiko was saying. I could no longer see her facial expression, but I was sure it was impish, poking fun at me, despite it supposedly being something to embarrass her.

“No way, you watched that! Right in front of you?” Tomoko-san was incredulous. Still, that was nothing compared to the shocked reactions of the girls from Tokyo.

“Natsumi, have you ever heard of that?” Tsumura-san was puzzled.

“No, never, Motoko-san. It wasn’t covered in our biology classes.”

“So why would one do that, then?” Tsumura-san continued, and Fukumoto-san echoed her question, only to be told off for her curiosity by Onoue-san once more.

“Because it is rather-rather delightful. The taste… it is somewhat bitter and unpleasant at first, but now-now…” I could hear Shaeula licking her lips.

“Whoa, you drink it? Have you ever done that, Yuina-san?” Rika-san asked, curious.

“No way, I don’t do oral. The idea is scary.” She denied it.

“… anyway, they did it right there and then. Eri was practically raping my bro she was so horny, and he didn’t object. So I’m sitting there watching my bro and Eri pounding away right in front of me, and I know I should leave or at least look away, but shit, I was blindsided. So I watched until the end. No condom in sight, of course.”

“Raw?” Yuina-san said, shocked. “Even on birth control, that’s bold.”

Shut up, shut up, shut up! I was kicking my legs in annoyance, but that only motivated them to continue.

“Yep, I nearly lost my breakfast as I got to see the amazing sight of my brother’s … ugh, not saying the word, but yeah, it was dripping everywhere, all down her legs.”

“Best. Sleepover. Ever.” Tomoko-san cried in rapt amazement. “I remember when another teammate told me she’d watched her sister sleep with her boyfriend because they left the door open, but she couldn’t see that much as they were under the covers. This… this is wild. Must suck for you though, Aiko-chan. Seeing your precious brother banging someone else from so close!”

“Fuck off!” Aiko snapped, though I could hear a trace of humour in it. “I love my big bro sure, but not that way. I’m not a pervert. Anyway, Yae-san, Rika-san, spill yours! I’ll not die of shame alone here!”

“Looks like Ri-Ri took most of the damage from your story rather than you, but sure, whatever. So, this one time, my brother had left a DVD in the player in our house. I turned it on and…”
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The talk had turned from sexual topics to hopes and dreams for the future. Aiko had told everyone about her aspiration to get into a university in Tokyo and pursue coaching or some other sports-related field. She was gushing with happiness over the fact that most of her obstacles to managing this had disappeared, though privately, I worried she might not get the grades unless she started studying really hard for the entrance exams that were early next year.

I had been dragged out of my sulk, and admitted I was just looking to support Akio, but to do so I’d learn to help him with his work. The girls from Nishimorioka laughed at this, but the noble girls found this admirable and praiseworthy. Yae-san wanted to get into fashion somehow, and Rika-san just wanted to move to the city and had no real plans.

“… want to carry on the combat Arts of my family.” Tsumura-san was saying, and everyone watched her determination with warm eyes, even me. She’s very pure. I guess the way these girls are raised is very stifling. And her family Arts are all she really has of her own…

“Of course, my true duty is to marry for my family, and be a good and supportive wife, and provide heirs to continue the house.” Beside her Hori-san and even Fukumoto-san agreed.

“Seriously? That’s so old-fashioned.” Yae-san scoffed. “I’m going to marry for love. Though if the guy was rich, that’d be great too, of course!”

“Yeah, well, I’ll take money over love.” Tomoko-san laughed. “But seriously… are you happy with that? It sounds like you aren’t, really.”

“It is what we must do as daughters of nobility. We have many privileges, but they come at a price. We cannot disgrace our ancestors, and we must ensure we bring no shame to our parents. My only regret is that the Tsumura Arts, the way of the spear, bow and sword, will die out in my generation." She looked mournfully at the sword and spear beside her, and a small tear rolled down her cheek. Everyone could feel her grief. “As a wife of nobility, I am unable to do anything that is considered unladylike. Classical dancing, flower arranging, tea ceremony, kimono-weaving. All of these are proper pastimes, but one that involves sweat and blood, and possible injury and scarring? Alas, none of my potential suitors have shown me any consideration.”

“That’s such bullshit and I hate it.” Aiko snapped, surprising her. “It’s old-fashioned thinking like that which holds us girls back. I love sport, and exercise, and working up a sweat. It’s why I love volleyball, and track and field, and Kyūdō. Hell, maybe I’ll even take up kendo at Uni, swing around some swords. It’s never too late to learn, is it? If I can do it, you can too!”

“I fear we live in different worlds.” Tsumura-san said with sadness and wistful yearning in her voice, and Fukumoto-san echoed her.

“Indeed. This has been surprisingly enlightening. I thought that commoners would be the same as us, largely. But listening to talks of love, sex, the future, I can see many differences.”

“No way, we are all girls in the end.” Aiko protested. “No matter our status, after all, Shaeula is a…” she trailed off.

“Well, I understand.” Fukumoto-san continued. “It must seem strange to you all. You are all so… free. I am closer to what you would consider normal than Motoko-san is, her family lineage is incredibly old and noble. So I have had some experience of the world outside the nobility and our school. But unless Motoko-san finds a husband her parents and the other nobles can accept, who is also willing to allow her to pursue her dreams… well, Motoko-san has been suffering so because such a man doesn’t exist.”

“Until now, perhaps…” Onoue-san spoke, and then looked surprised she had ventured an opinion.

“Indeed. Until now.” Tsumura-san nodded.

“You mean Aiko’s brother, right?” Akari-san suddenly spoke up. As everyone looked at her, she flinched under our gazes. “What? Why are you looking at me like that? If you pay attention to everything we’ve all talked about it’s obvious, why else would they be here?”

“Yeah. But that’s crazy! He’s already got Ri-Ri… wait, and … Shaeula. I get it!” Yae-san had an epiphany. “Whoa… I get it. Not sure if Aki is the luckiest guy alive or a total sucker.”

“Indeed. My grandfather sees great potential in Akio-sensei, and Fujiwara-sama, the leader of the nobility of Japan, hopes that he can establish a new noble house to continue protecting Japan and its culture. If so… Akio-sensei respects my Arts and my determination. He would…”

That’s enough. We need to talk. “Tsumura-san, can you come with me?” I stood suddenly, surprising everyone. “You girls all carry on talking, we won’t be long.”

Hori-san looked ready to come with her, but I shook my head. “Don’t worry, we’ll only be in the next room. I want to talk. In private.”

“Here’s that carnage you ordered.” Yuina-san joked to Tomoko-san.

“Very well. I shall of course accompany you.” Tsumura-san said, standing gracefully, looking very athletic in her hakama. “Natsumi, do not worry, Eri-senpai will not attempt to harm me.”

“Not physically, but perhaps… her words will-will cut!” Shaeula was plenty drunk now, so she giggled out an insult. I glared at her, which only caused her to laugh harder.

“Oh whatever. Tsumura-san, follow me.”

Entering Akio's room, which we had also cleared out, so we had room to sleep later, I slid shut the door, blocking out the remaining noise of the other girls and their laughter. I gestured for her to sit, so she did, graceful as ever, which made me feel a little bad. She is elegant and pretty. Any man would want her for himself. And she’d make a great wife, she’s been training for it since she was a child. Ugh, does… would Akio want her? I’ve seen him looking at her…

“Tsumura-san…” I began, but she interrupted me, her expression apologetic.

“Please call me Motoko, Eri-senpai.”

… uh, that’s awkward. I don’t feel older then her, she has that aura. “Fine. Motoko-san. Just… please call me Eri. I’m not your senpai, merely Akio’s fiancée.”

“I… find that difficult.” Motoko-san admitted. “The nobility is hierarchical. Those of a superior position must be afforded due respect, and those of a lower… well, we often do not associate with them.”

“But I’m not a noble. I’m just Akio’s fiancée, nothing more.”

“That… that is a high position, currently. Especially for my aspirations.” Motoko-san appeared nervous, and I realised why. Shaeula must have talked to her. It makes sense. Akio loves Shaeula, like he loves me, but he’d never have accepted her if I hadn’t consented, even welcomed her. So Motoko-san knows if she doesn’t convince me, Akio will never take her.

“Eri… san.” Motoko-san stumbled over it. “Are you well?”

“Sorry, I was just thinking.” I sighed, a long and bitter one. “I don’t get it, you barely know Akio. I admit, he’s the best, and I think you’d like him if you knew him more, but… there must be another way. You said this Fujiwara-sama has hopes for Akio, he could negotiate with a prospective husband for you, help you get what you want. Doesn’t that make more sense?”

Motoko-san paused. “I had not considered that. Perhaps… perhaps he might be able to do that. But would Akio-sensei do that, when he gains nothing?”

“He would. He’s always been kind. It’s why Shaeula and I love him. Aiko too. She would never accept any other brother.” Still, I wished he would be less kind to other girls, and spend more of it on us. Though with the weight Akio carries now, that might not be possible. And it’s led to this.

“If I may speak freely, Eri-san, even if it might be a little rude…?” Motoko-san asked and I nodded.

“… why does the idea of Akio-sensei having another wife upset you? You welcomed Shaeula, did you not? The story was beautiful, by the way. On hearing it, I was even more convinced, it is meant to be. Once Akio-sensei has founded his noble house, he is the husband I have dreamed of. Duty and desire, I can satisfy both. Besides… I feel I can become good friends, sisters, with you and Shaeula-sensei.”

Yeah, I really don’t understand these noble girls. Shaeula is the same, but she has an excuse, she’s not human and her family is apparently polygamous. “Well, isn’t my reaction normal? One man and one woman, deeply in love, spending time together… it’s how we are raised from childhood. It’s how the world works, should work. I… I can accept Shaeula. But you… I don’t know you, or your struggles. They seem abstract to me. I’m sorry to be cruel, but really… I don’t mind that other women yearn for my Akio, I know they will, any woman who doesn’t want his love is a fool. But… if I let you in, then you’ll take up his affection, his love, his time. I want to spend every waking moment with him! I can share with Shaeula, because she understands, and she won’t take him away from me!” I … I waited so many years for his love, and now everyone wants to steal my time with him! I hate that! It isn’t fair!

“I see.” Motoko-san said as I ranted at her. Her gaze was calm, and since she didn’t react I felt my anger draining away, though the fear remained. I thought I was over this. Shaeula won’t take him from me. And spending time with her and Akio is fun. But as soon as another threat appears, my chest gets tight, and I start to sweat… it’s like I’m back before the festival, when I reach out for him and he isn’t there…

“So that is the reason.” Motoko-san nodded sagely. “I think I understand. He is precious to you, and when one shares in what is precious, it dilutes it. Still, I fear you take things too far. Shaeula-sensei, she has dreams other than spending her life with Akio-sensei, no? That may mean more time for you, as she pursues her other goals, but… your desires are not healthy. I suggest you find your own dream too. Akio-sensei would love that too, I believe. I have not known him long, but from the way he respected and praised my ambitions, he would surely be happy.”

Ugh, that touches a nerve. Listening to the girls talking about the future, I realised my dream isn’t really a dream, it’s just… letting Akio dream for me. Even Aiko, who wants to help Akio with his new struggle, also wants to pursue sport because she loves it, not just that growing her Skills will help. “Can I find something I want to do as well?”

“You can, I am sure. And Akio-sensei will support you to find that dream.” Motoko-san assured me, and I was startled, realising I had spoken out loud.

“I think you misunderstand me.” Motoko-san continued. “If I am a wife, or a concubine, or a mistress… yes, I will take time from you, time I will have to spend with Akio-sensei. I will do my wifely duties, and happily. After all… I do not really understand, but from the talk earlier, apparently they are fun and joyful?” She grinned, a strangely wild expression for her elegant features, and I flushed once more, but even so, I couldn’t lie and nodded agreement.

“But when you find your goal, just as Shaeula-sensei has, you will need time to pursue that. I would hope that Akio-sensei would seek me out, wish to spend time with me. But I would not expect to steal from you or Shaeula-sensei. I am sure together we can make it work. But I have said enough for now. Just… please consider me favourably. I shall endeavour to win you over. I understand my desperation might be off-putting, but time is running out for me.” Motoko concluded her appeal with an imploring bow.

“Fine.” I sighed, not convinced, but… Just because I accepted Shaeula doesn’t mean I have to accept this. After all, Akio doesn’t love her, or even know her that well. And neither do I. But… however… “The best I can do is… I’ll try and keep an open mind. If… if the day comes that Akio feels he needs you, that he loves you… I’ll… damn, this is a struggle… I’ll consider it. That’s the best I can do.”

“That is enough.” Motoko-san smiled. “And please extend the same courtesy to Natsumi too…”

“Don’t push your luck!” I growled, and she laughed, covering her mouth with a hand, her chuckle still annoyingly elegant.

Fine. I may hate this, but compared to the joy of the last few weeks, this is nothing. Besides… tomorrow is my birthday, a day I get to spend with Akio. Why let this upset me?
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“Well, that was quite the night.” Aiko whispered, and I nodded. The noble girls were in Akio’s room, we thought it best they slept separately from us. Other than Aiko, everyone else was asleep, even Shaeula, who was snoring away gently, stinking of alcohol.

“Yeah, she got wasted again. I only had a couple this time, I was sensible.” Aiko muttered. “Still, before she fell asleep, she did something, didn't she?”

I nodded. “Yes, she whispered to me that with her Befuddling Winds, whatever they were, she managed to make sure everyone would keep their promise not to talk about all the secrets we shared tonight. That’s good. I don’t want anyone to know what we talked about. You really embarrassed me, Aiko.”

“Hardly.” She snorted softly. “I was more mortified when I watched you start going at my bro right in front of me. Temptress indeed!” As I protested, she giggled. “Anyway, I wonder when mom and dad are getting back. We got another text saying they would stay out drinking. Damn, I wonder what big bro told them…”

“I think you’ll find out soon.” My ears picked up soft talking outside the house. All my senses have become really sharp recently. I heard the door open and some quiet giggling. Moments later, Aiko nodded.

“Yeah, I hear them. They sound… okay? Maybe bro wussed out and didn’t tell them anything?”

I shrugged. “I think he wouldn’t do that. He’s determined to explain things.”

A couple of minutes later we had our answer, as the door slid open, to reveal my mother and auntie Emily. On seeing us still awake, they brightened up. The smell of booze on them rivals Shaeula… how much did they drink? They look unsteady on their feet…

“Still up?” Emily whispered, seeing the sleeping girls around. “Looks like you had a fun sleepover. Can you come to the kitchen?”

Aiko and I exchanged glances. Here we go then… We both followed them out, and once in the kitchen auntie poured large glasses of water for her and my mother, and as they swigged it down, rehydrating, mother spoke.

“Taichi and your father are at our house with little Aki. They are probably drinking even more.” She grinned, seemingly amused by that. Seeing our trepidation, she looked us in the eyes. “By the way, Ai, Eri.”

“Yes?” I managed to squeak, my heart pounding.

“Aki told us everything.”

“Everything?” Aiko asked, wary, and Emily grinned.

“Yes, everything. I’m rather mad you’ve been keeping such secrets, but… I guess I can see why.”

“Everything? Seriously?” Aiko repeated.

“What are you surprised about?” My mother shook her head. “That Aki is cheating on my darling daughter with Shaeula, and it’s even with my daughter's blessing? That shocked me. I am going to have to have a long talk with Shaeula, it seems.”

“Or maybe that Shaeula isn’t even human, Aki is a superhero, and you can all travel to a magical otherworld?” Emily joined in, and my mouth fell open, shocked Akio would reveal so much.

“Or that Aki knows the Prime Minister and various other big-wigs, and has sent an army of private bodyguards to Nishimorioka to look after us? See, we know it all. I’m amazed we even believe half of it, but… the proof was convincing.” mother finished.

Seriously? They know everything now? I guess… at least I don’t have to keep secrets anymore.

“I know that guilty expression.” I was suddenly enfolded in a hug from my mother, while auntie grabbed Aiko likewise. “Don’t worry.” Mother ruffled my hair like she used to do when I was a child. “I don’t blame you. Or even Aki, though… I need to talk to Shaeula about you, her and him before I can forgive him. I guess we need to talk to her tomorrow regarding getting this strange Chirurgery too…”

“You are even doing that?” Aiko was surprised. “I mean, I get it, I do. Strength is safer to have. But…”

“Well, Aki came round in the end. Just like he did with you girls.” auntie Emily sighed. “We have a busy day tomorrow it seems. We need to hear what you girls have to say.”

“No way.” I denied, shocking them. “Tomorrow’s my birthday and I’m spending all day with Akio. You can get Shaeula and Aiko to explain.” As everyone burst out laughing loudly, before stifling the noise to prevent waking anyone, I pouted in my mother’s embrace. They can wait. Tomorrow is my day. Mine and Akio’s. Nothing is going to waste my precious happy times, especially after having to think about other women tonight…


One Hundred And Eighty-Nine - Chapter Contains R18/Adult Content


Opening the door to the kitchen I saw a very tired and hungover-looking auntie Hana sitting at the small low table, a glass of water in front of her. On seeing me, she brightened momentarily, before gagging, her pallor green.

“Ugh…” she muttered, taking a sip of her water. “I feel dreadful. Anyway, good morning, Aki. Did you sleep well?”

I suppose I should Heal her. I’ve already done mom when she woke up. “Yeah, not bad. It’s a bit odd being over at your home, it’s been a really long time. Still, I stayed over plenty as a child.” I reached out and put my hand on her head. She shivered at my touch, looking surprised, but then her eyes widened as her hangover started diminishing rapidly. Though as a side effect, she began to sweat heavily, the toxins flushed out.

“That really is incredible. I still find it hard to believe.” she said, after I finished fixing her hangover. “I wonder if I could learn that, it seems very useful.”

I shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe if you work hard. As for being useful, it is, although the downside is I find it near-impossible to get drunk now. I’m not sure how Shaeula manages it.”

“Shaeula, huh?” A complicated expression crossed her features, and I winced, realising I had touched on a difficult subject. Seeing my displeasure, auntie sighed. “Don’t pull that face, little Aki. I promised to be open-minded, remember? As long as my Eri is happy, that’s all that matters.”

“She will be. You have my word!” I also promised. “By the way, is Eri home yet?” Since our house was full of girls, including a few from our school, it seemed, mom and father ended up staying the night here. Mom was already up, and I had cured her hangover, leaving mom marvelling at the ease of it, just like auntie had. As for father and uncle…

“Yes, she’s in her room, she got home a little while ago. I think she’s very excited for today. So, I hope you have something nice planned? I’d hate for you to disappoint her!”

“Don’t worry auntie, when I accepted her confession I made a vow that she’d never regret it. The same… the same when I accepted Shaeula. If I’m ten times as great as any other guy, then even sharing me they get five hundred percent of joy each, right?” I joked.

“That’s a little arrogant, Aki. But… I hope you can manage it. And also, I’ve told you, call me mother-in-law.”

“Fine. Sorry, mother-in-law Hana. It’s just all still a little strange to me. Anyway, I was hoping for a favour. I want to take Eri out later, so I was hoping you could pack a decent picnic basket for us? I’ll also need a few other bits and pieces.” I listed them out, and she smiled, guessing my intent. “You can get mom to help, I fixed her hangover earlier.”

“I see. And what about Junpei and your father?” she asked, and at that I shrugged, smiling a touch maliciously.

“Well, father and uncle … I mean father-in-law, I guess… they can recover on their own. After all, a man should be resolute, and take responsibility for their own actions, right?” I quoted my father’s own words, justifying my decision.

“Oh my, Aki, when did you get so cunning?” Hana chuckled. “But I do understand. They put you through the wringer last night. By the way, Eri doesn’t need any presents, just your company, but… I trust you did get her some birthday presents?”

Well, she’s already had the Boundary ones, but… I nodded. “I have, of course. What’s the point of money if you can’t use it to treat your loved ones? I’m just nipping home to get them. I’ll leave the other preparations to you.”
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Knocking on the door to Eri’s room, I spoke. “I’m coming in.”

“All right.” Eri replied, and as I slid open the door, I saw my smiling fiancée waiting for me, sitting on her bed.

“Happy birthday Eri.” I said then, and I produced my first gift, handing her a small, prettily wrapped box. She took it with her delicate hands, her fingers touching mine intimately, before she leaned in and kissed me greedily, our tongues tangling lasciviously. As we parted, a thin strand of moisture connecting us briefly, her breath coming fast and her face flushed, she giggled.

“I dreamed of this. Spending birthdays together again. I don’t know why I was so worried about things last night. My opponent doesn’t matter, I know you love me, and want to spend time with me!”

“I sure do!” I agreed, looking around her room. It had been a few years since I had last been in here, but it looked largely the same, apart from one significant difference. The room which had been bare and had few possessions, due to the poverty the Mori family laboured under, was now full of clothes and other personal items. I smiled to see it.

The old saying that ‘it’s better to give than to receive’ is true. I feel warm inside when I see all the stuff Eri has now. She’s a good girl, and deserves the best. Besides… As I watched Eri carefully removing the wrapping around the box, I thought of Shaeula. Eri would have to match her royal taste for extravagance going forwards.

“I wonder what this is…” Eri looked at the small, carved wooden case she had unveiled. “Is it jewellery, or…” As she opened the lid, revealing a plush, velvet-lined interior, she gasped. “It’s beautiful. But… isn’t it expensive? Do I need this?”

I pulled her into a hug, silencing her reflexive protests. “Of course you do. But really, it’s not a case of whether you need it, it’s whether I want you to have it. Which I do. Besides, your fiancé is quite the important man nowadays.” I boasted, though I was mostly joking. “And you’ll have to accompany me to a lot of places to meet a lot of important people. So you’ll definitely need to look the part. Though you’ve already got beauty that outshines them all.” I praised her, and she blushed, hot in my arms. “I didn’t feel comfortable buying you dresses, but a watch… that I can manage. This is a good one too, you won’t feel shame wearing it in any company. It’s a Patek Phillipe.”

“But… what happens if I lose it, or someone tries to steal it?” Eri’s poverty mindset was hard to shake, even now.

“Well, if you lose it, I’d be sad, since it’s a birthday gift full of my love… but I wouldn’t hate you for it. And steal it? Eri, you forget, you are strong now. Anyone who tries to mug you will regret it!”

“Oh yeah… right.” Eri giggled, realisation in her eyes. Putting the watch around her wrist, she admired the sleek silvery colour and delicate engraving and jewels that gave it a cool, elegant yet expensive look. “I love it. Thanks.” We kissed again.

“I also have another present.” I blushed myself now. I found it hard to believe I’d managed to buy these, and to be honest, if it wasn’t for Shaeula accompanying me, I’d never have found the bravery to venture into this store alone. Still, fortune favours the bold, right? Handing her the bag, I grinned. “The girls did say you’d appreciate more adult gifts, so here you go!”

“I’m a little nervous all of a sudden…” Eri muttered, opening the bag and peering inside. On seeing the contents, her eyes widened. “Really? I’m… well, I’m surprised.” Eri was burning red, mirroring my complexion. Still, there was a hint of interest in her eyes as well. Pulling out the first of the matching sets of what was expensive silk and lace underwear, she eyed the sheer black panties and matching bra curiously. “They are very pretty, but… I think this is more a present for you, rather than me, wouldn't you say?” she giggled.

“I can’t deny I want to see my fiancée in beautiful underwear. Don’t get me wrong, your normal clean look is fine, but…” Sometimes a man wants to see his beloved looking sexy.

“I see. I get it.” She nodded, seeing more underwear in blue, red, green and other shades. At one particularly risqué piece, she let out a little squeak of shock. “So… any worries I might have had you didn’t desire me have just vanished.” She smiled shyly. “Though I think most of these are for use in private. I’d feel scared to wear a lot of these under a skirt or light shirt.”

“Well, some of them are designed that way to be worn under the sort of expensive dresses you would wear to high-class parties. They aren’t all my fetish.” I grinned, pleased at her adorably embarrassed yet accepting reaction. As I did so it was as if I could see wisps of blue darkness drifting off her for a moment before they vanished. I blinked a few times, but they didn’t reappear. I wonder if her Dark Temptress Class is reacting to her emotions? She looks even more charming than ever.

“I see. That makes sense.” Eri agreed, looking at one backless bra, eyes distant, perhaps imagining wearing such a dress. Shaking her head, she put them down on her bed, before grinning at me impishly. “So, I’m going to try some of my gifts on. Can you wait outside a minute?”

“You don’t want me to see you change?” I asked, surprised. After all, it isn’t like I haven’t seen her naked before.

“It’ll ruin the surprise. Go on, shoo, shoo!” She waved me out of the room, so, despite my curiosity, I let her usher me out. I then spent what seemed like an eternity waiting, but was likely no more than ten minutes, before she called me back in. I opened the door, stepped inside, closed it behind me, and then paused, shocked. Really? That’s… a curious choice.

“You like it?” Eri asked, twirling around, her short, blue-chequered skirt flapping up, showing off her pale thighs that peeked out.

“I like whatever you wear.” I admitted. “But our school uniform? That seems an… interesting… choice.”

“You think?” Eri asked me. She was wearing dark knee-socks, our school's blue skirt, a white shirt with a blue ribbon, and a blue blazer with gold trim, and our school badge on her chest. “I thought I’ll only be wearing this uniform for a few more months, so… besides…” She blushed again. “… I heard that guys find stuff like school uniforms irresistible. I just wish ours was cuter, like the one Fukumoto-san wears. The sailor-types are pretty.”

“Just where did you hear that?” I asked. Well, it’s not like she’s wrong, but still…

“It’s a secret between girls. I’ve sworn not to say.” Still blushing, she smiled shyly. “So…” she glanced towards her bed. “… did you want to… well, you know.”

In Eri’s room? That’d be… fresh. “Of course.” I grinned like a wolf, hungry and eager. “It’s your birthday after all. It’d be wrong not to!”

“In that case…” Eri lifted up the hem of her skirt, and I could see she was wearing some of the underwear I had bought her, the sheer black fabric and low cut revealing her slit clearly, her thin and well-groomed pubic hair around it. The fabric was already a little damp, she must have been thinking of what was to come while she was changing. “… come and eat this schoolgirl up! Maybe I’ve been a bad girl, and senpai needs to punish me?” She tugged at her ribbon, casting it to the ground, and unbuttoned the top part of her shirt, revealing her cleavage held in the lacy black bra that matched the panties.

On seeing that I was unable to hold back, and I rushed to her, kissing her furiously before tossing her down on the bed, straddling over her. She giggled at my fervour, and her hands went to my crotch, quickly freeing my dick, which was standing hard and proud, the tip already leaking precum, eager to taste my charming, seductive fiancée.

“Don’t worry about soiling my uniform.” she whispered in my ear, before biting it playfully. “I have a spare I can wear tomorrow. Besides…” She was redder than ever, and her skin was hot, almost scalding, to my touch. “… if mother has to wash it, she’ll see just how serious we are. She knows everything now, so…” she trailed off, muttering something else. “… need to stake my claim. Even if I have rivals, I’m the best…”

That’s a shocker. Poor mother-in-law Hana. Oh well… I’m not sure what has got her so worked up. Perhaps… the noble girls? Oh, who cares. All that matters is… I ceased to think as Eri’s hands caressed my penis, her fingers probing, finding my weak spots. She was more proactive than usual, and her touch was sending sparks through my mind. I reached a hand into her shirt, pushing down the sheer bra and fondling her, playing with her hard nipples. Eri moaned and gasped, before stifling her own voice by stuffing my dick in her mouth, tongue swirling.

As her ministrations sent waves of pleasure through me, I eased my free hand under her skirt, tugging down her panties. I then began to finger her and play with her clit, and as she began to twitch with her own ecstasy, her work on my cock grew more frenzied. Oh shit… she’s awesome. She’s finding all my sensitive spots. Her hands were rubbing my balls, and the combination was pushing me fast towards orgasm.

“I’m about to cum…” I gasped, and Eri grinned, speaking sloppy words, her mouth still filled to the brim with my dick.

“Let it out, I want it! A birthday present!”

Fuck, I think this present is more for me too! Still, no stopping it now! As I let out a pleased yell, I climaxed, pouring my hot seed into her mouth. She swallowed the first blast, her throat working as she gulped at it, before the second and third jet of cum accumulated in her mouth. She then pulled free, but I was still cumming. A jet splashed across her cheek, before she grabbed my soaked dick and pointed it downwards. Seriously?

I continued to cum, though the flow was slowing, but there was still enough to spray across her blazer, semen soaking into the fabric. A final spurt dripped onto her skirt, and as she smiled she swallowed half of the remaining cum in her mouth, before letting the remainder trickle out of her pink lips and soak her shirt and the collar of her blazer.

This… this will wash out, right? If not, I guess I can always buy her a new uniform.. ouch…

“Stop thinking stupid thoughts when you are here with me!” She grabbed my now flaccid dick and squeezed, and the treacherous organ started hardening again almost instantly at her touch. Damn, having high stats boosts sexual prowess as well…

“I told you, didn’t I?” she continued squeezing and stroking. “Don’t worry about my uniform. Besides, it’s turning you on, right?”

I gave my answer by sliding down her body and returning the favour, my tongue working her pussy and clit ferociously. My hands unbuttoned her shirt completely and pushed it aside, groping her breasts relentlessly. Now it was Eri’s turn to cry out in joy. Grinning, I pulled free for a moment, my mouth stained with her sour juices.

“Eri-kouhai, you’ve been a bad girl. This senpai is going to punish your lewd body until you are my slave forever!” I roleplayed the school scenario, and had to admit it was damn hot. I slid fingers in along with my tongue, teasing her boiling, twitching insides, and my other hand went to her tight ass, squeezing and kneading at it. My finger slid down, and suddenly I was playing with her asshole, not going inside of course, but toying with the outside gently.

“Wait, what… that’s my..” Eri twitched, clenching, and her pussy tightened, almost forcing out my fingers and tongue.

“You seem to like that.” I grinned, speeding up, my finger circling her hole, before the tip slid in ever-so-slowly, getting a matching squeal of pleasure from Eri. Best not push it too far, though…

As I teased the entrance of her ass as well as her pussy, she quickly surrendered, tears of pleasure running down her face. “Sorry senpai, sorry! Eri’s always been a lewd girl, but only for you! I only did bad things so you’d find out and punish me!” She continued to roleplay, her passions unleashed. “When Eri does cum, Eri will be your slave forever! Not just your slave! I’ll be your girlfriend, prim and proper on the surface, but I’ll do any perverted thing you want in private! No, let’s get married! Eri’s cute, so you’ll be a winner in life!” I could see Eri getting more and more turned-on as she played out the scenario. She’s even resorted to talking in the third person, like she did in elementary. Cute! Fuck, I’m horny right now…

The unusual fun had left my dick a tower, only the remains of my ejaculation and Eri’s saliva any indication I’d already came buckets.

“Eri knows you’ll have other women.” she said then, surprising me. Is this the roleplay, or…? “But Eri will always be your first, as you were Eri’s first and will be Eri’s only! I’m senpai’s now!” She was quivering ferociously, and I instinctively reacted, my finger in her ass sliding in another half-inch.

“Eeeeeeeh… Senpai is devouring my everything!” she cried out in shock and surprise. “Eri knows, Senpai likes Shaeula-senpai too. Eri likes her as well. Eri thinks… it’s not so bad.” Yeah, I think… she’s using this opportunity to talk to me. Wow, odd choice…

“If senpai… if senpai has to have other girls… Eri will hate it. But… Eri is just your toy right now, a bad, jealous kouhai. If… if… senpai has to have some other girls, some fancy rich girls who open doors for him… Eri will swallow her tears and smile. So long as… so long as Eri is not forgotten, and can spend many, many happy days with senpai. Smiling, laughing… fucking.” She uttered the crude word with a smile, and I pulled my mouth away from her pussy, surprising her. At her look of utter confusion, her rising orgasm delayed, I moved close to her ear and whispered to her.

“Of course. Eri-kouhai… no, Oshiro Eri, my wife… we’ll be together forever. No matter what or who I have in my life, the future only holds great things for us.” I finally broke the roleplay, as this was too important to joke about.

“Akio…” She kissed me, and I could taste myself, as she could no doubt savour her own flavour too. With that Eri orgasmed, nearly throwing me off with her spasms, and once again she squirted. Oops, forgot about that. At least she hasn’t peed much this time… I moved down to her crotch with inhuman speed and began to drink her sour fluids, but her skirt was already dirtied beyond repair. Sucking on her, I continued as she came again, the joy of my words triggering her.

“Ahh… this… this is the birthday I dreamed of.” Eri lay there, dishevelled and half-stripped of her filthy uniform, and I had to admit, it looked amazingly lewd, sexy and erotic. I guess whoever told her about guys liking girls in school uniforms was right. I’m certainly finding this fresh. “Still…” she continued, looking at my towering cock, which was pulsing and twitching, desperate for release. “… we have the main event, right?”

“We do.” We kissed again and fondled each other gently for a few minutes while Eri recovered from her orgasms. It was then time. I gently pushed my dick against her sopping pussy, before sliding it in, the walls within gripping me tightly, her insides hot.

“Ahn…” She moaned in pleasure. “I love this. Being one with you. And somehow… it feels even better today. It calms me down, settles all my tangled emotions.” We kissed sloppily once more, and after we were done, she spoke again. “Seriously. Before we make love… Motoko-san. Hori-san. Onoue-san. Fukumoto-san. Are… are you going to accept them? I can see why you might want them.”

Onoue-san? No way, she totally hates me… Troubled by how to answer, we lay there, connected, my dick twitching inside her, the feeling making Eri gasp. Hey, I guess this is fun too. Just… being inside, connected. “I said I only wanted you and Shaeula, and I meant it. Motoko-san and Natsumi-san… well, I sympathise with their issues, but I don’t have to marry them for that. I can negotiate with Fujiwara-san and the nobles, find them an accepting husband… hey, why are you laughing?”

As she giggled quietly, Eri peered into my eyes, her dark orbs full of warmth. “I’m just happy we think so much alike. I suggested that too. But… I don’t know if that would work for them. I don’t think you should rush anything, but… get to know them more, they seem good girls. As for Fukumoto-san and Onoue-san… I don’t know. In any case… just don’t forsake me. I’d be sad if I didn’t get to spend lots of time with you. Damn, I can hardly wait for spring when I graduate. I can come live with you then!”

“Fine. I’ll listen to you and Shaeula. I’ll at least get to know them first. But… I feel bad enough two-timing you. Adding a third, or a fourth… fuck, I’d feel like a total scumbag all the time…”

“Enough hard talk.” We kissed as Eri silenced me. “Let’s make love!”

“Fine. Eri, my beloved. Happy birthday! May we celebrate endless others together in happiness!”

“I agree! I can hardly wait for your birthday!” She giggled, then gasped as I started moving, my dick sliding in and out of her, banging against her innermost, deeper places. “Oh, Gods… so… so… ahn… I love this. Ahn!”

“Me too!” I agreed again, matching her gasp for gasp, our sweat running together. My hands and tongue were everywhere, devouring her partially-clothed body. As I continued to thrust, I felt my climax rising, and so did Eri. Once more I thought I could see wisps of dark blue, and her eyes seemed to glitter with deep azure flecks, like stars in the night sky.

“I’m cumming! Come with me…” Eri gasped, her back arching. Shit, I’m not quite there yet!

Speeding up, I thrust again and again, prolonging and intensifying her orgasm, until moments later I was climaxing too, the volume still massive considering my earlier fountain of semen. Eri squirmed below me, arms around me, and she shed more tears of happiness. “It’s so warm inside, filling me up. I think I’m going to burst with it… your love.”

Pulling free, my softening penis was fallowed by a gush of semen, further splattering the inside of her skirt. Lying down beside her, I put an arm around her, suddenly delighted by the strange situation. Laughing softly, I stroked her hair.

“What’s so funny?” Eri asked, stealing my lips impishly.

“You tried to entice me with your schoolgirl look, but… did you think it would work this well?”

Eri shrugged. “I know you love my body. I’m quite proud of being pretty, even if it was only a burden if you didn’t care. Other boys liking me… that’s just worthless. But now I have you… I’m glad I’m beautiful.”

“Vain much?” I chuckled.

“No. just proud of who I am. It feels… it feels good to finally like myself.” she admitted, using my arm as a pillow. “I still have things I don’t care for, like my jealousy and insecurity… but I guess… it’s only been a few weeks, hasn't it? People don’t change that fast.”

I kissed her tender lips. “Yeah, I like… no, I love you, flaws and all. But we all need to try to be better. Eri, I’ll support you. Shaeula too. Aiko will always have your back as well. Let’s all do our best together, okay?”

“I get it.” She sighed, snuggling into me. “So, what now? Want to go again? I don’t mind.”

“Actually, I thought we might as well hit the Boundary for a bit.” I said. “Since your Level cap has gone up a bit, I might as well help you grind. Besides, that’ll lengthen your birthday, won't it?” I winked theatrically, getting a pleased laugh in response. “We are going out later tonight, but until then…”

“Fine. Just let me get this uniform off. We… well, I said I wanted to show my mother I’m committed, but we really dirtied it.” I watched as she stripped, her skin pink as she showed off. Her dirty blazer hit the floor, followed by her stained skirt. She pulled off her knee-socks one at a time, making sure I could see her cum-stained pussy while she did so, before casting aside her shirt, and then slowly removing her underwear.

“That’s quite the strip-show. I think I might just be the luckiest guy alive, my Fortune stat isn’t just for show!”

“Oh, you!” Eri was embarrassed, but she hid it by throwing her drenched panties at me. I caught them, sniffed them, causing her to blush more, and then tossed them to the pile. “I guess I should get naked too, huh?” I returned the favour, and soon we were both naked under the covers, entering the Boundary in each other’s arms. As I lost consciousness on the Material, I heard the door creak open, and I was sure I could hear Hana giggling.

“I see they had fun… too much, probably. I guess I don’t need to worry about Aki mistreating my little girl… look at her sleeping, face like a satisfied angel…”

Yeah, I’ll never hurt her. Ever… I’ll cherish and protect…

********

“Die!” Eri shouted, her axe sweeping out, the crescent-shaped head of dwarven metal and bluesteel cleaving the bear in half. It exploded into ether, and Eri greedily drank it in, replenishing her dwindling stocks.

“You are starting to get the hang of it.” I remarked, surprised and proud. She turned to me, her dark hair streaming out behind her, beaming a bright smile.

“Of course! If I don’t, then Shaeula is going to get to have you all to herself whenever you are here! I feel better that she’s got your back, but even so… I‘d be jealous.” She pouted prettily, so I rubbed her head, and she leaned in, almost purring.

“Only for now. But the Boundary is a dangerous place, so keep up with your training, or I will leave you behind. Anyway, that’s another Level you’ve gained.” I observed her. “So good job.”

“Thanks. I love your praise, but when I get it for doing something worthwhile, it feels more real.” A group of small fox-like monsters rushed in, but I annihilated them with a volley of wind-blades, not allowing them to interrupt this touching moment. Ignoring the dying squeals of those animals, Eri continued, her smile wicked. “Aiko is going to have a hard time. She’s so jealous that I can Level-up and she can’t. And that I have a Class. I still hate the name though!” she declared.

“I know. I’m trying to think of a way that I can help Aiko, otherwise she’ll be too weak to accompany us anywhere. Still, you can look after her here at least. Even without Levelling, Skills can go up. And as there is a much higher ether density here in the Boundary, it’s a great place to practise improving your Chakra networks and Silver Cords. Her stats can go up a bit as those Skills grow.”

“Well, there is one way you could let her Level up..” She grinned, and I bopped her head gently.

“I know you are joking, but seriously, Shaeula has been a bad influence on you.”

“It was too funny not to say. After earlier, I just feel a bit mischievous.” Her smile was warm, so I hugged her.

“Well, I don’t really mind it. I’ve heard all the siscon jokes for my whole life. I find it a bit annoying, as what big brother doesn’t love and look out for his sister? Speaking of… how’s Aiko’s studying going? She’s going to have to pick her university she’s taking the exams for soon, as well. I know I don’t have to worry about you, but can you keep an eye on her?”

“Of course. I have time too, as I find I can work much faster and remember things easily. Growing stronger is great.” she paused. “Even Aiko has gained a little boost, right? She’ll be fine. Though she’s really struggling to pick a university.”

“Well, if she’s struggling, she can call Karen-chan, my secretary. She’ll be able to find out about them all for her.” Sorry Karen-chan, another weird job for you. But I promise I’ll make it up to you! “Anyway, shall we continue? I’m also curious to know if you can use darkness element. I’m still not able to comprehend it enough to learn it, so you can be proud at least you are better than me at that!”

“Poor Akio, so jealous!” She then rubbed my head tenderly, reversing our usual roles. “Really, I don’t quite understand it myself. It was like all my negative emotions were spiking, but even then…” She blushed, remembering how she had jumped on me right in front of my sis and Shaeula, showing no restraint. “… even then, I still felt in control. Just that I wanted to do it. It’s hard to explain.”

“Well, I have done some research, and I think darkness is similar to the concept of yin. It’s also supposed to be feminine, so maybe it’s just easier for girls?”

“Excuses, excuses!” Eri laughed. “But I do want to know myself how it works. After all, you can use elements in the real world too, right? I’d feel safer if I had another trump card.”

“Now you are thinking like a hero.” I smiled, touched that Eri had the same opinions I did. “I’ll go find us some more monsters. The Kami will be pleased we are clearing out his enemies nicely.”

“It’s just a shame we can’t claim Territory here.” Eri sighed. “Is there no way I can?”

“Good question. Unfortunately I haven’t found a way yet. I just sort of knew how to do it when Exposition-san explained, and after talking to Kikuchi-san, he just did it as well, not really knowing how.” I shook my head sadly. “Of course, I’m definitely looking into it. That mad-scientist rat you met when you came to Tokyo, Ixitt, he’s researching Territory buildings.” I paused, thinking. “I’d definitely feel safer if Nishimorioka was under my control, and there is possibly one way, but there are a lot of problems with it and things to consider…”

“Well, I trust you’ll do what’s best. I just wish I could do it for you.” Eri sighed. Then she hefted her axe. “Well, I might as well get some more Levels, right?”

“Sounds good to me. It is part of your birthday present, after all.”

“It’s the sort of gift every girl dreams of!” Eri joked, and with that we continued heading deeper into the mountains, the strange aurora-streaked skies overhead casting strange, inky shadows. Packs of mutated animals and insects opposed us, and I thinned the numbers, allowing Eri to engage small groups and single opponents. Watching her fight was an interesting experience…

Her goth-loli dress armour matched her surprisingly well, and it was holding up to the occasional impacts she was taking. Every time she took a blow, I had to hold back from rushing in to save her, but I’d agreed only to move in when she was in considerable danger.

Her black hair danced behind her as she swung her heavy axe, mercilessly chopping down enemy after enemy, sweat flying from her skin, dissolving into silvery mist. She also practised using darkness. At first, she could only expel strange bolts of dark blue mist, which seemed to achieve little. The more she used it though, the more insights she received.

“Take this!” Eri pointed at a giant ant the size of a large dog, and a burst of darkness left her hand, striking the ant and vanishing into its head. The ant trembled, before turning away, vacant and uninterested. As it did so Eri rushed up, and the heavy weight of her axe drove through the shell, finishing it off with a single blow.

“So, how was that?” She turned back to me, eagerly awaiting more praise.

“Yeah, not bad. So darkness seems to affect the mind of the enemy then? It seems like you’ve managed to confuse the last few opponents.” If it’s a mental element, then that additional insight might help me a bit…

“It can, certainly, just like it enhances my negative emotions.” Eri mused. “I think it can have a physical impact as well, but I don’t really understand it enough to be certain yet.”

“Next time you are in Tokyo, I’ll take you to see Hyacinth. She uses darkness so she might be able to offer some advice. Although she’s rather… eccentric.”

“She’s the one that helped make this armour, isn't she?” Eri spun like a top, skirt fluttering.

“Yeah. Anyway, shall we press on? We have a bit of time left before the evening, I think.” We continued to push upwards, and I even found a few Etherites scattered around, one of which was an orange one. Eri liked the pretty ores, and when she realised they could be of value to me, she resolved to gather and hold as many as she could find.

Cresting a mountain we started descending the other side, the black and jagged rocks of the slope glittering like obsidian. The temperature was also picking up, the air hot. More and more ants were appearing, but these had brilliant yellow chitin, their eyes a fiery red, and up close they actually spat small balls of flame. Eri was caught out at first, and her face was burned. In a rage I speared the bastard that did it, annihilating it in a single blow.

“I’m fine… ugh.. it hurts, but I’ll live!” Eri unleashed most of her remaining darkness, and the ants’ formation broke, their aggression forgotten. Her axe rose and fell, cleaving them apart. I dispatched a few more, and then when the ants were defeated I raced over to Eri, seeing her raw and charred cheek. Even so, she smiled at me, despite her pain.

“Sorry, I got careless. You did warn me that the Boundary was dangerous, but I’ve been doing so well I had forgotten.”

I touched her gently, but her charred flesh made her wince. Channelling ether I began to heal her, making sure that the aether carried down to her Material body. “You are going to have blood all over your cheek when you wake up, but I think you’ll be fine.”

“I’m glad. I’d hate to be ugly, you wouldn’t want me then.” She pouted, and I pulled her into an embrace.

“Bullshit.” I whispered into her ears. “it isn’t just your beauty I like, it’s you! Besides, if you got scarred fighting for what you believe in, they’ll be honourable wounds indeed.”

“So smooth.” Eri replied, flushed. “I can see why Motoko-san thinks you are the only man who can accept her. If you’d have said that to her she’d offer you her heart instantly, I’m sure.”

“Sorry, but I’m not looking for her heart.” I finished healing Eri. “But I am looking for the nest of these ants. I know we’ve moved a fair way from Nishimorioka, but they might spread and affect the shrine or put you and Aiko in danger when you train here. Besides…” I ground my teeth, infuriated. “The fuckers hurt you! For that I have no forgiveness!”

“So cool! I’ve fallen for you all over again!” Eri giggled. “Right, let’s go!”
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“You’re a big bastard!” I sneered, looking up at the colossal queen ant, which responded by vomiting out a cloud of flame at me. The ground surged up into a rock wall as I channelled earth, and the flames were deflected. All around us were strewn bodies of ants that were dissolving into ether, which Eri was absorbing. She had suffered several more burns, though her armour had protected her from most of them, and I was feeling very aggrieved. “Still, you have to go!”

I had slain a dozen hardy, warrior-class ants that guarded the queen, my weapons, wreathed in earth energy to strengthen them and devour flames, more than a match for them. The slaughter had Levelled Eri several times, and had also brought the queen out of her lair. And what a lair it is…

The obsidian rocks were arched up into a sort of natural dome, a few hundred metres across, and it was crawling with fiery ants. It must be because of the elemental energies here… Glittering citrine veils of mist were rising, flames burning on the rocks around us, giving off an oppressive heat. Either the flame energies mutated these ants, or the ants moved here because of it…

As I was thinking, the queen ant reared up and smashed my stony barrier to splinters. Eri cried out a warning, but I was calm. Sorry ant, you are quite strong, but I’ve faced far, far stronger… My earth-strengthened spear drove into its neck, piercing yellow chitin and impaling it. As the queen reared back, screaming, I channelled wind and aether, lightening myself so that I could jump effortlessly. Snatching my twin blades, I swept out my arms, and the queen was beheaded with a final screech of torment.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Forty-seven to Forty-eight.


“Nice, I got a Level myself.” I crowed, helping Eri dispatch the remaining ants, making sure none escaped. “I have killed an awful lot, so I suppose it was due.”

“Great, I’m so proud of you.” Eri smiled, resting on the shaft of her axe, breathing heavily. “So how am I doing?”

I examined her, and grinned. “Level Twenty-one. Not too far from your cap. Your stats have gone up nicely as well. You’re over a hundred on all the Material Statistics now. Welcome to being officially superhuman.” As Eri celebrated by an adorable fist pump, I looked around.

“Looks like there is a decent amount of natural fire element here. You should be able to learn it, as darkness doesn’t seem to conflict with the four classic elements. In fact… I think my sis could too. She does use flaming arrows as well, so if she could strengthen them with flame element… it’s also a way she can grow stronger without Levelling…” I mused. “… although it isn’t safe bringing her out here. You remember how to get here, though?”

Eri nodded. “Yes, I think I can find my way back. But yes, without you to help thin out the ants, I’d have been overwhelmed. It might be dangerous for Aiko. Poor Aiko, I wish we could do more.”

“If you get stronger, escorting her here might be possible. Now we don’t have much time left, but let me show you how to draw in the flame. Since you should know a lot about fire and what it is, it shouldn’t be too challenging an element to work with.”

Under my tutelage Eri practised pulling in the flame and moving it to her solar plexus Chakra. Without Shaeula’s eyes it was hard to coach her, but eventually she started to get a feel for it, though she was tired after our battles so quickly reached exhaustion.

“Right, that’s enough for now.” I stopped her. She pouted, sad she was unable to master it, but I comforted her. “There’s no rush. It might also be worth you and Aiko studying everything you can find out on the internet about fire and how it works. If you get stuck for material, you can always ask Karen-chan to send you some.”

Sorry again, Karen-chan! You did say you’d hired some assistants though, maybe they can get information on every element ready for us. It’d be handy for my training school… I then had another thought. “If you do study fire though, don’t let my sis neglect her other studies. I want to be celebrating her acceptance to a uni of her choice, not having to watch her cry over failing…”

“Don’t worry, I’ll not let her screw up! After all, I’m her older sister now in truth!” She winked, teasing me. With that we returned to the Material, and we woke up in her bed, still in each other’s arms. As her eyelids fluttered open, I checked her over. She was streaked with blood as expected, and her cheeks still looked a little red and inflamed, but luckily there was no lasting damage. I quickly expended some aether, and soon her skin was as pale and beautiful as usual.

“This is nice. Waking up in my bed together with you.” she giggled. “Whoa, I am covered in blood. How’s my face look?”

“It’s fine, I’ve fixed it.” I kissed her bloody cheek to prove it was healed.

“Great. I need to take a shower then. Oh, my school uniform is gone. Mother must have taken it.” She blushed, embarrassed despite it being her plan. “I think she got the point though. So, what should I wear for later?” she asked me, and I grinned.

“Comfortable clothes will do, we have a little hike ahead of us, though with your stats we could sprint it in a few minutes. That would be a waste though.”

“I see. Now I’m curious. But today has been one of the best days ever, so…” She kissed me and got up, pulling on a t-shirt to cover herself until the bathroom. “…I can hardly wait for the climax.”

I see. No pressure, huh?
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“So, I’m guessing there’s food in that basket?” Eri asked me. “A night picnic, huh? Pretty romantic. I can’t believe how much you’ve matured!” She looked at me with a warm gaze, her hand in mine.

“Now you make it seem like I’m the younger one.” I chuckled, my free hand holding the handle of a basket, which indeed contained food and also some booze. I also held a second bundle, which was the surprise. Eri was wearing tight jeans and a fluffy jumper, and looked adorable as always. “Well, it's a nice night, huh?”

“Yes. It really is.” It sounded like we were talking about different things. The night sky was crisp and clear, and as we crested the top of one of the mountains that surrounded Nishimorioka, the lights below were little twinkling stars, matching the ones overhead.

“You know, this place is familiar.” she said suddenly, and my smile broadened.

“I should think so, this is where we always used to come stargazing as kids when we sneaked out. Father and your dad really used to tear into me every time. Looking back, they were right to, the mountains can be dangerous for kids.”

“Still, you’d take that punishment for Aiko and I.” She smiled, looking around. “And I loved the stars. I still do.”

“I know. Anyway… shall we set up?”

“Set up?” she asked, and I took out a blanket from the basket and started laying out food and drink.

“Looks like mom and mother-in-law have outdone themselves. There’s even a birthday cake. Cute.” I then unwrapped the mystery bundle, revealing a long wooden case. I handed it to Eri. “Happy birthday, here is your final present.”

“It’s heavy.” Eri said, though with her strength it was nothing to her. Flipping open the case she gasped, then blushed, looking at me with sparkling eyes.

“You like it?” I asked.

“Of course! It’s wonderful! But the best part is you remember everything I like!” Putting down the box she hugged and kissed me, hungrily tangling tongues. I ended up grabbing her bottom, which was pert in her jeans, and after a while I had to pull away.

“We’d best stop, or we won’t get any stargazing done.” I breathed, a touch regretfully.

“You sure?” she arched an eyebrow at me inquisitively.

“Yeah, I’ll be strong.” I chuckled, taking the rather nice telescope I had bought her out of the box. “I wonder what we can see here tonight? But… this isn’t the only sky. There are the Boundary skies, the Fae lands, no doubt many more. You, Shaeula, me… we’ll see every sky together…”

Her smile was the only answer I needed.
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“I think I can see it… yeah, that must be Saturn.” She grinned, clearly thrilled. “I can even see rings so clearly, there’s dozens of them! That’s amazing.” She looked away, bouncing with excitement. “I love this telescope, but how is it so good?”

“I think it’s a nice telescope yes, but don’t forget, your eyes are abnormal too. With the combination, I think you can see things you’ve only dreamed of.” I finished my beer. “Let me take a look?”

“Sure!” she stepped aside, grabbing a drink herself. We had eaten most of the food, including her birthday cake, of which we sent a picture back to my sis, getting a delightfully jealous and grumpy reply. It was now gone midnight, and the lights of Nishimorioka below had gone out, leaving us alone under the stars.

“Yeah, I can see it too.” I grinned, Saturn in focus, crystal clear and pinpoint sharp. “Still, my stats are obscenely high compared to yours, so I reckon I can probably even see Uranus or Neptune if we can find it in the sky. I know it isn’t a planet anymore, but how about Pluto?”

“Lucky!” Eri pouted jealously, nudging me aside. She was also quite drunk, I’d have to purge her with Ether Healing before we descended the mountain.

“In time, we might even be able to see the planets with our naked eyes. If I concentrate I can really improve my vision, working like crude binoculars. It’s a talent worth picking up.”

“Right.” Eri nodded. “I have a lot to learn.” After a comfortable while of silence, she turned away from the telescope, back to me, and she hugged me close. “Thanks. I know it’s past midnight so my birthday is over, but… how about one late gift?” I followed her gaze.

“Outdoors? You’ve got so very bold, my lewd little Eri.” I joked.

“There’s no-one else around. Besides, I need to keep my place as first wife. Otherwise… well, Shaeula might not try and overthrow me… but there’ll be many rivals.”

“There won’t be, I promise…” I stopped as she pushed a finger against my lips.

“Hush, my dense little Akio. Just trust me on this.” She sighed, though her expression was resolute. “But I believe in myself now. I do. I’ll be so amazing, you’ll love me so much I’ll have nothing to… ouch!” She moaned as I bit her finger. As she withdrew it I silenced her mouth with my own, and we fell onto the blankets, scattering dishes and empty cans everywhere, locked in a close embrace…


Side Sixty – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“Stop grinning at me like that, Shaeula. It’s really annoying. Wow, what did I do to deserve this?” I had woken up this morning with an aching head, dry mouth and sick feeling in my stomach. I recognised it, it was clearly a hangover. I hadn’t planned to drink so much, but the sleepover got heated and…

I blushed at the memory of my embarrassment, talking about when Eri and my bro… No, no use thinking about that now. That isn’t even the worst part! I had instinctively called out for my bro, since he had fixed my hangovers before, but of course he wasn’t there. Luckily, only Shaeula was awake, and the girls from Tokyo were still in big bro’s room, so none of my classmates or fellow students at school got to hear my shameful cries of “Bro, bro, fix me, I feel shitty!”

As she looked at me with eyes full of amusement, she had shrugged and told me that my bro hadn’t come back yet, but that she could fix me, having seen how he did it previously. At least then she had healed my aching head and upset stomach, though her cackling at me in wry amusement was the price I had to pay for it. After that, it was just a case of waiting for the other girls to wake up, and then have breakfast.

Hinata-san and Kazumi-san were seated elegantly in the kitchen, talking to my mom, who had returned a short while ago, after her own night of heavy drinking, but she looked radiant, apparently big bro had helped with her hangover, which was favouritism, if you asked me. She was preparing breakfast, but oddly enough, Natsumi-san and Motoko-san were helping out, wearing spare aprons that were meant for me or Eri when we were cooking, which admittedly wasn't often, as the pair of us were definitely not very good in the kitchen.

Their movements were graceful and precise, and as Motoko-san asked my mother a polite question, getting a warm smile in return, I couldn’t help but shake my head. Seriously? A girl like that is interested in my bro? Somehow that’s even more surprising to me than Shaeula. Wow, I guess I’m getting used to all these crazy things.

Still, if you ignored the elephant in the room which was that my bro was already engaged to Eri and Shaeula, then Motoko-san… well, I’d only spent a handful of hours with her, but she was a strong-willed, beautiful and calming girl. I’d have no complaints if she was my bro’s girlfriend he’d brought back from Tokyo. But Eri… Shaeula doesn’t mind, but Eri is jealous and possessive. Still, from what she was saying… I just don’t know…

We had enjoyed breakfast, which was fancier than normal, although Hinata-san observed it was rather plain compared to her usual morning meal, which apparently her housemaid prepared for her. Maids, seriously? The world of the rich is something else! Though… I bet we could afford a maid now, if big bro put his hand in his pocket… The girls from school had especially enjoyed the experience. Akari-chan and the volleyball girls had offered to simply go home rather than impose, but my mom wouldn’t hear of that, and had cajoled them into staying for breakfast at least.

When that was done, those girls had left, and eventually, after I put my foot down, Rika-chan and Yae-chan also went home, after complaining that there was little point staying as my bro would be spending the whole day with Eri anyway. Wow, so rude. Still… and that brought us to this present, rather uncomfortable, situation.

We were all crowded into our living room, and by we, I meant the noble girls and their bodyguards, me, Shaeula, mom, dad, uncle and auntie. Mom and auntie Hana looked fine and refreshed, but dad and uncle Junpei… wow, they look like crap. They must have really hit the booze with my bro last night, with bags like that under their eyes and the pale, dead faces of zombies… ugh, drinking is fun, but I need to remember the morning after. I hear there’s lots of partying at uni, I’d best be careful. Damn, I need to pick one soon if I’m going to apply for the entrance exams. Wow, no escaping into my thoughts, I have to face this.

“So, Akio has finally-finally told you everything, has he?” Shaeula was sitting down on some cushions, sipping at some tea Motoko-san had prepared for her. “That is certainly good news. I understand why he wishes to keep-keep matters quiet, as our indiscretions prior to this has led to… troubles.” She placed down her cup gently, her amber eyes taking in everyone. “…That-that aside, keeping secrets from you all has-has been hard for him. And he did it to keep you safe.”

“I understand that.” dad grated, his throat hoarse. “I did not raise a fool, which is a good thing.”

“Darling, don’t be so standoffish.” My mom chided him, and he paused, thinking, before nodding briefly.

“Shaeula, dear. Or maybe I should call you daughter?” At those words from mom, auntie winced, though she quickly smoothed out her expression to neutral, though I could tell it took an effort, as her hands were white as she clutched at the hem of her skirt.

“Either is fine-fine, mother-in-law.” At that, my mom let out a squeal of joy. Wow, mom is so embarrassing! Especially in front of these classy, rich girls from Tokyo! Still, I could understand. Having Shaeula as a sister was a dream come true for me. She was cute, funny, if a little, no, a lot troublesome, and she loved my bro a ton, as well as taking a liking to me and Eri. So mom being able to show her off as a daughter-in-law must have been a dream for her. Though I’m surprised she’s taking my bro’s potential bigamy so well… my mom considers Eri her own daughter too…

Shaeula then turned to auntie Hana. “You are also my mother-in-law, it seems. Please-please do take care of me.” She bowed politely, still sitting. “Eri is my dear-dear friend, and together we shall serve Akio as his wives. We are both-both resolved, as she will no doubt tell you herself, and happy too.”

“I see.” Auntie was troubled, but she still smiled, a touch wryly. “I have complicated feelings about this. I should be angry, ready to strike out at you, and give little Aki the rough side of my tongue, but… my little girl, she’s so happy now. In fact, she might be too happy. When I looked in on her and Aki earlier…” She blushed, her hands now going to her cheeks. “… they were having an awful lot of adult fun.”

“Well, it is-is Eri’s birthday.” Shaeula allowed, grinning. “Today Akio will grant all of her wishes. No, not-not just today. Today, tomorrow, the day-day after, a year from now, ten, a hundred, a thousand, more…”

“You have a lot of faith in Akio, don’t you?” uncle asked, looking somehow even more worse-for-wear than my dad.

“Of course, how could I not-not?” She puffed out her modest chest proudly, as if it was her achievements she was boasting about. “He defeated me and made-made me his ally, he crushed that fool Grulgor and bound him to us. The Raven Knight was-was driven off like the cowardly cur he is. He even-even forced my brother to back down, through naught but force-force of arms, despite the risk to himself. If Akio sets his mind to something, he can-can and will achieve it!”

“My son… fighting. I find that more amazing than anything else. He always was rather timid.. no, wait…” dad corrected himself. “When the stakes are high and someone he cares about is in danger, he can and will act decisively. You should know that too, Junpei, Hana.”

“Of course! The dog!” auntie exclaimed. “I can see why he would fight your brother for you, Shaeula. Little Aki never knew how to back down when those he loves need help. Still…” She chuckled, lightening the mood, and I felt myself relaxing a bit. The issue with Shaeula and Eri was the one I was most worried about resolving. “… a thousand years is asking a bit much, probably even a hundred. I’d settle for Eri being happy until she dies, surrounded by her children and grandchildren.” She looked at Shaeula then, her gaze strangely intense, not at all like the auntie Hana I knew. “… can you promise me that you being with Aki will not trample on Eri’s joy?”

“I can-can, I swear it upon the moon, that always watches over the lands of the Fae. I swear it upon the King and Queen, may they strike-strike me down if I am lying.” Shaeula vowed solemnly, and I remembered she had often said promises were sacred to the Fae, not something to break. Then the mood changed, as her smile returned. “… as for a hundred years or more, do not-not be so quick to deny your daughter that. After all, I am of the Fae, my lifespan is indeterminate, and Akio, he too-too is becoming more like us. I have no doubts, none-none at all, that Akio will find a way to share this grace with Eri, Aiko and all-all others he holds dear. Besides…” she looked at me then. “… I believe even the mere-mere act of gaining these Levels and Statistics will strengthen the body and slow-slow the ravages of age.”

“Seriously?” Hinata-san piped up, shocked. “The one thing, the only thing, money can’t buy is more time! And you say that Akio-kun can change that? If…” She chewed on her lip, thinking hard, a dangerous expression on her features. Damn, if this was a stupid dating sim like the two perverted idiots from our class play on their handheld consoles during homeroom when they think our teacher isn’t looking, I’d guess I just saw a giant ‘favourability goes up!’ light shine in her eyes.

“… if that was true, then my grandfather… no, Fujiwara-sama, Ichijou-sama and grandfather Itsuki… they would desire that above anything else, as they worry what will happen to Japan and the nobility when they inevitably pass on to the next life… ugh… this changes everything…”

Leaving Hinata-san to her ruminations, we pondered Shaeula’s heavy pronouncement, before mom spoke up.

“Damn, my son was going to let his beautiful mother grow old and haggard, her beauty flying away?” she joked, and as Shaeula and I assured her that of course my bro wouldn’t do that, he was just waiting for the right time, she giggled suddenly, sticking out her tongue mischievously. “Got you! I know… it must be tough for Aki, having to manage this, being part of a crazy new world that doesn’t make sense. I’m proud he’s managed so much, you are too, right darling?”

At that my dad agreed, nodding gruffly, and my mom continued. “Still, Shaeula, all this talk of the lands of the Fae, it’s just like the fairy tales I used to hear back in England as a child. The Lady in the Lake, Leprechauns, Brownies, King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table…” At the word Brownie, Shaeula winced, but I don’t think anyone but I noticed.

“Well, that is quite-quite understandable.” Shaeula conceded. “The isles where you dwelt as a child are the wellspring of the Fae lands, though they and the Seelie Court do travel with-with the moon, traversing the lower Astral and alighting wherever they please-please.” She shrugged. “As for Leprechauns, the Seelie Court has many-many, Brownies too. The Lady in the Lake… I have never met-met her, of course, but the Queen counts her as a friend.”

“I’m… well, I’m shocked. To think that there was so much truth in my old children’s stories. I told so many of them to Aki and Ai, didn’t I?” She grinned at me. “Maybe I can take the credit for preparing my boy?” As she basked in her self-given praise, she suddenly leapt up, as if a thought occurred to her. “So, Shaeula, which type of Fae are you? Now I’m super curious!”

“Yes, I would like to know as well.” Motoko-san agreed.

“I too am curious. You are so pretty, it must be a cute one!” Natsumi-san agreed. Even Kazumi-san, who was the most wary of them all, nodded. Hinata-san was still lost in thought, mumbling about "anti-aging medicine and the price it would fetch" and other similar ideas.

“Behold, I am one of the proud-proud Beastfolk, weaselkin. Once of wind, now of both wind and flame, I stand-stand before you as Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, noble princess of the Seelie Court, daughter of Prince Shaetanao Gar Shae Dannan!”

As we all applauded her regal performance, my mom asked a question. “Weaselkin huh? Like… animal-folk?” At Shaeula’s confirming nod she giggled. “Really? I’ve always heard weasels were tricksy and treacherous. In a lot of the old fairy tales and also children's stories back in the UK, weasels are often the villains!”

“Bah, that is quite-quite rude!” Shaeula pouted adorably. “The weaselkin nearly all sided with the Seelie Court during the war-war, we are not-not like the Giants or Trolls who treacherously joined the Unseelie!”

Seeing she had touched a nerve, I apologised for my mom. “Sorry Shaeula, she didn’t mean to cause offense. She knows you are a good girl!”

“Hmm.” She nodded slowly. “Well, since you are to be my mother-in-law, I shall-shall forgive you!”

“How gracious!” auntie Hana chuckled.

“So… can you show us your true form? I bet it’s cute!” my mom asked, and Shaeula frowned, thinking.

“I could-could, I believe. The ether density is paltry here, so were I to shed-shed this constructed form and descend to the Material in my true-true form, I would barely be able to manage a few minutes. Still, that will not-not be happening today.”

“Aww, are you still mad?” my mom asked, but she shook her head.

“No, I am not-not. I simply have to use my aether more productively. For I must-must perform Chirurgery on you all, must I not-not?” Her expression was unreadable, but I could tell she was a bit displeased.

“Oh yeah, Aki said we would need that.” mom remembered.

“Very well. Then, father-in-law, you are first. I shall cleanse your hangover while-while I work.” She stood and padded over to dad, placing a hand on his chest, and her facial expression changed a little again, causing me to remember.

“Hang on, didn’t you say this was pretty intimate to a Fae, kind of like … well… making love?”

At that my dad flinched back, but Shaeula shook her head, her amber hair cascading. “While it is true-true Fae pair off by sharing their aether and elemental essences through our lunar Chakras, this is not-not what I am doing. It is still… intimate… as you call it, but no more than a hug would be. Still, I do not-not care for hugging other males. Even if it is not shameful, I only wish to do it with Akio. Yet, for father-in.. no, my two fathers-in-law, I shall make an exception. A rare exception.”

At that Hinata-san was snapped out of her musings. “So that’s why you looked so grumpy working on my brother. I think he’d have preferred a real hug though.”

“I fear-fear he will remain forever disappointed.” Shaeula complained, her amber eyes flashing. She then started her workings, and my father groaned. Oh yeah, I remember the discomfort. Oh well, stay strong, everyone!
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“So, these mental exercises will grow this Chakra network, as you call it, strengthening every aspect of our bodies and minds? I find it hard to believe…” dad was saying. “… though with everything I have seen and heard, I guess this is not the most unbelievable thing this weekend.”

“Right, right!” mom was giggling, eyes shut as she tried to draw in ether and convert it, moving it around her body. “This is quite difficult.”

“It helps if you already have some sort of visualisation technique, such as for martial arts.” Motoko-san said kindly, helping mother work. Natsumi-san was also helping out, and was currently with uncle and auntie. Once more, I’m forced to realise they are very nice girls. Sad ones too! I’m still not sure if I want bro to marry them, that’d be unfair to Eri and Shaeula, but helping them? He’d better!

“Aiko-senpai… no, Aiko-san…” Motoko-san corrected herself, as I was tired of being called senpai by such a girl, it was stressing me out. “… her Kyūdō techniques are advanced enough to become a Skill, so they must prove a great benefit to her. I am quite envious.” As she smiled and Natsumi-san agreed, she finished. “… so perhaps if you have such, Oshiro-san, it would help?”

“Call me Emily.” My mom grinned back. “I don’t stand on ceremony, I’m not Japanese. Alas, the closest I’ve come to sport, unlike my Ai, is taking part in local fun-runs. Even then I usually flail in around last place. No, Ai got all the energy in our family! Though… talk of a Skill intrigues me. I’ve played a few games, I get what they are, but you can have them in real life?”

“Yeah, it seems big bro has a Skill of his own that can see the abilities of those he considers kin.” I chimed in, explaining. “I have Skills with the bow and Kyūdō, as well as the lowest Rank of an Eight Moons Chakra Network. Eri… well, she’s got fewer Skills, but her stats are through the roof as she’s been Levelling up. Lucky. I wish I could. I bet big bro is even getting her a few more today as a birthday present. It seems like something he’d do, overprotective as he is.”

“Jealous, Aiko?” Shaeula smirked annoyingly. “Well, there is always a way, is there not-not? Akio is reluctant, but I could-could convince…”

“La-La-La! I can’t hear you!” I pouted, putting my hands over my ears, though I could still hear her mirthful laughter as she poked fun at my expense.

“What’s that?” mom asked, puzzled, while auntie Hana had a different question.

“Aren’t there only seven Chakras? I know because I saw a chart at a jewellery store in Inuyama once, and they sold pieces with seven coloured stones.”

That shut off Shaeula’s laughter instantly, and it was my turn to grin, removing my hands. “That’s a funny story. Fae have an eighth Chakra, it seems. Shaeula didn’t believe my bro when he said humans don’t have a lunar Chakra, so she nearly killed him drilling one in!” As Shaeula paled at my betrayal, I stuck my tongue out at her in a tehe-pero, revelling in getting my own back on her for her relentless teasing about me and big bro. Okay, so I do love my big bro, he’s always looked out for me, but what little sister doesn’t love her supportive brother? It doesn’t mean anything else.

“Really, you put my Aki in danger?” Mom was livid. “I think we need to talk about this, daughter-in-law!”

“No-no, there is no problem, and Akio is far-far stronger for it, Eri too…” Shaeula began, before auntie Hana joined in.

"You put my little Eri at risk too?”

As Shaeula started to sweat under their inquisition, I began to feel a little bad for her, as she frantically explained that with her Chirurgery she could manage the risks, and that Eri’s lunar Chakra was completely safe and stabilised, and mine was getting there now. She explained there was an ultimate failsafe in emergencies, though she glossed over what that was. Thank God. It only applies to girls too. The thought of my big bro having to perform with another man… some girls in class would be overjoyed, but it’s not for me…

“… so my Chirurgery continues to grow-grow stronger, and with my eyes I can see-see issues, so…” Shaeula finished desperately. I was about to throw her a lifeline, having had my fun, when Motoko-san piped up.

“So, these Levels. They seem important. Why can you not get them, Aiko-san?”

“Good question.” I sighed. “It seems like only big bro can Level up normally, but… he has a Skill he can grant to other girls which allows them to get some Levels. There might be other ways too?” I looked at Shaeula who nodded. “Still, Levels are powerful, but rare.”

“So, why hasn’t he given you the Skill, little Ai?” auntie asked, and I could see my parents and uncle were curious too, the noble girls as well. I could feel my face heating up, and silently cursed. Damn you bro, making me explain all this while you are off having fun with Eri! You owe me!

“I’ll give you a clue. The skill is called Lovers’ Link. I sure do love big bro, but not that way.”

At that, there was a horrified silence, though Motoko-san and Natsumi-san… they didn’t look phased. Although from our talk last night at the sleepover, they know nothing about what it means to be lovers, the poor girls.

“My son… I can see we need to talk again.” dad growled, his expression scary. Uncle Junpei nodded.

“It is not-not his fault. He does not-not set out to be lewd.” Shaeula apologised for my bro. “The Skill was birthed through his love-love for Eri, and she and I both-both benefit, so where is the harm?”

“I can see plenty of harm.” Mom said. “I don’t want my Aki to play around willy-nilly just to strengthen people. I wanted him to settle down and marry Eri, live a quiet, happy life. Now… well, seeing him with Shaeula on one arm, Eri on the other… it isn’t so bad, but…”

“Come on, give my bro some credit.” I sighed. “Last time you thought he was a drug kingpin, and now a man-whore? It’s Lovers’ Link. I bet it only works on those he loves, am I right?”

Shaeula nodded, relieved. “You should-should be thankful Akio is such a kind male. There are others who have gained this power and abuse it for their own cruel-cruel desires, such as Kondou Kazuo. I shall tell you a tale-tale of evil, and how Akio vanquished it.” She turned to the noble girls. “It is a tale of the vileness males perpetrate, so perhaps you should not-not…”

“Nonsense.” Hinata-san declared, ignoring the protests from Kazumi-san. “Father, mother and grandfather sent me here to listen and learn. I shall do so, I’m not a child!”

“Very well-well. I shall be as… circumspect… as possible.” Shaeula began her tale, starting with big bro’s assertion there would probably only be a few thousand like him in Japan. She then told us of Las Vegas, and the battle that defeated a rival there, which fascinated me, as I wasn’t aware my bro and Shaeula were doing such dangerous things while Eri and I were enjoying ourselves. Talk then turned to Tokyo, and of this Kondou bastard, who was a really scary piece of work. She glossed over the worst descriptions, but I got the point. Those poor girls!

“… so the priest of Hisuikomushi shrine was freed, and now-now he is under Akio’s protection, but alas, Haru… her spirit lingers. As for Kondou… I used my winds to force-force him to confess, and he now-now festers in prison, where Akio assures me he shall-shall eventually be put to death, which is a more merciful fate than he deserves. So, never-never doubt Akio. He uses his power wisely, to protect.”

As the story finished, both Kazumi-san and Hinata-san gasped, shocked. “It’s him! The pervert at the party who was looking at us with such evil eyes!” Hinata-san cried.

“Indeed.” Kazumi-san said, troubled. “This poor Haru girl, she must have been at the same party we were, and he followed her out and…” She looked sick. “It could have been us. I would have been confident I could defend you, except… now…” She looked troubled, her confidence wavering.

“Now you know-know what strength Kondou could muster? Yes-yes, he was annoyingly strong, with a wicked gift of pain.” Shaeula shuddered. “I felt the lash myself. Still, Akio prevented the spread of his evil. There are-are others, those within the shrines and temples of this land-land, and Akio hopes to bring them under his aegis as well-well, or at least secure an alliance.”

“I see.” dad mused. “That explains the shrines and why Takeyabashi-san stood up for my son. But to think he’s been running around, playing hero.”

“It is no mere-mere play. Lives are at stake.” Shaeula was serious now, addressing us all, especially the noble girls. “You may think that perhaps another might be able to support you, defend you. But few-few will be as forward-thinking as Akio. After all, with my help, has he not-not found a way to train others, those who have not-not been chosen?” she grinned. “I shall gift him the support of the Fae, in time. Kami, Gods of this land, support him. They may be few-few in number now, but they shall flock to his banner in due time.” At her amber gaze the noble girls were pinned, like a rat under a snake. “So be grateful. You have chosen wisely. Akio shall-shall fulfil all your wishes, should you support him and never betray him. Do not-not let this chance escape you…”

As silence reigned, the heavy revelations, talks of cruelty and Shaeula’s proclamation all sinking in, my mom finally broke the spell, clapping her hands loudly. “All right, enough of that. Ai, why don’t you take Shaeula and our guests around the town? They’ll be going back to Tokyo tomorrow, won't they? They might as well see what Nishimorioka has to offer.”

I nodded. “Good idea. And while we are gone, don’t forget to practise, okay?” Yeah, I don’t like hearing about bro and Shaeula fighting such scary people. But if they have to… I get why Eri wants to be stronger. It sucks not being able to support them. But… how do I grow my strength? What can… what can I do?
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“I can’t believe I’m in school again without permission.” I sighed. Still, being as it wasn’t the summer holidays anymore, there were other students about, a small number anyway, practising track-and-field or other sports. “And bringing in you girls…”

“I am grateful you would allow us to see your archery dojo.” Motoko-san said, eyeing the area with some excitement. Natsumi-san echoed her. Kazumi-san and Hinata-san were less interested, but they had no wish to be left out. That just left Shaeula, who was chaperoning us all, not having anything else fun to do.

“It’s hardly a dojo. Just the place where our small Kyūdō club practises. And speaking of…” I had dressed myself in my Kyūdō clothing, and my red bow, my trusty friend of many years, felt comfortable in my hands. Sure, I like the Olympic recurve that my bro bought me, and the Faerie bow… that’s going to be my companion in life-or-death battles down the line… but there’s something special about this bow. I have a lot of memories with it, after all.

I slowed my breathing, drawing an arrow and placing it to my bow. Sinking into the meditative state of concentration, I felt my forehead growing hot, and bubbling energy was pooling in my lower body and spreading upwards. It was faint, but ever since I had succeeded in forming my Eight Moons Chakra Network, I had noticed my energy growing steadily, at a far faster rate than before.

“Your form is quite good.” Natsumi-san observed quietly, but I barely heard her, deep in concentration. Moving through the stages of shooting, I could hear my own breath, steady and quiet. The faint trembling of my muscles felt good, the extra strength, precision and perception I had gained all combining to push me further towards mastery of the bow. A stray thought tried to enter the emptiness I was cultivating, that somehow I was cheating, using power I had gained to improve my technique, but I squashed it ruthlessly. I didn’t cheat. I gained this through hard work. Sure, Shaeula helped, but… I put in the effort. And hard work is one thing that never betrays anyone!

The arrow left my hand, the bowstring giving off a gentle twang. Following the arrow with my mind, trying to make myself part of it, my insides bubbled with heat. There was silence, and then the hoshi mato, the target, was pierced, the arrow striking nearly dead centre and cleaving deep into the material. Letting out a long breath, I was pleased. Yeah, that’s definitely Kanteki. The arrow pierces the target. But Zaiteki still eludes me. Although our seniors and instructors did say that reaching ‘the arrow exists in the target’ is something that many never master…

Lowering my bow I concluded the Kyūdō ritual, only to find Motoko-san and Natsumi-san lightly applauding, while Shaeula was grinning at me, eyes aglow.

“That was most splendid, Aiko-san.” Motoko-san approved. “Your form is quite lovely. I can see some similarities between your archery and ours indeed, though Kyūdō is more for enlightenment than combat. Though perhaps…” She exchanged a look with Natsumi-san, who nodded reassuringly. “…perhaps enlightenment is more important than I believed, having heard what Shaeula-sensei told us earlier?”

“Maybe so.” I agreed. “But I think combat seems plenty important too.”

“True.” Motoko-san said. “I… and do excuse me if this is an uncouth request, but… I was wondering if Natsumi and I could release a few arrows at the target? I know it is often inexcusably rude to try and impose on a fellow martial artist and their training grounds, but…”

I shrugged. “This is just a school Kyūdō range. It’s nothing so grand as that. I might get in trouble if any teacher comes by, but on a late Sunday afternoon I think that’s unlikely. Besides…” I looked at her bow, the Hebihikoukiba, as she had called it before. “… I’m pretty curious about your techniques myself.”

“I thank you.” Motoko-san bowed to me, her motions crisp. As she limbered up, Hinata-san approached me, Kazumi-san following her.

“You know, Motoko-san has a lot of fans at our school. Some of the Three-Hundred look up to her, as she’s approachable despite her high status, and struggles with a similar sort of unfairness. She always tries to make the best of things, but I think she’s hurting inside. Still… she seems really happy today.”

“Happy, huh?” As I watched her take a stance, it was different to Kyūdō, narrower, the bow held differently, which made sense as it was far more compact. She borrowed one of my arrows and nocked it to her bow elegantly, yet swiftly. With a cry she fired, before taking a second arrow quickly and then a third. They whistled through the air, slamming into the target, two quivering next to the arrow I had placed, the third striking a few centimetres away, by the edge. That’s kind of cool… if that was a charging enemy, she’d have riddled him with arrows before I even got one off…

“Natsumi, your turn. A three-arrow burst.” Taking the bow from Motoko-san, she replicated her feat, the movements a little less polished, the arrows striking the target in three different places, but it was still quite the achievement, getting three to land after releasing them so rapidly.

“Well, now I feel less impressed with myself.” I clapped wryly. Seriously, they are both excellent. I can see how much effort, how much training they’ve put in. They both love it. Yet to have to give that up, just to get married…

“Your skills are nothing to be ashamed of.” Motoko-san denied my self-deprecating talk. “I find your classical form beautiful. Our Arts simply focus on different things. Speaking of, would you like to see how we handle a sword and spear? We can step outside, so as not to dishonour this place.”

“Well, to be honest, yes, I’m a bit curious. After all, I’ve seen a little of how my bro fights, and he uses a spear and sometimes some swords.” Not that I got to see much during my one brief sojourn. Though I guess he did fight Eri with a different kind of sword…

“Oh, now I would love to see that. His form and techniques are lacking, but his speed and power… they compensate brilliantly. I would not be able to defeat him, even with my greater experience. Likely even if Natsumi joined in, he would defeat us both.”

“I see. Seems like my bro has been through some fierce battles, right Shaeula?”

“Indeed he has. With many-many more to come. Still, he eagerly tries to learn, he has been watching videos on the internet, since he knows little-little of combat himself, and suffering regular chastisement from Master Ulfuric, one of my father's most-most trusted warriors. I dare say he would-would be delighted to have the two of you as his teachers, Motoko, Natsumi. After all, what male would not-not want his instructors to be beautiful and gentle females?”

At that they both blushed, their ears turning pink. That reaction is bad. I can practically see the heart-shapes in their eyes. I guess someone having respect for what you love doing is bound to make a good impression.

“We would not presume to teach Akio-sensei, we came to learn ourselves…” she began, but Shaeula cut her off.

“Such thinking is foolish. Learn all you can-can, teach all you can, then together grow stronger, so that we may save the world and prosper. That-that is Akio’s wish, and I support it. It was no-no different for me, back when I taught him how to master the wind.”

“I see, my thinking has been foolish. It is hard to step out of the bounds of our common sense, our reliance on status. I shall take your words to heart.” Motoko-san said, and Natsumi-san echoed her. “Very well then, Natsumi, take up Gurenyari. I shall wield the sword, Utsoroihebi. We shall run through the fourth through seventh forms. Understand?”

What followed next was surprisingly thrilling. Out on the grass, the two beautiful girls duelled, looking noble in their combat-wear, the hakama. Natsumi-san initially seemed to have the advantage, the length of the crimson spear keeping Motoko-san at bay, but as the battle progressed Motoko-san was cornering her, deflecting the spear-tip with slight parries, before her blade finally came to rest just below Natsumi-san’s ribs, touching but not cutting. Wow, a fight with live weapons is something else. My heart is racing!

“Good work, Natsumi. You are growing ever stronger.” Motoko-san praised her.

“I still can’t beat you with weapon in hand.” She pouted, returning Gurenyari to its wrappings. “You still outmatch me, Motoko-san.”

“For now.” Motoko-san smiled in response, wiping the sweat from her brow. “Though who can say how we will develop, under the care of Akio-sensei?”

“Very good-good.” Shaeula clapped, drawing everyone’s attention. “I am most-most impressed. You shall shine brightly when polished, the both of you. as for Hinata and Kazumi…” Her gaze flickered over to the two who watched the bout in silence. “… I am sure-sure you can contribute in other ways.”

“I haven’t decided if I want to yet.” Hinata-san looked away. Kazumi-san remained silent, something she had done for most of the weekend. I think Hinata-san is a bit tsundere… cute, but annoying.

“Well, it’s starting to get dark, so we might as well cut short our fun. We don’t want anyone to get injured fighting in poor light…” I advised.

“Indeed, and a bath would be welcome. I have not-not fought, but it must be unpleasant, sweating so.” Shaeula agreed with me.

“Yeah, let’s go back to my place. I guess we can have a bath, have some dinner and maybe put some effort into improving our Chakra networks? We might as well make use of Shaeula while we have her, she’s got really good eyes.” I yawned, stretching. It's been an interesting day, in more ways than one.

“That sounds perfect.” Motoko-san said happily, and with that we packed up, leaving the now-deserted school behind. Eri, bro, I hope you have fun. Happy birthday Eri, you’ve earned this…


One Hundred And Ninety


“So, when do you think you’ll be back, bro?” my sis asked me. She and Eri were seeing us off, the helicopter having returned to take us back to Tokyo in style. Though she’s wearing our school uniform, Eri too, which after yesterday… makes me a bit embarrassed. Remembering the time I’d spent in Eri’s room, I hoped I wasn’t blushing. As my eyes met Eri’s, she grinned, perhaps understanding my thoughts.

“You look a bit flushed bro, I hope you aren’t coming down with something.”

“Yeah, just the lighting out here.” I deflected unconvincingly. “As for when I’ll be back… I definitely want to make it out here more often, if only to keep an eye on you all and your training. Eri’s in charge of any trips to the Boundary you do, so listen to her instructions and stay safe, don’t overextend and get cocky, all right?”

“Wow, yeah, I get it, no need to keep telling me.” Aiko pouted. “I’m not going to put myself in any danger. I can’t Level up anyway, so there’s no point.” She crossed her arms under her chest, a little irritated.

“Don’t be like that.” I patted her head, surprising her. “I’m looking into ways my allies can grow stronger as a priority, and of those, you are number one!” Ignoring her quiet murmur of “Thanks, bro. I do appreciate it…” I turned back to Eri. “If you need anything at all, you can call Karen-chan. And if anyone has any problems with their emerging Chakra networks, call me right away, and Shaeula and I will rush over somehow. Shaeula thinks it should be fine, she’s had plenty of practise and her Skills are improving, but we can’t rule out a problem happening somewhere.”

“Don’t worry, I know.” With that, she held out her arms and we hugged and kissed again, for the fifth time this morning. As we separated, Eri flushed and breathing heavily, she smiled at me seductively, before turning to Shaeula. “Look after Akio, all right? I’m jealous that I can’t be with him all the time like you can yet, but… I have the memories of my birthday to hold close, so I’ll survive for now.”

“Have no-no fear, I shall allow no harm to come to him!” she said proudly. “I shall also keep him warm at night.”

“Wow, Too much information there.” My sis said, as she was saying her goodbyes to the noble girls. Aiko and Motoko-san seemed a lot closer after yesterday, Natsumi-san too. “Just go already, or you’ll be late for school.” she said to the girls.

“Fine. I’ll call you later.” I promised, and with a final hug and kiss from Eri, I boarded the helicopter, the other girls following me in. As it took off I could see Eri and my sis staring up at us, before we were out of sight, heading back towards Tokyo. This time though, I wasn’t seated next to Shaeula, but Motoko-san and Natsumi-san were sandwiching me.

Uh, these seats aren’t exactly huge. Sure, the cabin here is very nice and seats six, but if there are actually six here, it’s a bit cramped… Indeed, when I was sitting next to Shaeula, she was small so it wasn’t a problem, but Motoko-san and Natsumi-san were tall for girls, so their legs, now clad in the long black skirts with red trim of their elegant school uniforms, were pressing against mine. Deciding to ignore it the best I could, I took a drink Shaeula had retrieved from the refreshments bar and spoke. “Well, sorry about this weekend. I don’t think it went like you hoped, did it? You didn’t get to spend much time with me at all.”

Surprisingly enough it was Hinata-san who answered, shaking her head. “No need to apologise. After all, it was us who decided to come along at such short notice. Besides, it was far more productive than I expected.”

“Yes.” Motoko-san agreed. “It was fascinating hearing many stories about you from your family and Eri-san. I now understand you a lot better. Besides…” She glanced at Shaeula. “I think we are more aware of what it means to have this power, and the potential it holds.”

As Shaeula grinned proudly, I pondered that. I guess she told them more about the Boundary? I’m still torn on just what to do with the shrine maidens and nobles I’ll be training. Unless we find a way to Level them up, their gains will be modest, but if we do… that means they’d have to fight.

Motoko-san and Natsumi-san were one thing, they were eager to use their combat skills Motoko-san's family had passed down through the centuries, but girls like Hinata-san, or Marika-chan from back home… I’m torn… I’m not sure what the right choice is. But for now, we’ll just get them trained until they have a functioning Chakra network. We can decide later, when everyone, me included, has a better grasp on our needs and wants.

“You seem deep in thought.” Motoko-san said, and I snapped out of my reverie.

“Yeah.” I admitted. “Coming clean to my family was hard, but I guess it’s a weight off my shoulders. Of course…” I smiled wryly. “… now I worry about them in an entirely different way. I think it’s best for everyone to be stronger, but it doesn’t come without risk, or sacrifices…”

“Kondou Kazuo, right?” Hinata-san said, surprising me.

“You know about that?” My eyes widened in surprise. “That’s… well, it isn’t something I think young girls like you need to know about.”

“You’re wrong.” Hinata-san shook her head in disagreement. “The night this Haru girl was murdered… I think Kazumi and I were at the same party. We saw him… his gaze creeped me out, like a dead fish, some sort of soulless shark. It could… could so easily have been Kazumi and I dead at his hands.” She shuddered.

“Indeed.” Onoue-san looked me in the eyes, for once her gaze not entirely hostile. “If I am to be bodyguard to Hinata-sama… I need to be able to face these new threats. I was confident in my skills, that I could handle the typical thugs and low men that accost girls of the nobility… but my confidence is shattered. So, I’ll endure it. Any training, any battles, if it means I can keep Hinata-sama safe.”

“I too!” Natsumi-san declared. “It is presumptuous of me to declare I would protect Motoko-san, I’m a bodyguard in name only, more a student than anything else but… if anyone dares to try and hurt Motoko-san, I want the power to destroy them!”

“My life is dedicated to the spear, sword and bow.” Motoko-san declared. “I dreamed of passing them down to my children, safeguarding them for future generations. But… if they could actually be relevant, useful, in this modern age… there could be no greater joy for me.”

“I don’t have lofty ambitions to fight, like these three.” Hinata-san finished. “But… I’m a very curious girl. At first, I thought all of this was a joke. Magical powers, strange people.” She snorted in derision. “Then you, Shaeula and Eri-san appeared, as if to prove me wrong. Now…” She paused, thinking, before finally saying what was on her mind. “… I need to know just how far this can go, what uses these powers can be put to. After all, I want to not just be accepted as a daughter of nobility, from the direct line of Takatsukasa house, like my cousin Sakura, but to be a great noble in my own right. And this… this is an opportunity I would be a fool to squander.” Her smile was breath-taking, ambitious and proud.

I guess I’ve misjudged them. Girls raised the way they were, so strictly and nobly… it’s no wonder they have strong wills and spirits. I guess they’d have to have, to endure all the restrictions and obligations they are under.

“You see now?” Shaeula asked me, smiling smugly, a drink in her hand. “You try to coddle people too-too much, especially young females. They are all resolved, for they are not-not fools, to spurn this chance. If they can get what they want, while giving you… suitable… compensation, why-why would we refuse them?”

“Indeed, I am prepared to pay the required price.” Motoko-san said, resolute.

What price? All I’m looking for is the support of Tsumura-san right now… I shook my head. There was no point thinking about it too much. It had been a long and eventful weekend, yet still a break from weightier matters. Taking a sip of my drink, I idly gazed out of the window and watched the scenery go by, while listening to the girls chatting away with each other and Shaeula. Yeah, back to the grind when we reach Tokyo. There’s my Territory, the opening of the training school, and so much more…
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After we returned to Tokyo and Shirohebizumi shrine, the noble girls departed, again by helicopter. Apparently Hanafubuki academy had a helipad, though it was only for emergencies. Seriously, noble schools are something else.

“All right then, we’ll check in on Karen-chan, then the training school, then it’s time we made sure our Territory is progressing properly.” I also need to make a call to Hikawa-san. It’s time to start… wait a minute, there’s something odd about the shrine… The ether density around us was significantly higher than before. It was still noticeably weaker than the Boundary, by an order of magnitude or more, but likewise, it was easily an order of magnitude higher than Nishimorioka.

“It is quite-quite pleasant.” Shaeula grinned. “I always find the mortal realm so starved of ether, it makes me a touch-touch uncomfortable. This atmosphere is far-far more appealing.”

Is this an effect of owning the Territory both here and in the Boundary? I was building an Ether Density Anchor Spire too… Out of curiosity I tried to manipulate my aether externally, and it was far easier, as I flicked a coin with it into the long grass with only modest effort. Internally there was little difficultly at all, as boosting my strength temporarily only took a little more than it would in the Boundary.

“We need to check out the training school.” I said suddenly, and Shaeula nodded, following me. We quickly crested the hill and saw the tall building, the outer surface being painted by a large number of workers, already half-done. The power of money. The cost is painful, but if you throw enough people at a project, you can achieve wonders. I guess I deserve praise for stimulating the local economy as well.

Most of the heavy machinery was gone, only a few smaller cranes left, probably for disassembling the scaffolding when the final touches were done to the exterior, and instead there were numerous flatbed trucks, each packed full of gym equipment, furniture and other necessities. Workers were busy unloading them, and I got a chuckle seeing four burly men holding a set of weights and dumbbells I had custom-ordered from a shop I found online. There’s no point me training with normal weights anymore. If I’m going to grow, I need to get excessive…

On seeing us wandering over, the foreman approached us, smiling broadly. “Oshiro-san, good to see you! We’ve almost entirely finished the exterior. It’s been a pleasure working on this project with you, we normally do larger high-rise buildings, but… it’s certainly bold using so many men to rapidly construct a smaller building.”

“Well, when you need something done quickly, I always say use the professionals and go all out.” I bowed politely, returning his greetings. “It looks good. If I’m satisfied, there might be more opportunities for us to work together again in the future.”

“Oh, you’ll be satisfied.” he promised, booming out a hearty laugh. For a Japanese man the foreman was a real bear, giant and a touch overweight. “It’s all done to spec, I promise. Why not go in and take a tour? There’s still a ton of people working on the interiors, but the major elements are finished. Even the pool is full and working. I’m jealous, it’s a real nice one!”

As we made some casual talk I let him guide me inside. The floors were bare, as carpets and matting were the last things scheduled to be laid down, as we didn’t want the many workers ruining them. Still, the lift was functional, so we took it down to the lowest basement level. Stepping out, Shaeula grinned at me, and I knew why. Yeah, the ether is even denser here. This will be the perfect place to train. The Boundary To Material Connection was placed close to here in the Boundary, so it was working as advertised.

“Here’s the pool. Olympic-size and heated. Very nice.” He smiled. “They had to fill it and the reservoirs overnight, but since it didn’t involve noisy machinery the neighbours didn’t complain. In fact, we’ve had a load of people on night-shift over the weekend finishing the plumbing, electrics and broadband connections. Damn, this was a good job, I’m going to miss it…”

The floor above held saunas, massage rooms and changing rooms for both males and females, as well as some gym rooms. The final basement floor, just below the surface, was full of gyms, including the special high-spec rooms reserved for those of us who managed to accumulate enough stats to break human limits. People were quickly connecting up bikes, rowing machines, cross-trainers, weight-machines and other gear. Even buying all this stuff wholesale, ignoring the custom orders… my wallet burned…

“Have no fear.” Shaeula noticed my wistful expression. “I shall-shall win back all of your expenditures in due time!”

“That’d be nice. Well, with the ten million dollars we got, we are still well in the black. Even so…”

Back up to the ground floor entrance, this time we took the stairs. There were six floors, and the first was offices and waiting rooms, while the second held a large training hall and areas for archery, kendo and more. The third had gaming rooms and break rooms, as well as a fully functional kitchen large enough to prepare food for dozens of people. Then there were a series of apartments on the fourth and fifth floors that people could stay in if they wanted.

Finally, as we reached the top, there was an impressive penthouse-style area, which could accommodate some important guests, and also had a permanent suite for Shaeula and I. The furniture hadn’t been completely moved in yet, and the floor needed finishing, but over the next couple of days everything would be finalised.

“The view is pleasant.” Shaeula said, staring out of the window towards Tokyo proper. Since we were on top of a hill, and now six floors up, we could see a fair way.

“I bet it looks gorgeous at night.” I agreed. “Well, we have our little home now, but if you want, we can stay here too any time.”

“Now-now I am starting to feel you are treating me more like I deserve.” she chortled. The foreman was watching quietly, an amused expression on his face while we flirted. On seeing that I decided to finish up.

“Everything looks good. When you are done, go see my secretary and sign off all the paperwork. I’ll let her know I’m satisfied.”

“Great, great!” he said enthusiastically, as we descended the stairs once more, heading out into the morning sunlight. Once the customary business platitudes were exchanged, I headed for Karen-chan’s office, and on opening the door I was greeted by a surprising sight.

“Uh… Hashimoto-san, good morning. What brings you here?” I asked my ex-neighbour, who was sitting at a desk, a steaming mug of tea to hand as he was staring at a computer screen, an expression of concentration on his face.

“Well, this is … difficult.” He scratched at his neck awkwardly. “I guess I should call you boss now? Watanabe-san was gracious enough to hire me on. I hope that isn’t a problem?”

Well, no, of course not, but… “No, I have every confidence in Karen-chan, she can hire whoever she likes as long as the work I need gets done, but… didn’t you already have a job?”

“My company was going under.” he admitted. “Besides… my daughter, I want a job where she can be proud of me. At my age it’s hard to start again, so… I grabbed this chance.”

I see. Before I could say something, Karen-chan popped her head out of her office, followed by Tanaka-san, another down-on-his-luck resident of my old apartment block. “It’s like a reunion for my old home in here.” I smiled.

“Hey, Akio-kun.” Karen-chan ignored my comment, smiling. “Well, since you emphasised loyalty over anything, I thought reaching out a hand to them would get you that.”

“Yes, definitely” Tanaka-san was nodding ferociously. “I’ll not pass up this opportunity. I thought I was finished!”

“... Besides. I wanted to show someone else the kindness you showed me, when you took a chance on me.” she declared, looking down, embarrassed, which was surprisingly cute for an older woman like Karen-chan, not that I was stupid enough to say that out loud.

“Fine, great. In that case, work hard you two, and there’ll be bonus money and promotion prospects for everyone!” I promised, trying to motivate them. “Introductions are in order, I guess…”

After introducing Shaeula to Tanaka-san, he was rather amazed at her foreign beauty, but promised to accommodate any requests she made, especially since she was my… no, one of my girlfriends. When I explained that my other, Eri, would likely be in touch for help with things, he was shocked, while Hashimoto-san merely shook his head, saying that he had "expected no less from someone who had turned his life around", which surprised me again. I expected a bigger response.

“Oh yeah, here’s some stuff you asked for on rates of unexplained deaths, missing persons and more.” Karen-chan handed me some documents. I was busy, so I only glanced at them, but the report seemed detailed and just what I was looking for.

“Great job. I’ll throw a bit in the bonus pot. And speaking of… can I get someone to pull information on all the elements you can find? I don’t care how theoretical or sketchy it is, but obviously verified sources are better.”

“Watanabe-san wasn’t kidding when she said we would be fielding weird requests. Still, it’s far better than the crap my old boss put me through.” Hashimoto-san shrugged. “So… do you mean, like… chemistry? Hydrogen, Oxygen, that sort of thing?”

“No, I mean… like fire, water, air… also Chinese ones like metal and wood. Light, darkness… anything like that.”

“I… see.” He replied, and at his confusion Shaeula laughed heartily. Hashimoto-san and Tanaka-san looked nervous, since I was the one paying their wages, but Karen-chan quickly lightened the mood.

“Another outrageous task, I see. One day you’ll tell me just what these are all for, won't you? Tanaka-san, you get on it. You can get Hashimoto-san to help if it gets too much. Still, just think, strange requests mean more bonus money, right?” She winked, and at that the tension disappeared. Oh, while I’m here… might as well get a head start on it, save my sis the trouble…

I pre-emptively asked Karen-chan to pull data on all the sports-related universities in Tokyo, including their entrance exam requirements, rankings and more. She promised to get it all sent to my sister as soon as possible, along with any other useful data. “All right then, great. Oh, one last thing, can you contact Hikawa-san, his details should be on file, and say that this evening we can start the first stage of our training?”

“Hikawa-san, got it.” Karen-chan nodded.

“Great, in that case, Shaeula and I are heading home. If you need anything, just drop us a text.”

A few minutes later we were relaxing on the couch in our home, cold beers in hand. “Well, that was a surprise. But I guess I understand where Karen-chan was coming from. It feels nice to help people. But putting that aside, shall we see how things are going in the Territory? We have time before the shrines gather this evening.”

Once we had finished our beers we entered the Boundary, Hyacinth and Shaeula’s maids quickly noticing our appearance and scurrying over to take care of us. First, I noticed that my Territory had expanded, several new areas brought under my control. I guess with a ten kilometre radius, we have large swathes we can capture. “Right, I’ll check the build queues. Nice! The Anchor Spires are done, and we’ve picked up a good amount of ether to use…”

One Ether Spire had upgraded to Rank 2, and a day had been shaved off the next Spire. That queue stood at forty-five days for the remaining six Ether Spires to Rank 2, and the Boundary To Material Connection likewise.

The Throne Of Heroes Rank 2 still had thirty-nine days remaining, but I was barely able to contain my excitement at the ability to appoint two more Heroes. I had mostly decided who I wanted, but until it was finished things could always change.

The other two queues had indeed finished their Anchor Spires, leaving one queue working on Silos and Elemental Silos, with fifteen days remaining, and the final queue was working on Defensive Emplacements, with fourteen days left.

Yeah, time is still the bottleneck, even with four queues. Right, so I have just over a hundred and ten thousand ether… Everyone had been working hard in my absence it seemed, and the upgrades had also increased my income. I also ended up getting quite the excess from slaughtering those fiery ants with Eri. “I guess it’s time to rush-build and free up some space.”

Since the Emplacements were only Rank 1, at a shade under ten thousand ether, they were completed. While I was at it, I rush-built two Rank 1 Barracks at the shrine, as well as one at each of the other three key locations I wished to defend. This cost a further twenty-five thousand. With seventy-five thousand left, I decided to build the second Throne Of Heroes I was allowed to, at fifty thousand ether and ten days.

I could shorten the time, but it was expensive for the gain, so instead I spent my last twenty-five thousand upgrading the two Barracks I added at the shrine to Rank 2. The queue I had cleared was now back at thirty days, and I was poor again, but with the Emplacements I felt a bit more secure, and the extra troops from the Barracks would allow us to expand faster while defending in greater numbers.

“Right, how about we get in some training?” I asked Shaeula. “I’d also like to see if there’s been any progress in our other projects.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula nodded. “I would like that. I do not-not begrudge Eri her time with you, but it feels nice to be together again.” So taking her hand, I led her out into Shirohebizumi shrine proper…


One Hundred And Ninety-One


As always, the shrine was bustling with activity. Now that we had our defences in order, there was none of the panicked arrangement of our forces around key areas, and Ulfuric was marshalling everyone effectively to both defend what we had and bring in new Territories at a measured, sustainable pace. Etherite ores were also collected where they were found, and we were starting to accumulate a small pile again. For now, I can store them in the chest Shaeraggo brought our bounty in, but that’s hardly secure. I need a Silo for them…

The Etherite Silo seemed to fit the bill. At Rank 1 the description was…

This annex to a Silo will securely store up to fifty Red Etherite Ores, protecting them from theft or loss. You may transfer Ores between yourself and this Silo at any time.


It also cost eight hundred ether. The Rank 2 Version was more useful, as it could store more of them, but also allowed orange ores to be protected.

The only issue was that there was another annex I liked the look of, the Expanding Silo, which at Rank 1 would increase the capacity of the main Silo and all attached annexes by ten percent, which would be great for when they were at higher Ranks.

At Rank two we only get one annex per Silo, and the Elemental Silos are essential. We need a ton of energy for sustaining us during battle, and also… There was the unique building, the White Snake Earth Altar, which I could build once I peacefully took control over Shirohebizumi shrine. It not only required Ether to build, but also a significant amount of stored earth elemental essence. I wanted it though, wanted it badly, in fact.

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


The cost was fifty thousand ether at Rank 1, taking twenty days, and also consumed five hundred stored earth essence. Still, I wish I knew what the ??????? was. Stupid lacking Territory Examination Skill…

“You seem lost in thought.” Shaeula remarked, snapping me out of my plans.

“Oh, it’s fine. Just thinking about what we need to build next. No point worrying about it now, I guess, as we are nearly out of ether.”

“I see-see. Yes, it is fun to imagine what we shall construct. But for now, we have other matters to attend to, do we not-not?” she prompted, and I smiled in agreement.

“Yeah, first I want to check in on Ixitt and master Bjarki, see how their work is going. Then… I guess we can train for a few hours before tonight. And after that is taken care of…”

“Indeed. I have some slight-slight trepidations, most of them that my idiot brother Shaeraggo, or my sister might make an appearance, but… I think it is-is time. Besides…” she grinned then. “I did promise to show you my homeland.”

“Master and mistress are flirting, it is sooo very, very annoying.” Hyacinth was muttering behind us, but we both ignored her. Hand-in-hand, we headed for where Bjarki had set up his forge, giving greetings to those of our forces who were still stationed here. Is it me, or are there even more ratkin about the place?

Shaeula had noticed too. “It seems Ixitt is migrating his whole family.” She sniffed. “It is not-not terribly surprising. The ratkin are looked down-down on as untrustworthy, so despite the rarefied ether here-here in the Boundary compared to the lands of the Fae, it is still-still perhaps worth the trip. You show no prejudice, Akio. It must-must be pleasing for them.”

“Well, you’ve improved a lot as well.” I praised her, rubbing her head, and she leaned into me, almost purring. “I’m proud that you no longer treat the Kobolds and others poorly.”

“I have seen much-much of the world.” She turned back to look at her annoyed maids, as if to reinforce she meant the words for them as well. “Everyone has their part-part to play, their talents, strengths and weaknesses. Mortals, who we thought were naught but beasts, as bad-bad as the Unseelie, turned out to be rather fine company.” She grinned. “You, Aiko, Eri, Ichika, Karen, Motoko, Hinata… there are many-many females of worth to know.”

“Hey, why am I the only man?” I joked, as the forge came into view. Is it me, or is it bigger? And there are ratkin everywhere...

“What need have I of other males?” she scoffed. “That Hiroto, he seems adequate, if not-not a measure for you. You should put him to use, perhaps you will earn some-some gratitude from Hinata for making him do something of value.”

That’s rather cold… Observing the forge, there were several smokestacks built out of carved stones, each belching away with black, white and bizarrely enough purple smoke. Strange tables and bits of odd machinery, all cogs, springs and brass wheels, were dotted around outside, and at one of them was Ixitt, his tail lashing excitedly as he used his many lenses to peer at a strange chunk of silvery metal on the table, which was dancing with rainbow hues. Next to it were fragments of crystal, and also some familiar-looking red and yellow bricks. They look like pieces of Territory buildings… but how would he get them?

One of the ratkin saw me, and quickly tugged on Ixitt’s sleeve. “Keh-keh-keh, I am very busy, bother me later.”

“But it’s the princess and the master of this land.” The ratkin whined, and Ixitt snapped upright, turning to see us.

“Keh-keh-keh, welcome back. I trust your time away was... keh... satisfactory?” he asked unctuously. Seeing my gaze on the materials, he shrugged. “Keh-keh-keh… I have the most… keh-keh-KEH…” His coughing fit became intense, and he threw up blood and torn tissue, his wheezes painful. On seeing this I reached out and placed my hand on his throat. The convulsions were severe, and silvery sweat was springing out on the scars that criss-crossed his fur.

“Shaeula, can you help me, guide me with your eyes?” I asked, and she nodded, an amber glow suddenly shining from her. Seriously, if I could have one thing I wanted, no, needed right now, it would be managing to actually awaken the Mystic Eyes Skill I’m borrowing from her…

Aether poured from me, stimulating his healing. The area inside his throat was awful, the flesh ridged with numerous burn-scars and bleeding lesions, so I concentrated on fixing them as best as I could. Shaeula pointed out things I was not able to notice, such as pockets of rogue elemental fire, earth and water, which had somehow dug into his body, almost like cancers.

Shit, this is hard, but great practise with the Skill… I can feel my fine control of aether growing steadily… “Keh, you… do not need to, keh… assist me. I am long used to…” Ixitt began, but Shaeula silenced him.

“Oh, do-do be silent.” she snapped, guiding me to a particularly nasty inclusion of metal dust that had sunk into the flesh of his upper lungs. I purged it, and he coughed out the glittering fragments. “You have missed some-some.” Shaeula pointed out to me, before continuing to lambast Ixitt. “My Akio is a kind male, he does not-not like to see those he considers his allies suffer. Besides…” She grinned nastily as more blood, dead tissue and metallic fragments were expelled messily, Ixitt’s eyes spinning from the punishing Healing. “… I find your incessant hacking annoying. Best-best to be rid of it, if you are to be here any length of time.”

“Damn, your lungs are a real mess too. I think you need to lay off the chemistry. I doubt I can fix everything in one go but…” We spent an uncomfortable few hours working on him, until I was sitting down, mostly drained. Ixitt was lying there weakly, his fur and clothing matted with a hideous cocktail of fluids, and Shaeula was talking to Master Bjarki, who had finally left his seclusion to see what all the fuss was.

“… finished t'prototype.” Bjarki was saying. “Though Ixitt, he’n be needed t’make these bullets. Dvergr-craft be nay concerned with alchemy, though t’casings themselves…” He pointed proudly to a line of extremely detailed and ornate shell-casings, detailed to look like sleek dragons, birds and other creatures, yet somehow still maintaining the aerodynamic shape required to fly true.

“They are quite-quite lovely.” Shaeula observed, picking one up and eyeing it.

“Be… keh… careful.” Ixitt managed to gasp out. “The powders within, they are most… volatile. Keh. I would hate for you to lose a finger or two, princess.”

Well, he seems to be coughing less. I guess that’s a win. “Yeah, handling bullets is a dangerous business. I’d also hate it if you got hurt, Shaeula.”

At my words she flushed a little, placing the bullet down delicately. “Still, are these not-not supposed to be readily consumable?” Shaeula asked, remembering what she had learned about mortal firearms.

“Indeed. The craftsmanship is gorgeous, don’t get me wrong, but when it comes to making hundreds or thousands of copies, we’ll need them to be plain and mass-producible.” I agreed with her.

Master Bjarki grumbled, but in the end we persuaded him. Still, he was a master of crafting unique pieces, so Ixitt agreed to help him in setting up a production line of sorts, as the Mortal Engineering that Ixitt was a proponent of, was a Fae-tinged imitation of our human ways. They then brought out the prototype guns, which were also delightful. There was a heavy shotgun which Ixitt planned to test himself, the barrels tipped with snarling rodent-heads, while for me there were two matching pistols, sleek and elegant. Nice. I struck a pose, and Shaeula giggled.

“So, how do they work? What ignites the powder? I don’t see a blasting cap on the bullets or anything to trigger them, in fact, there isn’t even a trigger?” I queried after taking a brief look.

“it is most… clever.” Ixitt wheezed. “A fine thread of bluesteel has been woven through from the handle to the chamber, keh. Just trickle a little flame element through, keh… and boom!”

“That’s… rather clever. Still, we don’t have a lot of bullets. So I can only test it once.” Taking aim, I slotted in a magazine, which held ten of the fancy shells. The bullets themselves were stuffed with an explosive powder Ixitt was aware of, so when I followed the instructions and let loose my flame energy, there was a loud thump and I felt a significant force pushing against my arm, stronger than I would have expected for the bullet calibre, and the shell was ejected, soaring rapidly into the air.

“See, see?” Ixitt grinned. “This is but the first… step. We can improve, with greater knowledge and, keh, experimentation.”

Yeah, it does feel pretty nice to have a decent ranged weapon. And bringing a gun to fights with swords and spears will give me a huge edge. But mass-production is going to be a real challenge. “Well, before I go, I’ll make you some more parts from a few other guns, such as a rifle. But speaking of experimentation…” My voice turned grim, and following my gaze, to the workbench where crystal, metal and stone glimmered, Ixitt flinched.

“Well, I best be back t’work. Steel is’nae forging itself.” Bjarki ducked out, wisely.

“… so, just what’s going on with those?” I asked. All of the other ratkin had vanished too, and the bustling forge yard was empty of everyone but us and the maids, Hyacinth giggling madly to herself as usual.

“Well, keh-keh…” He coughed a little, more by habit than need, I guessed. “I was investigating the formation of these Buildings over at your Vassal Territory. Quite… keh, the fascinating process. Most unlike the Seelie Court or other Fae lands, as far, keh, as I could tell. I discovered that as one of these structures are forming, if you damage it… slightly, keh-keh, you can retrieve some material which will not dissipate, unlike when you push it too far and it breaks…” As he said that, my gaze sharpened, and he coughed weakly. “… in any case, I managed to retrieve a little material from one of your Defensive Emplacements as well. Keh, it remains… undamaged. I would not… carelessly destroy your property!”

“I see. It would have been nice if you asked permission to do that.” I was somewhat annoyed, though Ixitt was right to an extent, if the Defensive Emplacement that was being built was destroyed by his meddling, it would have been an easily replaceable loss. Still… I can see I’m going to have to exert more control over him, lest he do something stupid that does cost me. “So, just what have you learned, and what’s your goal?”

“Well, is not knowledge… keh… the goal in itself?” He chuckled dryly then. “No, do not glower at me like that. I am, keh, quite committed to aiding you, in exchange for your delicious mortal insights, like, keh, these guns. I wish to understand the properties of these strange… materials, and, keh, perhaps in time replicate or strengthen them. A worthy goal, no?”

“Is that even possible?” Shaeula mused, and I had to agree.

“You think you can do it? If we could find a way to upgrade or build without using the queues, well, that would be incredibly useful.” My irritation with Ixitt was forgotten, as we discussed possibilities and options for quite some time, so long in fact that we would have no time remaining for training. Oh well, that’s not necessarily a bad thing, Shaeula and I need our aether for the Material world right now…
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Checking the time on our return it was getting on for five in the afternoon. “We agreed the meeting would be at six, didn't we? That gives us a bit of time. You want to take a quick bath?” I asked, and Shaeula nodded. She had not had a great deal to contribute to the conversation between Ixitt and I, instead being rather bored, but her maids had fussed over her incessantly, annoying her but keeping her occupied.

“I shall indeed. I would not-not wish to shame myself in front of our Vassals.” she sniffed, heading to the bathroom. I was tempted to point out that only Kikuchi Shuta-san was actually a Vassal, the rest just allies, but there was no point. I followed Shaeula in and we washed off, spending a bit of time with each other, before we headed out. First we collected Marika-chan and Kana-chan from the shrine, as well as her father. Keomi-chan was there too, and as well…

“I brought my friends, big bro!” Kana-chan giggled brightly. “How do they look? I think it’s pretty funny, seeing them in red and white hakama.”

Actually, it’s rather attractive. I think shrine maiden garb is very cute on girls. “You all look good, but I don’t think it’s strictly necessary for the training.” Behind me, Shaeula was also admiring them. On seeing her approaching, some of the girls looked nervous, probably remembering how Shaeula had forced them into this.

“Shuta-san, thanks for coming.” I said to the priest of Hisuikomushi shrine, who was followed by his daughter. “Maiko-san, right? You too. Don’t worry, today is more an orientation, it’ll mostly be Shaeula and I who will be working hard.” Turning my attention back to her father, I smiled apologetically. “I hope my rat friend didn’t cause you too much disruption. He was poking about at your Territory without permission. Next time he’ll ask.”

Shuta-san shook his head, looking around us at the crowd. He seemed reluctant to talk, so I let it drop. “Don’t worry about it. We can talk about it in private later. Anyway, looks like we are gathering quite the numbers.” Representatives from the shrines we had first met here at Shirohebizumi had come, and as more people arrived, Hikawa-san appeared, with his son, Ren-san, who was looking at the girls around us with bright, excited eyes, and his twin daughters, Chiaki-san and Chiasa-san, who were frowning at their brother's display.

“Ren-sama, have some dignity in front of the others.” one said, while the other bowed politely to me. “Akio-sama, a good day to you. We thank you for this opportunity!”

Keomi-chan, who despite being older looked about the same age as the twins, bounded over to talk to them, having been briefly acquainted last time they attended the shrine. At the ruckus, Hikawa-san smiled cheerfully. “Well, this is quite the force. To think though…” he looked at the shrinking Shuta-san. “… that we’d have an Amaterasu faction adherent here. I’m sure there’s a story behind that.”

“Don’t bully the poor guy. I’ll fill you in.” I promised. “Won’t you introduce me to the newcomers?” There were two older men and an elderly woman … as soon as I thought that word, the old woman glared at me, so I mentally corrected it to just a woman, accompanied by four shrine maidens of varying ages and two men, one a boy, the other a young man with bleached hair and piercings, looking more a delinquent than a priest.

“Not a problem. These are from additional shrines I reached out to. I figured we might as well gather what allies we can before the Conclave, whenever they actually bother to get around to setting the date.” He frowned, his handsome face looking pensive. “Seriously, I don’t get what the hell Uchida-sama, Kudou-san and that bastard Saionji are up to, don’t they know this is a crisis?”

“Hiroto-kun… show some damn respect.” the old woman snapped, and I smirked. Same name as Hinata-san’s brother. That isn’t going to get confusing at all. “While you’ve been playing around, the heads of the three factions have been instrumental in keeping the old ways alive.” Behind her, the two shrine maidens she had brought flinched, looking away.

“Sorry, old granny.” Hikawa-san apologised, but that set her off again.

“Old, old? I’m still in my prime! And as for you…” She turned to me, her brown eyes glaring hard enough to force me to step back. “… to think someone from nowhere, and a tiny shrine like this one, could cause such a ruckus. It seems implausible, but with Hikawa-kun vouching for you… I simply had to see for myself. But now…”

“The air here is full of spiritual power.” One of the girls piped up, looking around in wonder. “It’s thick with the presence of the Divine.” The other nodded, and surprisingly enough, so did the twins, and even Ren-san.

“Yes, I feel it too.” The woman agreed. “So perhaps Hiroto-kun isn’t as big a fool as I thought.”

My phone then buzzed, and checking it I saw that it was a message from Hinata-san. The girls were on their way by helicopter again, though apparently her brother had ducked out for some important university matters. I guess at least that’ll lessen the confusion for today. “We have some noble guests arriving by helicopter shortly. They know how to make an entrance.” I said, and the woman frowned.

“Nobles?” she asked. “This is shrine business, they have no right to interfere. If they are pressuring you, we can go to Takakura-sama for mediation, his voice is influential…”

“No, no, nothing like that!” I assured her and the others. “I agreed to take on a few girls and train them, for mutual benefit. Like Hikawa-san says, we should gather all the allies we can, right?”

“Don’t mind this granny, she’s always foul-tempered.” Hikawa-san laughed. “Chiyo-san here, she’s the head of one of the most influential neutral shrines in Tokyo. I’m amazed she agreed to come along, but then…”

As they continued to bicker, I sighed. Seriously, I liked things better when it was just a handful of shrines. Now we are dealing with way too many people. On seeing my expression, Shaeula shrugged apologetically. Oh yes, don’t think I’ve forgotten how you dragged all of Kana-chan’s friends into this mess too. There’ll be punishment later!
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“So this is the training hall.” I gestured, the large crowd of people behind me looking around. Motoko-san and Natsumi-san approved of the archery targets, as well as the area to fight with sword, spear or unarmed skills. “Those of you who have a good sense for spiritual power, do you notice anything strange?”

“It is even more dense here.” One of the twins said, and her sister agreed. “Yes, it is noticeable. Can you explain this to us, Akio-sama?”

“I’m curious as well.” Hikawa-san agreed. “My senses aren’t as good as my daughters' are, but even so… any priest of a sufficiently old bloodline should be able to feel it. There’s a presence in the air…”

“Well, that’s for the advanced course. All I was going to say was that the higher the density of this power, the easier and more effective the training will be. So you should come and train here as much as possible. Anywhere on the shrine grounds is better than not, but the most concentrated ether, the term we use for it, is here.”

“It’s quite the commute.” Chiyo-san was complaining. “Such a pain.”

“Fortunately, the exercises work anywhere, so you don’t have to come all the time. On the upper floors we have rooms that you can use, so if you need to leave stuff here or stay overnight or at weekends, there isn’t any hardships. Shaeula and I will be out on business a lot, so I hope that those of you who master the techniques quickest will take the lead on helping the others. Speaking of…”

I turned to Kana-chan. “You have a good grasp on them. Can you explain matters to those who have already undergone Chirurgery? Shaeula and I have to run through everyone else.”

“Sure thing.” She grinned brightly. “But I’ll get a reward for my hard work later, right big bro?”

“So transparent…” Mio-san whispered theatrically to her friend, and at that Kana-chan blushed.

“Great, well, I’ll leave that to you. Motoko-san, Natsumi-san, Onoue-san, we’ll also be mixing in basic martial arts and physical fitness once everyone has the basics down. I hope I can count on you three then?”

“I would be honoured to assist you, Akio-sensei!” Motoko-san agreed quickly, almost glowing with happiness.

“Great… so, are you ready, Shaeula?”

She sighed. “So many… still, there is much ether in the air. We can probably manage if we must-must.”
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“Chiaki, I can hear you so clearly now!” “I know, Chiasa! This is amazing!” The two twins were bubbling with energy after Shaeula had fixed their Chakra networks. Apparently it had not been that difficult, as they already had decently developed Chakras. Meanwhile, I was working on Ren-san, under Shaeula’s detailed instructions.

She had made me work on all the male participants, guiding me with her Mystic Eyes. She said it was to preserve her strength and improve my own Skills, but I had my doubts. She told me she hated doing it when she worked on the other Hiroto-san, so… I get it. I don’t want to make her uncomfortable, anyway.

Ren-san had pouted bitterly when it was me rather than Shaeula who began to work on him, and his ebullient sisters chastised him, saying he was shaming himself. They were kind of funny, even if they talked weirdly, almost like they were the same person sometimes. All right, feel the flow, find the blockages. Under Shaeula’s muttered instructions I used Chirurgery.

Everything proceeded without issue, even the area around the potential lunar Chakra, until I reached the sixth human Chakra of Ren-san, his third eye Chakra. There was a heat there, a bubbling energy that was bright and sparkling. As I touched it, some of the energy passed into me, and Ren-san groaned.

“Quick-quick, withdraw your aether.” Shaeula ordered, and I pulled back, leaving him shivering uncomfortably.

“What’s wrong, son?” Hikawa-san asked, concerned. He, like all the adults barring Kana-chan’s father, were not undergoing the training, but they had of course stayed to watch, concerned for their children and charges.

“I felt drained all of a sudden.” he complained. Turning back to me he scowled. “You suck, I want her to do it, it’s unfair it’s only for my sisters.”

“Ren-sama, show some respect!” “Yes, Ren-sama, we at Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine must always be dignified!” the twins rebuked him gently.

“Your girls are the same as always.” Chiyo-san shook her head. “They’ll be a real handful when they are older. I pity you.”

As they bickered, I took a moment to glance around. Those we had assisted previously were now meditating, trying to draw in ether and convert it to aether, stabilising their fragile networks that Shaeula and I had carved into them. Even Daichi-san was getting into it, and he was working to strengthen the small flame he could summon as his gift. Wait, that’s it! I let out a cry of victory, and everyone looked at me, the gentle arguments stopping. Damn, that’s embarrassing.

“Uh, I’ve just worked out what was the issue. When I worked on Izumi Daichi-san, I didn’t really pay attention to the flame energy when I reached his solar plexus Chakra. I felt it a bit, but I’m used to flame so nothing happened. Ren-san, I believe your gift was creating sunlight, wasn't it?”

He nodded sourly, confirming my conjecture.

“Right, I get it. Your third eye Chakra is generating a tiny amount of light element. It’s a great ability. Now that I know that, I can work around it.” I was confident my idea was right, and a few minutes later I was lying down, exhausted, but I had reaped the reward of my Chirurgery Skill reaching Rank 2!

Shaeula then finished up the last couple of shrine maidens, and with that done, I could relax, as it was up to Shaeula to observe everyone with her Mystic Eyes and show them the best ways to gather ether individually…
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The first day of training school was progressing nicely. A lot of people were very motivated, though a few, such as Kana-chan’s friends, were working with a look of confusion on their faces. Still, there was one person who looked utterly lost, and as soon as Shaeula had finished her observation of the girl and moved on, she had ceased trying and was looking around, forlorn, casting glances at Kikuchi Maiko-san.

Takagi-san, right? I decided to intervene. She looked startled as I walked over, jumping nervously like a scared fawn, her eyes behind her unfashionable glasses darting about. “Hey there.” I said gently, trying to exude kindness. I might have gone overboard though, as she blushed and looked like she was about to faint. “You look a bit confused. Are the exercises too hard?”

“No… no.” she stammered, still beet-red. Taking pity on her I asked her if she wanted something to drink as she looked hot, and after one last long look at Maiko-san, she agreed, nodding shyly. I led her to the large kitchen and took out one of the stocked bottles of tea. She took it, easing off the lid and taking small sips, again like a frightened animal.

“So, what’s wrong? I notice you seem out of place, and you keep looking at Kikuchi-san. Are you worried about her?”

She nodded, frowning. “I never wanted her to come here. The other girls in class don’t like Kikuchi-san. She’s very shy as well. This must be hard for her…”

“I see.” I smiled warmly. “You must be a good friend for her.”

“No, I’m not.” She sighed, a long, gloomy breath. “I barely know her, but… I hate bullies. I had enough of that in middle school. I just wanted… I don’t know what I wanted.” she conceded. “But I know this… whatever this is… it’s crazy. Just who are you? Those rich girls, coming by helicopter, all these other people… the strange things you can do. My head’s a mess. I don’t get any of it.”

“I’m sorry. I really am.” I bowed sincerely to her, and she blushed again, waving her arms in a panic, flustered, splashing me with tea. When she saw that, she was even more distraught, but I stopped her, using aether to pull the liquid off me and drop it in the sink. Yeah, with the ether density what it is here, I can at least manage that. As her eyes boggled at the trick, I smiled reassuringly. “Shaeula never should have brought you into this. Kikuchi-san… well, her father owes me, so she doesn’t really have a choice, but rest assured, I’ll treat her with utmost care and respect while she’s here. And if she is getting bullied at school, I’ll get the other girls to put a stop to it. We are all friends and students here. You too.”

“Me… too?” she said, tilting her head in confusion.

“Yeah. I mean… if you swear to keep all this secret we could probably just let you go, you seem a caring, honest girl. But… though Shaeula did wrong, dragging you in without your consent, she also offered you a chance. All of this may seem meaningless, but… if you stick with this, you might look back on it in a few years as the best decision you ever made.”

“Really?” She looked down, pensive. “I want to believe you. But… how can I explain all of this to my parents? I don’t really have friends, if I keep going out after school they’ll think I’m up to something bad.”

“That’s easy. I was going to talk about this after today’s orientation.” I grinned, happy to be on slightly safer footing with her. Ideally she should stay. I’d let her go if we had to, but it’s a risk. “Like I said, there are rooms available here for everyone to use, and in addition… those who need an excuse, I was thinking of treating it like a part-time job. You’d get wages, they wouldn’t be a lot, that’d be suspicious, but my secretary can talk to your parents if need be, assure them it’s legitimate. We can also call it a study camp, a cram school of sorts, as it is in a way.” My grin grew broader. “You may not believe me, but if you can manage to master the exercises, you can actually get a little smarter. Your memory and calculative abilities will increase, so your grades should go up too. I think your parents would be happy at that, right?”

“I see.” She sighed. “Can I think about it for now?”

“Sure. Shall we go back? This is only the first day, so we don’t want to cause trouble by keeping everyone too late.”

As I walked her back in, Takagi-san hid behind me, seeing the amused gaze of Kana-chan on her. I gestured forwards, patting her back reassuringly, and she resumed her place, and after a few words from Shaeula, she began again, trying to visualise the process of drawing in ether...
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“Akio-sensei, Shaeula-sensei, we appreciate the lesson!” Motoko-san and Natsumi-san echoed.

“Me too.” Hinata-san also agreed. “Though my stupid brother missed the first day. I guess it doesn’t matter as he was already worked on. Still, I’ll be sure to tell him off!”

Most of the others had left, Kana-chan excitedly taking her school friends and a few other girls she had hit it off with down to the swimming pool below. Chiyo-san had been shocked by the progress her shrine maidens, who turned out to be two of her many grandchildren, had made, and was now fully on board, promising to support us at Conclave, as her voice weighed heavy with those shrines that were unaffiliated.

“Goodbye Akio-sama, we hope to be in your care again!” “Farewell, Shaeula-sama, please continue to look after us!” the twins said politely, and even Ren-san managed a grudging expression of thanks to me, as he was one of the fastest learners, his summoned light already improving.

“I’ll see you later.” Hikawa-san was saying to Shuta-san. They had spent their time talking politics, and while Shuta-san had almost no say in Amaterasu faction, he had a few connections, so Hikawa-san planned to leverage those for information.

Well, this has been quite the ordeal, but at least we don’t have to use any more Chirurgery for a while. We had advised everyone if they found themselves feeling unwell or strange, to stop any training they were doing and seek us out as soon as possible for Shaeula to inspect them. Luckily, so far there’s been no problems. Though that doesn’t mean someone won’t react badly. Chirurgery is not an exact science…

As soon as the last of our guests were gone (minus Kana-chan and her friends of course, but they could see themselves out when they were done having their fun) I turned to Shaeula. “Right. I think that went decently well. The hard part is done anyway. So… are you ready?”

Shaeula grinned at me. “I am-am indeed. It will be good to return to the lands of the Fae, if only for a little while, in the far reaches of the Seelie Court. I am quite-quite curious to see just what mansion my brother has found for me, and also…” Her gaze turned a little hungry, and she licked her lips with her small tongue lasciviously. “… I believe you had quite-quite the fun with Eri under the moon and stars, did you not-not? Well, the moon in the Fae lands is stunning, it really sets the perfect mood…”


One Hundred And Ninety-Two


Of course with everything that was going on, there were still matters that needed my attention. I had to fire off a few messages to various people, and left a bunch of instructions for Karen-chan.

It wasn’t as if we planned to be away for long, but according to Shaeula time in the lower Astral was even more distorted than the Boundary, and the Fae lands were also greatly unpredictable in that regard, which matched the stories mom had told me in my childhood. When Aiko and I were kids, did we think that the stories we heard mom tell us would end up being important, even true? The world is strange.

Now that Karen-chan had assistants, my old neighbours, I felt slightly less bad at overworking her. Next on the agenda was increasing the area that I controlled in both the Boundary and the Material.

Seeing the Material as a dry desert of ether where there was only trace amounts, Shirohebizumi was a small oasis, which while it couldn’t compare to the lake that was the Boundary, the difference was still huge. Even more so in the small area that the Boundary To Material Connection covers. Upgrading that will help, and I want the Ether Density Anchor Spire to Rank two and even Rank three. Damn, so much time and expense, but so utterly worth it.

I wanted control, no matter how nominally, of the park that Shaeula’s Territory was in, as well as the communal graveyard that the Rhyming Tree occupied. Since they were state-owned, it wasn’t as if I could just buy them, but I only needed to own them. With donations, pledges to maintain them as they were, and some support from Fujiwara-san and my connections in the Diet… perhaps it would be possible. If I tell Suzuki-san that it might help me get more spiritual resources, he should lobby for me. He wants to see Haru-san again…

Clasping my hands together in a brief prayer for Karen-chan, sorry that she would be dealing with some big-shots, I fired off the messages as well as sending a few to Hinata-san and Motoko-san thanking them for helping take the lead in the training sessions today. As I was finishing that up, the doorbell rang.

“Can you get-get that?” Shaeula asked, as she was doing something in her bedroom. I shrugged and went to the door, opening it up, to see Kana-chan there, her luxurious long black hair still damp and hanging free, her shrine-maiden hakama clinging to her, the white parts a little see-through and revealing hints of her skin beneath. Oh… that’s… damn. I had to look away, she was remarkably alluring, which made me feel guilty. On seeing my reaction, Kana-chan smiled brightly in relief.

“Oh hey, big bro. Can I come in? I want to speak to you. It’s… well, it’s important to me, anyway, and I don’t know anyone else I can talk to about it.”

“Sure, come in.” I held in a sigh. I owed Kana-chan, having put her in danger before, and besides, I thought she was a nice girl, and more practically, her gift of seeing abnormalities was likely useful in the long term, to say nothing of the potential of her expanding her ability to sense thoughts, which was currently so infrequent and shallow as to be useless. That doesn’t mean it won’t grow to be awesome though, and it could synergise with Haru-san and the Hikawa twins… As I closed the door behind us, I asked her if her friends had gone home. I had allocated a budget for taxis, as there was no way I’d let girls go home alone late at night.

“Yeah.” She giggled. “They were shocked and awed by the fact we have a proper swimming pool on our land, and we get it pretty much all to ourselves. It’s awesome.” She paused. “We… we can use it whenever we like right, big bro?”

“Sure, of course, though for the next few days be sure to check there are no workmen about, as they have to furnish the rooms, gyms and lay the carpets and flooring still. Just consider it a perk of being part of my alliance. And also… an apology, for before. You know…” I scratched my cheek awkwardly, embarrassed. We’d discussed it, sure, but I still felt awful Kana-chan and Marika-chan were put in such danger, and technically it wasn’t just once, as the US agents could have targeted the main shrine too.

“… I know.” She echoed my difficult words, that I found hard to express. “Look, big bro… wait, can I call you Akio too? I… I feel bad when Shaeula and Mori-senpai do.”

“Uh, sure I guess I don’t mind. We are quite close, allies on the same boat, right?”

“Allies, huh?” She rolled that word around her mouth and grimaced a little, seemingly not liking the taste. “Is that it, then? Well, do call me Kana. I don’t need any honorifics. Not for you… Akio.”

“Sure thing, Kana.” Saying a girl's first name like that was a bit awkward, but I had practise now, so I managed it without stumbling over it. “Anyway yeah, this shrine belongs to you and your family. You may have signed official ownership over to me, but I won't betray your trust. So sure, use any of the facilities in the training school you want. Speaking of… want a drink while you are here? I have tea, juice… whatever.”

“That would be great. I worked up a sweat playing in the pool. You should be sorry you missed it, Akio. I’m quite a good swimmer, and I look hot as hell in a school swimsuit!”

“I bet.” I couldn’t help but picture that image. Kana’s chest was big for her age and a Japanese girl, and her legs were long and slender. “Maybe another time.” I agreed, without giving it much thought. In the kitchen, I pulled out some cold tea and handed it to her. She took it gratefully, popped the top and started gulping it down.

“That hits the spot. Another time, huh? I’ll hold you to that.” She smiled once more, this one a little relieved. “So… like… my confidence is pretty shot recently, you know? I’m beautiful, I can’t lie and say I’m not… but one after another, the shrine has filled up with beauties my equal. I don’t lose…” she insisted. “But Shaeula, Mori-senpai, now these rich girls, Fukumoto-san, Tsumura-san… they rival me, for sure. And I have to wonder…”

She chewed at her lip nervously, but her dark eyes met mine, unwavering, searching for an answer. “Just… just what is my worth? I always thought being beautiful and smart was enough. I’d find a decent guy who’d take care of me, and live an easy life of idleness. Just like… shopping for the latest fashions, eating out, a nice home, nice car… but I guess… I’m a frog in a well.” She snorted with derision.

I know that look. I’ve felt it before. Feeling that you aren’t good enough, that what you wanted was stupid, not what you actually wanted at all…

“I don’t think so. You’re just young.” I reassured her. “Look, Kana. I’m going to be serious now, all right?”

At her nod, I continued. “When I was your age, well, a little older, I made a mistake. I desperately tried to get out of my hometown. I told myself it was because the place sucked and I had ambition, but really… I was just running away. I was scared. I almost lost my sister and Eri when I was younger. Sure, I protected them, but that nagging doubt, that feeling that next time I’d come up short, that it wouldn’t be enough… so in my head, I thought… damn, this sounds so dumb to me now… I thought if I wasn’t there, they’d be better off, that someone more competent would take over. I drifted out of touch with them… and nearly lost them forever.”

“But you didn’t, did you? You’re even getting married. Lucky.” Kana rebutted. “Also… I may be wrong here, big bro… no, Akio. Feel free to shut me down if I’m out of line, but… if you are feeling guilty over when the shrine was attacked… well, you can, sure… but… you saved me, Marika-chan too, my parents and grandfather… you saved us all. Sure I was scared. So scared I… no, that never happened. Forget it.” Her damp skin flushed. “But… I wasn’t hurt. And… well, I found out something about myself. That when there was no choice… I could put others first. So don’t be letting it eat at you. Just… do better, so it doesn’t happen again. You’ve always done enough, all right.” She took my hand with hers. “So… be a little proud, okay?”

I’m feeling surprisingly touched by her kindness. Giving her hand a gentle squeeze, I nodded, and she carried on. “I get what you mean though. Don’t get me wrong. I still want a great guy to look after me. I envy those rich girls and their wealth, I want the same luxury lifestyle Shaeula and Mori-senpai enjoy. I… just know that I have to work for it. And I need something more. But I’m at a loss, Akio. The first day of training school has taught me that. What… what can I do, or find in myself, that’ll make me happy?”

“A great question.” My free hand rubbed her head, and she let out a sigh. I flinched, realising I was way too used to patting girls on the head, what with my sis, Shaeula and Eri, so I was harassing girls without thinking. As I tried to move my hand away she shook her head in denial.

“I don’t mind just this once. It feels… comfortable.” Kana whispered. “Anyway, I thought… you’ve turned your life around, right? Can I… can I do the same?”

“Sure you can. Look, the world is changing. What skills and jobs people valued before, might not hold much weight going forward. No, being a shrine maiden with abilities… it could be something special. Besides, you have it better than most.” I winked, still rubbing at her hair, her leaning her head into my chest. This feels a little too intimate, but… she’s just asking for advice. There’s nothing going on, I’m sure.

“Oh, how so?” she asked, curious.

“Well, the best place outside of the Boundary to train currently is this shrine.” I grinned. “It’s even better in the area right in the middle of the training hall. And well, you live here, don't you? If you work hard, you can master your new Skills faster than any of the others, right? Besides, Shaeula is here, and you can ask her advice. With her Eyes, she can guide you to further increase your efficiency.”

“That’s great. Yeah, it makes sense.” she agreed. “But… if I do master these abilities, what will I do with them?”

“Whatever you want. Though… I hope that you’ll continue to help me out.” I smiled at her. “If you do, then you’ll see the world we see, and it’s rather amazing. Scary sometimes, but amazing nonetheless.”

“But you’ll protect me, won't you?” she asked impishly, and I nodded.

“Of course. All my allies, I’ll never let them come to harm. If enemies try, they’ll end up just like the damn yakuza did. So don’t worry. You are young yet. There’s plenty of time to find what you want to do in the future, and bag that hot, kind guy you deserve who will pamper you. But until then, I suggest growing your own power. Hard work and power will never betray you.”

“I see.” Kana said thoughtfully. “Well, Akio, I’ll take your words to heart. Yes, there’s still time yet. Though I'm not that young.” She giggled then, pleased. “Yeah, I let my confidence take a knock after all these events. But thanks anyway, Akio. You’ve helped me feel a lot better. Yeah, I can add value to my already attractive package, and then I won’t lose. I can get any guy I want then…” She turned a little red, still giggling softly to herself.

“You go for it! I’ll be rooting for you!” I encouraged her.

“Idiot…” she whispered, before acting like she hadn’t said anything. We spent a little more time in gentle conversation while she finished her tea, and then she left. Once she had, Shaeula appeared.

“Hey, didn’t you want to see Kana?” I asked, and she grinned slyly.

“Kana, hmm?” She raised one amber eyebrow quizzically. “No, I did not-not wish to interrupt her declaration of intent. There will be fun times ahead indeed.” She giggled too. “Anyway, I have spoken to Ichika. The money we gave her has staved off her enemies for now-now, but soon we will need to crush them.”

“Of course. I have a plan. But for now… the Boundary…”
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Once in our Territory not a lot had changed. Further small areas had been brought under our control, and Ulfuric’s training of our forces was continuing apace. In addition, we had extra numbers from some of our Barracks. The only issue of note, which was a bit concerning was…

“Our scouts thoroughly searched the area you indicated.” Ulfuric was rumbling, relaying the report to us. “However, they were unable to find this Territory, nor find any defenders.”

“I see.” That was… troubling, certainly. “I’m not sure whether they’ve been defeated, or worse. They could have also just moved elsewhere. I guess for now, keep scouting carefully, we don’t want to be caught out again like we were with that bastard Kondou. As for expansion, we’ll keep our growth up in the directions away from there.” Something else I need to look into. But not for now…

As Ulfuric slammed a meaty paw against his armour and then left to enact my orders, I once more felt thankful that he had agreed to support us for three moons. It was going to be a wrench when he left, but by then we should have built up enough to be able to afford the loss.

“Right, everything seems to be in order. Now we just need to select who is going to accompany us to the lands of the Fae. A princess like you can’t go unescorted, right?” I winked, and Shaeula snickered nastily.

“Indeed-indeed.” Her smile was wry. “Though there should be none-none of import to question us. Still…” Her gaze went to her two maids that were waiting by her side as always. “… I suppose I must-must take these two.”

“Oh, me, me toooooo! I must see the new home fooor master and mistress. It might be dirty, it might need repairs, I might need tooo warm the master’s bed!” She giggled, pulling at the buttons on her maid outfit again. The two weaselkin maids looked on in disgust.

“I have told you, Boggart, you can not-not be trusted with Akio. Perhaps he does not-not even desire you, see how he looks away!”

“I’m looking away because she’s managed to strip surprisingly quickly.” I sighed. “Seriously, Hyacinth…” I said without turning around, the frantic rustle of fabric itching at my mind. “… from where I’m from, indulging with the servants is power harassment, and seriously bad. Besides, it’d be disloyal to Shaeula and Eri. And even if Shaeula doesn’t care if I dally with servants…” I pre-empted her. “… Eri certainly would. So please, please put your clothes back on and calm down. In terms of being a servant, I have no complaints, but…”

“Master is sooo very kind. Hyacinth just wishes tooo serve, is that sooo wrong?” Her giggles continued. “Besides, is it wrong for a servant to love her master? If sooo the world is wrooong!” she declared, and I heard something darker in her voice then, which made me shiver. Sometimes I forget that she’s … well, a poor unfortunate that fell to darkness. Still, perhaps I can heal her spirit if given time. She’s caused no real problems since I named her…

“I get it, I do. I disagree that you need to warm my bed, but I shouldn’t go without my own maid. After all, am I not the prince-consort to Shaeula?” I winked.

As Hyacinth capered, cheering, (and still with her maid uniform around her waist, as my treacherous eyes noted) Shaeula looked displeased. “You would-would take an Unseelie into the realm of the Seelie Court? I can not-not approve of this.”

“I get it, I do.” I pulled Shaeula in for a hug, patting her head like I had done for Kana earlier. “As a Seelie, you have a natural, perfectly understandable wariness. But… your brother sent her to us, didn’t he? And you are trying to make achievements, aren't you? Well, think of it this way. If we can rehabilitate her, bring her back to being a Brownie, then doesn’t that mean other Unseelie could be redeemed? I’d like to see the other Seelie look down on you then!”

“Well, my idiot brother did-did foist her upon us…” She glanced at the hopeful-looking Hyacinth, who still hadn’t covered herself. “And … I suppose having an Unseelie bound to you would-would confer a … certain … sort of status. Very well, she may-may come. But cause no trouble…” Shaeula eyed her sternly. “… else I shall destroy you!”

“Yay, mistress is kind, master is wise in choooosing her!”

Ignoring her celebrations, we further pondered our retinue. “Perhaps Tillyae and the musicians? Music strikes me as the sort of cultured thing a princess should enjoy.”

“Indeed, I agree. It will be quite-quite nice to have their playing during our stay.”

After further discussion, Shaeula and I would be accompanied by her maids, Hyacinth, Tillyae and her musicians, in addition to her three Kamaitachi. Again we had some disagreement on whether taking non-Fae into the Seelie Court was wise, but considering her mother's heritage I thought it was worth making a statement. As we all lined up outside the Faerie Ring Gate, mystical red energies with streaks of purple playing over the giant mushrooms, I squeezed her hand and gave her a reassuring kiss. When we separated, her face flushed, I grinned cheekily.

“I know what you are thinking. You were chased out in disgrace, your family unable to protect you. But things are different now. I’m your family now. And I won’t let anyone bully you anymore. Besides…” At my words and deeds she had brightened up somewhat, so she waited for me to finish. “… Shaeraggo chose this mansion because it was hidden right by the border of the Seelie Court. It isn’t like we will see anyone there. Damn, I’m excited. To think I’d get to see the lands of the Fae.” It was like being a child at Christmas again, I was giddy with anticipation.

“I find-find your world just as amazing. The Seelie Court is grand indeed, yes, but it does not-not have anime, games… many other things. Still, shall we depart?”

And with a last squeeze of her hand we stepped into the Faerie Ring Gate. Brilliant energies blazed around us and my vision went black, only ruby, garnet and amethyst lights shining in the darkness. It was briefly cold, and the entire top of my head was burning, prickling needles of pain passing through my Chakra network. I could still feel Shaeula’s hand in mine, and it kept me sane during the long frozen moment of nothingness. Then my stomach lurched, the pain faded, and I emerged out the other side, Shaeula following.

Wow, just… wow. My sister and Eri would love this…

As the musicians and maids followed us out, Hyacinth was giggling something about “being happy to be hooome again”, but I barely had any attention to spare for her. The Faerie Ring Gate was similar to the one in our Territory, a series of tall mushrooms wreathed in red earth energies, but that was where the similarity ended. We were in a grove of tall trees, looking majestic and Fae, for want of a better term.

The trees were wrapped with vines that had many blossoming white and pink flowers that looked nothing like earthly blooms, and they were giving off an intoxicating scent. Through the trees I could see a low, two-story house, large and with old-fashioned architecture. It was reminiscent of old British-style homes for the gentry.

“Ahh, this scent. It has been too-too long.” Shaeula took a deep breath, savouring the smell of home. “Do not-not mistake me…” Shaeula looked at me warmly, her amber eyes glittering with happy tears. “… home is now where you are, but… I do miss the lands of the Fae. The ether here is quite-quite pleasing.”

Indeed, if my earlier metaphor of the Material being a desert, and Shirohebizumi an oasis, the ether here was like a great lake, many times heavier than even the Boundary I had become accustomed to. My network was sucking it in greedily, generating aether, and I felt some discomfort from the amount, though it was quite bearable. Hmm, this could be good training for my Silver Cord and Chakra Network Skills. I’ve felt close to a breakthrough for a while…

In addition, there was a strange feeling I was being watched, somehow, as though the land around me was able to crush me if it wished, yet was allowing my presence. I wonder if that is the Seelie Court Territory? I’m a guest who was invited, so perhaps it chooses not to subject me to its effects…

“The sky too…” Shaeula looked up at the inky black heavens, and I followed her gaze, only to gasp, entranced at the sight. The sky was dominated by a truly colossal moon, easily outmatching the sun of the Material by a factor of ten or more. It was so large features such as craters and valleys could be made out with my excellent eyes, and it made one wonder whether it would be possible to travel there. “The moon is beautiful tonight, isn’t it?” I said, not thinking, and the grip on my hand tightened as Shaeula flushed once more.

“I know-know that reference.” She grinned, a touch embarrassed. “Yes, I know you love me, and I love-love you too. Though if you are trying to seduce me… later.” She licked her lips seductively.

“Fine.” I laughed. “I’ll hold you to that. So, shall we see the mansion your brother scrounged up for you? He might be a bit of a siscon jackass, but to get you a whole house… that’s dedication.”

“Hah, such irony. You can not-not tell me you would not-not find Aiko a suitable abode in Tokyo, should you have the chance? Though I suspect she would-would prefer to live with us.”

“Well, I guess you got me there. But please tell me I’m not as big a siscon as Shaeraggo.”

She only laughed in response as we entered the clearing around the mansion, well-tended flowerbeds full of purple, pink and white bell-flowers that glowed with a mystical light contrasting with sparkling Fae-lights of fist-sized fireflies that flitted about, filling the sky with colour. “Damn, my sis, Eri… they have to see this. The noble girls, and Kana too. In fact… this might make everything worthwhile. To think I’d see sights like this…”

“Compared to the glory of the Seelie Court, this is but-but a rustic suburb.” Shaeula declared, proud and eager to show off. “Still, it pleases me to see you impressed by my home. After all, in future, I shall spend much-much time here, and it would pain me should you not-not be beside me.”

“Master and mistress are flirting. Save sooome for me!” Hyacinth muttered, but as usual I ignored her. On reaching the ornate door to the mansion, which had a knocker shaped into a weasel-head that looked disturbingly like Shaeraggo’s, I reached for it, when the door suddenly snapped open, and a dozen smartly-dressed weaselkin knights stomped out, forming up into two lines on either side of us. They were followed by four maids and a grey-furred butler, wearing an old-fashioned tailcoat and white shirt, looking rather comical. On seeing us, the maids and butler bowed to Shaeula.

“Princess Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. It is a great honour to have you back with us-us!” they chorused. “Welcome home! Leave everything to us!”

“It… it is good-good to be back.” she whispered, tears falling, and I pulled her close, holding her until she stopped weeping…


One Hundred And Ninety-Three - Chapter Contains R18/Adult Content


Once Shaeula had calmed down, my warmth reassuring her, she rubbed at her eyes, combed her long amber hair and looked at the waiting servants as if nothing had happened. As if waiting for this, the butler-weasel, appearing relieved, bowed again. His gaze strayed to me, and I could see annoyance in his dark-green eyes, yet he masked it well as he spoke. “So, you must be the… consort… Prince Shaeraggo spoke of. It is… an honour… to host-host the chosen husband of our princess.”

Yeah, you sure don’t sound like you think it’s an honour, but I’ll let it slide. We are going to have to win the weaselkin and other Fae over eventually.

“I’m pleased to be here.” I bowed politely. “The lands of the Fae are as beautiful as their princess.”

At my flattery Shaeula blushed, her emotions still raw, and she hit me with her slender hand a few times, though the blows were more out of embarrassment than annoyance. On seeing the display, which could definitely be called flirty, Shaeula’s maids gave me filthy looks, but Hyacinth and the Kamaitachi following us all laughed, Hyacinth muttering to herself enviously as usual.

“Indeed.” The butler agreed. “Our princess is an amber jewel amidst the Fae. In celebration of your return, we have-have prepared a feast for this evening, with many rare delicacies your royal brother has provided. We shall notify Prince Shaeraggo, so he may-may attend to welcome you home, princess.”

At that Shaeula’s face fell. “No, there is no need for that. I do not-not require my brother’s attention on this visit. It is not-not as though I will not-not be returning here frequently. But for this visit… I simply wish-wish to spend time with my beloved in peace, showing him the lands that I call-call home.” She took my hand in hers, and we exchanged warm smiles.

“That is… troubling, but… I still should notify…” Suddenly he was thrown into panic, the maids also running and screaming in alarm, though Risha and Velna merely held their position, expressions angry, having already seen such events before, as vines erupted from the grounds outside the mansion and began to capture and tangle up the house servants, including the butler.

“Nooo, nooo this will certainly nooot do!” Hyacinth declared, being the one who had caused the angry storm of vines. One maid screamed as she was dangled upside down in front of me, and I caught glimpses of parts of the weaselkin that would probably scar me for life. Seriously, I know they are Fae beastkin, but at least wear panties under that dress…

“It’s all right, Hyacinth, please calm down. I’m sure they meant no disrespect…” I began, but she was very enraged.

“Nooo, that doesn’t matter! Servants should do as they are told by the master and mistress of the house. Your brooother may have given you this home, mistress, but nooow it is yours, so the servants must ooobey you and do their duties.” Her furious face went deathly still, emotionless. “Servants that cannooot serve… master and mistress has nooo need of them, they should just die!”

At her words the servants cried out in fear, but as her vines began to tighten, Shaeula and I both moved. Fire and wind blades shot out, severing some of the tightening vines, and her pinwheels danced, cutting the rest. When the servants fell to the floor with a thump, I turned my attention to Hyacinth, patting her head and rubbing her hair to calm her down.

It worked, and she embraced me, trying to kiss me ferociously while her free hand started going to her buttons again. “Master finally wishes tooo embrace Hyacinth…” she giggled, but when Shaeula joined in we managed to subdue her before she could manage to steal my lips.

“Calm down! Please!” I begged, but it was then the butler-weasel let out a cry of alarm.

“She is Unseelie! A vile-vile traitor brought to this very place!” He scuttled backwards, his fancy clothes in disarray and covered in dirt from Hyacinth’s chastisement. “Quickly!” he turned to one of the maids. “We must notify the Way-Wardens immediately, so that a kill-team can-can be dispatched! Princess, quickly, run… your brother will protect you from…”

“Enough!” Shaeula shouted, wind amplifying her voice immensely, the very windows ratting. That’s a nice use of scientific principles. You’ve come so far…

“Enough.” she said again, her volume normal, everyone’s eyes on her. “Stop being a fool-fool. Do you think I am so blind as to not-not know Akio’s maid is a boggart? Blame my fool-fool brother for this, but he sent her to us-us to deal with. Akio has her well in hand, I assure you. She was merely… surprised at your insolence.” She sniffed arrogantly.

“Hyacinth…” she turned back to the maid. “I understand you take your role most-most seriously, but you shame Akio and you shame me by your lack-lack of self-control. You must be punished. And no…” Shaeula pre-empted her, as she squirmed and blushed, hands still on her buttons and fasteners. “It will not-not be a lewd punishment. For the rest of the day you will stay in the room you are assigned, and do no-no work at all!”

“Nooo, mistress is cruel!” Hyacinth started sobbing. “But… but I understand. I made a mistake… it is right tooo punish this unworthy servant.”

“Don’t worry.” I started with the carrot, since Shaeula had used the stick. “Once your punishment is waited out, I’m sure you’ll have lots of work to do, all right? Fixing the mess you’ve made of the garden by the entrance for one.”

“Master is kind…” she curtsied with gorgeous grace. “I shall dooo it!”

“See?” Shaeula observed. “Akio has her well in hand, doubtless as my brother wishes. So do not-not bother him this time. I shall see my brother on my next visit. I simply wish-wish to relax with Akio and perhaps do a little training.”

“Prince Shaeraggo sent you this-this fiend?” The butler shook his head doubtfully. “But I was not told of this. Still…” Making up his mind, he straightened his dirty clothes as best he could. “Please, enter. I shall show-show you to your rooms.”

“Finally. I am in dire-dire need of a drink.” Shaeula grinned. “I was seldom if ever-ever allowed Faerie Wine when I still lived with my father and siblings. But now-now after becoming accustomed to the mortal world, I find myself craving for some-some…” She turned to one of the maids. “Please bring the finest bottle to our room. I wish-wish to unwind with my Akio.”

The distressed maid who had flashed me looked at the butler, who nodded slowly…
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“Well, this is actually surprisingly elegant.” I said, sitting on the ornately-carved wooden bed in the room I was now sharing with Shaeula. It was in the style of an old-fashioned four-poster-bed, complete with a silken canopy to shroud the outside from view.

We had pulled the canopy back so we could see out of the arched window, which overlooked the back gardens and the forest that stretched towards the border of the Seelie Court. “A shame your brother has rotten taste though… if I ever try and copy him and start sticking up pictures of Aiko in my bedroom, please just beat me until I see sense.” The inside of the fabric canopy was embroidered to have pictures of both Shaeula and Shaeraggo. It was, quite frankly… off-putting.

“Indeed. When I was younger I did not-not notice such travesties, but now I am an engaged female…” She looked down at her gleaming ring, an analogue which followed her even here. “… I see the problems with it. We shall take-take them down before tonight. I have no-no wish to be looking at my brother’s visage while making love.” She grinned. “Nor even myself. Only you.”

Damn, that’s sweet. And hot. The way she is looking at me hungrily… I guess I’m getting a workout later. “They really didn’t want us rooming together, either. I mean, the room they offered me was nice and all, but… I came here with you.”

Our conversation was interrupted by the arrival of a maid who had dressed in fresh clothing and swept the dirt from her fur. She had a decanter of silver, within which was a rich, fruity red liquid. She then poured us two glasses, which we took, leaving the decanter on a tray by the bedside for us.

I took a glass, handed it to Shaeula, then picked up the second. “A toast then.” I grinned. “To your homecoming. It isn’t a true one, not yet, but it’s the first step!”

“Indeed.” We clinked our glasses together. “Until I can-can stand proudly in front of the nobles of the Seelie Court, I am not-not truly home. But for now… cheers, my Akio. Welcome to the land of he Fae. I wish for you to love it as I do!”

Taking a sip of the Faerie Wine I was hit by the taste. It was strong, definitely, yet the taste was sweet without being cloying, fruity hints mixed with stranger flavours I couldn’t explain. Taking another sip I felt warmth spreading within my Chakra network. Damn, I think this can actually get me drunk. Neat.

“It is quite-quite good. Though expensive whiskey has its charms too!” Shaeula declared, refilling her glass which she had half-emptied. Seeing that, I had a few more sips, swirling it around my tongue. She then poured me some more, grinning.

“Yeah, it’s a bit like plum brandy, but far cleaner and more complex. Damn, if we could sell this to rich people back on the Material, we’d make bank I bet.”

“Well, for now-now it is only for you amongst the mortal realms.” She grinned, pulling the cord next to the bed which caused a bell to ring down in the quarter for servants. Next to the cord was a pair of bells, one small and silver, the other a blackish-red metal I couldn’t identify, which unlike the smaller bell didn’t seem to be attached to anything. I stood up to take a closer look, while drinking of course, and seeing my interest, Shaeula explained, cheerful that our usual roles were reversed now I was in her home.

“I see you are quite-quite taken with the Bell.” She grinned, reminiscing. “When enemies breach the Fae Stone wards that ring-ring the Seelie Court, these Warning Bells will toll. The intensity and rapidity of the ringing advises how close-close the incursion is.” As she was explaining, a maid, looking like Velna, it seemed, answered her earlier call and brought more wine. “Then the Way-Wardens will be summoned, and they will slay our foes, or chase them out if they can not-not.”

“Really? I’m surprised that enemies can break the Territory Barrier. I can feel that this is an old and powerful land. It makes mine look like nothing.” Only for now though, one day I’ll reach this level of power, no, I’ll surpass it!

Shaeula shrugged, flushed from the wine. Pulling at the collar of her yukata, she fanned herself, and I looked away, being the gentleman I was. At that her grin broadened, and she tugged still further at the loose fabric while continuing to teach me. “Indeed, you are correct, the Unseelie, when a major war erupts, they must-must expend great effort to breach our defences to allow an army through. However, Fae, be they Seelie, Unseelie, those beasts from the Wild Hunt, or others, well-well… we are tricky beings, flighty yet cunning. The wards surrounding our Territory can-can be fooled, or bypassed, or traitors on the inside could-could aid the intruders…”

She sighed, and after a mouthful more of wine finished her lecture. “… there are many-many ways for smaller bands of our enemies to infiltrate and pillage. Hence-hence the Bells and the Way-Wardens. The Fae Stones, they are Faecraft without peer, allowing us to avoid the worst-worst damage from enemy infiltrations. Else if we did not-not know where the enemy was, we would struggle to root them out.”

She shrugged, putting down her now empty-again glass. “Though the Seelie Court controls far-far less land that it once-once did at the height of our power, many lands lost to our enemies, ruin-ruin or abandonment over thousands of years of war… we are still strong!” she insisted, though as I felt I knew Shaeula pretty well by now, I couldn’t help but think her proud boast was masking a bit of uneasiness.

“I see. So… Fae Stones and Bells as an effective early-warning system. Kind of like tactical radar, maybe? I wonder if we could implement that…” I mused, emptying my own glass before Shaeula refilled it.

“… enough gloomy talk.” Shaeula shrugged, losing interest. “I wonder when dinner will be, for I am most-most famished. Sadly, they likely need time to prepare it…”

“Well, you’d better do something about your dishevelled yukata before that, then.” I smiled, pulling her close to me, holding her in my arms as we drank, lying on the comfortable bed. “I don’t want my fiancée flashing the butler, I’m not into that at all.”

At that Shaeula snickered, planting a kiss on my cheek, before seeking my lips. When we were done, she smiled, pleased at my jealousy. “So possessive, my husband. But I do-do understand. Only you and the females you have chosen may see me in such-such a state!”

Not quite what I meant, but it’ll do. Man, I’m starting to get a bit hungry myself. I know we don’t need to eat here in the Boundary… no, I guess we are in the lower Astral now… but it is satisfying, and I’m even tipsy, which lately is a novelty. Oh well, might as well put the time to use… “In that case, why don’t we do some training of our Chakra networks and elemental abilities? I’m curious to see what gains I can make…”

“I see-see. You are quite the fiend for training as always. Here, your beautiful fiancée is seducing you with her alluring body, and all-all you want to do is practise your Skills.” She shook her head with fake mournfulness. “A shame-shame.”

Oh you. “Well, consider me seduced. But that’s for after dinner, right? Let’s not be rude to the servants your brother arranged for you.”

“The maids were mine-mine before, so I have some… complicated… feelings regarding them. But I understand. This is a great-great opportunity for you. But do not-not forget. What is mine is yours. We can come here any time!”

“Yeah, when we aren’t too busy. Still… damn you look cute…” It couldn’t hurt to have a quick fumble, right? Shaeula’s giggles and happy squeals were my answer as I reached out…
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After our fun (mostly just hugging, kissing and a bit of happy fondling, nothing too obscene), we started to train our Chakra networks. The lunar Chakra, which I had stabilised some time ago, was responding especially well to the ether density here, and after a few hours of meditation, I felt the breakthrough I could sense on the horizon had moved closer. Shaeula had been working hard too, her understanding of wind and flame close to reaching a higher peak, as comparing them both had given her some insights and new avenues to focus on.

A discreet knock on the door had disturbed us, and it was Risha, advising us dinner was in an hour, and asking if Shaeula and I wished to freshen up before the meal was served. Of course we needed to, as we had worked up a sweat in several ways, so we took a bath together.

The tub was a bit cramped, an ornate porcelain-style one, nothing like a modern Japanese bathroom had, but being crammed in together had its own charm, to be sure. We had declined the offer of maids to assist us, not that I would have accepted anyway as they still looked at me with annoyance and disgust, but Shaeula and I both enjoyed washing each other, so we did.

After we had made an effort to scrub down our clothing with water, drying them with wind, making me wish we'd brought a change of clothes, we headed out, and then we were seated at the long table in the dining room. Our Kamaitachi were there too, and the musicians led by Tillyae were striking up a cultured, pleasant tune. Only Hyacinth is missing. Well, it is her punishment, so it can’t be helped. I feel sorry for her hard past, but if she’s going to work for me, I can’t have her running wild when she gets annoyed…

The maids, led by the butler-weasel, brought out a variety of dishes and drinks. It was rather lavish, and an experience one couldn’t have in the real world. A silver tray containing a massive, cooked rabbit-like creature was placed in front of us, and fruits and vegetables that ranged from similar-looking to Earth foods, to wildly unique such as purple ring-shaped or green pyramidal fruits, were heaped up, as well as orchid-like flowers that were served still full of sweet nectar.

“My brother has spared no-no expense stocking the larder, it seems. I seldom ate so opulently, even when I still-still lived with my family.” Shaeula observed, her amber eyes glittering with excitement. “I suspect he is trying to regain my good-good graces after his many-many blunders. I can appreciate the gesture, at least.” She elegantly handled some of the many knives and forks to sample some of the rabbit and flowers, so I did likewise, copying her so as not to embarrass myself. Ask me two months ago if I needed to learn Fae dining etiquette and I’d have asked in return how much you had to drink…

“Hey, this is definitely unique…” I muttered, the rabbit-like meat surprisingly delicious, even if it tasted more like pork. “This sauce is some sort of plant-nectar, right? It’s sweet yet works…”

“Indeed.” Shaeula dabbed at her lips delicately, before taking a mouthful of a new, yellowish wine that a maid poured her. Beside me a second maid filled up my glass. I followed suit and took a sip. Sour. But good!

“I must say, I am quite-quite pleased.” Shaeula said as we continued to eat and drink, the Kamaitachi also enjoying the novelty. “I get to show off for you, Akio.” She smiled cheerfully, enjoying the role reversal to our usual living arrangements.

“Yeah, it’s pretty great. It certainly beats the pokey apartment we lived in to start with, right?” As we reminisced and I ate the nectar-soaked flowers for dessert, I was surprised by a notification that flared in my vision, silver letters bright.

Your Charm and Fortune have slightly increased. Your Aether has increased.


“Uh, Shaeula, some of my stats have gone up just eating these.” I remarked, and I could feel that my lunar Chakra rather than my stomach was making the most of the nutrients the strange food provided.

“I see. Well, these are-are delicacies. As a mortal they may perhaps have a strange effect upon you. I know what you are thinking, such-such foods are not-not cheap or easy to obtain, even here. Still… Eri, Aiko… they should sample such as well.” She grinned. “I would most-most like to play the gracious host for them too.”

We continued to eat, and at the end some sort of trifle-style pudding was brought in, and after finishing that we relaxed, Tillyae and her musicians continuing to serenade us. “So, what now?” I asked, and Shaeula shrugged.

“How about a walk? I have not-not yet shown off the lands of the Fae. And you expressed curiosity about the Fae Stones.” She turned to one of the maids who was waiting patiently. “How far-far is the border from here?”

“A little less that a league…” the maid answered, doubtfully. “… we are-are at the far corner of the Seelie Court. But it is not safe for you…”

“Nonsense.” Shaeula scoffed. “Akio and I, we are-are strong.” She turned to all the maids who she had reunited with at this mansion. “I am not-not the weak, prideful idiot of a young female I used to be. So do not-not baby me and treat me as such a fool.” She reached out, and we clasped hands to reassure her, her hand warm in mine. “Together with my lover… we can-can defeat any foe! Now I wish to show Akio what he desires to see, so no-no more objections!”

With that, one of the maids was tasked to lead us towards the border. A league, huh? That’s an old measurement that varied by country and time. A very Fae unit of measurement, I guess. It’s usually between three and four miles, I think? That is pretty close to the border…

The forest surrounding the mansion was dense, filled with floating fireflies, glowing plants and mushrooms, small ponds full of strange, gem-like fish and many other wonders. It was significantly more on-theme than the Boundary, which was a curious mix of a mirror of Earth, jumbled with all sorts of outlandish structures, biomes and creatures. I had to wonder whether when my Territory grew, it would end up changing like this as well.

“We are here-here.” Shaeula declared, as we left the forest, a strip of grassland some two-hundred metres across delimitating the border, white monolith-like stones each the size of a large human scattered at intervals of around fifty metres, their surfaces glimmering with light, which was also radiated by the thin threads of silvery metal that ran through the rocks.

“Pretty. But not so much as you.” I flirted, and Shaeula grinned at that. “Can we take a closer look?”

“Fine, but do not-not stray outside the line of Fae Stones.”

We closed in, ignoring the distress of the maid who commanded us to “not damage the Fae Stones, else who knows what danger might-might sneak through.” in quite the angry tone. Shaeula didn’t stand for that of course, and chastised the maid until she retreated. I felt a little bad for her, but considering her tone, she was lucky Hyacinth wasn’t here or there’d have been further trouble…

“Alone at last-last.” Shaeula grinned, watching the maid disappear into the trees. Her humour faded then. “Still, they bring back unpleasant memories. They-they encouraged my arrogance, to complain about it now-now is most annoying. So…” She looked at me expectantly. “… what do-do you think?”

“I’m thinking I wish my Examination Skills could see items too. I wish I knew how they worked.” I ran my hands over the stone surface, which was surprisingly smooth despite the mottled appearance of glittering shards of mica and silver veins. It gave off a soft warmth though, which was somehow soothing.

“So… beyond this is what?” I looked out and after the next hundred or so metres of open grassland, I could see another forest, though this one was covered in fungus, giant mushrooms rising into the sky, while streams filled with choking reeds and mottled scum wended their way through, adding a splash of dark colour.

“It used-used to be the Seelie Court.” Shaeula sighed. “It has been well-well over a thousand years, as you mortals reckon time, since the war against mortals and the separating of the lower Astral, the Unseelie then splitting from us. But here-here… time flows faster. It has been many-many thousands of years for the Fae. War with the Unseelie, uneasy peace, war again-again. Constant raids from the Wild Hunt. Clashes with other Territories. Dangers drifting down-down from the higher Astral.” She sighed, downcast.

“Many times we lost ground, our Seelie Court shrinking. It seems that is one-one such place.” She pointed to the distant forest, where a strangely-shaped hill jutted out. It was a fair way away, but my keen eyes could just about see it now I focused. The hill was choked with dead and rotting trees, even more fungi growing everywhere. A dark mist was rising, and black streams were trickling out of the sides of this crown-topped hill, the ring of stones that gave it that appearance also overgrown with toadstools and other fungi.

“Really? Do you know it then?” I asked, and she nodded.

“I know-know our history. I had tutors of course.” Her dour expression worried me, so I pulled her close. She snuggled in, appreciating the contact. “I suspect it is the Spring of Clear Reflections. Once-once it was a beautiful and sacred site to us. The hill above gathered and reflected the moonlight to the lake-lake within, and it was the source of many-many mystical waters throughout the Seelie Court and wider Fae lands. But-but no longer. It fell during a bitter war with the Unseelie, when the Wild Hunt also broke our borders, and vile-vile allies of theirs overran it, greedily plundering the pure, mystical waters and creating… that.”

She snorted derisorily at the pestilent forest. “Once more we triumphed at great-great cost, but our borders were-were redrawn, and a new barrier of Fae Stones erected.” She looked sad then. “They are truly fools-fools, but the faction that wishes to leave and find a new home for the Fae lament the ever-worsening situation we find ourselves in. We have many-many, many enemies, and until the King recovers from his wounds…”

“It’ll be all right.” I reassured her. “Whatever happens, I made you a promise, an Oath, didn't I? If you want to rule and save the Seelie Court, the Fae lands… well, I’ve got your back.” I glared at the corrupted landscape. “Seriously though, what the hell is that idiot Shaeraggo thinking getting you a mansion so close to that?”

She managed a laugh then. “I blame him for much, but not-not that. The Fae lands are mutable, and the Seelie Court moves freely, twice a year following the pull-pull of the moon. What is beside us now, may not-not be in a short while.”

“I see. Must be hell for mapmakers.” I shook my head. “A grim story, but… I know a bit more about you and your history now, so I’m happy. Come on, shall we go back?”

She nodded. “It is a shame I could not-not show you a pleasant vista, there truly are many in the lands of the Fae. Instead… we saw this.”

“Hey, as long as I’m with you or Eri, even a garbage dump would be beautiful to me.” I boasted, and was rewarded by the first genuine smile since we had discussed the Fae and their bitter pyrrhic victories against their many foes.

“Flatterer. Your tongue has turned silver since you wooed Eri and I. So now, you must make it up-up to me.”

“Sure, but how?” I asked, and she liked her lips lasciviously.

“You know-know how.”
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Lying on the bed, Shaeula tugged off my trousers, greedily sucking on my rapidly hardening cock. Her hands were roaming over my body, one small hand massaging my balls, while her other searched for my chest, playing with my nipples, which was an unusual situation. Still, I was not going to let her toy with me one-sidedly, so with my own hands I started playing with her small breasts and ass, remembering what I had done to Eri previously.

Kneading her hard bead, her breast sitting comfortably in my palm, the hand on her ass started touching her butthole, gently stroking around the outside, causing her to tremble. Her eyes went wide, brilliant amber orbs staring up at me wetly, but she continued to suck me off, her tongue licking my precum-soaked dick across the head, before sliding down my shaft, which was already melting in her warm mouth.

I slid the hand on her breasts downwards, tracing lines along her trembling belly, before starting to toy with her clit, the little ruby exposed and already damp with her sweat. Using one finger to vibrate it, my others slid through her amber pubic hair and started fingering her, stroking the inside of her pussy. She started shuddering, her blowjob getting sloppy but no less enthusiastic, and as she trembled, I took that opportunity to slide a finger into her ass just a little. She tightened up, eyes going wide, and that just made me want to toy with her more. My fingers slid further into her pussy and ass, stimulating her greatly, and the melting expression she showed drove me to orgasm, filling her mouth with my cum.

As she swallowed, I gently pulled my fingers free, stained with her juices.

“That was my-my bottom. That is not-not a hole for sex, is it?” Shaeula shook her head, her entire body flushed, the new sensation stimulating her. As she sat naked next to me on the bed, I pulled her in for a hug, my erection still undiminished.

“It can be, but I just wanted to tease you today.” I admitted. “Damn, you were amazingly cute as I toyed with both your holes at once.”

“Hmph…” she tossed her head, clearly embarrassed. “Well, do not-not do it again without my permission. It surprised me."

Permission, huh? Well, maybe another time. I could see love nectar seeping from her pussy, so she was about ready to go. After a kiss, I lowered myself to her body and pushed my dick inside, revelling in the warmth and sensations as her pussy tightened up on me. I was about to start moving, when Shaeula stopped me.

“What’s up? You need a minute?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“No, I just had-had an idea.” She grinned, kissing me savagely, our tongues inside each other as my dick was inside her. When she pulled free, our saliva scattering, she spoke, breathless and horny. “What if we were to make-make love in the Fae way, while-while you take me the way you mortals do? Surely the pleasure then would be nothing like we have ever-ever felt before?”

That’s… quite the idea. “Do you think we can? Mixing our elemental essence and aether takes quite the amount of concentration.”

“Well, you love training, do you not-not?” she smirked. “And you love me! We can-can combine the best of both worlds!”

“You’ve got me there.” I kissed her again. “All right them. I’ll start slow, and as we merge, I’ll speed up, all right?”

At her nod I started releasing my aether and elemental essences, the flame, wind and earth. In return I received her wind and flame. Having to control my physical body and my spiritual powers was a challenge, but it forced a clarity on me, and I could feel Shaeula more clearly than ever, her every fold, bump and wet secretion hugging my engorged dick as it pistoned her, slowly at first but picking up speed.

“Yes-yes… this is… bliss, ahn!” Shaeula gasped, arms around me, holding me close. We kissed again and again, just as my dick kissed her deep insides, and our essences penetrated each other's spirits. “I think… I’m about ready to cum…”

“Yes-yes, wait, just… a little-little longer…” she gasped. “Until… our circulation is complete…” Energy flooded into my lunar Chakra, carrying her thoughts and feelings, and then mine too was within her lunar Chakra. At that moment she convulsed, her body reaching a matching orgasm to her spirit, and then I was also gushing forth, in a torrent that showed no signs of stopping as I continued slamming our bodies together, forcing her powerful orgasm to continue. It was as if we were melting together… body and spirit… and then everything went dark, and I fainted, the pleasure too much…
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How long have I been out? Beneath me, Shaeula was snuggled against me, flushed and happy. On seeing I had awoken, she grinned, her amber eyes bright. “Was it too-too much for you, sharing so much with me?” she asked cheekily, so I gave her my answer by fondling her sensitive body, wringing damp moans from her. “No-no more. I relent. The experience was indeed too brilliant.” she gasped.

“Yeah… that’s something that shouldn’t be done lightly.” I admitted. “Still, I doubt many people can claim to have done that, neither mortal nor Fae, right?”

“Indeed.” She sighed, her eyes looking deep into mine. “I could feel it, all your energies. Even the earth element that I hate so, and it felt… warm, comforting. Like I understood it. Like I understood you.”

“Well, what’s to understand? All you need to know is I love you.” I grinned, and we kissed, before she rapped me on the head with her knuckles playfully.

“Fool-fool. Of course I know that, as you know I love you!” she breathed out lustily. “And since that-that is the case…” She eyed my limp penis, before reaching out and clamping her small hand around it, stroking it gently, bringing it new life. “Why not-not one more round? My belly feels warm-warm and full, but I believe I can stand a little more…”

Oh Shaeula, you are insatiable… Responding to her touch, I grinned, pulling her close once more…

********

The next morning after I had consoled Shaeula rather passionately, her hunger for my warmth greater than normal, perhaps driven by being back in the Fae lands, and the scene we witnessed of the stolen land of the Seelie court playing on her mind and emotions, she seemed back to her usual self. After the maids served us breakfast, and a tearful display from Hyacinth, who was free of her punishment, we spent the rest of the day training, the night spent with more intimacy. Another day passed this way, and then on the morning after, Shaeula came to a realisation.

“I see-see. It shall not-not be long until the last of our kin returns.” Two newly reborn weaselkin mages were bowing gratefully to us, and now the only spirit light that flew around Shaeula was the bright one of her last Kamaitachi. “With the plentiful ether and both-both our bonds, we have hastened their return.”

“Great. Well, we’ll be cutting it fine, or maybe not… damn, I wish we could make a device that could work out what time it was on Earth, the Boundary and here, some sort of magical watch… but I guess we can spare another day, if it’ll finally restore the last of your Kamaitachi.”

“I appreciate it.” She grinned. “Shall-shall we continue our training then, until dinner? Or would you prefer to do something more-more fun?”

“Damn, you really are insatiable at the moment. That comes later. I want to keep hold of the feeling I have right now, the breakthrough is so close I can taste it.” I’ve acclimatised to the higher ether density now, and I can feel my Eight Moons Chakra Network is stronger, and my Silver Cord is thicker…

“Fine then. Let it not-not be said I am not-not a supportive female.” She snorted, going back to her own training. I focussed my mind, and was lost in thought for an indeterminate period of time until a quiet ringing noise snapped me out of my reverie.

Oh, is it time for dinner? I looked up, hearing the bell ring quietly again, only it wasn’t the silver, but the reddish bell. Shaeula was likewise looking at it.

“I see-see. Someone has breached the Fae Stones. But the Bell rings quiet and slow. It is far-far distant. The Wild Hunt is active, they are likely the ones, they are crafty and cunning, ever-ever probing for our weaknesses.”

As if to echo her words the butler rushed in. “Do not be alarmed. The Bell rings, but the enemy is far-far away. The Way-Wardens will be alerted already and rushing out for battle. You will be safe, princess, I promise!”

“Of course I will-will.” She scoffed. “If the worst happens, we can use the Faerie Ring Gate and destroy it behind us. It would be a shame to lose the mansion, but-but lives come first.”

“In any case, they are far-far from here, so there is no chance of a battle…” the butler insisted.

“Hey, that’s a flag, man.” I complained, and he looked at me puzzled while Shaeula doubled over, laughing. After a short while the Bell stopped ringing.

“I guess the Way-Wardens handled it then?” I asked, and Shaeula nodded, only for the Bell to start ringing again. It was still soft and slow, but then a second pattern began, also far away.

“I hope you have a lot of Way-Wardens…” I grimaced, as a third pattern of chimes started.

“It should-should be fine, we would know if it was a major Unseelie invasion…” Her words were drowned out by a sudden ear-splitting, rapid series of noises, the Bells bonging wildly.

“No-no, that loud, that fast… there must be enemies passing the Fae Stones within a league of here, maybe closer…”

“Yeah, we definitely tripped that flag.” I looked at Shaeula. “Like you said, we can run away easily enough, but without trying to defend the mansion your brother gave you… fuck, if my sis lost a house I got her as a heartfelt gift I’d be pissed off. I feel for Shaeraggo if we don’t at least take a look.”

“Indeed. We are strong.” She boasted, puffing out her chest. “We have-have the Kamaitachi and Hyacinth to support us too. We can evacuate the maids and butler…”

“I cannot leave you, princess…” he began, before she shut him up with an imperious glare.

“You can-can and will. I can not-not fight to my utmost until I know you are all safe! Now obey like the servant you are!”

With that we hustled them out, towards the Ring Gate. Hyacinth hurried up to us, her face set sternly. “Master, mistress. Is it enemies? Are they goooing to destroooy the home I have cleaned and mended? Unforgivable! I shall strangle them, crush them, tear them…” she growled. “… nothing must threaten the hooome!”

“Well said indeed.” Shaeula approved of Hyacinth for once. “This place is ours and I shall not-not surrender it without a matching toll-toll in blood!”


One Hundred And Ninety-Four


“So, do we know where the enemy actually is?” I asked as the musicians left through the Ring Gate, the last of our forces to retreat. While it might have been useful to have them for their supporting buffs and debuffs, they really needed to be protected by an allied force to be effective, which we simply didn’t have, yet. They would request reinforcements, but due to the unpredictable time dilation between the Boundary and lower Astral, it was impossible to say if we would receive any in time.

“Over there!” Shaeula’s eyes blazed amber, and through the trees she could see unpleasant traces of spiritual energy. “They are not-not far distant.”

“Right, then let’s see if we can’t drive them off.” I declared, my spear already in hand. “I’ll take them from the front, Shaeula, you support with your pinwheels and ranged attacks. Hyacinth, can you use your vines to snare them and prevent them from moving? Then the Kamaitachi can hang back and pick them off.”

“I shall dooo it for you, master!” Hyacinth cried, her expression fierce, her silver-violet eyes glittering darkly. “None may threaten the master's hooome!”

“Fine then. We are damn lucky we have your eyes, Shaeula. It makes finding them easier. Maybe you should join the Way-Wardens?” I grinned as we ran through the forest, brilliant fireflies and small animals scattering before us. Once more, why can’t I get that Skill to work? It’d be way more useful than my Examination Skills…

She sniffed in response, not deigning to answer my jest as she was concentrating to use her Mystic Sight at a distance. Still, she guided us well, and soon the trees were starting to thin out. It was then that I could hear barking growls and sinister, heavy breathing, the sounds damp and menacing.

“Watch out-out!” Shaeula declared as a flight of arrows arced in towards us through the trees, followed by a pack of massive black hounds, their eyes burning red and yellow, their open maws leaking acidic drool from between curved fangs as long as kitchen knives. Wind billowed, the trailing Kamaitachi calling it forth in an emerald tide, and some arrows went off course, the hounds staggering. The remainder… The arrows are fast, but not at a speed I can’t perceive. Bullets fly faster, after all. The arrowheads were made of what looked like obsidian, and they were smeared with some disgusting brown liquid, which I really hoped wasn’t what I thought it was.

Dodging those I could and sweeping the remainder aside, I plunged my spear into the open mouth of the first hound. The impact of its charge staggered me, but with my high stats I was able to hold. A second hound fell, head exploding as Shaeula swung her pink jade bells to amplify a drill of compressed wind. This was followed by a tide of her wind-weasels, and several more tumbled to the ground, dead or dying.

As I wrenched my spear free, turning to face another, the ground erupted, tree-roots twisting and growing, the ends turning into sharp spears that pierced the tough hides of the hounds, squirming through flesh and seeking their vitals.

“Die, die, die, die, die!” Hyacinth was giggling like a madwoman, hounds howling in torment as she tortured them. More arrows flew in, but this time we were more than ready, so Shaeula conjured a wind wall which stopped them dead. I’m glad that she’s strong but… yeah, Hyacinth’s still scary. Maids are supposed to be quiet and soothing. She’d never make it in Akihabara!

Wrenching my spear free from the dying hound, I switched to my two swords and started slashing through throats, finishing the hounds off. Shaeula then cried out, warning me of danger.

“Akio, behind you!” she screamed, and I spun round, bloody swords raised, only to see and hear nothing. “It is a Silent Hound!” she cried, as a heavy weight slammed me off-balance, and sudden pain flared in my arm as jagged teeth bit into me, piercing my defensive clothing, the force of the jaws nearly snapping my strengthened bones.

“They can not-not be seen or heard when they stalk their prey! There are two-two more coming…” she yelled, before her face set, resolute. “The trees are in the way-way…” Her pinwheels, which were constrained by the edge of the forest we were in, suddenly spun to life, and trees toppled, sheared clean through, before a hound became visible, sliding into two halves, stinking guts spilling out as it died. Blood splashed from a second, and a leg fell to the ground.

“Ooover there I see!” Hyacinth chortled, and she gestured. Inky blue darkness rippled out, and suddenly the hound was visible, limping on three legs, eyes vacant. Then it died as spears of wood pierced it like a hedgehog.

“That doesn’t help me though…” I muttered as I thrust my blade into where the jaws were exerting pressure. Arrows came my way again and I spun, using the invisible hound as a shield. It cried out, the grip loosening momentarily, and my blade slid up through the roof of its mouth and into the brain. It let out a pained squeal and became visible as it died, the weight dragging down my arm. Damn, it looks like a sleek grey wolf, just… bigger and meaner. Levering it free, I started the process of Ether Healing.

“So-so many!” Shaeula was horrified, seeing what was arrayed against us. Now the trees in front of us had fallen, we could see the clearing where the Fae Stone border was. Several stones had been toppled and shattered, and a pack of dozens of the large black hounds was waiting, led by a dark wolf with brilliant red eyes like dying stars, which was of a size that defied belief. Fucking hell, that wolf is the size of a large van…

There were also a mob of what looked like Goblins, though not the kind so popular in light novels currently, thankfully, but the type from old stories. They were green-skinned, true, with yellow eyes that stared at us with cruel malice, eager to hurt or kill us, but they were not naked brutes using crude tools, but well armoured and equipped, many carrying the bows they had been harassing us with, others carrying swords and shields.

All of them wore long black caps, like a droopy wizarding-hat, except for two, bigger and more intimidating, who carried lanterns that burned with a mystical violet glow, and also… whoa, they are carrying scythes! Creepy as hell…

On seeing the mob, Shaeula paled. “Red Caps! They are highly ranked within both-both the Wild Hunt and the Unseelie! To think we would see them here-here! This is no small harassment but a full-full raid…” she cried, before meeting my gaze, expression resolute. “And worse-worse… a Barghest leads them. This will be a tough battle, even for us.”

“A Barghest?” I asked, and before she could answer, the massive wolf spoke, his voice like the rumbling of an earthquake, his vast tongue licking at teeth that matched my swords, salivating.

“What do we have here?” it laughed. “Our scouts reported that this place was ripe for the taking, with naught but a few feeble servants nearby. It would have been the prefect base to infiltrate the hated Seelie Court.” The wolf spat, a surprisingly… human-like gesture, and the massive ball of acrid saliva splattered one of the nearby black hounds, which whined pitifully as it rolled on the ground to get it off.

“Oh, my mistake, I am sorry.” The wolf apologised to the shrieking hound. “My annoyance led me to get carried away. Now, where was I?” The wolf grinned, teeth glinting ominously. “Six of you, hmm?” it sniffed the air. “One pure-blooded Fae… a noble line indeed. Very sweet. Three strange creatures, though they smell akin more to us than the Seelie. A… a mortal? No… you stink of royalty too, male, though it is faint. A bastard, born of low blood, maybe? And lastly…” As the Black Caps hollered and hooted, hurling insults at us, calling Shaeula out with a series of vile taunts, I tightened my grip angrily on my sword…

“… You.” The wolf peered at Hyacinth with great curiosity. “You are Unseelie, are you not? How fascinating to see you in such company. Are you a slave to them, perhaps? To think the noble Seelie would stoop to such with their enemies.”

“I am nooo slave, I am master's cherished servant!” she declared sullenly.

“I see. Well, you belong on this side, here with us. Your heart burns black with hatred for the Seelie, I know it. If you are bound not to turn against your slavers, then at least stand aside. When we slaughter these Seelie, I will take you with us.” He growled then, clearly angry. “Alas, our plan to capture this forest as a staging area has clearly failed. This delay will give the Way-Wardens time to deal with our other distractions. So… it is time. Farewell, Seelie nobility. Die knowing you have at least foiled my plans for now!” He then howled, but I wasn’t so easily fooled. The signal to attack has already gone out. Shaeula has noticed as well… Her pinwheels formed a whirling barrier encircling her, and blood showered around her along with body parts of severed Silent Hounds.

“Foehn, turn all the foes of the Seelie to ashes!” I decided to play up my role as a Seelie, after all, I was here to support Shaeula in the longer-term. Virulent napalm-like yellow flames cascaded out from me, and the Kamaitachi poured their wind into it, causing it to flare brilliantly, the yellow flames turning almost white from the increase in power. This Foehn is truly vicious. I can’t believe I risked dousing myself in it to beat Shaeraggo…

Shaking off those idle thoughts I ran to the side as the onrushing Silent Hounds became visible as dying silhouettes under the perpetual twilight of the Fae realms. Arrows were pouring down and several Black Caps had flanked me, supported by the larger black dogs…

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Forty-eight to Forty-nine.


I had no time to take pleasure in that, as I called on earth element and wind element simultaneously, to unleash a technique I had been practising in my sparring with Ulfuric. Chunks of stone ripped free from the ground, and I launched them with wind like a shotgun blast. The onrushing hounds and Black Caps staggered, sickening impacts of breaking bones ringing out through the madness. There. Those rocks bounced strangely…

More Foehn spilled out, reducing my reserves, and yellow globes of it splashed down at the points I noticed the rocky projectiles acting unnaturally, drenching the hidden Silent Hounds.

“Annoying, very annoying.” The Barghest rumbled, taking a deep breath, before blowing it out, scattering the Foehn back at us.

“Shit!” The tide of yellow washed back towards me, so I called up a stone wall to block it.

“This delay is unacceptable.” it rumbled, angered by the resistance we were putting up.

“Shut up yooou brute!” Hyacinth cried, her vines clashing with the Red and Black caps. A number of archers had been strangled to death or worse, wrung like rags, their innards squeezed out like toothpaste, but the Red Caps were a much greater threat.

Their scythes effortlessly slashed through the thorny stems, and dancing purple light from their lanterns seemed to warp space around them, the vines severed by nothing, or directed away almost like they were striking an invisible dome. “Master Akiooo needs Hyacinth, he is the ooonly one that cared about my pain! A good servant lays down her very life for the masteeer!”

“Foolish little Boggart… no, you are a Brownie if you serve the Seelie, I suppose. You will regret spurning my generous offer. The Wild Hunt comes and goes as it pleases, killing, plundering and kidnapping as we will it.” With that the Barghest moved, his speed also van-like, barrelling towards Hyacinth, tongue lolling out, drool building and spilling out like a rancid waterfall.

“Shit…” I pulled out the experimental pistols Ixitt and Bjarki made me, and taking up a two-gun stance I opened fire. Shells peppered the charging brute, and dark blood scattered, the bullets exploding with elemental energies, but with a series of agonised whines some more invisible Silent Hounds took the impacts, falling down, dying. I was then in agony as jaws closed around my leg and neck, one Silent Hound trying to bring me down, while a second went for the kill…

Shit, I didn’t see them coming again. Why… I need to be able to see… see everything I want to, everything I need to! I need eyes, like Shaeula’s, no, even better! Otherwise I can’t see what threatens us… Everything seemed to move in slow-motion as I activated my Body Enhancement, aether, fire, wind and earth cycling through my bones, muscles, blood, lungs, brain… Shit. Desperate times…

I also used Ether Healing to try and offset the damage I was doing to myself, but the overall strengthening I was suddenly imbued with enabled my throat to resist the crushing pressure. I pointed the gun down and pulled the trigger, and several impacts blew holes in the flank of the Silent Hound grabbing my leg. It squealed and let go, and as spent shell-cases tumbled slowly to the ground my enhanced perception took in the battlefield…

Shaeula was splattered with blood and gore, her yukata soaked with it, piles of hound corpses around her, but now one of the Red Caps was engaging her, and her pinwheels had somehow become hopelessly tangled, becoming useless. She was using her dagger and bells, barraging the leaping, cavorting enemy with blades of wind, blasts of flame and bolts of light, but they were curving around the goblin, or being sliced apart by its scythe.

The second was engaging the Kamaitachi mob, and it was pushing them back. Oh come on, don’t die again now that we almost have all of you back…

Lastly the Barghest was tearing through the massive wall of vines and roots Hyacinth had conjured, his paws and jaws shredding them like mere twigs. A large felled tree struck him, causing him to pause for a moment, but the effort of using her abilities on such a scale had left Hyacinth pale and trembling, still, her eyes were unyielding, despite the many injuries she had suffered from his cruel attacks, leaving her bloody and her maid uniform shredded.

Shit, we’ve grown stronger. We should be able to handle this. My fists struck out again and again as I ran, my knuckles hurting as the sounds of breaking bone and agonised whimpers filled my ears. The Silent Hound at my throat became visible in death, jaws loosening, and I grabbed the fallen body, hurling it at the Red Cap who was nearby. The strike was true, but as it approached the back of the goblin the corpse split suddenly, ripped in half by an invisible force and tossed aside.

The Red Cap turned back to me, wicked face split with a hideous grin, and it flourished the lantern at me. Dodging aside, not even sure if it was going to be an attack, but unwilling to take a chance, the air split behind me, forced apart, before rushing back together in a deafening sonic boom.

I was right. Shit… more attacks I can’t see. My lack of ability to perceive these dangers is putting those I love at risk… but… If I couldn’t see the invisible, like the hounds, I just had to make the invisible visible. I refuse to believe these Red Caps are invincible!

I used earth, exploding the ground, but not as an attack, but as a fog of fine dirt, which was grabbed by the jade energies of wind and funnelled to the goblin.

“Trying to blind me, huh?” the Red Cap chortled. “Foolish. I’ll skin those weasels yet and wear their fur…”

I was right… but I’ll only have one chance, I think… the lantern was indeed behind the defences, I could see the unnatural warping of space around the foe, centred on it. But it was almost like a field, magnetic or electric, which was affecting space itself. But like a field, there are points of convergence… My muscles and bones were screaming, my crude attempts at Body Enhancement paying dividends in power and equally harsh costs in damage. One chance… eat this you smug fucker!

Time seemed to slow even more as my brain worked, heat bubbling within my skull. The Red Cap was waiting for me to get torn apart by his defence, but as I thrust my sword, it wasn’t at him, but at the lantern. The blade started deforming, metal screaming, moulded as though it was clay, and I let it go, wind channelled into a hefty push.

The Red Cap blinked at me, surprised, scythe heading for my neck as the lantern was sent flying from his hands, the distorted field taking his arm along with it in a welter of gore, but my other sword was faster, and the pointed cap fell to the ground, quickly followed by a severed head, still looking as if it didn’t understand what had happened…

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Forty-nine to Fifty.
All of your Material Statistics have increased greatly. All of your Intangible Statistics have increased.


Pain flared within my right wrist, a shining glow of silver radiating outwards in a brilliant ring. I felt something, a large globule of silver, break… and it was sucked from my wrist into my body, shattering apart and coating my Chakra network with shining intangible metal. My whole body shuddered with a strange sensation, and then… time stopped…

[image: image-placeholder]

The woman, wearing a sheer white dress with pretty silver accessories, suddenly sat bolt upright from the richly appointed couch she was sitting on, her golden eyes going wide, her red hair cascading behind her. Reflexively, she grabbed for her long golden spear, before closing her fist, realising there was no danger here.

“Ortlinde, are you well?” another beautiful woman asked, her red eyes and deep black hair giving her the air of a predatory bird. There were other women sitting around this chamber too, all beautiful, with the aura of warriors, with a myriad of hair and eye colours.

“Yes.. I am well, Gerhilde. For a moment I was simply distracted. It seems… it seems…” Her gaze was distant, her thoughts on the sudden and unexpected connection she experienced. “… that one of the candidates I have sponsored has reached a level of power strong enough to unlock a portion of the gift I gave him.” She shrugged, her massive chest straining under her white dress, “When we met, I had little hope for him. The other one, she struck me as more reliable, but… he had affinity for the seeds, and better still, an affinity for my Lord, and we were needed here, so I could not delay and find someone better. Who would have thought he would be the first…”

“Lucky…” her sister, with her moss-green hair and eyes pouted. “Both of mine didn’t make it. Dead already.”

“Take heart, Waltraute…” another said, her blue eyes sad. “One of mine has fallen as well.”

“Really. I was torn when you came to us with the crazy idea to use it…” another sister said, her shining silver eyes piercing and dominating as ever, yet glowing with the wisdom they all respected and followed. “… by rights, the fruit of the World Tree you found should have been turned over to the Allfather. To think I’d let you convince me that breaking open that nearly invincible shell and mixing in the silver seeds within into our gifts was a good idea. I have barely been able to face our senior sisters since…”

“I am just so tired of losing.” Ortlinde sighed. “There has to be a better way to raise allied Territories, to create powerful warriors who can stand against the abominations birthed by the void… I know you all feel the same way, sisters. After all. Face the truth. We are losing!”

“Aye…” her orange-eyed sister Siegrune snickered, as inappropriate as ever. “What with all the times we’ve had to use the Hel-Vegr recently, our ether stocks are draining. I wouldn’t be surprised if the senior sisters start a whip-round to gather Etherites out of our jewellery boxes and strip them from our ballgowns!”

“Siegrune, have some dignity!” Brunnhilde chastised her, her gaze mirroring the colour of the seeds they found within the fruit they had broken open, rather than contribute it to the Allfather as the laws demanded. “We may be on the back foot, but World Mountain, The Six Paths, The Endless Golden Desert… they all stand with us! The void will quieten, it always does!”

“Will it though…?” Ortlinde mused, and as her sister made to lecture her as well, she held her ground, the connection she shared with the bracelet of gifts she bestowed upon that mortal man slowly strengthening, taking some of her focus. “Just because it has before, will it again? The fruit… yes, it could have empowered an Einherjar, sending them to the heights of Valkyrie, perhaps higher, or maybe even lifted one of our senior sisters to the kind of League that … no matter, that path is closed to us now. Instead, we agreed. Eighteen chances. Eighteen chances to win a world and an ally. Aren’t you sick of it too, sister? Seeing so much ruin? How long has it been since our World Tree has claimed a victory?”

“Yeah, I for one am sick of the One True Throne…” Another of her sisters who had been silent until now piped up, her voice full of disgust as she said the name. “… claiming the greater share of the worlds that do not fall to ruin. Those shiny bastards and their Tree of Knowledge… we had the first of those! But that aside… one stronger warrior is a certain boon, but… eighteen chances. We all agreed.”

Ortlinde was no longer listening to her sisters and their bickering. Instead she was face-to-face with…

[image: image-placeholder]

“Are you… Exposition-san?” Even though I had never met this strange person before, who I could see in this frozen moment, I was sure it was them… no, her, I guess. After all, under the formless robe I had caught brief, fleeting glimpses of her hair, and it was indeed this brilliant crimson. More telling though was that through my bracelet I could feel a strand of power that passed back from the Fae lands, down to the Boundary and then up through my Territory Anchor, to… somewhere unimaginably distant… which is where this woman was.

She sighed. “Exposition-san. It has only been a few years, but I’ve not forgotten that name. But no, I am Ortlinde, youngest daughter of the Allfather.”

Years? Really? “Uh, well, pleased to meet you, Ortlinde. But... I’m in kind of a hurry to get back to the fight down here. Hyacinth, Shaeula, they are hard-pressed and they need my help, so… can I go?”

“I am not keeping you here.” She shrugged. “You simply grew strong enough to access a portion of the power I placed within the bracelet that gave you your gifts, the Favour of the Divine.” As she moved her shoulders her impressive assets jiggled. I wanted to look away, but I wasn’t physically present to, so no luck there. “I admit to holding little hope for you, but you chose wisely it seems, taking the harder path, the path of knowledge and growth. I must congratulate you…”

“Yeah, I seem to think I heard something about your lack of faith in me…” I muttered, fragmentary memories of a fading dream trickling from my mind, even with my great enhancements. There were lots of women, and they were talking about… wait, what was it? I can’t…

“Since you are here, and will likely forget this soon, the pressure of the highest Astral too much for your mind to retain, let me give you one piece of advice. The World Tree is a Tree of Knowledge. What do you need? Think on that. And take this warning to heart, even though you may not remember it. Though you are strong, there are always those stronger. Never rest on your laurels, always seek to grow. For those whose hands cannot grasp power, will surely find their happiness trickling from them like grains of sand through an hourglass. I pray to the Allfather and the World Tree we meet again in victory… though the fates often dash our hopes…” She waved a hand at me, and I felt my consciousness drop down, plummeting, the memories of what I had experienced sinking under a weight of ether that flooded my battered body, converting to a massive gush of aether, overloading my mind…

Wait, can I use this somehow…?

Funnelling the energy into Ether Healing, it was near impossible to control, and I had to constantly repair additional damage that the overspill of aether was causing to my subtle body, but I finally wrestled the diminishing tide into submission. As the tide ebbed, another silvery fragment broke off the bracelet within me, a shining bead that glowed brilliantly with a myriad of indescribable colours. It was eerily beautiful, and I could see it even with my naked eyes. The bead was drawn into my body like the last fragment, and as it moved…

… time restarted…

The dream, or vision, or whatever the fading remnants I could barely remember were, seemed to take many minutes, but as I moved, my mind snapping back into focus, it seemed like barely any time had passed here in the lower Astral. The Red Cap’s head was rolling away from me, and Hyacinth was still putting up a valiant struggle to fend off the Barghest.

“Akio, what-what is wrong?” Shaeula was calling as she fought her own Red Cap and a mob of Black Caps, and there was blood on her arm and shoulder from where she had been cut by his cruel scythe.

“Nothing… just... spacing out… I think…” What do you need? That thought echoed in my head, a woman's voice I had not heard before. But it jogged something within me. Yes, what do I need? I need the ability to see danger around those I love, to know how to protect them… The iridescent bead within me moved, and with it I felt something tear… in my wrist, as if something was being pulled out, away… I raced towards the Barghest as it bit down towards Hyacinth, only to be stopped at the last moment by a volley of fallen trees, which knocked him back a moment.

“Back the fuck off!” I hurled my spear, full of elemental energies within the bluesteel, and it flew true, piercing the Barghest in one eye, sinking deep. He lurched back, roaring, and I took that moment to snatch Hyacinth in my arms, carrying her to safety. She didn’t even have the strength left to quip at me, only smiling weakly and patting my back reassuringly. Wind blades danced, and the Black Caps that were holding off the Kamaitachi were caught between our attacks, quickly dying.

“It’ll be all right.” I put Hyacinth down, then looked over to Shaeula, who was still on the back-foot, unable to break the strange wards the Red Cap had. Still, she was not the weak girl she was before, and had slain many hounds and Black Caps. “I’m going to help Shaeula…”

“There might be mooore hidden Hounds…” Hyacinth warned me, her voice hoarse. “The grasses rustle strangely.”

Shit, yeah. The hidden dangers are the ones that kill… if only… I could… see…

The blazing bead travelled through my network, and as it passed the lunar Chakra, I felt another of the agonising tearing sensations. This torment passed through my bond, reaching Shaeula, who staggered for a moment, the Red Cap leering as it gouged her thigh with its wicked scythe. She leapt back, almost collapsing as her savaged leg wouldn’t bear her weight, before she barely managed to fend off a slash at her throat with the dagger of light, desperately halting it, her slender arm trembling with effort.

On seeing that awful sight time seemed to slow down for me again, everything moving as if it was wading through treacle or thick tar. The silver bead, trailing a comet-like tail of multicoloured sparks, continued to flow through my network, until it reached my right eye. Then… it exploded… was the only way I could describe it.

Ether was scattered all around us from the battle, many of the Wild Hunt already slain, and it was all sucked into me, turning to aether, some sinking into my glittering Eight Moons Chakra Network, while the rest was dragged into my eye. For a moment I could see a towering tree, higher than the heavens and wider than continents, feeling like an insignificant speck of dust, before gold and silver blanketed my vision like snow. Silver letters started to form, the writing erratic and barely legible, obscured by symbols…

Yo.r Sk^&&, Mys**c Ey£$ Of Pe$%£%$ion ha% ….. %$£^&^^&
Yo%$ £**ll, Se%$-$£%^in%tio% %as b%%n ….
You have g%$n%% A sk^&…
$%£$^ ^$$^^$ *^%&(** $%^&%£$$!!!!!


…as the nonsense gibberish seared through the mess that was my vision, the remaining ether was drawn into me, and in addition I could feel a significant amount being drawn from my Territory, the Silos emptying themselves into me. My eye shone, before detonating with a violent pop, blood splattering everywhere. My hand moved towards the open wound, slowly, oh so slowly, as with my remaining eye I could see Shaeula’s mouth creep open to cry in worry… what the fuck… my eye… it hurts worse than anything I’ve ever felt before…

It was as if a burning spear was driven into me, and as I wept blood from the open socket, I realised I could see again. The pain was fading, and suddenly I had a new eye, the scattered fragments of the shattered seed and aether gathering together, energy pulled through my bonds with Shaeula pouring into my lunar Chakra and exploding upwards, merging into the swirling mess of energies within my empty socket, forming a replacement, which quickly began to show me a familiar type of message in silver, though now it only showed in this new eye…

Mystic Eyes Of Perception Rank 0, Kin-Examination Rank 6, Self-Examination Rank 6 and Self-Examination, Territory Rank 5 have been merged with the se$% of th$ F%^&* &^ *he $£rl% Tr$$ Seed of the Fruit of the World Tree …


The silvery letters of garbled nonsense were struck through by an amber line, before reforming into legible words, also now amber, and the result was shocking. I felt… power. It was welling up within me, radiating out from my eye, down all through my network, which was shining brilliantly, pulling in more ether from the surroundings and converting it to aether far more efficiently than ever before.

You have gained a Skill, Mystic Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge Rank 1. [Class: Imperious] [Type: Law]


Wait, now we have a Type, as well as a Class? No, that hardly matters… the description was shocking.

As the Allfather gained knowledge from the first tree, the World Tree, the root of all realms, whose branches support the Akasha, records of all knowledge where its branches or roots reach, at the cost of one of his eyes, so too have you, through coincidence bordering on the impossible, gained access to the merest fragment of Akasha. Eyes of a Fae, freely given, a Seed from the Tree itself, priceless and Divine, a blessing from the highest Astral, a subtle body drenched in power gained through struggle, a need so potent that the Tree itself responded.
This Eye can see and know all, yet though it has but taken root within your very being, the effect is still weak. Nurture it, grow the Seed within you, and let your Eye comprehend all of creation, this gift that was granted to you that not even the First Wanderer enjoyed without sacrifice. Your Eye was given freely, yet such sacrifice appalled the Fae who wished to share her sight with you, so her gift to you was awakened, a new Eye for a lost Eye.


Freely given? Really? I had no fucking clue my eye was going to blow up! Though I suppose I was desperate for the power to see what must be seen, to know how to defeat our enemies…

Your League and Determination have…
League has increased from Nine to Eleven.
Foresight has increased from Eight to Thirteen.
Majesty has increased from Twelve to Fifteen.
Fate has increased from One to Three.


Fate? That’s new…

Your Intellect, Resilience, Alacrity and Aether have all increased substantially. They are now at…
Your Skill, Eight Moons Chakra Network has reached Rank 4. The Skill has…
Your Skill, Silver Cord has reached Rank 4. The Skill has…
Your…


Fuck, so many messages and I really, really don’t have time for this. I closed my unfamiliar Eye for a moment, before starting to move, time again seeming to speed up, though when I concentrated, my increased Alacrity and Intellect slowed everything down significantly.

“Hey, Red Cap…” I glared at the bastard who was hurting Shaeula. She had an awful lot of blood around her right eye, and it made me feel sick. If I discovered that she had actually given me her eye as the replacement for my lost one, I was going to be so angry… I don’t even want to think about it… “I suggest you start running, because when I’ve killed this Barghest, you’re next, and for every wound you’ve put on Shaeula, I’m going to repay you with agony.”

“My heart can not-not take such words…” Shaeula managed a weak giggle, still fending off the Red Cap and his remaining Black Caps. She then spun, alarmed, but before she could react I already had, my new Eye detecting the presence of two Silent Hounds. Earth spikes roared free, impaling them, and I turned back to the Red Cap. “Last warning. I killed your friend, I know how that lantern works and how to break it…”

At that the Red Cap actually paused, his eyes flickering to the dying Hounds, thrashing futilely against the rock lances piercing their guts. The Barghest was not impressed though, and he came roaring at me, the spear still lodged in his eye socket. Damn, seems like losing eyes is a theme tonight…

“You, kill me?” he howled balefully. “I am not going to kill you, no… I am going to drag you back to the Halls Of The Hunt, and you shall spend an eternity suffering. I shall make you watch as these other Fae suffer endless indignities, and…”

“Why the fuck does every second-rate villain always go to that when they take a beating? You’ve killed plenty, you should be prepared to die in return, right?” I grinned, though my expression had no humour, only withering contempt and rage. I’ve got quite a bit of flame and wind energy, it seems to have refilled somewhat from Shaeula and I’m also full of aether. I can do this…

“Insolent Fae wretch…” he roared, and as he barrelled towards me I set my trap. His front legs sank into the earth as I collapsed a trench in front of him, and the momentum sent him crashing to the ground, only to see me standing there, one freshly reloaded pistol pointed at his massive, undamaged eye.

“I only have one clip left… should be enough!” I fired again and again, his eye blasting apart, bullets blowing into his skull before he could react. “And then… Foehn!” His eye-socket erupted with citrine death, and his long, drawn-out howl was quickly silenced as the flames ate into his skull, silencing his howls forever.

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


I then casually wrenched free the spear from his other eye, brushing off the trailing sparks nonchalantly, and glared at the still hesitating Red Cap. “Still here? I told you that was unwise. It’s your turn now…”

At that the Goblins and few surviving hounds broke, rushing out between the ruined Fae Stones and fleeing. A couple of braver Black Caps raced into the fungal forest, only to stop after a few moments, clutching at their throats and eyes madly, before toppling over and expiring, mushrooms and tendrils of avaricious mould growing over them, their chest cavities bursting open to reveal glittering toadstools and waving tentacles of slime. The Red Cap looked back briefly, only to shake his head and continue along the grassy strip, heading for distant safety.

Damn, that’s a horrific sight… but… we won. Seeing that everyone was still alive, I walked over towards Shaeula, who rushed at me, her face and body dripping with gore. She leapt into my arms, her one eye peering at me, glowing brilliant amber.

“Akio, you fool-fool, when your eye burst I thought my heart would stop! Still, your new eye… I rather like it! It is still-still the moonstone shade I adore, but now-now faint flecks of my amber dance within.” She grinned wearily. “Eri will be so-so jealous.”

“But what about you?” I brushed aside her bloody hair, taking a closer look at her own wounds. “Your… is your eye okay? I got a message that you had freely given me an eye! Tell me that was bullshit!” I begged, and she only arched an eyebrow at me.

“Would that be so wrong? I felt pain at seeing you in such-such a state. We are connected, are we not-not? I would rather be blind than see you suffer!”

“But… I’d rather go blind than cost you your sight!” I growled, my anger rising.

“Well, it is indeed-indeed fortunate then…” Suddenly her blood-gummed eyelid slowly opened, revealing her still healthy eye beneath, and I sagged with relief, and nearly dropped her. Tears started to flow, and soon we were both crying.

“Thank the Gods…” I whispered. “I was terrified you’d done something foolish…”

“Well, perhaps I did. I consented to have my eyes taken, both if need-need be.” She shook her head. “And do not-not scowl at me so. If you could do the same for me, why can I not-not for you? In any case… I tried to offer-offer my sight, but instead I was somehow able to rebuild your eye using my essence, the remains of some strange-strange glowing fragments and Ether Healing. Such a feat, at such a distance separated… I could have done it to none-none other but you.” She grinned, puffing out her chest proudly. “Though I had made-made an Oath to trade my sight, I can not-not be held at fault if your eye recovered, making the Oath invalid. You hardly need-need three eyes, do you?”

I had to kiss her then. We were bloody and battered, and despite my earlier injuries, I was probably in the best shape out of all of us after the strange vision or dream I had, since my body was flooded with incredibly pure aether at that time. As we entwined, I could hear the Kamaitachi snickering, while Hyacinth pouted, crying sad tears, claiming our flirting was “annoooying, as a servant who fought sooo hard deserved praise”. Shaeula shrugged, and I turned, opening my free arm to her.

“All right then. You did do well. Come Hyacinth, let master give you a hug!”

“I am sooo happy!” she declared, rushing into my embrace, and for a long while I held the two girls tight, revelling in the fact that we made it through the battle still alive, if not unscathed, only for my Eye to see distant figures approaching, which suddenly resolved into a motley assortment of Fae, beast-types, faerie types, what looked like Elves, and more, all riding white steeds that had rainbow manes and hooves. On seeing us and the mess around, the corpse of the Barghest still slowly evaporating to ether, the leader, an Elven woman by the looks of it, raised her lance threateningly.

“I am Caeladaera of the Way-Wardens. Just… just what happened here?”
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“That’s a good question.” In my arms Shaeula nodded at me after exchanging a glance, so I took the lead. Makes sense. Shaeula isn’t supposed to be in the Seelie Court right now… “Caeladaera, was it?” I asked, and the pretty yet stern blonde elf scowled.

“That would be Way-Captain Caeladaera to you, stranger.” She looked around critically. “This grove is ruined. An atrocity…”

So, not in a good mood. I suppose not, if the Way-Wardens have been running all over the place to deal with Wild Hunt raids… “My apologies, Way-Captain.” I bowed smoothly, trying to exude as much Majesty and Charm as possible, and her steely blue gaze softened just a touch. It always unnerves me when blue-eyed girls look at me that way, reminds me too much of my sis and mom…

“Please excuse our poor manners, we have had to fight for our lives against the Wild Hunt, so we are not at our best. As for the damage… a great shame indeed, but…” What with the felled trees by Shaeula, the massive patches of burned ground I had caused, glittering tongues of Foehn still burning brightly in various places, and the long furrows of ripped earth Hyacinth had created as a side effect of her vines and roots, we had actually caused quite a bit of damage to the forest bordering the Fae Stones. “… unfortunately, the Wild Hunt were tenacious. To stop them we had to make hard choices. I could not allow my mistress to come to harm, as even she stepped up to defeat the foul forces of the Hunt.”

“There’s a Barghest dead here!” one of the horsemen called, although was it really a horseman if the rider was a sort of hedgehog Beastkin, an array of spines jutting out of their armour like a thicket of trees. I pity the poor horse… “A Red Cap too!”

The Way-Wardens quickly split up, only Caeladaera and a female foxkin remaining with us. As they inspected the many bodies of hounds and Black Caps, they were reeling in shock. “So, you mean to tell me that you six…” she eyed us all, unconvinced. “… defeated a full Wild Hunt raid? I can see you’ve fought, as you are wounded…” She could see the injuries and torn clothing of Hyacinth and Shaeula. “… but this seems… improbable. Just who are you, strangers? This area should be largely uninhabited but for a few old mansions dotted about where noble Seelie from the Court might spend a few pleasant evenings away from the bustle and strife of the inner realm.”

Shaeula was trembling a little in my arms, so I put on my most dignified and affronted expression. “That is simple. We are honoured guests of Shaeraggo Gul Shae Dannan, noble prince of the Seelie!” I declared grandly, inwardly laughing. Seriously, good job I remember his full name. I wonder what face he’d make if he could see me praising him like this? Not sure it’d be a pleased one… “I am a humble guard of my mistress, who has Prince Shaeraggo’s favour and was invited to this mansion. This is our maid, who fought bravely too.”

At my words of praise, Hyacinth blushed and started drooling a little, but luckily she was too exhausted to do much else.

“I see.” The foxkin sniffed. “I did wonder why you smelt so familiar. You must be weaselkin, then?” the foxkin spat. “If you can both take mortalform you can’t be that weak.” The fox shrugged. “Guess that fool Shaeraggo is in the market for a third wife… well, if you can fight the Wild Hunt and make it out alive, you can’t be that useless…” Shaking her long red bushy tail derisorily, the foxkin lost interest.

In my arms Shaeula stiffened, probably annoyed (or even nauseated) at the thought of being one of her brother's conquests, but I patted her back and head reassuringly, calming her down. Caeladaera was about to continue her questioning when the hedgehog came galloping back, excited, the mangled lantern in its hands. “Way-Captain! This Red Cap was a lantern-bearer!”

Her azure eyes went wide with shock. I followed her gaze, and as I looked at the broken lantern my new Eye activated.

Lantern of the Violet Void (Broken) [Item Class: Destroyed] [Item Type: Principle]
A lantern that traps a portion of Spatial Element, using the Principle of Space to warp the area around the bearer, forming both a shield and sword of impenetrable distortions. It has been destroyed and is no longer able to operate.


Finally! A truly useful appraisal cheat! Now I finally feel like a proper protagonist! Thank you… wait, who am I thanking… my mind is a bit fuzzy… oh yeah, Exposition-san! You came through for me… eventually! Still, this was the first I had heard of a spatial element in actuality, though some of the Chakra systems I had studied online in the early days had it as an element for the crown or throat Chakras. Though the throat seems to be darkness element, right?

“It’s destroyed…” Caeladaera marvelled. “A shame we can’t study it.” Her piercing gaze turned back to us. “Which of you did this?”

“That would be me.” I replied. “The Goblin scum was threatening my mistress, so of course I could not let that slide!” I was embellishing and adapting the tale for all it was worth. “My attacks were useless, seemingly pulled around the Red Cap as if by magic. But I noticed that at a point they moved in different directions, so when I aimed right in-between… the lantern was destroyed.”

“Really? You must have the good Fortune of the Queen herself.” Caeladaera mused. “It is a miracle you escaped with your life if they had a lantern bearer. The Red Caps have always been trouble, but since this early Hunting Season has started, they are showing up with these damn lanterns. We’ve lost Way-Wardens…” At that she made a strange motion with her hands, and the other Way-Wardens in sight echoed her. It must be a gesture of respect or something similar.

“I’ve always been quite happy with my luck.” I agreed. “But more importantly… the Barghest… like all villains, it really loved the sound of its own voice. I guess it hadn’t realised bragging about its plans always leads to defeat.” At that wry comment, Shaeula started giggling, burying her bloody face in my chest so as not to embarrass herself.

“Oh, and did you learn anything of note…?” Caeladaera leaned in, eager, perhaps thoughts of her fallen Way-Wardens inciting her need to strike back at the foes. “It was quite the feat, slaying a Barghest. Was it you who did?”

I nodded. “If anything threatens the safety of my mistress, be it Barghest, Demon or even a Dragon, I shall show it no mercy!” Playing up my act, which was not entirely one, I couldn’t help but notice that Shaeula’s ears and neck were flushed. Cute! “But that aside, the Barghest told me the other Hunts were distractions, and it wanted to capture the forest and mansion here and use it as a staging point for deeper raids. Our presence disrupted that plan though, and well… I guess he won’t be Hunting ever again…”

I then remembered something important. “Wait… he said his scouts reported that this area was sparsely populated and weakly defended, so either they’ve been getting through the Fae Stones unnoticed, or there are traitors here…”

“Traitors, huh?” the foxkin spat again, before Caeladaera could react. She had been looking at us strangely for a while. “Speaking of traitors… isn’t that an Unseelie in your arms?” Her mouth split, revealing jagged teeth. At her pronouncement, Caeladaera urged her horse backwards, silver lance levelled at us. Her eyes went wide, as she realised that under the mess of blood and wounds, Hyacinth looked like no normal Brownie.

“Just what is the meaning of this?” the Way-Captain cried. “Yes, she gives off a menacing dark aura! Is this an Unseelie trap? Wardens, fan out! Prepare for battle! We have been lured into an ambush!” She glared at us coldly. “I don’t know if you are working with the Wild Hunt, or you betrayed them, but if we are to die, then you Unseelie will perish under our lances and blades first!”

“Oh do-do be silent, fool!” Shaeula shouted, wind amplifying her voice. “She is but our maid, not-not some Unseelie monster.” At her words, Hyacinth started sniffling, touched.

“That’s right.” I said, projecting my anger masterfully with my tone, my increased Majesty helping. “I demand your apology for this insult, Way-Captain Caeladaera. You too, fox.” I fixed them with my steely grey glare. “Poor Hyacinth has suffered much at the hands of the Unseelie, and so she is at times a bit… damaged. But she is a good and honest Brownie, who tends to our hearth and home, makes the beds, cooks meals, sweeps and cleans… and she fights too. She held the Barghest at bay, at great cost to herself, while I dealt with the Red Cap and other foes. So… don’t you dare treat her as a monster! She’s not! If you want to try us, then feel free… but know that before you lay a finger on either my mistress or my maid, I’ll be dead, and I’m damn sure I can take most of you with me…”

“Masteeer! Sooo cool, you have stolen Hyacinth’s heart all ooover again!” she wailed, tears and snot soaking my arm where I held her. In my other arm Shaeula also agreed, rubbing her head against me, flames of lust igniting in her eyes.

“Way-Captain, Way-Captain!” Several of her forces galloped in on their brightly-burning steeds, followed by a welcome sight, which drove all the tension out of me. Ulfuric, Tillyae, and a nice host of weaselkin… reinforcements at last. Late for the battle, but still timely…

“Ulfuric, you made it. The battle is over, but… we are still having a few issues.” I glared at Caeladaera, who lowered her lance, conflicted.

“Master Ulfuric, well-met.” she called, dismounting and offering him a bow. I guess Ulfuric is a big-shot in a way, since he commands the armies of Prince Shaetanao. Sometimes I forget that, considering how often he’s beating me up…

“Way-Captain.” Ulfuric made the same hand gesture the Way-Wardens did earlier. “Well met indeed. The servants from the mansion returned, saying there was a Wild Hunt occurring. I have brought reinforcements but… it seems there is no need.” He saw the dead Barghest and rumbled approvingly. “The Hunt seems to have been dealt with appropriately, so… why the show of force?” He looked at the princess in my arms, who shook her head and bit her lip, motioning for him to keep his silence.

“They have an Unseelie with them!” the foxkin accused once more. “They say she was just a victim, but… I know an enemy when I see and smell one.”

“You know fuck all.” I spat, incensed. “I demand an apology. You not only insult Hyacinth, who shed blood doing your job, but you insult me, as her master, my mistress, and Prince Shaeraggo, who invited us here. All this after we killed a Barghest, a Red Cap lantern bearer, and numerous Silent Hounds, Black Caps and more… is this the pride of the vaunted Way-Wardens, to cast accusations against those that aid them? Well next time maybe we’ll just step aside and let the Hunt rampage, wave them on with a cheery oh, apparently we are all Unseelie, so go on, have a great time pillaging! By the Moon…” I made sure to swear in a Fae manner. “… you’re a sorry excuse for a fox. I thought foxkin were supposed to be cunning and intelligent, not some coward jumping at shadows of the Unseelie.”

Before the foxkin could respond, Caeladaera held up her hand to forestall her. “There is definitely something… unsettling about this… Hyacinth, you say…” At my nod she continued. “… but your words ring true. Your aid was most appreciated here. Your information also. Besides…” she sighed. “Master Ulfuric would not be collaborating with the Unseelie. Were such to happen, the very order of the Court would be on the brink of collapse. Wardens, lower your weapons.”

I held in a sigh of relief as the situation calmed. The foxkin was still glaring at me, yellow eyes angry and bitter, but I was in no mood to pay her any more mind. Instead, I decided to investigate the area, absorbing the remaining ether from the slain members of the Wild Hunt. It was a surprisingly decent amount, which was good. I remember drawing a lot of ether from my Territory. I suspect I just emptied the coffers. Oh well, we can always earn more…

On looking at the fallen and shattered Fae Stones I examined them as well, pleased to finally have the appraisal I’d always dreamed of.

Fae Warding Stone (Broken) [Item Class: Destroyed] [Item Type: Artifice]
A stone made from moon-blessed rocks that are quarried from a number of sacred sites in the Seelie Court. The natural moonsilver and crystal flecks within the rock anchor the Artifice crafted into them by talented Faecrafters. They strengthen the effect of the Territory nearby, and are also attuned to sense hostile intruders and send out an alert to receiving Bells. It is broken and no longer functions, but the material can be reused, broken down into jewellery and smaller crafts.


Damn, I’m nearly crying. Fighting the urge to wipe away a tear at the glorious effects of the Eye I had now, I asked a question of Caeladaera. “I don’t suppose I can take away one of the broken monoliths? The one that is shattered the worst is fine.”

She looked doubtful, but eventually nodded. “I see no harm in it. The Stones will have to be replaced anyway, and since you did fight bravely… if there are any problems, I’ll take the blame. Consider it an apology for… before.” She nodded to Hyacinth, who brightened at receiving consideration from a Seelie.

“That’s great. Well, in that case, my mistress is tired, I’d like to take her home…” Leaving Ulfuric and his troops to handle the necessary issues here, we returned to the mansion…
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“I am most-most exhausted.” Shaeula lay with her head on my lap in her bedroom. She was cleaned up and washed, and wore her usual yukata, which was now undamaged again. “Still… my brother can certainly make use of this-this. I will let him decide how much he shares, though by Price of Trial he can not-not say I am here…”

“Yeah. We can make good use of it too. But first… I’ve put it off while we dealt with the Way-Wardens, but now it’s the sweetest time of all. I get to check my upgrades!” As Hyacinth and the newly-returned servants bustled about outside, I looked down at myself, willing the Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge to activate, and soon amber letters were written in my right eye.

That’s new. I finally know who my… huh, Ortlinde… is that… Exposition-san? Once more I scrambled for memories, but was unable to grasp them, it was as if they were buried under a heavy fog. No matter. Oh wow, there’s more…

Oshiro Moonstone Akio [Chosen of Ortlinde, Valkyrie of He Who Sacrificed To Trap The Wolf, Tyr]


“Wow, wow. Just wow.” I echoed Aiko, speaking out loud in shock. As Shaeula looked at me quizzically, I explained. “I’ve discovered who my patron Kami is… well, I guess God, since he’s not Japanese. Looks like it’s Tyr.”

“And who-who is this Tyr?” she asked, head cocked to one side questioningly, which was so cute I had to pat her head.

“I’m no expert on Norse mythology, but I’ve played a fair few games that cover it. so if I get a few details wrong, don’t blame me… oh wait, Karen-chan is going to get a new project from me when we are back.” I grinned wickedly. “But yeah, he’s the Norse God of war and heroes. Hmm, considering the kanji in my name can be read as bright hero of the moon, maybe this was all meant to be?”

“Hero of the moon?” Shaeula grinned. “Yes, it seems-seems we were meant to be as well. After all, what Fae could turn down-down a hero of the moon?” The look she gave me was so seductive we took a quick break to tumble around a bit. After we settled back down, her head once more resting in my lap, me stroking her long amber hair, I continued. “He also tricked the great wolf Fenrir into imprisonment, at the cost of his hand. I guess he hates dogs as much as I do! After all, modern scientists say dogs and wolves are the same thing nowadays, as they can interbreed just fine. Damn, I bet if I called Fenrir a dog he’d go crazy…”

I grinned at the idiotic thought. Okay… so… I’m not saying mythology has to be true, but… if Valkyries are real, and Tyr is real, and they mention trapping the wolf… I shuddered then, really hoping I hadn’t set up a flag for a meeting with Fenrir down the line.

“Oh well, time to check my stats… well damn. I’m feeling rather proud right now.” The numbers, they’ve… gone up!

As I read them out to Shaeula, she smiled, though she was a little jealous of my growth, especially since I had now surpassed her in terms of Aether.

“I would expect no-no less from you, my Akio. Still, I shall not-not be far behind you! If you can gain such strengths, so-so can I!”

[Material Statistics]
Might              338 458
Fortitude         331 453
Intellect           351 553
Resilience       362 561
Alacrity           330 485
Precision         361 462
Aether           1069 1751
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune              17 19
Majesty              11 15
Charm                18 20
League                 8 11
Determination     7 8
Foresight             7 13
Fate                        3
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 3 Rank 4 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 3 Rank 4 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 5 Rank 6Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Aether Combat Technique Rank 3 Rank 4 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Crude Body Enhancement Rank 1 Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 4 Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 2 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Elemental Skills]
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 4 Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Wind Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 3 Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 3 Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Earth Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Lunar Chakra Of Wind, Flame And Earth Rank 2 Rank 3 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spear Technique Rank 3 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Sword Technique Rank 2 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Combat Technique Rank 3 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Elemental Spear Weapon Technique Rank 3 Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
[Practical Skills]
Ether Crafting Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Dvergr Techniques Rank 1 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Perceptive Skills]
Self-Examination Rank 6
Self-Examination, Territory Rank 5
Kin Examination Rank 6
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eyes Of Perception Mystic Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge Rank 0 Rank 1 Imperious (6) Law (8)
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 3 Imperious (6) Principle (7)
Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze Rank 3 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Level] 47 51
[Classes]
Fae-Souled 22/30
Kami-Blessed 5/20
Conqueror 6/50
[Territory Rank] 3


The layout had changed significantly now the letters were in amber, not silver, and the amount of information provided was significant indeed.

Now everything, in addition to Rank, had a Class and a Type. The details were as follows.

Rank was a measure of how effectively one could use that particular ability, so as one grew better practised and stronger with the Skill, Rank would increase. Rank was a measure of power in terms of a standard that applied throughout the multiverse, yet it also conferred benefits to the user, in a weird Ouroboros-style snake-eating-tail way. There were apparently walls to growth.

Going from Rank 5 to Rank 6 was very difficult, as was going from Rank 8 to Rank 9. Though I note my Aether Manipulation Skill has breached this first bottleneck… I couldn’t remember it going up, but I figured I must have done something involving a lot of powerful aether. Putting that aside I examined the Class next.

Class was a fundamental measure of the power level and potential of the ability, and higher was obviously better. As Skills evolved and Rank increased, it was possible for the Class to improve, though my Eye told me this was rarer once the class was Noble or above. The Class Levels were:

Cantrip – The weakest level, abilities that possessed little strength.

Lesser – Better than Cantrip, but not significantly.

Sufficient – An average ability. Martial artists and warriors often had Sufficient-level combat skills.

Powerful – These abilities were either at the peak of what mortal beings could do, lacking the augmentation of aether, or were the weaker aetheric abilities.

Noble – Excellent abilities, anyone possessing noble abilities was considered to have great potential.

Imperious – Few mortals possessed such powerful abilities.

Legendary – Heroes of myth and champions of the Gods sometimes possessed these abilities.

Mythic – A step below the Divine, abilities that can shake the world and dominate in battle.

Divine – Abilities used by Divinity and other beings beyond mortal imagination.

Transcendent – These abilities, if they existed, would be beyond the scope of multiversal measurement and have powers that defied even reality…

Lastly, Type seemed to be not the power level or potential of a Skill, but its fundamental nature. Again there were ten levels, each seeming to correspond to a Class. They were…

Simple – An ability of natural processes such as physical force, at the lowest level of power and understanding.

Complex – More effective abilities that exploit one or more natural processes.

Pinnacle – The strongest of abilities that use multiple natural processes.

Foundation – An ability powered by the lowest level of Rules that govern reality.

Rule – An ability drawing on knowledge of reality. Unlike Laws and Principles, the Rule is imperfect and can often be suppressed by greater powers.

Artifice – An ability made up of a combination of Rules. It lacks the certainty of higher-type abilities, but is still powerful.

Principle – An ability based on a portion of one or more immutable Laws. It can be overpowered by a suitable Law-class ability.

Law – An ability based on manipulating one of the immutable Laws that govern multiversal reality.

Fate – An ability that draws on Fortune, Destiny and Fate to effect a result, often creating near-impossible successes, the province of the Divine.

Mystery – An ability that exceeds the knowledge the multiverse understands and can measure...

As I explained these to Shaeula she listened in rapt fascination, barely even noticing when Risha and Velna brought us wine and snacks. “So… since my Eye is an Imperious-Law Rank one type…” (I decided to refer to them this way, it was easy to grasp and sounded cool) “…I guess it has a lot of potential.”

“And it is thanks at least in part to me, is it not-not?” Shaeula was fishing for affection and compliments.

“Yeah, I guess so. Speaking of, Kin Bonding And Restoration is an Imperious-Principle type, so I wasn’t kidding when I said your Skills would be considered broken if life was a game.” My heartfelt praise moved her, sparking her passion, so again we took a break to fool around, working off more steam from the battle. The door had creaked open a little, and I could see strands of black hair with purple and green highlights fluttering through, as well as a purplish-silver eye peering in, but I steadfastly ignored her and her heavy breathing.

“I’m interested in Fate too.” I mused, and the description was intriguing to say the least.

Fate- If Fortune is one’s luck made manifest, then Fate is the strength one has to avoid the strangling touch of inevitability, the cut strings of death, and the winding skeins of those who would seek to do you harm. The higher your Fate, the less likely you are to fall into circumstances where there is no victory. Fate does not aid you directly, but the swirling strands allow chances to be grasped to avoid even certain doom, should one have the wisdom and the will…


“Yeah, now that… is one cool ability. So, if the Material attributes are all that tangibly makes up a person, then the Intangible Statistics seem to be everything that comprises not the body or the mind, but… existence… I guess?”

We had luck and destiny, as well as presence, willpower, force of personality, the calibre of one’s very spirit and even glimpses of the future. Put together, Fortune, Fate and Foresight controlled one’s fate, while Charm, Majesty and Determination was the strength of personality, while League was the level of one’s being, perhaps even the soul, if such a thing existed...

“Well, all this means is, higher numbers are better, so we need to grind stats, all the stats.” I grinned at Shaeula, who took that moment to throw an empty plate at the door, sending Hyacinth skittering away, muttering sadly to herself. When she saw my questioning look, she grinned a touch bashfully. “She was distracting me. I concede, she has proven herself here, so my stance on her has-has softened, but still… I am not-not ready yet to have her peep on our… fun.”

“Well, no time for fun yet. I have a few last things to look at.” On checking my Eight Moons Chakra Network, I discovered some additional information which was quite interesting…

The network has been reinforced with power from Ortlinde’s Wolf-Hair Bracelet Of Silver Wisdom, one of the seeds of the Fruit Of The World Tree within having melted down and been integrated through the Lunar Chakra. All Chakras have been strengthened and work more efficiently. This Network has now perfectly adapted to a once-mortal body, with all the changes that entails.


“I see-see. No wonder you seem more Fae-like than ever.” Shaeula grinned, delighted. “I would not-not be surprised if you were considered half-Fae at least now. This pleases me. We shall live long together. But Aiko, Eri, your family, our friends… I am now-now a greedy female, I wish to preserve them all as well!”

“And we will. I guess that strengthening is why all my Chakras, including the lunar one, gained a Rank. That’s massively increased my elemental generation, I’m flush with power.” I then stopped, an idea coming to me like a bolt of lightning. “Hmm, if my Eight Moons Chakra Network has perfectly adapted, couldn’t we use me as a basis to adapt it for others too?”

As we discussed this, I tried to appraise the bracelet in my right wrist, but alas… I guess Rank one is still too low… all I got was…

Ortlinde’s Wolf-Hair Bracelet Of Silver Wisdom [Item Class: Legendary] [Item Type: Principle] - ??????????????


Now I feel guilty for bad-mouthing Exposition-san… no, Ortlinde… in my head all this time, to think I got a Legendary item right from the start! Even if the use-condition was that I had to gather a ton of Levels, it’s still great… Sorry! I clapped my hands together in apology. Of course, it seems even with my new Eye, I'm still not free of the curse of question marks...

“Well, shall-shall we return to the Boundary or the Material then?” Shaeula asked, a touch regretfully, perhaps enjoying her sojourn to the Fae lands, even if it was far distant from her true home.

“Yeah, but first… I’m curious about one thing…”
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“So, I had a question, and I guess you would be the one to talk to, Ulfuric.” I sat across the table from the giant badgerkin, who looked at me calmly.

“Very well, ask away. Your valour in battle and defence of the princess and the Seelie Court has impressed me. You have put my training to good use.”

“Okay, cool. So… why hasn’t the Seelie Court retaken some of the lost lands, like the Spring of Clear Reflections? It sounds to me like these sites were important, and not just with what they offered in terms of physical benefits, but spiritually and emotionally as well. I mean… the hill is just there, what, ten or twenty miles away?”

“You think we did not try?” Ulfuric shook his head. “The Fae dwindle away, new kin birthed from the Astral and by those who choose to pair up and mate with each other not sufficient to replace our losses. The decline is slow, but in time…” His eyes were distant, thinking about something or someone precious. “.. still, expeditions were raised. Though the Spring of Clear Reflections is lost for good. Any who set foot in the surrounding forest, they die quickly and painfully. They…. burst.” He grunted. “First one feels pain and can not speak, breath coming quick and agonisingly, unable to draw in ether. Then… the chest cavity explodes, mushrooms, toadstools and fungi growing rapidly, and then the body is consumed, joining the endless toxic forest of fungal death that surrounds the once-beautiful hill, with its clear spring of moonlight so beautiful…”

“I see. I think I saw that, a couple of Goblins ran in when they fled and it happened just like you said. Did people try covering their mouths and nose?” After all, it sounds like Fae don’t really need to breathe, it just helps them gather ether another way…

“Of course, and it did delay matters, but only for a short time. The end was always the same…”

“I see. Well, I’m just nipping to the border, I want to take a look at something. Mind coming along while Shaeula is resting?”

He nodded his head and followed me. As we left the mansion I could see the remains of one Fae Stone piled up, ready for transport back to my Territory. At the border itself, Fae were lowering in new stones to replace the gap, but that didn’t interest me. What did was… I see it. Yes… makes sense…

With the power of my Eye, it was possible to get a description of what I had suspected.

Myconid Death Spores – This is a collective name for these spores, pollens and seeds that blow endlessly in the wind through the forest. When entering through the mouth, nose, eyes or any open wound, or with prolonged exposure, they lead to rapid…


Before I had even finished reading, I knew I was right. Turning to Ulfuric, I grinned. “Great, I’ve seen enough. Looks like I need to have another talk with Ixitt and Bjarki.”

“You seem pleased. Just what did you see?” Ulfuric rumbled, and my only response was my smile growing even brighter, and…

“I see many Levels in my future, and a lot of good ether. Levels and ether, and perhaps even… the chance Shaeula needs to return to the Seelie Court, to go home, her head held high…”


One Hundred And Ninety-Six


On returning to the Boundary through the Ring Gate, after ensuring the mansion was secure and the Fae Stones had been replaced, I felt a sense of relief. This place… it really feels like home now. As I exited the gate, Shaeula hand-in-hand with me as always, Ulfuric and our forces following, I cast my gaze towards the ruby flows of elemental energy that played around it.

“Pretty.” Shaeula observed, grinning as she peered into my right eye. “When you concentrate, I can-can see the sparks of amber increasing within.”

“I’ll have to be careful then not to give my ability away.” I paused, having a thought. “Maybe I need an eyepatch. And it looks like I have power sealed in my right arm, so I could properly fit the mould of a chunni protagonist, one who never grew up.”

Even as I joked, I could track the play of energies within the red mist. In addition to providing appraisal like my old Skills did, it also functioned like Shaeula’s Mystic Eyes, seeing flows of aether, elemental energies and the unseen, though I hadn't developed the ability to be as effective as she had. Yet. I’m only Rank one. But it still gives me way more information than Rank five and six Skills ever did before.

Shaeula didn’t normally watch the sort of anime that had that sort of protagonist, favouring magical girl stories usually, but she had seen a couple of the major ones, including one where a boy gets betrayed and falls down below the bottom floor of a dungeon, loses an arm and an eye, and ends up as an eye-patched, gun-toting show-off, so she got the general idea. Her face twisted sourly. “No-no, I believe you are fine as you are. There is no need for such nonsense. Besides, it would be a great-great shame to cover your eye. I find it rather striking.”

“Oh, you.” I laughed, ruffling her hair. While I was here I decided to have a glance at our build queues, to give an indication of how much time had actually passed while we were spending around four days in the Fae Lands. Sadly my ether stocks were low, probably because I drained everything to empower and facilitate the growth of my Eye, so further additions to the queues would have to wait.

Looks like roughly two and a half Astral days have passed here as opposed to four in the Fae Lands. Interesting. That means that if we could take the training to the mansion, we could get extra time working in our favour… No Buildings had finished, though one Rank 2 Silo would be done in half a day, and a Rank 2 Ether Spire in a day and a bit.

“All right, time to see Master Bjarki.” I put on my bravest expression and strolled over to his forge. Ixitt and the ratkin were also there as usual, working away. On seeing us, Ixitt turned, eyes sparkling with anticipation. “So, how was it then? Did you.. keh… get a chance to test the guns?” He immediately questioned me without even a greeting.

Ignoring the long sigh from Shaeula I produced the pistols, handing them over. “I sure did. Blew through all the ammunition too. The explosive powder inside the shells is a nice touch. The Barghest certainly went out with a bang.”

“A Barghest, hmm? Keh, there must be a story to tell there.” Ixitt smirked, examining the pistol for signs of use, and inspecting some of the spent casings I had recovered.

“Wasn’t there just. You want to tell him?” I asked Shaeula, who was clearly bursting with pride, her chest puffed out. She then regaled him with the tale of us facing the Wild Hunt, paying particular emphasis to how I threatened the Red Cap that had hurt her, and the way I had stared down the Barghest, before coolly unloading the bullets into its eye and burning out its brain.

“I see, very… impressive.” Ixitt grinned. “I would, keh, have liked to see that myself. To think you would come across a Hunt and defeat it. Well, it was only a probing, keh, raid… even you would have struggled to see off a true Hunt, princess.” He then looked at me, hopeful. “These lanterns, they interest me greatly. Did you…”

“No, I’m afraid not.” I cut him off a touch sourly. “Way-Captain Caeladaera took it with her, she wanted to talk to her higher-ups about the lanterns and how to beat it. Apparently these new Red Caps have cost them some fine Way-Wardens.”

“I see. That is quite a shame.” he shook his head, disappointed.

“Don't despair, it isn’t all bad.” I pointed behind me, to see weaselkin carrying an assortment of shattered white rocks. “We did get a ruined Fae Stone to experiment on. That has to be worth something, right?”

“Indeed, keh-keh…” he coughed again, more from excitement than his prior injuries.

“And anyway, I have to ask you something. How do you fancy being part of a combat mission? You want to test that shotgun of yours, right? Besides, I’ll need an artificer on site.”

“A combat mission?” Ixitt looked at me quizzically.

“Yeah. I think you, me, Shaeula, Grulgor and Hyacinth should be able to handle it, some old-school TRPG party play.” At the unfamiliar term both Shaeula and Ixitt looked puzzled. “Grulgor to tank, me as hybrid tank-dealer, Shaeula as ranged DPS, You as ranged DPS and essential support, and Hyacinth as buffer and debuffer. We’ll need a few other bits and pieces, but… I think we can do it.” I grinned.

“I recognise DPS.” Shaeula snorted. “I can indeed output much-much damage quickly. And buffs and debuffs I understand.”

“I must admit I do not quite… keh… get it.” Ixitt mused, shrugging. “But I am sure you can explain?”

“I can. Lets just say we are striking a blow for the Seelie Court and Shaeula’s reputation. But first, I need you to work on some gear for us all. I may require minor changes, as I don’t remember everything perfectly and need to refresh my memory when I return to the Material, but…”

As I explained what I wanted, Ixitt at first looked puzzled, then surprised, then thoughtful, and finally elated. “Yes, keh… keh. I think, no, I know I can make that work! Such a pinnacle of Mortal Engineering! I shall gather… all my idle kin and begin work, as well as… keh… speak to the Kobolds. Marvellous. Yes, staying here was the… keh, keh… wisest decision I have made.”

“Having that cough is still an issue through, considering.” I mused. “Let me do another round of Healing. I think I can do even better now.” My Eye glittered, and I could see areas of damage to his subtle body, and now that Ether Healing was Rank 5, it was simplicity to fix the remaining damage to his throat, lungs and also the damage to his throat and heart Chakras, which I had not been able to do prior to this.

“There, all done.” I said, and Ixitt took a deep breath, marvelling at the lack of pain and irritation.

“It… it is wonderful.” He grinned. “Even your aid before made it much more bearable… but now, I am healed.” He did a little caper of joy, his tail lashing. “And now I can run even riskier experiments, knowing that I can be cured of any unfortunate injuries!”

“Don’t push your luck.” I laughed at his enthusiasm. “Anyway, uh, I need to speak to Master Bjarki. I kind of… wrecked one of the Twin Fangs.”

“Ye did what’n now?” Bjarki popped his head out of the forge. “T’swords were damn fine work, so they were.”

“Sadly, they came up against a spatial distortion, so no matter how good the craftsmanship, the end result was inevitable. Still, even being warped and broken, it still struck the telling blow. Its partner avenged it.” I declared, trying to head off his anger.

Bjarki looked at me flatly. “Show me then, I nay have’n all day.”

Pulling out the mangled blade I passed it over. Bjarki pursed his lips at the sight of it, but then his expression changed, and I could almost feel his concentration.

“Aye, this’n be why.” He muttered eventually. “Still, can ye not see it?”

Shaeula looked at the sword then, eyes glowing, and I did the same. What I saw shocked me.

Single Fang Of The Twin Fangs (Broken) [Item Class: Destroyed] [Item Type: Foundation]
A sword of mixed dwarven-steel and bluesteel, made by the renowned Dvergr craftsman Bjarki, one of a matched pair. It was destroyed by a Spatial barrier, but even as it was warped and shattered the bluesteel within greedy absorbed some of this Element and has merged with the dwarven steel and mutated.


“I do. It’s changed, even in destruction.” I agreed.

“Aye. Any weapon made by m’craft, they’n never be simple. Even so, this’n be quite t'shocker.” He put out one hand, and I looked at it, puzzled.

“T’other blade.” he asked, sighing in annoyance. “They’n be a pair, so t’remake one, I needs must remake t’other too.”

“Oh, I got you.” I retrieved the second fang and passed it to Bjarki, once more lamenting I was barely able to keep weapons intact for long. “And one last thing. Ixitt might need your help on an important project too.”

Bjarki gave me a flat look, which I interpreted as ‘why the hell is this fool giving me more work?’, but he nodded slowly and headed back inside, taking the Twin Fangs with him, Ixitt’s laughter chasing him.

“Right, in that case, Ixitt, I’ll leave the work to you. I’ll send someone to bring back Grulgor from wherever he is rampaging, and I’ll get the information we need. But now we should head back to the Material. Coming, Shaeula?”

At her nod, we departed for the Material once more.
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Opening my eyes, Shaeula starting to stir beside me, I checked the clock at our beside. Just before one in the morning. Crap, we’d been a bit over a full day away, it seemed, so the time dilation had been roughly four times to two and a half times to standard, from the lower Astral downwards, give or take an hour here or there.

I grabbed my phone from the bedside, and sure enough, there were a ton of missed calls and messages. Wincing, I scrolled through them. Karen-chan had sent me a fair few, as well as Kana, and I also had a rather peevish one from Hinata-san.

"Well, to think I finally managed to drag my brother to training today, only to find you and Shaeula weren’t even there! It’s really quite frustrating! Still, I did as you wanted, Motoko-san, that Kana girl and I, we led the session, and everyone, even my brother, tried hard. I still am not really getting it, but… oh, never mind. You owe me a favour now, all right?"

“What is it?” Shaeula asked, peering over my shoulder, her eyes still sleepy.

“Hinata-san. Demanding favours since we missed the session. Speaking of…” I quickly responded, apologising and thanking her. I doubted a young lady like her was up at this hour, but she’d likely see it in the morning. “… now I have an Eye as well, we can really increase the effectiveness of our Chirurgery, can't we? Especially with my newly integrated Chakra network as a model. First we need to diagram it. How are you at art?”

Shaeula yawned, then smiled shyly. “Art, you say? I think I am not-not terrible at it. As I was raised a princess, naturally I had instruction in music, art, dance and many-many other matters, though it pains me to admit, in my arrogance I was a poor-poor student indeed. Very well, do you wish me to paint you? Then remove your clothes and we shall-shall get started.”

“Nope.” I bopped her on the head. “I know you just want to get frisky, but we did enough of that in your mansion for now.” It’s hardly like I don’t enjoy it, hell, I love it, but pressing matters come first. “I want to make sure we are prepared for the battle to come, so get some sleep. I’m just going to use the computer a bit first, do some preliminary checking.”

“I will then.” She yawned once more, mentally exhausted. Though as she lay down, her amber gaze on me, she spoke, her face looking… troubled, perhaps. Or maybe cautious? “Akio. Are you sure-sure you wish to risk yourself trying to retrieve the lost lands of the Seelie Court? I…” She struggled for words, trying to make herself understood. “I would be happy of course. I am a Fae, I love the endless twilight, the moon-moon, the groves and the lakes, the magnificent forests and the majestic cities you have not-not yet seen. But I love you more. I would not-not see you die trying more than you can manage. Nor Hyacinth, drooling idiot though she is.”

She pursed her lips sourly. “I must-must admit I was wrong about her. Damaged she is, definitely, but perhaps you were right, and it is not-not too late to redeem her. Ixitt too, and even that brute Grulgor. I would not-not lose my friends and allies trying the impossible. There is time-time yet, we have no need to rush.”

Oh Shaeula. You’ve grown so much. Feeling a bit emotional, I pulled her up off the bed and onto my lap, kissing her tenderly, softly, hugging her until she calmed down. When I finally released her, our lips damp with the taste of each other, our eyes moist, I grinned. “I get it. I’d never put you at risk carelessly again. nor poor Hyacinth. Ixitt is too valuable to risk carelessly, and even Grulgor, for all his faults, he’s kept his Oaths. So don’t worry. I don’t intend to do anything stupid, like take on the Wild Hunt all by ourselves.” I grinned. “But…” I paused for emphasis, leaving her hanging on my every word, our gazes locked together.

“But?” she echoed, eager, my obvious confidence starting to fill her with hope.

“But it just so happens that the Spring of Clear Reflections and the surrounding forest… that I’m almost certain we can take back. I just need to double-check my memories on a few things.”

“Really? But the forest kills all-all who enter it, long before one even fights the evil Fae that overtook it.” Shaeula disagreed.

“Yes but I know why and how.” I tapped my head and my right eye, allowing it to glow amber. “And knowing that, I think with a combination of ideas from Earth and some judicious Mortal Engineering, as Ixitt calls it, we can remove that danger from the equation. Then it’s simply a matter of us doing what we do best. Charge in, defeat the enemy, seize the spoils, and celebrate with booze afterwards.” I grinned, kissing her astonished face again.

“Truly?” she asked, and I nodded, kissing her once more. Damn, I need to stop with the affection, or I will get side-tracked and get nothing done.

“Truly. If I can’t get the plans in place we’ll drop the idea. But if we can, then just think of the rewards.”

“So, what-what is this great plan of yours?” she asked, and with a smile I told her. For a long moment there was silence, and then…

“Will…” she said slowly, impressed. “…will that-that actually work? Is that why you wished Ixitt to make those strange devices?”

“Yeah, that’s right. Assuming Ixitt can get it done, then the greatest weapon of the enemy, the Myconid Death Spores, they’ll be totally useless.”

“Very well-well then.” She yawned one more time, lying down, eyes sliding shut. “I shall leave the planning to you.” Soon she was snoring softly, her small chest rising and falling. I watched her for a while, smiling tenderly, before turning to my PC and booting it up quietly. “All right then, time to confirm if my memories are correct.” Who would have thought some stupid esoteric knowledge I picked up from old games would actually be useful…
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Oh look, the sun’s up already. I had researched all night, and things were indeed the way I remembered them, so it was entirely possible for Ixitt to duplicate what we needed, even improve on it with the ideas I had. He’ll probably make some tweaks himself too.

The team build was also important. I had Ether Healing at Rank 5, which offered large resistance to harmful substances and foreign matter which was perfect. Shaeula had it at a lower Rank as a little insurance, and Hyacinth seemed able to manipulate wood and plants, so if I coached her, she may well be able to further increase our defences. Grulgor has immense vitality and regeneration too, and Ixitt… well, he’s needed to maintain the gear and in case of emergencies.

My phone then beeped, and looking down, I could see a reply from Hinata-san. It’s still early. I guess noble girls don’t get much sleep. Reading it quickly, I frowned.

"At least you responded to me! I am still disappointed you weren’t there, I trust you will be this evening? My brother will probably skip out again, but it can’t be helped. By the way, I was hoping I could ask for your assistance. I would like you to meet my grandfather soon, if at all possible. I’m convinced it would be to both our benefits. I hope for a favourable response."

“Hoping for a favourable response, huh?” I said, and behind me Shaeula stirred, blinking sleepily. Seeing as she was waking up, I fired off a quick reply, saying that I hoped it wasn’t a marriage meeting, but I’d be open to offering her my assistance since she did good work helping lead the training session. Moments after the message was sent, my phone rang, the ringtone loud, fully waking Shaeula.

“Uh, hi Hinata-san. That was a speedy response.” I greeted her.

“Well of course, when important matters need to be discussed, there’s no point waiting. In business, if you hesitate, you lose. Oh, do stop fussing Kasumi…” she suddenly declared loudly, before apologising. “Sorry, Kazumi was being a pain. So, a marriage meeting huh? Why, are you hopeful? If so, too bad. At least you are starting to see how appealing I am. But no, I was hoping… well, grandfather has an old injury from a fall several years ago, and he walks with a stick as it didn’t heal properly. He had father late in life, so is older than you would expect. It’s been hard for me to explain to him just how special your abilities and this opportunity is."

"Don’t get me wrong…” she continued, her voice tense. “…grandfather understands that Fujiwara-sama and the others value you highly, so he does the same, but…” Her voice dropped to a whisper, and I could imagine her hunched over the phone. “I have an idea I want to put to grandfather, and I think your aid would be persuasive.” She then continued in a more normal tone. “Besides, what granddaughter wouldn’t want to see her grandfather free of pain? Can you do it?”

“I do not-not see the harm.” Shaeula agreed, listening. “After all, is not-not Hinata-san one of our precious allies?”

“Yes, I am!” Hinata-san agreed, obviously hearing Shaeula over the phone. “My idea will help you too. It’s a win-win!” she declared boldly. “Besides, seeing everyone working together, and having met your sister and Eri-san, I now think we might just change the world after all…”

“She is indeed a clever girl.” Shaeula approved.

“Fine. We can discuss it at training tonight. I can’t promise, but as it happens my Ether Healing Skill has improved again, and I have an additional ability that will help, so yes, I can probably manage it, assuming you can get your grandfather's consent, of course.”

“Great! I am pleased you met my expectations.” she said happily. “Fine, Kazumi, I know, I know. Sorry Akio-kun, I have to go, or I’ll be late. I shall see you this evening.”

After she hung up, I pondered her request. “Healing her grandfather? Well, that’s not a big deal. Family is important, after all, and he already knows about us to an extent, else Hinata-san wouldn’t have been dispatched to us as a liaison for the nobility. I wonder what she means by win-win though?”

Shaeula shrugged. “You can simply ask her later, can you not-not? Anyway, I am quite-quite ravenous. Where is my breakfast?”

At that I grinned. “Give me a minute, princess.” I bowed in courtly fashion. “Your humble servant will whip you up a feast fit for royalty!”
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“Morning, boss!” Tanaka-san greeted me briskly, shuffling around the office with papers in hand. “There sure were a lot of girls at the shrine last night.” He grinned, looking entirely different to how I was used to seeing him, his careworn features and downtrodden aura having cleared up, work giving him back his purpose.

“It isn’t just girls, Tanaka-san.” Hashimoto-san chided him. “Sorry about that.” He said to me. “I hope you weren’t offended.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I waved it off with a light laugh. “I can’t argue, there are a lot of girls in the training school. Sometimes I feel like a schoolteacher on a class trip. Though last night others had to supervise. Anyway, is Karen-chan in her office?”

Tanaka-san nodded. “Yeah, she’s in the back.”

Finishing with my greetings I knocked on her door. “Come in.” she called, and when I opened it and she saw me she smiled. “Akio-kun, what brings you here?” On seeing the grin on my face she stiffened. “Oh, another strange task, I see.”

“You got it.” seeing her pout like a younger girl amused me. “Don’t worry though, it’s just data gathering, should be easy enough. Firstly I need you to gather information on Valkyries and the God Tyr.”

“Uh, what?” she asked, surprised and at a loss.

“Valkyries. And Tyr. The Norse God and Valkyries from Norse mythology. I need information on them, the best that can be gathered. Rumours, old stories, wiki articles, anything, though it’d be great if they could be drilled down by plausibility.”

“Plausibility. Right. Right.” Karen-chan rubbed at her eyes tiredly. “If it wasn’t for the fact you pay me damn well I’d think this was all a prank, but nobody wastes this sort of money on a joke. Fine, I’ll pass it to one of the guys. So, what’s the second thing?”

“Oh, this one’s easy. Can you find me a nearby arts and crafts shop that sells person-sized canvasses and art supplies? I need it rather quickly, as I have to do a bit of painting this morning.”

“Painting huh? No, I won’t ask.” She sighed again. “Fine, no problem, leave it with me and I’ll text you the address. Though actually, I do just have one question…” She arched an eyebrow at me sardonically.

“Sure, fire away.”

“You’re not painting a nude of Shaeula are you?”

What. The. Hell? At my dumbfounded expression, she burst out laughing. “Oh God, you are still so fun to tease, Akio-kun. A guy who is cheating with two beauties shouldn’t be so easy to fluster. Now go on, shoo, shoo! Thanks to you we have more work to do!”

Scuttling out, my face red, I ruminated on her words. She’s right! Why am I so embarrassed? If I wanted to make art of my beautiful fiancée, there’s nothing wrong with that. Though I’d never do a nude, no way I want other men to see Shaeula or Eri naked. Still, why does Karen-chan think the same damn way Shaeula does? Is it a woman thing?

Still, that didn’t matter. What did was getting everything prepared for this evening. It was time to put the power of my Eye to the test!
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So it turns out it wasn’t Shaeula who was getting the nude painting done, but me! Damn, if only Karen-chan knew! I guess Shaeula got her way in the end, after all.

“Do not-not move.” Shaeula demanded, her eyes glowing brilliantly, her face showing intense concentration. Her yukata was covered with blotches of paint, and while I had tried to convince her to use the various marker-style pens we had bought, she declined, deciding she was more comfortable doing it how she learned when she was younger.

“Fine.” I sighed, not even able to cover my crotch. My only saving grace was that the painting was going to be covered with various lines, patches and other coloured marks, largely obscuring everything. Shaeula hummed to herself as she worked, the theme from a popular idol group she heard about while in Nishimorioka, and watching her gave me a new appreciation of her charms.

Seriously, I know we have to fight and grow stronger, but when this is all over, won’t it be wonderful, Eri, Shaeula and me, our family, our friends, all just lazing about, spending our time doing things we enjoy, just taking it easy… Renewing my resolve to save the Earth and protect everyone I cared about, so that happy future could come to pass, I watched Shaeula paint, until she declared she was done.

“I have finished. It is quite-quite the masterpiece.” she said proudly, turning around the canvas.

“it’s… well yeah, it’s certainly something.” I agreed. Yeah, it’s a really good painting, for real. But having all the branching capillaries, primary trunk-way, eight primary Chakras and numerous smaller secondary sub-Chakras drawn in makes me look like I’ve swallowed a galaxy of stars and glitter.

“Right, one last check. Bring over the mirror.” I said, and she wheeled over the full-length mirror I bought Shaeula a while back so she could see herself when she changed clothes. Placing it next to the painting, I channelled aether into my Eye, examining myself in the reflective glass. Will this even work?

“So, can-can you see it?” she asked, and I nodded, a little surprised.

“Yeah, it works. Though everything is back to front, it doesn’t seem to be an issue, I can understand the layout just fine.

Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 4 [Class: Noble] [Type: Rule] – This advanced and well-formed Chakra Network consists of…


The description wasn’t what I wanted, so I let the amber writing fade, concentrating on seeing within my body. So, does the Eye pick up on some sort of reflected light that we normally can’t see… aetherlight, maybe? Damn, that’s a fascinating question. No time for that now though.

Comparing my image to the painting, Shaeula had done a fantastic job. I did make a few small additions with the marker pens, but otherwise it was masterful. Seeing where all the nodes and sub-Chakras were and how they linked up properly in one image was certainly instructive. With this we can improve the effect of exercises for everyone. Huh, what?

I paused as I heard the rustle of cloth and heard something fall. Turning my head I could see Shaeula had stepped out of her paint-splattered yukata, which vanished, leaving her naked. “Now you shall paint me!” she grinned. “After all, are not-not males and females built differently? I would hate for you to assume that Hinata, Motoko, Kana and the others should-should be attuned in one manner, only to do them harm.”

No, seriously, I can see it in your eyes. You just want me to paint you too, don’t you? Well damn, Karen-chan was right after all. Resigned, I picked up a brush, determined no-one was going to see this painting!
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“You have talent as well, it seems.” Shaeula grinned, admiring herself. “Though you should-should have used more paint and less of these pens.”

“Cut me some slack.” I shrugged, mentally exhausted. “I was always okay at art, but most of this has come from the fact my fine motor-control is utterly superhuman now. So, check yourself in the mirror, but remember the reflections are backwards, so don’t make a mistake or we’ll end up wiring someone up wrongly. I’d hate to injure someone badly, causing them to short-circuit.”

“I understand.” Shaeula said, facing the mirror.

Well, the painting is certainly nice but… As Shaeula took her brush, dipping it in paint to make slight modifications to areas I had been unable to fully see, I considered this carefully.

“Say, Shaeula. That’s a crafted body you are in right now, from the Throne, right? Plus you are a Fae. Will this even be useful as a reference for girls?”

She shrugged, still painting away. It was rather distracting, as she was still unclothed. “I think-think this body is effectively that of a mortal female. It was perfect, down to even the most intimate details, was it not-not?” She flushed, remembering, and it was a treat for me, seeing her whole body redden. “Still, it might perhaps be best to have one-one more painting for reference. Perhaps Eri would be pleased?”

I rolled that around my mind. Yeah, I think she’d be happy I wanted a painting of her so long as no-one else but us saw it. “Eri is back in Nishimorioka for now. It isn’t really an option.” Pushing the two large canvasses together, side-by-side, we compared them. “Yeah, they’re almost identical. Though I can see the differences around the root and sacral Chakras. They are positioned slightly differently, and the capillaries and sub-Chakras around them are also connected in alternate ways. Most of the others seem the same, though there are a few other areas where they don’t align.”

“Well, males and females are different.” Shaeula repeated. “With these and our Eyes, I believe we can have greater successes than ever before.”

“Yeah. Well, we’ll leave them to dry for now.” I checked my phone. “We still have quite a while until our students arrive, so, what shall we do now?”

“I think I know.” Shaeula licked her lips, still naked, and I grinned. Well, why not? After all, we’ll soon have no time for fun for a while…


Side Sixty-One - Ulfuric Ral Salamandrastrae


“Yes, excellent. Keep in formation.” Ulfuric rumbled, as the weaselkin warriors in their heavy armour wheeled expertly, shields raised to block the falling volley of arrows from the weaselkin archers, while Tillyae led her musicians in a rousing chorus, boosting their strength and speed with their songs.

“Danaera, your mages missed an opportunity.” he called out to the leader of the weaselkin mages, who were firing off orbs of wind, though they were tuned down to merely hurt, rather than cause damage. “You need to be quicker at exploiting the gaps. And as for you…” He turned to the newcomers, weaselkin who had been spawned mysteriously from these… Barracks, he called them. “Fighting like that, you will never stand up to the charge of a determined enemy. Very well. Enough!” Ulfuric finally roared, bringing the mock-battle to a halt.

“Tillyae, good work, just be sure to work on stamina for your musicians, if they falter due to tired hands and throats, then lacking your protections, the front-line will be vulnerable. Danaera, I know you are not the true leader of Prince Shaeraggo’s mages, but you now have command here, so you must be more decisive, lest your enemy take the initiative.” He continued to point out their faults and areas they could improve.

“And lastly…” The mob of princess Shaeula’s strange weaselkin formed up, armed and equipped with a variety of weapons from another mysterious building. The quality was below the standard his troops enjoyed, but Bjarki, that wily old dwarf, he was gradually creating facilities that would allow rapid creation of solid, high-quality basic arms and armour. When that was done, the problem would vanish. “Watch how the other units perform. You lack cohesion and responsiveness. Always keep the initiative. Even in sieges, letting the enemy dictate the pace and terms of an engagement is disastrous, to say nothing of on the open battlefield.”

They listened to his lectures, then dispersed when he was done, returning to their training. Watching them go, he was once more struck with a deep melancholy. If not just weaselkin, but others could be brought into existence, could it be possible to… no! He crushed the thought ruthlessly, not prepared to entertain any hope this late.

As he turned away, ready to retreat down the hill to where he was lodging, he saw an old friend. The way he was walking was unusual though, carefree and upright, not hunched over and wheezing. I know the princess and her consort had healed his worst suffering, but he looks a new Fae. Ever since he moved here as well, it is though the shadows plaguing him have vanished. He slowed his long strides momentarily as he was lost in thought, and Ixitt, his old friend, turned and waved cheerfully, running, yes running over, breathing quite normally!

“Ulfuric, finished with beating the troops into shape?” Ixitt grinned. His face was still covered in scars, but a lot of the burned flesh had been replaced by healthy skin, fur starting to sprout anew. On seeing his gaze, Ixitt lashed his tail happily.

“Akio, he healed me. Completely and perfectly. I can hardly believe it.” He took a deep breath, savouring the ether that rushed into his body. “Though apparently it would be a liability, my old injuries, for the mission.” He grinned, showing his teeth. “The mission, yes. So tell me, Ulfuric. It must strike a chord with you, must it not? After all, it is the dream of all badgerkin to retake Salamandrastrae back from the monstrous allies of the Unseelie, is it not? You most of all.”

“A dream? Yes, a dream.” He remembered it though he was only young at the time. His father, bundling him up into a warm coat, his mother, ruffling his fur, her expression kind. The sounds of gargantuan booted feet slamming on stone, the clink of metal on metal, shouts and cries, roars so loud the very walls vibrated, the smell of blood even overpowering the sulphuric reek of the Salamander Pits…

“Mother, why won’t you come with me?” he asked, a question unworthy of a badgerkin, but he was young, too young, and scared, trembling not from the cold, for the halls of Salamandrastrae were always warm, but from fear, the killer of reason.

“I can’t, my son.” She shook her head. “As nobles of the Seelie Court, and badgerkin, there is no way we can allow the cursed brutes the Unseelie have brought through. If we retreat, then the fertile plains and valleys beyond, the forests and glens, the rivers and lakes… they’ll take them all and destroy them, just as the monstrous Giants have ruined everything else they touch. What pride is there in living, if all honour is lost and duty is dead?”

“Then… then can’t I stay?” Ulfuric cried, though the thought of remaining behind had terrified him. Even so, to leave without his parents scared him just as much, if not more.

“Of course you cannot.” His father rumbled, voice like the sound of the fiery mountain they dwelt in as it roared in its fitful slumber. “We have our pride, but we are not fools. All of the young, and a number of elders, selected by lottery must be sent away. Well, we shall not fall here of course.” His voice was stern. “The badgerkin stand firm, never retreat, and our enemies break upon us like water upon the shore. Even so, a wise Fae plans for all possibilities. Now, you are my son.” He bent down, giving him a brisk, business-like-hug, before releasing him. “Stay strong, and we will meet again.”

As the elderly badgerkin woman took his hand, pulling him away from his parents, Ulfuric remembered blinking away tears. Bad memories indeed, but well-worn ones.

You lied father. I used to resent you for that, but… time fades all painful flames to mere embers, like the molten tears of lost Salamandrastrae. “Our old home is lost, and the badgerkin decline with it. Though in the end, the Unseelie paid a terrible price to take the mountain, many of the misshapen, brutish Giants they called to our lands from their vile corner of the lower Astral slain by sword, spear, bow and axe. Though we could not retake it, at least they bled so much they could no longer push on. Though their raids still strike out from it like burning needles.” He clenched his fist, muscles tensing, as if to crush the Unseelie to death with his bare hands, or tear Giants limb from limb.

“True. A great loss, yet also a victory. Even in defeat, your father, he managed that, did he not?” Ixitt tried to calm him, and Ulfuric took a deep breath of his own, leashing the fiery temper, the molten anger within that all badgerkin shared, that had led to their dwindling. No, I am not like the others. I am simply Ulfuric now, I no longer carry the Salamandrastrae name.

“I concede that he did.” he agreed coolly. “Still, all Fae who attempt to penetrate the forest will die, just like before. I cannot believe the princess is going along with this madness. I remember carrying her on my shoulders as a child. She was cute then, quiet yet quick to smile. At least until she grew old enough to hear the whispers, the slanders. Why did Prince Shaetanao never put a stop to it?”

“Master Ulfuric, I want to grow up big-big like you!” The cute little weaselkin beamed at him, running away from her maid, who trailed after her disapprovingly. Ulfuric noticed the shadows in her eyes as she looked at her young charge, but it was not his place to interfere. No, he was not Salamandrastrae now, just one of a number of badgerkin who grew up learning the craft of war, determined to pass it on to the rest of the Fae, so that losses like they had endured would not happen again, foolish, hopeless dream though that was.

Reaching down one mighty paw, he patted her, gently, so gently, for the poor half-Fae had seemingly inherited few of the strengths of her father or her foreign mother. “I think you should instead grow kind, beautiful and strong, rather than big.” he spoke softly. “Always remember, only you can know your own worth, what is important to you.”

At that he lifted her up to his shoulder, where she sat, giggling softly, her amber eyes curious and still full of innocence. A shame she did not take his words to heart, letting the bitter vitriol she was showered with at her lack of talent consume her, stupid, arrogant servants and others enabling her self-destructive, boastful behaviour.

Shaking his head, Ulfuric growled. “I grieved when she was sent away, even though she had lost her way. I always remembered the kind, inquisitive child who loved to ride on my shoulder. So when her brother wanted to come here and find her, bring her to hidden safety, despite the danger it posed to the already crumbling status of his family, I agreed to assist. Imagine my surprise…”

“… when you found her so changed.” Ixitt laughed. “I barely knew the princess at all, I am more acquainted with her sister. Thank the King and Queen those two are little alike. To think she has found herself a lover, and a mortal at that. Though Akio is certainly no ordinary mortal.”

“No, no he is not.” Ulfuric agreed, remembering how different the princess was now, the bold way she addressed him.

“Oh Master Ulfuric, I remember watching you and my sister train when I was a child. You were so big, so strong, yet so-so kind. Even now this has not-not changed. I appreciate your care. Yet you do me a disservice. I have stated it again-again and again. I am not-not the child I was. I shall face you, and I shall give it my all.”

No, she had indeed grown up, standing proud, wanting to show off to her chosen partner. For him. She had no wish to be separated from him.

“My foolish brother hampered you. Had you treated it as a battle, rather than a mere-mere tool of chastisement, I should have stood little chance.”

True, she had gained strength, but not let her newfound worth blind her to reason. She knew she won not because she was stronger, but because she was prepared to fight for what she believed in. For him. For them. She did not want to see their tears.

“My forces gave a good-good account of themselves. I shall have to reward them later. I do not-not suppose you would care for a duel, Master Ulfuric? Taking you all at once would be… tiring.”

Even in the face of defeat, she could still smile. Because if she did not, they might worry for her, and she wanted them only to smile as she did.

Remembering her pride, honest, earned pride in herself and her own abilities, her bravery, her determination, her dark humour even in the face of defeat, her bitter tears as she lost, not for herself but for failing those she cherished… “She has grown up beautifully. Perhaps the words I spoke to her took root in her spirit after all. She has grown kind, beautiful and strong, but not big…” Though if those small seeds have sprouted into fine growth, then the mortal, her consort, I see he must take much credit. Support, love, faith… only they can change a warped tree to a tree that stands tall, proud and honest.

“Was that a joke? From you, Ulfuric? How unexpected.” Ixitt snickered. “So, I understand your misgivings, but..”

“The mortal is too reckless.” Ulfuric cut him off. “I respect his power, but when he set himself ablaze to fight Shaeraggo, that was foolish. His chance of victory was slim, the only real choice was to concede.”

“Really? I know you don’t believe that!” Ixitt lashed his tail. “Look over there for a moment.” He pointed, and Ulfuric followed his gaze. “That’s the ghost woman, right?”

Ulfuric nodded, unsure of his point. “Once an enemy, but now a friend. One he has promised to restore to the mortal realm, so I hear. And she believes it, though the thought seems to scare her a little too. And look at us. We came here as enemies, and now, well, I rather like it here. My kin too. He does not discriminate against us. Think of the maid, the Unseelie. He gave her a name, gave her a home. Reckless, you say? Of course. She was a danger to us, certainly. Shaeula too, was once his enemy, and Grulgor. You see it too. I know deep down you see a lot of the badgerkin of old in him. Did your father, your mother retreat? Was it reckless? Yes, undoubtably so. Did they die? Alas…” Ixitt bowed in grief, causing Ulfuric to look away, his face twitching with complex emotions.

“But he knows what is worth fighting for. Your parents, the many badgerkin of Salamandrastrae, heroes all, they died but they saved countless other lives holding the tide of Unseelie and their Giant allies back for so many days, fighting until they could fight no more, then somehow finding more beyond even that.” Ixitt pressed, and Ulfuric nodded, evaluating his words honestly.

“I must admit, seeing him burn his very flesh to defeat Shaeraggo, which all thought impossible… yes, it moved me. It ignited the dormant flames within me, seeing him brave those flames to stand up for the princess. That is one reason I agreed to stay. I wanted to see how the princess and her new lover would fare, and give them a little aid on their journey. He then fought well against a powerful enemy and triumphed. He understands to be strong requires hard work, endless dedication and training, and he has taught the princess that too. If Prince Shaetanao could see her now, I am sure he would be moved and rejoice.”

“And hence why he wishes to retake the Spring of Clear Reflections. Such a feat, which all, even you, claim to be impossible. If he and the princess succeed, well, who could stop her triumphant return to the Court?”

“It is impossible.” Ulfuric declared. “I applaud his care of her, I admit he has been good for the princess, and he is worth my aid, and more importantly, my respect. If he was to marry her and become her consort, perhaps I could even see myself asking Prince Shaetanao to allow me to serve them, but throwing their lives away at a faint promise of a dream? I am disappointed.”

“You feel betrayed that someone you found to respect is making a bad choice, I see.” Ixitt nodded, illuminated. “I understand that. Prince Shaetanao has been making erratic choices too of late, and Duke Vulpatrius has taken full advantage. It must pain you to see this mortal take the same path, gamble on poor odds and lose. But hear me, Ulfuric, old friend.” Ixitt breathed out, such long unbroken sentences beyond him before. “Why is the forest around the Spring considered unconquerable since the vile Fae that inhabit it now befouled it?”

“Of course it is the seeds.” Ulfuric declared, confident. “The very air is filled with them. But no matter how much one shields their mouth and nose, it always ends the same way. At best one can buy a few minutes with cloth windings or helmets.”

“It is not seeds, but something smaller.” Ixitt grinned. “They are so small that they will pass through cloth or any gaps in armour, even through the eyes and any open wounds, or eventually eat their way through exposed skin.”

“Then if he knows that, why is he…” Ulfuric began, before he was halted by Ixitt’s laughter.

“Because he knows devices that can prevent this! And I can make them! The perfect fusion of mortal ideas and Faecraft, true Mortal Engineering! Oh, if I was but a woman I would surely offer myself to him. Perhaps I shall have to offer him my finest daughters instead, bring him into the family that way…”

At that Ulfuric barked a low laugh. “If the princess hears such talk, she may well be angry. So, even should these devices work, any damage to them, and death still awaits. Surely he can see that?”

“He has a plan, I know that. The members he chose. Me. Him. Shaeula. Grulgor. Hyacinth. There is forethought behind them. He is far from a fool. Yes, he is reckless, but one thing he is not, is reckless with the lives of others.”

At that, Ulfuric had to agree. The care he showed for the princess, and his other wife, the mortal, well, it was deep indeed. “No, you are correct as always. Still, such a gamble. I will need to speak to him first, to make sure he has considered all of the things that could go wrong. After all…” He paused meaningfully. “I consider him my pupil. I would ill wish to see him die, or worse, face the grief many of us share, of losing those we love.” And if he could succeed, somehow, take back the Spring, well then… He had to wonder. Would the day come when the Giants were chased out of Salamandrastrae, and the grief of a generation of dead badgerkin finally laid to rest, washed out with blood of the usurpers?

I can listen, at the least, offer my advice. The mortal is not a fool, he has won many battles. And, perhaps one day I shall have the daughter of the princess on my shoulder, looking out over her mother and father training under me, weapons flashing under the moon, the lands at peace, the Unseelie, Wild Hunt and all our foes driven back. If so, perhaps that dream begins with one daring event, shattering everything we thought we believed, mortal cunning and knowledge, yoked to Fae spirit and wisdom, finally beginning to take back the endless losses. Would that not be wonderful?

Ulfuric was lost in thought, his gaze flickering back to one of the strange Barracks that the mortal could build. He was so engrossed he didn’t see Ixitt leave, still cackling at his friend's transparent thoughts.

So far he has passed all my tests. I would be a fool not to at least hear him out. But if he is wrong, and gets the princess killed… well, even should he flee back to his mortal world, one day he will find my hands around his throat…


Side Sixty-Two – Fukumoto Hinata


“So, the angles can be calculated by…” the female teacher was explaining, quickly drawing up the equations on the whiteboard at the head of the room. Hinata made notes, but her heart wasn’t in it, as she had other concerns. It never really bothered me that I couldn’t have my phone during class, as per the school rules, but now that I have things I need to talk about… She frowned, remembering the conversation she had with Akio-kun that morning. Having spoken to commoner girls in his hometown, they are very different, especially at school.

Apparently they were allowed mobile phones on them at all times, and while they weren’t able to use them in classes, the two blonde girls, Yae-san and Rika-san, they admitted to idling on them during class and not paying attention. Her frown turned into a small grin as she remembered Motoko-san being shocked that they would break the rules that way. A typical noble response. After all, the rules, our family, noble pride and traditions… all are to be obeyed without question.

Hinata considered herself the most worldly-wise and normal of the nobility, though normal carried the sort of negative connotations she didn’t appreciate. Of course, up until recently I wasn’t considered a true noble, but now… Unbeknownst to her, her facial expression changed again, her shocking display of animation unnatural and drawing attention. The teacher fumbled over her words for a second, before remembering her training, and resuming the lesson as if she had seen nothing.

And that’s another thing! The teachers in their school weren’t just women and older, married men, but they had young men too. It made sense, in a way, since girls and boys were taught together, even so… Yeah, a lot of the girls here only know their brothers and fathers as the only men in their lives. It’s stupid and unfair. My brother gets to have all the fun he wants, but us…

As she glanced around, nobody was paying her any attention, all staying impeccably focused on the lesson, their noble poise perfect. All except for one girl, anyway. She was eyeing Hinata with a disapproving expression on her face, and when she noticed her, Hinata also struggled to contain her emotions.

Sakura. Her cousin, daughter of the Takatsukasa house and thus one of the four most important girls at school, was watching her, her delicate features and refined bearing at odds with the way her hands were gripping her pencil, knuckles white with effort. On seeing that, Hinata looked away, focusing on her lesson as best she could. There’s no point getting upset about it. Sakura is… well, Sakura. Sakura was always lecturing her about the ‘proper way to comport herself as a member of the Takatsukasa bloodline’ and that she should be ‘less brash and excitable, always elegant and quiet’.

Which is a joke. How is it that I’m expected to behave as a member of nobility, as a relative of grandfather Itsuki, yet I am constantly being told by everyone that I’m not a member of the nobility, and that mother can’t be considered a true Takatsukasa ‘after marrying outside the nobility’. It simply isn’t fair!

A part of her knew that Sakura wasn’t to blame, that her cousin genuinely meant to help her with her constant chastisements, and that Sakura had problems of her own, considering the dire state of Takatsukasa finances, only the support from the other great houses and charity from the nobility keeping their estates intact, but even so… Considering without the money my father and grandfather give to them every year, they would have had to sell priceless ancestral lands and heritage… it just isn’t fair. After all, Sakura was loved and respected by everyone simply for being Takatsukasa Sakura, while she was looked down on and considered lesser, despite her bloodline being the same.

I hate unfairness. After all, my grandfather built Nichibotsu out of nothing, yet his value is denied just because our family doesn’t have a hundred years of legacy…

Once more she wished she had her phone. Akio-kun had agreed to her request, to help her grandfather. And sure, she did want her grandfather to recover. He wasn’t as young as he was, and that old injury was a source of pain to him, though he tried to hide it. But most of all… Father and mother care about re-joining the nobility, recovering mother's status as a Takatsukasa, but grandfather, he just wants us to be happy and successful. As the teacher put up another equation, Hinata remembered the message Akio-kun had sent her. Marriage meeting, huh? So, is it on his mind?

It was on her mind too. Father and mother were very happy since Fujiwara-sama had decreed that the Fukumoto house was now the Fifty-Eighth house of true nobility, no longer one of the Three-Hundred. Still, that just makes them hungry to go even further, and to that end…

Fortunately at that moment the bell for lunch rang, so Hinata was able to sigh in relief, looking down, her face hot. What… what do I actually want? Before, all I expected was a marriage to one of the lower sons of the Fifty-Seven, or if very lucky, a marriage to a second or third son of one of the upper nobility. And then… Well, one just had to look at poor Motoko-san. She was looked up to by some of the girls from the Three-Hundred, for having her own dream and desperately trying to stick to it, as well as still managing to retain the poise, charm and behaviours expected of her.

I want the praise, the respect, to be treated fairly. But that isn’t all I want. Grandfather built up a colossal company from nothing… I want to be the one who builds up something special from this new paradigm. When people look back in fifty, a hundred years, I want them to say ‘Oh yes, the founder of that company, Fukumoto Hinata, she did it with her own hands and wits…’

She didn’t notice Sakura, who looked as if she wished to speak to her, and she left the classroom, heading for the dining hall, where girls from every year and class would be gathering. Untapped lands, healing of injuries and diseases, longevity… how much more can this strange world Akio-kun has started to conquer offer? There’s so much I want to ask, so many questions I want answers to. But… how can I persuade him to give me what I want? The training is great, and I admit it’s a large concession, but to allow me to go further, to know more, that asks for a lot of trust. I know I'm worthy of such trust, but...

She remembered the brilliant, mischievous smile of Shaeula, and the thorny defensiveness of Eri-san, yet when talk turned to Akio-kun, they both looked the same, full of trust and love. The sister too. That painted a very clear picture. If they asked for anything, he’d give it to them without hesitating a second...
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“Hinata-sama, are you well? You look a little flushed.” Kazumi observed, approaching her as soon as she entered the dining hall. Despite there being well over a hundred girls within, ranging from elementary schoolers right through to the final year of high school, there was none of the energy and loud conversation that the commoner girls had told her about. No, everyone was in small, quiet groups, mostly within bands of status, the Three-Hundred sticking together, while upper nobility had daughters of Vassals with them, but few others.

So stupid. History and tradition is important, I get that. But as the world changes, we have to change with it. I think Fujiwara-sama and Ichijou-sama realise this. Akio-kun surely won’t be the only key to this new world, I hear that the Military has some people too, or so Motoko-san says, and I wouldn’t put it past some of the Three-Hundred to hide their own. There are the shrines too, but… could any be as good as Akio-kun is? After all, he has Shaeula, he’s helping us train… he controls a chunk of Tokyo in this Boundary…

As Kazumi repeated her question, Hinata snapped out of her reverie. “Yes, sorry Kazumi, just thinking. I have a lot of my mind.”

Glancing around for an open table, she quickly saw the usual demarcations. The Fujiwara girls were alone with their bodyguards. There was Honoka-sama and Miyu-sama, both sitting alone, just with their bodyguards. As always, seeing the sisters who guarded the two Fujiwara daughters made her smile. Rumours are they are from an old ninja family. A load of nonsense, I would have thought, but now… perhaps there is more truth to it than I thought. In any case, they were considered the strongest bodyguards in school, though both Sakura and Mayumi-sama would disagree, extolling the virtues of their own guards.

Speaking of, Mayumi-sama was sitting at the centre table, as gorgeous and bright as ever, her bodyguard beside her as always. I’ve never met Mayumi-sama alone, even when I visit her house, her bodyguard is always there. Still, everyone kept their distance, as Mayumi-sama was queen of the school. Only three other girls matched her, but Sakura and Honoka-sama were younger, and Sakura had other issues, and while Miyu-sama was the same age and of equal lineage, she was… too meek.

“Anyway, I think I want to talk to Mayumi-sama. Follow me.” As Hinata began to cross the cafeteria to the table, not even stopping to get food from the exceptional buffet the school put on each day, she was hailed by Motoko-san, followed as always by Natsumi.

“Ah, Hinata-san. Good afternoon.”

They exchanged greetings, and it seemed Motoko-san wished to talk. Hinata hesitated, torn between heading over to Mayumi-sama as planned, when a third person interfered. Sakura, trailed by her own bodyguard, had come to talk to her.

“Sakura-sama.” Motoko-san said as a greeting, and Natsumi bowed politely to her and her bodyguard, who was trailing along behind her, constantly alert for danger. Seriously, the bodyguards need to relax. Nothing is going to happen here at school…

“Motoko-san.” Sakura replied politely. “Can you excuse me for a minute, I wish to have a talk with my cousin.”

Before Motoko-san could agree, Hinata shook her head in denial. “No, I’m sorry Sakura, but I need to talk to Motoko-san and then I plan to spend lunch with Mayumi-sama. So whatever it is can wait.” she disagreed loudly. I’m not in the mood for a lecture today. I want to keep my feelings of excitement and promise.

At her flat denial, which was not something a lesser daughter should have been able to get away with, facing Sakura, a buzz went around the room. The girls who were daughters from the Three-Hundred looked away, while the true nobility showed interest, usually paired with disapproving looks. Except for Mayumi-sama of course, who laughed loudly, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Though she still looks gorgeous doing that.

Sakura’s bodyguard made to intervene, but Sakura held her back with an upraised arm. Before she could ask again, Mayumi-sama’s bodyguard came over, dressed in a sharp male version of the school unform, which made her stand out from everyone else like a blade amidst flowers. Although the ninja sisters are equally eye-catching…

“My apologies. Hinata-sama, Motoko-sama, Sakura-sama. Mayumi-sama asks you to join her, she has something she would like to discuss.”

“Well fine. If that’s all right with you, Motoko-san?” Hinata asked, pointedly ignoring her cousin, though Hinata felt a little bad doing it. Maybe spending a little time with commoner girls has given me a fresh perspective. Sakura can be very annoying, but she does care for me in her own way, as much as the bounds of nobility will allow. But… The idea that perhaps Akio-kun could be engaged to Sakura flickered through her head.

It made sense from a certain standpoint. The other higher nobility would look down on her massively if that happened, just as they did for Hinata’s mother, but she had a younger brother to inherit Takatsukasa house, and if, no, not if, but when Akio-kun made a name for himself, earned wealth and power and offered wonders that only he could provide, then his support would bolster Takatsukasa house, freeing them from the shackles of their decline since the war.

It's a good plan… from the standpoint of upholding the nobility. But, no, I don’t like it! Not only would Sakura suffer like her mother had, although likely for far less time, as she was sure with the right advice, Akio-kun would soon build up enough power to make even the nobility hold their tongues, but she also didn’t like the idea for reasons she couldn’t fully understand. No way, Sakura isn’t right for Akio-kun anyway. She’s too trapped in the noble world. She won’t be able to train and support him like Motoko-san could, or me. Besides… Eri-san will never allow it. Somehow that thought made her smile.

“It is fine.” Motoko-san agreed. “If that is acceptable to you, Sakura-sama? I believe you have likely been told about Akio-sensei and the work we are undertaking, considering you are a daughter of Takatsukasa?”

Sakura nodded, looking like she wanted to sigh but was too refined to lower herself. Approaching the table, they all sat down.

“Why don’t you grab these girls some food?” Mayumi-sama gave a gorgeous smile, but it was clearly a dismissal. “With my guard here, nothing will happen.”

The other bodyguards waited for permission, but at the nods of their charges, Kazumi and the others left. “Right then.” Mayumi-sama said. “I wanted to have a talk with you, Hinata, Motoko-san. Since you are here, Sakura-san, you can listen in.”

Sakura nodded, oppressed by the force of personality Mayumi-sama exuded. She’s confident, knowing there is no girl more noble than her in Japan, and few equals. “So, you’ve been too busy to see me lately, Hinata. I’m so sad.” She took a sip of her tea from a porcelain cup. “But my grandfather tells me you’ve been doing all sorts of things.” Her gaze went to the small group of out-of-place girls who were at one far table. There were three dark-haired and pretty girls of various ages who looked like sisters, as well as a girl in shrine maiden garb, making her stand out, “I’ve attended some of these special classes. Rather boring. But apparently yours are more… fun?”

“Hardly fun.” Hinata snorted, earning another askance look from Sakura, who deplored her display of bad manners, especially in front of Mayumi-sama. “Motoko-san likely enjoys it more than I do, since there are some similarities to martial arts. Still, what lies at the end… now that is beyond belief, Mayumi-sama. You’ll be amazed, I’m sure!”

“Oh, do tell.” She leaned forwards, eyes sparkling with curiosity. “Grandfather is very reticent about the details.”

“I don’t think so.” Hinata refused proudly. “I have ideas, grand ideas, and I don’t want anyone beating me to them!”

“You’d refuse me, huh?” Mayumi-sama mused. “I suppose it is true then, that the engagement will be going ahead.”

“Engagement?” Sakura asked, looking down and seeming mournful.

“I… I plan to speak to my grandfather and father soon.” Motoko-san was hesitant, but it seemed the right time for her to speak. “I think I’ve found my path. A world where I can put my skills to use, pass them on, and even improve them. It helps that Akio-sensei is very kind. I think that love could bloom, if I worked on it, though doing my duty and preserving my Tsumura Arts are reward enough.”

Sakura looked like she wanted to say something, but was torn. Mayumi-sama put down her cup and looked at Motoko-san, considering her response. “I see. Well, I know your marriage talks up to now have come to nothing. If you’d just give up your weapons, you’d even be a decent match for my brother. But…” She looked at Motoko-san, her dark eyes serious. “… you’ll suffer for that choice. Even ignoring the fact I hear this Akio has multiple wives already, the others of the Fifty-Seven will always look down on you. You’ll go from a beloved heir of Tsumura to a fallen noble. You’ll lose much to keep what you wanted.” At her words, Motoko-san looked troubled, and Hinata noticed that her resolve seemed to have faded a little.

She was so certain, so definite that Akio-kun was the one, back in Nishimorioka. Even to the extent of kneeling before him. But now, away from him, in the cold light of day, her heavy emotions starting to fade, seeing her normal life, hearing Mayumi-sama's words, her sense of logic, her worries, they start to cool her desire, her certainty. It's only natural...

“There are fifty-eight families now! He’ll be the fifty-ninth!” Hinata protested, setting her worries for Motoko-san aside, only to get a look from Mayumi-sama, one full of disappointment and pity.

“In name, certainly.” she conceded. “Grandfather, Fujiwara-sama, they both agreed, and the lesser houses will of course obey. But even by decree, everyone knows the Fukumoto house is too new, too raw, too… mercantile… to be truly noble. You only staggered into this by luck, by finding this Akio. And he is a commoner through-and-through. Grandfather has thoroughly investigated him.”

“Maybe so!” Hinata declared, feeling her eyes getting hot at the rebuke Mayumi-sama delivered to her. “But his fiancée, Shaeula, she’s a genuine princess! That’s true nobility, right?” She felt the need to defend him, and her own choices. I see. I don't like hearing him belittled...

“Maybe so. But she isn’t a princess of Japan, is she? Do we care here about foreign girls?” Mayumi-sama shook her head. “And just like your father, even if you marry well…” She paused to smile at Sakura. “… that doesn’t change your bloodline or heritage.”

Is that what you really think, Mayumi-sama? If that is true then how can I ever win your respect? If all that mattered was the age and legacy of her family, the one thing she couldn’t change, then wasn’t she stuck, forever an outsider? Biting on her lip, she was about to speak when Mayumi-sama spoke up, not seeming to realise what Hinata was thinking about.

“So, will you be accepting the marriage talks too, Hinata? It’s not a bad deal from your perspective. I know your parents have been trying to pursue a match with the higher nobility, but to be honest, none will take you unless it’s as a concubine or maybe a wife for a third son out of the line of succession. At least here you’ll bring a lot to the table. I believe the commoner needs money, doesn't he? This princess can’t be rich, it seems. I hear the other girl is a poor commoner. You might be behind this princess and Motoko-san, but at least you can be in second place. For a while, anyway.” She looked at Sakura then.

“I… well, yes…” she managed to stammer, very unlike the usual composed and perfect Sakura, who was the very model of elegance, that all the younger girls looked up to. She’s only harsh with me… But, I’m shocked. Mayumi-sama, do you think so little of me?

“I still think it’s too soon for bringing this Akio into the heights of the nobility. After all, he doesn’t understand the magnitude of what we uphold. Though for Sakura-san there are a few advantages. Being in charge of this new phenomenon would give Takatsukasa house a focus to replace all they’ve lost, and if it does prove profitable in the end, well, we can stop supporting them financially. Your family will be happy about that, Hinata.” Mayumi-sama said something thoughtlessly, just causing the heavy lead weight in Hinata’s chest and throat to grow.

“No, if you do marry him, Sakura-san, you’ll have to give up your status. Whatever the benefits your family sees, you’ll gain none of it. I feel sorry for you. My grandfather would never make that choice. Fujiwara-sama has two granddaughters, so could spare one, but he loves them greatly and wouldn’t see them shamed. No, you are the only choice for this.” Mayumi-sama turned away from the downcast Sakura, back to Hinata. “At least if you pave the way for her, Hinata, you can spare your cousin some risk. After all, he might not be a good man, or a fool, or the power could change him.”

“Actually, I believe he is quite a fine gentleman.” Motoko-san defended him, though she still looked rather uneasy. “Natsumi and I have no complaints. We do not know him well, but from those around him, we only hear good things. He would never mistreat those he considers family.”

“I see. Well, I trust your senses.” Mayumi-sama allowed. “But it makes more sense to allow Hinata to test the waters. She’s got less to lose.”

Something inside Hinata burst. Her eyes welled up, and she left a burning in her chest. “Mayumi-sama, why is it only me you don’t seem to care about? I… I thought I was your friend!” Towards the end it was close to a wail, and she could feel the hot gazes of the many girls at other tables around them, subtly mocking her. Motoko-san reached out a reassuring hand to her under the table, which she appreciated, and even Sakura looked like she wanted to speak up.

“My friend?” Mayumi-sama was puzzled, looking embarrassed. “Of course you are, Hinata. You are very entertaining and a lot of fun. After all, who else dares to approach me and speak their mind? I enjoy spending time with you, hearing your strange view on things. But does that change anything? You are just one of the Three-Hundred, no matter your mother's blood. Now, please stop making a scene, you are embarrassing us and making a spectacle of yourself.”

I see. I’m… I’m not a true friend. Maybe I can never be true friends with Mayumi-sama, as there’s a wall between us that can’t be broken. Our pasts. She barely ever speaks to Sakura or Motoko-san, but she’s spared them more consideration than me, her so-called friend. She remembered her brief stay in Nishimorioka, meeting other commoner girls, Shaeula, Eri-san. Also the people at the training school.

Shaeula was proud of her nobility, yet kind and funny, and didn’t look down on us. She said… she said she used to be too proud, and it led her to end up alone and desperate, only Akio-kun reaching out a hand to her. Eri-san, she loves him so much, and Shaeula too. So she doesn’t want others to come between them. I understand that, but I think she’s going to lose that battle. No matter what Mayumi-sama says, Akio-kun has too much value to be tied down…

“So I’m just a clown, a jester?” she sobbed, hating herself for displaying her weakness, when she swore she was going to be finally acknowledged as an equal. But that can never be, not through normal means. Only if I achieve something so earthshattering that it overturns the very nobility itself, will I truly be able to be friends with Mayumi-sama, the girl I’ve admired for so long.

“Oh, Hinata, calm down. I get that you are sad, but this…" Sakura began, but she interrupted her, rubbing at her soaked face.

“I get it. I’m just entertainment. I respect you so much Mayumi-sama, you are everything I want to be, but you… you are just the old Shaeula, proud and alone, not understanding the true joys of friendships and love. Well, you just wait and watch. I’ll build something so incredible you’ll be looking up to me!” Hinata took a deep breath, stinging her throat. “Motoko-san, Akio-kun, he… no, that isn’t right.” she amended herself. “Akio, he treats everyone the same. Be it princess or shrine maiden, commoner or noble. So if we end up taking the same path, I’ll not back down just because you are from a better family.”

“I understand. We are all students under the same teacher, after all. I expect no less. Though it will be a hard path, making Akio-sensei accept. Eri-san is not so against it as she thinks, but Akio-sensei has deep loyalty.” Motoko-san pointed out.

“I don’t get this.” Mayumi-sama said, genuinely puzzled, trying her best to ignore the tears, as the display of emotion actually confused her, as it was not noble. “You both barely know this man. I understand arranged engagements, I too will have mine soon, no doubt, and likely half the students here at Hanafubuki are already engaged. But you seem to have a lot of faith in him for a commoner you have barely met.”

“I do.” Hinata said, surprising herself. And it helps that he is very handsome, just my type. When I first saw him, I was amazed such a handsome man existed. Those eyes. Full of steel yet kind. “Sakura.” She spoke to her troublesome cousin, who she could never decide whether she resented or liked, one that was always criticising her, but from a place of familial affection, despite the yawning gaps in their status, which frustrated Hinata to no end through its massive unfairness. “I don’t know what grandfather Itsuki has planned, but if it should be that they decide you should marry, be sure to decide for yourself. If you don’t want to, don’t do it!” Her words surprised herself, that she would offer them, but she wasn't done.

“For all the good nobility does, it is horrible for us noble girls. Yes, us. I’m a noble too!” Hinata declared proudly, the effect spoiled by her red face and runny nose. “Akio-kun is a kind man, he’d not mistreat you, and I’m sure you could come to like him. But he’s not nobility. No, he’ll be something more. Don’t assume that if you married him, your life would be like it is now. No, it’d be more confusing, terrifying and most of all interesting. We’ve been shut in our birdcages too long. Motoko-san, why don’t we break out of the cage and do what we want for a change? If we work together, we can bring down Eri-san’s guard, and I’m confident…” she smiled through her tears. “…no man can resist me and what I’m going to offer. I have so many ideas and I don’t even know much about everything yet. Tonight I’m going to make him tell me everything.”

“You need to get a hold of yourself.” Mayumi-sama warned. “Nobles comport themselves with…”

“Sorry, Mayumi-sama!” She cut her off, and from the look of shock on Mayumi-sama’s face, it might have been the first time anyone ever did. “You keep telling me I’m your friend, but not a true noble, so forgive me this undignified display of emotion. I challenge you, Mayumi-sama! I’ll create something new that supports the nobility, yet changes it to be better, more fit for us! You want to be entertained, well, let your friend entertain you to the bitter end!” Turning to Kazumi, who was waiting with the other bodyguards, her expression concerned, she stood, forcing a smile.

“Come Kazumi! We must leave, I have much to do!”

And before Mayumi-sama or Sakura could answer her, she was off, her food untouched…
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“Sorry Kazumi.” Hinata muttered, as she sat down in the nurse's office that she had borrowed. “I got too worked up. I just thought that Mayumi-sama thought of me as more than a toy. I hate this. Why can’t we be judged on our own merits? Grandfather is far more a man than many nobles who squander their wealth and ruin what they were given by their ancestors, even more so than the Takatsukasa's. But no more.” She had decided.

“No, I’m going to grasp this chance. If the world as it is can’t give me what I want, then I’ll change it so it can! And the first step to that is winning over Akio. You’ll help me with that, Kazumi, won't you?”

“Are you sure?” Kazumi asked, looking troubled. “There are lots of other ways. Marriage is a big step, especially since he already has women.”

“So why do you dislike him so much?” Hinata asked, genuinely curious. “You’ve always been wary of him, more so that other men.”

“Isn’t it obvious? Other men have never entered your eyes. If he was an ordinary man, perhaps I’d give you my blessing, but as I said before, you’ll be one woman among many. Is that happiness?”

“Really?” Hinata smiled. “I sometimes forget that unlike most bodyguards, you don’t come from a noble background. I would rather have him to myself, true, but from birth we are accustomed to our fathers and brothers having concubines as a natural thing, to maintain the bloodlines. The thing is…” She tried to ignore the rumbling in her stomach, wishing she had managed to eat before her imperious exit. “… Shaeula, Eri-san… Motoko-san too I guess, if she can hold her nerve. Even Sakura. I can match them, no, I’ll surpass them!”

She was excited now, channelling the pain she was feeling into strength. “When Akio learns what I can do, what ideas I have, he’ll be begging for me to marry him! And with my support, we can form a true noble house, not one of the Fifty-Eight, that they can look down on, call fake, but one equal to any, even Ichijou or Fujiwara house! And then…” Her expression changed, showing a yearning need for approval. “Mayumi-sama and I can be friends in truth, equals.”

“I look forward to that.” Kazumi said. “Seriously, if you tell me now you want this, not being forced into it by your family, then I’ll support you. I observed everyone closely in Nishimorioka. Shaeula likes you and would welcome you. But Mori-san, she’s the stumbling block. If you can win her over, then he will not refuse you. After all, you are very cute and clever, and what you bring to the table in terms of financial support is huge.”

“Less of that. I may bring money from my family, but it’s what I can do with it that matters. So, Kazumi, thanks.” Hinata whispered, embarrassed. “I hope you see me as a friend too.”

There was an awkward silence. “You don’t?” Hinata's face fell.

“I do.” Kazumi admitted after a while. “But, you realise you treat me like Mayumi-sama sees you? You are kind to me, but you don’t really see me as an equal. Even you can’t step out of the noble mindset. I’m a bodyguard to you first.”

“Really?” Hinata was crestfallen, but after the hard discussion she had just had, she took a good look deep inside her feelings. “You’re right. I feel a bit ashamed. In my efforts to be respected, looked at as an equal, I’ve fell prey to what I hated. Well, no more.” She made up her mind. “Today Fukumoto Hinata is reborn! I apologise Kazumi, from now on, you are my friend, really! So as my friend, I ask you… help me!” She bowed, the first time she had ever displayed deference to her bodyguard. “I want it all, honour, power, respect… and love. I thought I could only choose some, that I would have to make sacrifices, but maybe I really can have it all.”

And then they clasped hands, sealing the pact to work together, to try and break the foolish, closed-in world of the nobility from within, and rebuild it back better than ever before, the bad removed, and the good polished to a mirror sheen…


Side Sixty-Three – Fukumoto Hiroto


“So, tell me honestly. What do you think of this Oshiro Akio?” his father asked, and Hiroto leaned back in his chair, considering it. Well, my sister thinks I’ve ducked out of today's training just to fool around or party, but instead I’m using my precious time helping her out. I wish I was having fun!

“I know grandfather always says a shrewd businessman can judge a person and their character in a single meeting, but I lay claim to no such skills.” He shrugged. “But from what I gather, he’s a pretty honest guy. A dangerous one too though.”

“Dangerous?” his mother asked, concerned. “To Hinata?”

“Hardly.” He scoffed, shaking his head at that “At least as long as we don’t give him cause to be. No, if anything he’s easily pushed around by anyone with a pretty face, and for all her faults, Hinata inherited your looks, so she’s definitely gorgeous.”

“Oh you.” His mother chuckled, pleased. “You won’t get anything for flattering me.”

“Don’t try and change the subject.” His father complained. He was blunt, perhaps too blunt for a businessman, unlike grandfather, who was a master at making people feel good and want to open up, enabling good deals to be made where both sides felt like they had won, which according to grandfather, was the ‘true essence of a businessman’, and who could argue against his results, building Nichibotsu Technology into a world-beating company. “Dangerous how? I’ve heard there was some trouble with yakuza, but that’s been dealt with, hasn't it? Tsumura-sama is also making sure no foreign problems crop up again. I hear the Tsumura girl is also in the frame for him. That could be a problem. With her status, our Hinata would be relegated to little more than a concubine.”

She’d pretty much be that way already. It doesn’t take a genius to know he’s deeply in love with the two he already has. Lucky bastard. They are both as beautiful as noble girls. Still, he tries to treat them equally… “I mean dangerous in that he isn’t bound by our rules, or even what we would expect from reality. But then, isn’t that the point? He’s valuable precisely because we don’t have a clue what he can achieve, but we know it is world-changing. And he won’t be the only one.”

From what I gather from my sister he’s physically dangerous as well, able to shrug off bullets and crush enemies with his bare hands. Sounds a bit far-fetched to me, but his coin-cutting trick was a riot. If it’s true, well, at least he’d be able to protect my sister. There’s always the danger of kidnapping when you are part of a family as rich as ours. Hinata didn’t know it, but there had been several attempts when she was younger, only foiled at the last minute. That’s another reason why Hinata has to marry at a certain level. A normal man might not be able to bear the pressure. At least Akio-san has experience in tough situations, and has shown he won’t back down.

“Yes.” His father agreed. “Better to secure aid from someone quickly, rather than wait, try and pick and choose, and be left behind. We’ve already gained rewards.” He smiled at his wife. “It’s only a first step, but we are officially in the Fifty-Eight. One day we’ll get back the honour you lost.”

Honour. Nobility. Hiroto wanted to snort derisorily, but held his peace, knowing his mother and father were a bit too obsessed with it, his mother looking at her brother, who remained the heir to the great Takatsukasa house, despite his failings and lacklustre performance. Even now, grandfather Itsuki was still in charge, despite his ailing health.

I mean, noble girls are gorgeous, but at university I meet plenty of pretty nice girls too, and they come with a lot less baggage. Sure, we have more money than we could ever spend, can’t we be happy with that? It’s lost in the warring-states era, all this arranged marriage crap. I mean, at least I’m going to end up with a nice wife, but it isn’t like I can’t earn one myself…

“Oh, honey.” His mother was saying, misty-eyed.

No, I’m wasting my evening here, I’m not putting up with this! He coughed loudly, breaking them out of their romantic moment. “So, anyway, you wanted to know if he’d be dangerous to Hinata. No, I can say that for certain. He’s sweet on those he likes, and tries to be fair. But to be honest, I don’t think he’s looking for another girl. We could earn his support in any number of other ways. I don’t think sacrificing Hinata’s happiness just to benefit ourselves is fair.” My sister is a pain, and bossy, and is always complaining, but she’s still my little sister and I want her to live her best life. Really, she’s almost as obsessed as mother and father with being recognised as a true noble. I wish she’d knock it off. Grandfather hasn’t objected, but he’d prefer her to go into business, I bet.

“I didn’t want to marry out of Takatsukasa house.” his mother admitted, eyes distant. “Especially not to someone who was the son of an upstart businessman, no matter how wealthy.”

“That hurts my feelings.” Father shook his head, only for mother to hug him.

“Oh, you!” She smiled fondly. “That was then, and can you blame me? I was sold for money to keep Takatsukasa house going. My brother… well, he’s not the right man to keep Takatsukasa alive. Father still has to clean up his messes, even now. Our niece is … well, that isn’t something to be talked about.”

Yeah, I’ve heard rumours about Sakura-chan. I’m sure they aren’t true, right? Uncle Takatsukasa is surely not that useless. But that doesn’t matter. We are talking about Hinata now. “Look, I’m not going there just to train. I get to speak to various people he’s had dealings with, and everyone says the same. If you are a friend, treat him honestly and fairly, he’ll fight for you, even against insane odds and danger. He’ll also go for win-win deals, and often gives away more than he receives.”

It’s a bit annoying how some of the girls seem to have a thing for him, even if they don’t know it yet. Even… maybe even Hinata. Poor girl. Though I guess if she does like him, it’s better than ending up a wife or concubine of a noble, looked down on and unable to pursue any dreams but being the perfect wife. “Just pledge our money and support, and he’ll back us in return. And money is something our family isn’t lacking.”

“That isn’t enough.” Father shook his head in denial. “If we do that, Fujiwara house and the other major nobles will monopolise him. We get a chance to tie him to us. If what you said is true, well… arranged marriages aren’t always bad, are they?”

“Not at all.” his mother giggled. “At first I was lonely and angry, away from home, married to a near-stranger, sold for money. But in time…” They began flirting again, much to Hiroto's annoyance.

“In time, you came to love me, right?” Father grinned, and Hiroto repressed the urge to simply walk out.

“That’s right! I still feel wronged, but marrying out daughters is the way of the nobility. I have two lovely children who I’m proud of, father-in-law has always treated me well, and now the chance to show everyone that it should have been me rather than my brother who was left to take over Takatsukasa house has come!”

“So, see son? If this Oshiro Akio is actually a decent man, Hinata would be happy to do her duty and marry. It’s what she expected anyway. In time, she may come to love her new husband. I’m certain he will love her. Our Hinata is too headstrong and ambitious to be the model noble daughter, too eager to speak her mind, but a lot of men outside the nobility find that appealing. Besides, she’ll bring him no shame. And when our families are tied together, we’ll be on the same boat. We can be his liaison with the nobility, reaping the benefits.”

“Right.” his mother chimed in, agreeing. “I’ve taught Hinata how to be a good wife. She can support him, train him how to integrate into the nobility, give him children…”

Yeah, I don’t think you get Akio-san, but worse, I don’t think you get Hinata, either. Sure, she’s learned everything you taught, but she wants to be respected not just as a noble, an arm accessory and mother, nothing more, but as someone who has achieved something. I have to say, she does look a lot happier ever since she borrowed grandfather's helicopter that time and flew away for the weekend. Still, sometimes I don’t get mother. She hated being ‘sold off’, as she put it, yet wants to do the same to her daughter.

“Well, she could do worse.” Hiroto conceded in the end. “But… don’t repeat the mistakes of grandfather Itsuki, mother. Please ask her honestly what she wants. And mean it, not just asking her, knowing she’ll say what she should as a noble daughter. I think she’s attracted to him, the guy is irritatingly handsome after all, and she seems to have a lot of fun training, and spending time with Tsumura-san and the others. She’s been babbling to herself about some strange ideas too. If she decides that she wants it, or can even just accept it, I’ll raise no further objections.” Of course even then, there’s no guarantee you can make it work. He’s pretty adamant on not cheating on his fiancées. Makes no sense to me, that ship has sailed the minute he has two, but what do I know? As long as everyone is happy, what’s it matter?

“Well, apparently she wishes to bring him to meet grandfather tonight.” his father said, shocking Hiroto. What? Seriously? “So I was thinking we could speak to him while he is here, see if he is good enough for our daughter, if he is a worthy bet to place our rising fortunes on. Fujiwara-sama doesn’t want the nobility contacting him off their own backs, but if he comes here on his own, how can we be blamed?”

“Indeed.” Mother nodded, seeing my surprise. “Don’t repeat the mistakes of your father, huh? I never thought I’d hear that from you, Hiroto. But of course I won’t.” She shook her head firmly. “You have no idea how galling it’s been. All the marriage offers we received for Hinata have been horrible. Noble sons with bad reputations or low rank, offers of being a concubine to provide children for higher ranking sons, but with no official position. They are insults.” she cried, enraged. “Hinata and you both bear Takatsukasa blood, thick blood. So a happy marriage that elevates her and us at the expense of the nobles who missed out is the best revenge we can get!”

“Calm down, darling.” Father embraced her. “I agree, it infuriates me too. Your grandfather as well, though he doesn’t really agree with everything the nobility does, he understands the importance of stability, and how the nobility protects Japan and our traditions. Even so, he’d rather Hinata married down than be treated so shabbily, you know how he dotes on her.”

“He does.” Hiroto agreed. “Well, if you are giving it this much thought, then I’m not going to complain. Hinata is a pain, but what brother wouldn’t want his sister to be happy?” Yeah, that’s something Akio-san said as well. His sister is important to him too. I can relate. Speaking of…

“If you are determined to make things work, and can’t get Akio-san to agree, then you want to talk to Shaeula, one of his fiancées. She’s taken a liking to Hinata, and seems open to political marriage, probably because she’s nobility herself.” A princess I hear, though I don’t quite get it. I probably should have asked more questions, but the training takes enough of my effort. No gains from it yet, either.

“I see. I’ll bear that in mind. Good job.” his father praised.

“From what you’ve told me, I feel a bit more at ease.” Hiroto's mother mused. “We all have to make sacrifices to achieve our goals, but if Hinata has to make fewer than I did, I’d be happy for her. I’m a little nervous now. Any other advice for when I meet him?”

“Just be honest about what you want and what you offer. I think he responds well to fairness. And don’t try and tell him Hinata has to be his number one or come first. If Hinata wants this, then you can support her by saying you only expect him to love her and treat her like the others. It might hurt your pride, but… well, it’s better than the other matches we were offered, by the sounds of it, and Hinata can look after herself.”

“Fine.” His mother agreed after some thought. “I’ll trust our Hinata can win him over herself. After all, she is my daughter.”

“Great, then if we are done, I’m off. Hinata will drag me back to the damn training for the rest of the week, so I’m going to meet some girls and have some fun myself!” Before his parents could protest, he left, looking forward to some drinking with his friends at university, there was going to be a group date later.

Unlike noble daughters, common girls are really impressed by money and the fact I’m part of the family that owns Nichibotsu. Oh well, Hinata, your brother believes in you! If you have finally decided you want this, I’ll cheer for you! He then spared a thought for Akio-san. Lucky bastard, my sister is a real beauty. Tsumura-san too. Still, it’s going to be a hard road, one woman is bad enough to please, trying to juggle all those…? Well, you have it coming. Just… prove I am right about you, and treat her well. No brother wants to see his sister's tears…


One Hundred And Ninety-Seven


The shrine grounds were again filled with girls and boys (and a few older adults) of all backgrounds, shrine maidens, nobles, commoners and more all lined up in the training halls. Everyone was in shrine priest and maiden garb, as we had done a rush-order for those that didn’t have it. Uniforms are essential for schools after all, and that is what this is…

Work on the training school had almost completely finished now, just a few problem areas to be addressed, a few floors to be laid, so some of the students had even claimed a room on the upper floors, as intended. Under our watchful eyes, the trainees continued, Shaeula offering guidance on their techniques, while I used my new Eye to observe the flows of aether within each trainee, trying to master the new power I had obtained.

The one that caught my eye was Hikawa Ren-san, the cheeky son of Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine. The area around his third eye Chakra was slowly pooling an elemental energy I had little experience with, a deep indigo, yet streaked with the colour of natural sunlight. The rest of his network was decently well-formed, we had only needed to do a little work on him with Chirurgery, but compared to what I remembered of my own from the painting, there were definitely areas of inefficiency.

All right, here we go. Narrowing my gaze, I focussed on him, trying to glean what information I could. Initially all I could get was his name, and the usual question-marks, just in amber, but as I strained further, focusing in on his third eye Chakra, I was able to pull up useful information.

Third Eye Chakra Of Sunlight Rank 1 - This Third Eye Chakra has recently stabilised due to a completed Chakra Network, and generates the Mutated Light Element Sunlight at a slow rate. It allows the user to handle variant and Unique Light Elements.


Mutated element? That sounded like something I needed to know about, and luckily my Eye seemed to have the answers. Again, I felt on the verge of tearing up at finally being able to check information on what I wanted to. Though I couldn’t yet see the Class and Type for Skills of people who wouldn’t be affected by my old Examination Skills at my current Rank.

A Mutated Element is a rare variant of the standard, universal Elements. Unlike Unique Elements, which only serve a single purpose, Mutated Elements are a version of the foundational, universal Element, and can draw on the powers of such, but in addition have extra, often powerful properties. Sunlight Element is able to draw on the energy of the Sun, being inimical to Undead and creatures of Darkness.


Well now, that is cool. I guess Ren-san really has a reason to be arrogant, not that he could draw on much of it until we sorted his network. Seeing my gaze, he looked at me quizzically. Fine, this is as good a time as any.

“All right, time to take a break!” I said, and a lot of people sighed in relief, their minds fogged from difficult meditation and visualisation exercises, especially the girls from Kana’s school. “Ren-san, can I borrow you for a bit?”

“Me?” he asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah, I’ve noticed you have a great Skill, so was hoping you could help me with something. It might well be to your benefit.” As I said that, I noticed that Hinata-san was watching me intently, as if eager to say something. When she first arrived with Motoko-san and the other noble girls, she had pressed me on keeping my promise to see her grandfather later, and looked like she wanted to say more, but with a glance at her companions, she kept her silence.

“I also need assistance.” Shaeula declared. “It will need-need to be someone with a stable Chakra network, so Kana, or the twins.”

Before the twins could speak, Kana stuck up her hand brightly. “I can help. What do you need?”

Shaeula looked at me sideways, before grinning. “Well, we shall let Akio finish his business first. Why do we not-not have some sweets?” She gestured to the large hamper of nice snacks we had prepared for the training, figuring making it as pleasant as possible would increase their motivation, and thus performance. We aren’t running a black company after all.

Taking Ren-san to a room on the upper floor that Shaeula and I had dubbed the portrait room, I retrieved some of the canvas I left there earlier, as well as an assortment of coloured pens. I’m not going to waste my time painting, it’ll be quicker to use pens. Ren-san seemed to have no idea what was going on, merely staring at me pensively.

“Don’t worry.” I laughed. “I’m just making a record of your entire Chakra network. You must be curious, right? You have a really great talent, which should be maximised.”

“I know!” he boasted proudly, unable to stop himself. “I’ve had talent ever since I was young. It’s only to be expected of someone of my superior bloodline. My sisters too.”

“Yeah, Chiaki-san and Chiasa-san have great gifts, we’ll probably want to record their networks as well. The more we have, the easier it’ll be to get the best results. Our initial Chirurgery worked fine, but if we can improve it…”

“Hey, your eye is glowing just like hers does.” Ren-san pointed out, flushing, and I held in a grin. Yeah, you like Shaeula, don't you? Well, too bad, she’s already chosen me! The guilt towards Eri from thinking that sort of thing had largely faded now, though that wasn’t above causing me a slight twinge guilt in of itself, on occasion.

“Yeah, I’ve improved my own Skills.” I grinned, sketching him out at an incredible, impossible rate. My fine motor control and thought processing speed was incredible now, so it only took a few minutes. “Hmm, it’s hard to get all the details through your clothes, I can see the energy signatures of the Chakras and capillaries, but the view of your internal structure is blocked. Can you take off your hakama?”

“Wait, what?” His flush deepened, and he backed off, unnerved. Seriously, such a kid.

“Don’t be a baby.” I smirked. “You can leave your underwear on. Besides, we are all guys here. I was thinking we’d go on a hot springs trip in the new year, all the trainees, to celebrate our successes and keep morale high, so all us guys will see each other naked then.”

“Hot springs huh? With Shaeula, and…”

“It won’t be mixed bathing!” I warned, stamping on his dreams, and he scowled, embarrassed at being caught out again.

“Of course not! No way I want you ogling my sisters!” he launched back, but at least he was doing what I said and disrobing.

“Nah, your sisters sure are cute, but I’m not into little girls, I’m an adult.”

“Says you.” Ren-san complained, looking nervous in his underwear. “Is this fine?”

“Yeah, that helps.” I quickly made adjustments. “Take a look.” I turned the canvas and Ren-san gasped at the beautiful piece which looked like some strange modern art.

“That’s me… my Chakra network?” he asked, and I nodded, pointing to his third eye, which was surrounded by a pretty halo of light.

“Here’s your gift, a mutated element, Sunlight. Now I think you want to be maximising that, I don’t think it’s something just anyone can have.”

“Right, so how do I do that?” he asked, suddenly motivated.

“For example, here’s mine.” I produced a portrait, putting it side-by-side. “As you can see, my set-up is more perfect, especially around the lunar Chakra and these areas, down by the root Chakra and Silver Cord. I think we want to try and make yours closer to mine, it should show results.”

“I see.” He agreed. “So, how will you do that?”

“Just like you noticed, I have a vision Skill now, my Eye is able to see your network like Shaeula can. So I figure we’ll start from the root Chakra. Take a seat and we’ll begin.”

What followed was rather traumatic, and we didn’t get very far at all. I managed to open some dormant sub-Chakras around the root, in addition to cleaning and rerouting some capillaries, and boring several sub-Chakras into existence where there were none. Ren-san barely stopped whimpering though, as apparently some of the things I had done hurt a lot. We weren’t even close to finishing, and he was lying on the bed as I sketched up a duplicate portrait with the new changes.

“Sorry about that.” I apologised as I finished up, though I wasn’t that sorry, as it was for his own good, and the welcome message of my Aetheric Chirurgery reaching Rank 3 had popped up towards the end, it being far easier to train and improve with my Eye and these complicated measures. “Can you pull in some ether and convert it? I want to check everything is still working right.”

He nodded, and soon, due to the higher ether density here, aether was entering his renewed lower network. “Looks fine.” I sighed in relief, worried the half-finished nature might cause problems.

“It still hurts a bit…” he whined, pulling on his hakama.

“Yeah, the new areas need to absorb aether to strengthen, so it might ache like unused muscles. Still, I think your overall efficiency has gone up." My Eye still identified it as an Unstable Eight Moons Chakra Network, but the additional information said the foundation was improved.

“Akio, are you done-done?” Shaeula asked from outside, knocking the door, and Ren-san took the opportunity to rush past her and out, fleeing the pain of my Chirurgery. He still took time to gawk at her though. Well, boys will be boys.

Shaeula raised one eyebrow at me, and Kana followed her in, also perplexed by his behaviour. Seeing the pair of portraits I had drawn, Shaeula nodded, understanding dawning on her face. “I thought so. So, did-did the Chirurgery help?”

“I couldn’t get too far, but yes, apparently so.”

“Excuse me, Shaeula, Akio. What’s going on?” Kana asked. “I volunteered to help out, but just what are we doing?”

“I think I’ll step out for this one.” I said, not willing to be here for what happened next, but Kana looked at me with upturned eyes, asking me to stay.

“No, don’t. I’d feel more comfortable with you here, Akio!”

No you won’t. Shaeula turned around her portrait, the beautiful design eye-catching. “This is-is an image of my Chakra network Akio painted. Since mine is perfection, but we are not-not sure it is entirely a mortal female one, we need a volunteer. So, Kana, please take-take off all your clothes.”

“Wait, what?” Kana froze.

“I’ll just step out, also… you can do it in underwear, that should be fine.” I said again, reaching for the door, only for Kana to grab the back of my shirt. Turning to see her looking down and blushing, I struggled to understand her intent.

“I want to be helpful, Akio.” she muttered quietly, using my name. “If… if it’s just underwear…” Her face was scarlet, and Shaeula was snickering loudly, not helping matters.

“Seriously, Shaeula’s eyes are good enough, and her Chirurgery is still better than mine. You don’t have to force yourself.”

She took a deep breath, and one-handed, the other still clutching my clothes, she began to disrobe. As more and more of her skin came into view, her ample chest visible wrapped in her white bra, her skin pink, I swallowed my saliva, nervous. This is work, this is definitely work. I’m not doing this for lewd reasons, I can totally tell Eri about this without feeling guilty. More cloth fell to the floor, and she released me, stepping out of her red hakama pants.

“Can… can we hurry up?” She blushed, and I nodded, grabbing a canvas.

“Shaeula, you fix any mistakes I make.” It only took a few minutes to sketch her, but it was incredible just how long that felt. Finally I announced we were done, and Kana grabbed a sheet from the bed, wrapping it around herself. It took her a minute to calm down, but when she did she asked a question.

“So, did it help you, Akio?” Her voice was trembling with embarrassment.

“It sure did.” I agreed, and Shaeula nodded, giving her a cute thumbs-up gesture. “I think I’ve noticed a pattern, looking at mine and Shaeula’s, compared to yours and Ren-san’s. Give me a minute…” I ended up drawing two more pictures of Kana. “See the difference? I think this is the structure of a perfect female subtle body. Shaeula has all these bits, and yours isn’t too far off…”

“…So this one must be the lunar Chakra and the supporting network.” Shaeula observed. “No wonder I nearly killed you that first-first time.” Shaeula mused. “It is not-not just the lunar Chakra and surrounds, but an entire secondary network, rooted into but-but overlaying the mortal one…”

Kana looked between the three pictures of her. “I see. Well… I’m glad it was worth it.” She smiled, back to her old self again. “Though you are the first boy to see my like that, Akio. Be glad I’m not asking you to take responsibility! It must have been your lucky day…” Her smile was impish, though her skin was still flushed.

“Lucky, huh?” I mused. “Nerve-wracking, I’d say…” only to be hit in the face by a thrown pillow. I could have dodged but it didn’t seem the right thing to do.

“Be grateful!” she complained. “So, what’s next?”

“Well, if you can handle pain… we copy the parts of Shaeula’s network you don’t have into you. Ren-san said it hurt a lot though.” I warned her.

“I don’t like pain, but…” Kana stepped out of the blanket, showing me her underwear-clad body again. “… I want to be strong. Do it. I’ll endure!” she declared bravely. That bravery lasted for a few minutes, until she finally succumbed, crying and letting out yelps of pain. Even so, she never asked to stop, and twenty minutes later Shaeula and I were using Ether Healing on her, soothing her pain as she lay face down on the bed, too exhausted to care she was still in her underwear and I could see more than I needed to.

“Do you enjoy bullying me?” Kana sniffed. “You make me strip, ogle my beautiful body unmercifully, then torment me! I’m seriously reconsidering making you take responsibility now. I think I’m ruined as a girl.”

“I didn’t ogle.” I muttered defensively, as Shaeula was making an image of her newly drilled entire network. “Can you pull in some ether and convert it for us? I think everything is perfect, but…”

“Fine. But I know you liked looking at me.” she complained. “Ouch, everything burns and itches.”

Considering that my Aetheric Chirurgery skill had improved an astonishing twice to Rank 5, meaning I had earned a full three Ranks in it over this day alone, catching up with Shaeula, I was confident it was fine, but my Eye confirmed it. “It’s worked!” I reached down and patted Kana on the head in glee. “Your Chakra network is a full Eight Moons Chakra Network! My Eye says it’s a perfectly adapted one, but since it is fresh, you’ll suffer discomfort for a while until the last impurities and debris are flushed out.”

“So, what does that mean?” she asked, leaning into my hand.

“I think that if you go to physical education class tomorrow, you’ll find yourself significantly stronger and faster. Your memory too. My sis got a boost of around ten percent of human maximums, maybe a bit more, just from mastering her network properly, and I doubt it’s a perfectly adapted one. We’ll have to check her and Eri out again.”

“Indeed-indeed. Well, I have the comparison.” Shaeula declared. “We are done here. You can stop-stop fondling her now, Akio.”

Huh? I looked down, realising I was still stroking Kana's hair unconsciously, and pulled my hand away, apologising. She merely stood, smiled and started pulling on her hakama…
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The rest of the session passed without incident, although Kana waved off queries from her friends about what she had been doing, only saying they’d get their chance in time. Ren-san was looking at me sourly, and I could guess what he was thinking. There’s nothing to be jealous of, I was a perfect gentleman as always!

Progress was made, even some of Kana’s classmates starting to get the prickling in their lower bodies that indicated the first small steps to success. The higher ether density here really did make quite the difference. It was then, when we were all done, when Hinata-san approached me gingerly. “So, will you be coming with me, like you promised?” she asked, diffidently, as if scared of rejection, and I nodded.

“Sure, I’ll look at your grandfather. Family is important, and you’re a good girl for thinking of him.”

At her sudden bright smile I was a bit confused why she was so happy, but what followed was a trip to the Nichibotsu tower in central Tokyo. Shaeula of course came along, and when we arrived, landing on the helipad on the roof, Motoko-san and Natsumi-san said their farewells, taking the lift down to the ground where their driver awaited to take them home.

As Shaeula looked around happily, taking in the beautiful night skyline of central Tokyo, Hinata-san spoke nervously. “So, Akio-kun, don’t be angry, but before we meet grandfather, can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” Her hair was blowing in the night breeze as she looked at me, still in shrine maiden attire we had provided, which was a fresh view of her. “Fire away.”

“So, I was hoping you would meet my parents too. I know it isn’t why you came, but… well, it ties in to why I’ve asked you here. I do love my grandfather and wish he was well again, but that isn’t the only reason I’ve asked you here. I… I had a bad day today. I humiliated myself in school, in front of everyone, my cousin, Motoko-san, … and Mayumi-sama.” Her face fell, and she looked at the floor, her voice shrinking in on itself. “Reality isn’t kind. I thought I was the clever one, the only one who was friends with Mayumi-sama, someone she relied on. Turns out what friendship means is very different to the true nobles.”

A trickle of tears seeped out from the corner of her eyes. She then looked at me, her brown eyes full of a mixture of pain, determination and ambition. “But I’m not a girl who stays down! Akio-kun… no, can I call you Akio? Because…” She took a deep breath. “I want to be a part of everything you do. I want to know more about the other world you control, the powers you have, the implications of that. I think… no, I know that if I do that, join with you, I can finally prove myself, show that the nobility is more that just history. Please, I beg you! I now know why Motoko-san humbled herself!” With that said she tried to get down on her knees, but I stopped her, grabbing her arm and shaking my head.

“Don’t.” I said, uncomfortable at the younger woman and her emotional outburst. She stiffened at my touch, the unusual feeling shocking her, before she relaxed, seemingly frozen.

“So, I trust you are resolved for what you must-must give in return?” Shaeula asked, her tone tender. “Such knowledge and influence you seek is quite-quite dangerous in other hands. We have learned our lessons painfully.”

“I get it.” She nodded, letting me pull her up. Wiping away her tears, she looked at me once more. “I know if I want to take part, I have to prove you can trust me. Hence… why I asked you here tonight. So… uh…” Her face went red. “Can you let me go now?”

“Oh sorry, I just didn’t want you bowing to me.” I apologised, releasing her. I turned around, suddenly remembering Onoue-san, surprised she hadn’t tried to stop me, only to find her standing there, looking a touch troubled but resigned.

“Okay, well, grandfather will be in the penthouse. We can see him first.” Hinata-san said, and we followed the path Motoko-san and Natsumi-san had taken, only instead of taking the main lift, we took a small, glass-fronted lift down a floor. Once those doors opened we were in quite the impressive penthouse, and seated there was a white-haired old man, who was wearing casual clothes that were plain but likely expensive. In front of him was set an antique table, upon which were some glasses and a bottle of champagne.

“Hinata, Kazumi-san.” he spoke, his voice and eyes still full of vigour despite his advanced age. “Welcome home. I see you’ve brought them then?” I could feel his appraising gaze, seeming to evaluate every aspect of me. I just hope I measure up.

“Yes, grandfather. They are Akio and Shaeula.” She didn’t use the honorific for me and I realised I had never denied her the request she made up on the roof. “Now, I have to go get my parents, so …” She turned to me, and clasped her hands in an appeal. “Please. Heal my grandfather. I know you can do it.” With that she turned and left, Onoue-san following her.

“Do help yourself to the champagne. It’s a fine vintage. For celebrations.” The old man said, snapping my focus back to him.

“I shall. My thanks.” Shaeula stepped forwards, pouring three glasses. She handed one to Hinata-san’s grandfather, before passing me a second. After taking a sip she grinned. “Yes, this is quite-quite fit for a princess. Akio, we must start a cellar of this. I hear this is a thing rich-rich mortals do.”

“You are just as Hinata said. Curious.” He took a sip, before holding the glass delicately by the stem, his old injury clearly affecting him. “Anyway. I know your names. Oshiro Moonstone Akio. A common man, self-made, eking a living in Tokyo until you gained strange powers. You drew the attention of the nobility, and here we are.” He paused. “Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. Your fiancée. One of them, anyway. Supposedly a Yōkai princess of some kind. If this is all a prank, it’s a good one.”

Not sure how to answer, I let him continue. “I’m Fukumoto Kenji. The second son of a simple merchant. Second of four, though all the others died, the eldest in the war, the others to disease or misfortune. But me… I built up a business from nothing. This. Nichibotsu Technology. And now we are one of the top electronics manufacturers in the world.”

Kenji, huh? Ironically he has the same sort of arrogance as that prick, but I guess Fukumoto-san has earned it. Nichibotsu TV’s and computers are everywhere, and they lead the world in keyboards, amplifiers and other such electronic musical devices. “A great achievement.” I conceded. “Now that I have to manage a large enterprise, I’m finding out just how hard it is.”

“Flattery. I get enough of that. Don’t mince your words. I won’t.” he scoffed bluntly. “My son always felt aggrieved the nobility looked down on us, despite our wealth being below only Fujiwara and Ichijou houses, and maybe a couple of others. So when he had the chance to marry a daughter of Takatsukasa, he jumped at the chance. All it costs us is money.” He snorted. “And in exchange… well, we didn’t get the respect or approval he wanted, that’s for sure. Still, they did have a decent son, and a good daughter. My Hinata.” His gaze was steely. “Now my son and daughter-in-law say they want to arrange her marriage. To you. Well, arranged marriage is what they do in the nobility, and it was common enough even for ordinary Japanese when I was young. So, I can’t really object. But obviously I’d like my granddaughter to be happy. You already have your fiancées, which is problematic enough, but…”

“I understand.” I hesitated to cut him off, but decided it was necessary. “But first, let me say I don’t need your granddaughter’s hand in marriage for my support. She’s a good girl, earnest and ambitious. Secondly, if we show what we can do, this will be much smoother.”

“I don’t hold out much hope, despite what those nobles say.” he sniffed, unconvinced. “Miracles don’t come without a price.”

“That’s true.” I agreed, my Eye starting to glow. Seeing that, he nearly dropped his glass. “But I’ve paid the price, and I’ll pay it again and again if I have to, to safeguard those I love. I see. Your left leg and hip hasn’t set properly after a bad break, the bones are old and largely fragmented in places.” I whistled. “That must hurt when moving. Hell, all the time!”

I played my gaze over him some more, stepping in close and touching his stomach so I could start using Ether Healing. “I see. Your heart is labouring a bit too. I’m no expert, but one valve seems to be on the verge of failure, and your arteries are partially blocked.” Lucky I’ve spent a bit of time skimming through some medical books in my limited spare time recently. Maximising Ether Healing and Chirurgery are priorities for me… “Lastly, looks like your other knee has almost no cartilage left, and your left shoulder has frozen after some sort of heavy impact. Well, I can fix all that, but… I fear it might hurt.”

“Wait, but…” he cried, before actually crying out in pain.

“Nope, not waiting I’m afraid. I promised Hinata-san a favour, so a favour she gets. And she wanted you Healed. Like I said, she’s a good girl.”

Shaeula merely watched me with her own Eyes as I worked, still sipping on champagne, cheekily refilling her glass. Nodding in approval, trying to boost her own Ether Healing skill by observation, she waited until I was done.

“There.” I sighed, feeling the sting of my depleted aether. “All better. I flushed a few other arteries too as a service, though they probably would have been fine. Your body is going to have to expel a ton of crap though, so… sorry, but I think you’ll be living on the toilet over the next few days.”

“You bastard, that bloody well hurt, I should call my guards…” he panted, tears streaming down his face. The Healing had been agonising, mainly fixing the heart valve, as to do so his heart had shut down for a minute, feeling like he was having a heart attack. Still, his words failed him as he realised something. “Wait, my leg, my arm… they move freely and don’t hurt!”

“Why would they? I fixed them, as promised.” I grinned, wiping my sweat. That was nerve-wracking. Maybe I should have left the heart alone, but it could have failed at any time, and I don’t want Hinata-san grieving. Still, it was way higher-level Ether Healing than before, normally I’m only healing battle wounds. If I didn’t have my Eye to guide me, I’d never have attempted it.

Fukumoto-san dragged himself upright, wiped his distress from his face with a towel, cleaning up the tears and snot, before walking about, his expression one I could only describe as complicated, a mixture of joy and chagrin. He then sat down opposite me again, his expression serious. “Perhaps my granddaughter and Fujiwara-san didn’t exaggerate after all. I can still barely believe this. But I am a rational man. I’ll be checking this out with my personal physician tomorrow, so if you’ve lied I’ll know. Doesn’t feel like it though.” he admitted.

“So… down to business.” His expression changed again, his eyes burning with intensity. “What does this miracle cost me? Money, I can do. Property? Well, I can spare some. Shares in the company? I have to protect my grandchildren and their inheritance, but I can sign you over some of mine.”

I must have looked confused, because Shaeula burst out laughing scornfully, attracting our attention. “Did you not-not listen to Akio? You are as hard-headed as the other Kenji.” she sneered. “Akio has told you for what-what he wishes. Only for Hinata to smile, to give her the favour she asked for. Nothing more.”

True. Money, shares, property. All would be helpful, but I can get that in other ways. I don’t put a price on my promises.

“But that can’t be right. especially for one such as yourself, who has had to struggle with poverty all your life!” He shook his head. “Have I misjudged you? I was sure from the reports on you I had you figured out, but then…” he trailed off, pondering.

“Look, don’t overthink it. Just enjoy your good fortune and be sure to thank Hinata-san, all right? I think if you smile and thank her with tears in your eyes, she’d be happy. After all, apparently she’s fallen out with her friend at school, so she needs it right now.”

“Really?” Fukumoto-san met my gaze, and I merely smiled back. After a long moment he looked away, moving to refill his glass, only to see Shaeula had already emptied the bottle. “Fine, I’ll have a servant bring some more.” He rang the bell, and as we waited he talked to us again, this time asking a bit about how we met, nodding along when Shaeula regaled him with the tale of when I defeated her and then made her my ally, friend and at last, my lover.

Finally, as we changed topics again, the door opened, and my jaw dropped!

“Well, is this not-not quite the spectacle.” Shaeula laughed, seeing Hinata-san entering, Onoue-san behind her, and two people who must have been her parents on either side. But what was shocking was Hinata-san herself. She was wearing a massively ornate kimono, her hair piled up and pinned exquisitely, and her face was made up traditionally, quite unlike her usual cheeky look. She looked… composed, elegant. Gorgeous.

“So, it’s come to this, has it?” Fukumoto-san sighed, getting to his feet and moving with spry grace. At that, his son's eyes widened.

“Father, your stick…” he stammered, stunned.

“I don’t need it anymore, it seems, Minato. Stop fussing. Your father will not be joining his brothers yet.” He turned his gaze to his daughter-in-law then. “So, Kokoro-chan, are you sure you want to put your daughter through what you went through? All just for status they’ll never give her? I’ve always treated you right, tried to keep the nobility happy, and what do we have to show for it? The Three-Hundred, such a farce. We only exist to prop up the true nobles, despite what Fujiwara-san intends.”

“I know. But for Hinata… things will be different!” Hinata-san’s mother, Kokoro-san, declared. “I get it. Minato and Hiroto too. But… this is the path we chose. No, the path she chose. Besides, this time, I think it’ll be different.” She looked at me then, as Hinata-san looked down shyly. Oh God, this is totally going to be what I think it is, right? But I’ve already said no, that I don’t need or want this…

“Don’t look so troubled, Akio-kun.” She called out to me, cheerfully, and rather familiarly too. “I understand you aren’t a noble, in truth, so this might seem strange to you, but to us it’s very normal. Besides… well, I’ll let Hinata speak for herself.”

Before she could, Fukumoto-san stood in front of her, a smile on his old face. “Hinata, dear. Thank you for thinking of me. As you can see, I feel marvellous.” With that he danced a quick jig, an unthinkable act before, that brought tears to her eyes once more.

“Grandfather, I’m so glad.” She then looked at me, her brown eyes full of affection and longing. “Akio. Thank you. I knew I could count on you. I… I hope you can count on me too!”

Oh, Hinata-san…

“So, you want this for yourself? I think it’ll be hard for you. Maybe your noble upbringing serves some use, conditioning you to accept the absurdity of… no, it’s not my place to say.” Fukumoto-san looked at Shaeula, before turning back and patting Hinata-san's hair gently, careful not to disrupt the careful arrangement. “If this is what you have set your heart on, well, I only want my grandchildren to be happy, so, I’ll support you.”

Her beaming smile was her only answer, and she shuffled over to me, her steps slow and small in her richly-decorated kimono. She stopped in front of me, and shyly reached for my hand. On grabbing it, she looked up at me, eyes scared yet determined. “Akio, I, Fukumoto Hinata, wish to become your wife. I don’t expect to be treated any better than Shaeula or Eri-san… no, Eri. As long as you can spare me your affection, I can be happy. I’m not doing this because it’ll help my family with the nobility, though it will, I won’t lie. No, I’m doing it because… there’s a few reasons. Some of them are embarrassing, but, well, I wouldn’t mind if it was you. You’re kind, interesting… handsome.”

Under her makeup I could see a faint blush. “With you, life would always be exciting, and I could fulfil my dream, to shine even brighter than the daughters of nobility, to be someone even Mayumi-sama, no, Mayumi will look at with envy. I have ideas, so many ideas. If you trust me, we’ll make you the greatest power in Japan.” She looked at Shaeula then. “And you’ll make him the ruler of over there, right?”

Shaeula’s only answer was a laugh, and Hinata-san continued. “I think you’ll find me a worthy partner. I’m your gateway to the nobility, though Motoko-san could also be that. But I’m cute, smart, ambitious, and I’ll strive to be a good wife. You’d be an idiot to say no.” Since I wasn’t speaking, she was getting more and more nervous. “So… I’m waiting!”

“I’m sorry.” I said slowly, feeling terribly sad for her. “You’re a nice girl, you really are. But what you want, you can have even without this. And what matters is… I don’t love you.” Ugh, it sucks having to hurt a girl like this, but I need to be firm.

“I know.” Hinata-san said, her voice small. “I don’t love you either, even if I think I really like you. But that’s the whole point of arranged marriages, surely? We’d learn to love each other, just like you did with Shaeula. You haven’t known her long either, right?”

“I struggled at first.” Her mother said suddenly, looking at her daughter fondly. “I was sold by my father and brother. Even though I knew I would have an arranged marriage, as a Takatsukasa it should have been to someone of high status. But it wasn’t. I cried a lot at first, and was angry. But Minato was kind to me, and in time I grew closer to him. You two have an advantage. You know each other. And you find each other at least pleasant company, right?”

“I don’t believe in love at first sight, such a thing is unthinkable for a noble daughter.” Hinata-san continued. “But when I saw you in that restaurant, my heart skipped a beat. Perhaps it was just your looks, or perhaps it was destiny even then. I sound so stupid, I hate it. But I genuinely think that. If I have to marry for my family, then I’d rather marry you than some stupid noble son who just cares about what money he’ll get out of it, not me! It’d be nice if you were only mine but at least I find Shaeula entertaining. Besides, sharing with a princess feels very noble. As for Eri, I’ll win her around. I can be very persuasive, and she’s not a bad girl, she just loves you too much. Both of them are probably better than the concubines I’d have to play nice with in whatever engagement we could get from the nobility.”

“I like you too-too.” Shaeula approved. “You will be a fitting bride for Akio. I welcome you as a sister!”

All right. I’ve had enough of this. “Shaeula, why do you keep pushing every nice girl we meet together with me? Usually I think you are joking, playing pranks, but… lately I think there’s more to it. Please, tell me. I don’t want to get angry with you, resent you. I promised you and Eri I would love only you two! You know how I want to keep my word. So talk to me!” Here isn’t the place for it, but… I can’t let this go on.

Hinata-san looked interested as well. Shaeula paused for a moment, before coming over and hugging me, trembling a little. “Very well-well. I suppose it is time. I have been putting it off, but… I have fears too-too. I first realised when we returned from Las Vegas. Eri, Aiko and I talked, and it was the first-first step to untangle the mess within our hearts. You were sleeping so adorably…” She tried to change the subject, but I called her name, halting her.

“…you know I was a foolish, arrogant princess with few-few friends, and a strained relationship with my overbearing, overprotective family. Now I know the true-true joys of friendship. I started to change when I surrendered to you. It was as if-if your thoughts and behaviours began to influence me. It was nothing-nothing crude like brainwashing or enslavement, I could-could have resisted, but your feelings of friendship were warm. I quickly realised what a fool-fool I was before. So I crave friends. And what better friends than those who are my sisters, like Aiko and Eri?”

That still doesn’t make sense. She has other friends, like Konoe-san, Kana, and more. They don’t have to be my wives too. In fact, that’s more likely to make them competitors than friends…

When I said as much, Hinata-san nodded, agreeing.

“Fine. There is another reason. One I laughed off when Eri used it to beat-beat me for my insolence in wishing desperately for you to love me.” She looked a little scared, a look on her I didn’t like, so I returned her hug, squeezing her reassuringly. “We Fae live long, and you will-will too. What… what if love cools? Many in the Fae suffer such a fate. I promised myself my love for you shall never-never die, and I believe it, but the voice that whispers to me, it scares me. I will have to rule the Seelie Court one day, or if not-not, I will at least have many duties as a princess. You will also have your own-own tasks to fulfil, and Eri, though all she wishes for is to be by your side-side, will surely find that which she wishes to do as well, and you will surely support her. So I thought…”

She was crying, her amber eyes bright. “… if there are more-more sisters, more lovers, then we can compete, not-not as rivals, but as friends who bring out the best in each other, who make us shine, so you will look on us with love-love forever, and our own love never cools, as we would never wish to lose-lose to our sisters!” she declared. “Besides, I hate-hate the idea you will be lonely when we are away from you, doing what we must.”

“That will never happen. My love for you and Eri will outlast the universe.” I promised, pulling her close. Seriously, how do I respond to this? It was easier when I thought she was just pulling pranks, having fun, not knowing she thought so deeply about this, feels so scared. She closed her eyes, breathing out in relief, and then Hinata-san spoke.

“I want that too.” Hinata-san said quietly, yet her voice was filled with conviction. “I look at what you have, your love, the way you’d do anything for Shaeula and Eri, and I’m so envious. Love, excitement, authority, power. And now it even seems a long life. You can give me everything, just like you helped my grandfather, and didn’t even ask anything in return. My confidence took a hit there…” She managed a wry smile. “… but no. I can give back. I don’t just want to take, I want a partnership that shows all the arrogant members of the Fifty-Eight they missed out and we won.” She turned to her grandfather, who was beaming proudly at her. “Grandfather, you’ve set aside an inheritance for me, right?”

He nodded. “Ten percent for you, ten percent for Hiroto. Your parents will leave you more in time I’m sure, but for now, that is what I have set aside for you.”

“Great. So, how much money will you give me for it?” She turned back to me. “I want to invest in you. In my fiancé. I’m going to be a wife who does business, who makes us wealthy and strong, an equal, no, a superior to Fujiwara and Ichijou houses! I know that you grow stronger when you earn land in Tokyo, and can improve them somehow, like the shrine. Well, we’ll use my money to buy everything you need, and push the value skywards! Healing too! How many rich old Americans and Europeans will there be, who would pay anything for miracle cures? There has to be more we can do as well, so long as you share the truth of what you can do with me!” Her impassioned speech was searing and honest. “Sure, you say I don’t need to do this to benefit, to work with you, and I know you mean it. But what I want, what I’m asking for… you can’t just trust anyone with it! I won’t let you be so naïve! Shaeula is too giving, you are too trusting, Eri too shy. You need me in your corner! I can cover your weaknesses!”

“I’m pretty sure I turned you down, didn’t I?” I managed. Damn, seeing a beautiful girl like Hinata-san pouring our her heart dressed like that. It’s pretty moving. But even if Shaeula is on board with it, Eri won’t be… or… will she? My traitorous mind went back to Eri’s birthday, when she roleplayed my kouhai at school lewdly, and confessed her secret feelings she was too scared to any other way.

"If senpai has to have some other girls, some fancy rich girls that open doors for him… Eri will swallow her tears and smile. So long as Eri is not forgotten, and can spend many, many happy days with senpai." Her words came back to me, causing my chest to hurt. Eri, she... she must have known this was coming. Why am I constantly failing? I never meant to hurt anyone… but I don’t see a way out of this without hurting someone. It should be Hinata-san, as she’s not my girlfriend, no question, but…

“Well, I would hate to break down the shares and properties I have for you into mere money.” Fukumoto-san broke the silence. “But I can certainly advance you a significant sum, and even invest myself. Though I’ll expect a decent return on that investment of course.” He winked. “Even my beloved granddaughter's husband is not exempt from that.”

“Seriously, why do you hesitate, refuse?” Minato-san said, irritated. “Our Hinata has poured her heart out to you! One of your fiancées already agrees, and the other can be won around. So you don’t love her now, that’s irrelevant in this world. You will in time, just like I do her mother.”

“Right. The engagement will be long anyway, there is no rush for a wedding, until the time that the nobility finally acknowledge us.” Kokoro-san agreed. “There’s plenty of time for love to bloom. But we wish to announce it now, for our daughter's sake. Take back your refusal, Akio-kun. Please don’t trample on my daughter's dreams. Don’t let them die like ours has.” She bowed to me then, imploring, and I felt sick.

Really, what do I want? Shaeula’s reasons are beyond my understanding, but I do know she’s hurting, uncertain for the future. I’ve failed her. Eri too. Eri’s insecure, jealous, but always thinking of what’s best for me. Can I still give them what they need, Hinata too, if I accept her? Or will it only bring everyone pain? Am I even able to reach the right decision. But before that, Hinata has to be certain, as there’s no going back…

“Are you really sure? I know I’m important now, and I admit, I don’t think I’m a bad catch, but… having someone to love alone is a great thing. Something I’ve given up.”

“Nobility is like that. This is the best match she’ll get.” Kokoro-san said. “Trust us. Better you who she likes and has potential, than someone that wouldn’t cherish her, would waste her gifts.”

“I’m not afraid. I know you worry for Eri. Shaeula will be fine. I understand her, and…” Hinata-san smiled. “Living an extremely long, busy and satisfying life with you all seems delightful. As for Eri, I’ll put her fears to rest, make sure she’s happy. I’m a girl who is worth making this sacrifice for.” She puffed out her chest.

“I too wish for her to join us.” Shaeula said, disengaging from my arms. “Do not-not be a fool. Otherwise when Hinata is taken by some inferior male and suffers, it will be too-too late to regret. The path of a ruler is greedy. Will you not-not be an Emperor of the Astral? When she offers, you should snatch her up! I too will mollify and support Eri, though she is far-far stronger than you think she is.”

“Time to be a man.” Minato-san said, and with that I buried my misgivings and hugged Hinata, who started crying, her emotions that she had bottled up from the struggle at lunch overspilling.

“Fine. You win. I am such a shitty guy when it comes to faithfulness, but if you really want this, I can consent to an engagement. But until Eri, her family and mine all agree, we can’t go further.”

“So… this is what a man feels like.” Hinata-san shivered in my arms. “It’s very different than when Hiroto comforts me. I think I like it. Thanks, Akio, my fiancé.” She smiled, stunningly beautiful in her makeup. “Now that is out the way, my first advice is… take Motoko-san too.”

“Wait, what?” I protested, but she looked at me seriously, as she was already advocating I expanded my fiancées.

“It’s obvious. Motoko-san is already interested in you, she’s beautiful, refined, very popular, and her family is second only to the big three noble houses. Taking her would strengthen our position, and also win favour from her family and the upper nobility who ware struggling to deal with her desires. Besides…” Hinata was animated now, running through her ideas. “… you are looking for partners who can fight, aren't you?”

She shivered a little, but was resolute. “Even Eri is a warrior, your sister too. If I have to fight to grow stronger and live with you, I’ll do it, though I’m more interested in what we can command here on Earth.” She leaned into my chest. “But Motoko-san, she’s always dreamed of being able to fight, her family legacy and Arts being useful. I don’t want to see her ground down, lose what she loves. I hate that part of the nobility and want to crush it. The first step is freeing Motoko-san from her chains.”

“I agree. Motoko and Natsumi are very motivated, and I believe we can-can trust them. Though Natsumi will be useless without Motoko.” Shaeula grinned. “I believe she has feelings for Motoko that go beyond merely that-that of friends or student and teacher. To marry Motoko and abandon Natsumi to loneliness is beyond-beyond cruel.”

“Natsumi doesn’t offer huge benefits, but she is still from an old family. It wouldn’t be a detriment.” Hinata mused. At that my eyes flickered to Onoue-san reflexively, not that I had any designs on her, and she snorted, though she seemed happy.

“Not me, I’m just a bodyguard. I was going to lose Hinata-sama when she got married anyway, so I am glad she’ll be happy with you. She better be, or else.”

“Why would you lose her? If I’m taking Hinata, I’ll have to do what makes her happy, just like I swore to Eri and Shaeula. She’s very fond of you, so it isn’t like I’m going to fire you. In fact I’ll probably have to take over paying your wages. Train hard, you’ll need to be far stronger to protect her in the world that’s coming.”

At that, Onoue-san looked shocked, mouth open.

“I don’t see why we have to follow the rules of the nobility that don’t suit us. We make our own way.” I chided her gently.

“See?” Hinata said smugly in my arms. “I told you he was the one, Kazumi. I felt my heart skip a beat then. We make our own way. Yes, I like that.”

“So, Motoko then…” Shaeula began, but I put a stop to that.

“Seriously, stop, please! I have enough wrapping my head around Hinata, never mind others. A few moments ago I was hardening my heart to refuse her, despite knowing it would sadden her! Until Eri and our family agrees, nothing else is happening. I suppose…” Gods, I’ve broken my promise again. I guess my resistance weakened when I accepted Shaeula and now Hinata… “… while bringing Eri onside you can bring up the possibility with her, but if she says no, I’m not even going to consider it! And don’t forget, there’s only one of me, and I have no desire to have so many women I can’t care for each of you properly!” Even if we are often apart, as we do our own things we need to, that still doesn’t mean I want to let my women be lonely.

“Well said!” Fukumoto-san approved. “Where the hell is the maid with our champagne? This is a celebration. Besides…” He grinned, his predatory gleam back, all business. “Now, Akio-kun, since we are family, it’s time to tell us just what you need and how we can help, and reap the profits!”

“Fine. And that reminds me…” I spoke to Hinata, still in my arms, unwilling to let me go. “Shaeula and I are likely to be away for days, maybe longer, as we have business in the other world. I’m putting you in charge of the training school during that time. Liaise with Kana, she knows what to do. Keep everyone training as best you can. I guess… I guess Shaeula and I will do Chirurgery on your family as well. You can show them how to train their Chakras too.”

“Fine, I’ll do it.” She pumped her fist cutely. “My first task as your official fiancée. But before that… how am I going to spend my money? Which land do we need to buy? Grandfather, get us a map! You are healthy again, so no slacking. Mother, father, get some laptops up here. Kazumi, get the maid to make dinner and bring us more champagne for everyone. This is a celebration! And…” She looked up at me impishly. “.. my declaration of war on Mayumi. So, Akio, fiancé dear. I want to win! Tell me how we can!”

Everything spiralled out of my control so quickly. It wasn’t as though the idea of engagement to Hinata wasn’t broached before, but… As a map was laid out on the table, Hinata started demanding to know where I needed. Shaking my head, cursing myself a little for being a weak-willed bastard, I explained where my Territory overlapped, but that I could potentially obtain anything within ten kilometres of the shrine.

Yeah, it seems like I’m weak to strong-willed women. It’s hard, being a harem protagonist bastard. Sure, I won’t deny Hinata is very desirable, but it hurts that I’m clearly not the good, loyal man I thought I was. Still, if everyone agrees, I can only make amends by striving to make everyone even happier. If I was aiming for ten times before, now I need to be at least fifteen times better than any other man to balance it out, no, twenty times! And shit, I need to get Hinata a ring now… Stupid thoughts spinning through my head, I panicked.

At least it’s going to be a long engagement. We’ll have time to grow closer, and maybe they are right, and love will bloom… Seeing Hinata in her finery, so eagerly debating with her father and grandfather about which land would be the best to procure, while her mother looked on fondly, I realised I had made the same mistake I made with Eri. I thought I should make Eri happy because she was my childhood friend and I loved her like a sister, so I wasn’t able to turn her down. In the end it was the right choice, as it turned out I did love her after all, and always had. It’s a bit different for Hinata, but her desires and pain reached me, and in the end I couldn’t bear to let her and her family down. I’m such a coward. Eri will cry… “Damn, Eri.” I sighed.

“May the fortunate winds blow around you, and keep you safe from her wrath.” Shaeula chuckled, surrounding me with a gale of green, causing the Fukumoto's to exclaim in surprise. “I doubt it will help you, but I felt-felt compelled to offer.” She snickered at my sudden fear. “Though Eri may be more-more understanding than you think.”

“I hope so. If I was her I wouldn’t be.” I admitted. Opening up my phone I dialled Eri, and she picked up brightly.

“Akio, I’m so happy to hear from you! What’s up?”

“Um, well, I have some… bad news.” I hesitated, unsure of how to say it.

“So, which one? Hinata-san, or Motoko-san?” Eri sighed, a long exhalation full of exasperation and resignation.

“Huh, what?” I managed, nonplussed.

“I’m not stupid. In fact, you know my stats…” she boasted a little. “…I’ve talked with those girls, and they definitely want you. I don’t like it, I hate it, but Motoko-san was right. You weren’t there, but she told me I needed to have more value than simply wanting to be your girlfriend, your wife. And much as I hate to admit it, she was right. So instead, I’ll make you fall in love with me all over again, stand by your side, and make it so you’ll never want to ignore me for other women!” I could hear her pouting, but she seemed serious.

“Oh, I see. Well, I said unless my family, uncle and auntie are convinced, it’s a no go, but…”

“You never answered me. Who is it?” Eri asked again.

Before I could answer, Hinata snagged my phone. “Eri, it is me.” she declared. “I proposed and he accepted. Eventually. But I understand. I don’t wish to steal your happiness. I just want my own. Blame yourself for falling in love with such a desirable man.”

“I do blame myself, but what other choice was there? Akio has always been the only one for me. So, not Motoko-san then, Hinata?”

“Not yet, but it is but a matter of time. She likes him well enough. Love may be asking a bit much for now, but our engagement will be leisurely in the noble way while I’m still at school, so it’ll come in time. I am very loveable. But we can discuss this in person. After all, Akio was very clear. Unless I win you all over, I’ll be left out in the cold, discarded. Surely you wouldn’t do that to me though, would you Eri? Just imagine if Shaeula stole Akio from you…”

“Don’t think I haven’t thought about that. But I don’t intend to lose to you! You may be rich and from a good family, but I fight every night to raise my Level so I can stand by his side!”

God, this conversation is excruciating. I guess I deserve it though…

“That reminds me, do you know how I can get my Levels raised too? Surely I need that if I’m going to be his wife.” Hinata asked, curious.

At that Eri snorted. “You’ll have to give him the most precious thing a girl can. That would work. But sorry, you’re still in school, having a long, chaste engagement…” At the venom dripping from Eri’s voice I had to protest.

“No, there is one other way, but that takes a slot of the Throne Of Heroes. I was planning to use it on Aiko, but sadly I need the slots to bring more allies from the Boundary to here right now…”

As I panicked and argued with both of the girls, who were taking shots at each other over the phone, Shaeula’s laughter in my ears, my eyes met those of Fukumoto-san, who grinned. “Our Hinata is a firecracker, isn't she? Now anyway, why not let the girls resolve this and get back to business…”

Fine. I do deserve this. Shit, I only just convinced father and uncle Junpei about Shaeula, and now this… I’m going to lose all the respect I earned! Shaeula, this is your fault too, if your fears hadn’t moved my heart… no, who am I kidding. I have to take responsibility for my own shitty actions. Twenty times better. Or thirty. I can do it and make everyone happy. I’ve made the bed anew, so once more I’ll lie in it, and own it. A shame it sometimes feels like a bed of nails of my own making…


One Hundred And Ninety-Eight


Well, the nails are already starting to bite. To be honest I was a bit at a loss as the situation unfolded, and I couldn’t help feeling that I hadn’t exactly made a mistake, but that something had still gone very wrong and I couldn’t quite see how.

Hinata had finished her subtext-heavy and rather aggressive phone call with Eri, and her attention turned back to how she could help me. She was sitting close to me, our bodies almost touching, though her face was flushed, and Shaeula was on my other side. We sat at the antique table, champagne flowing, even Hinata drinking some, as we planned out how she could help us, her grandfather offering many useful suggestions, and mother-in-law... no, wait, it’s still Fukumoto-san or Kokoro-san, else I feel like I’ve given in already and this is inevitable. Although… it feels pretty inevitable. From what I remembered, Tyr had offered his hand to the wolf Fenrir to persuade him he wasn’t being tricked, and had lost it, though his sacrifice ultimately saved many. Seems like I’ve had to offer my heart instead, or maybe another body part. I just hope this doesn’t lead to it getting cut off too…

With that crude thought in my mind, I had turned my attention back to the proposals, Kokoro-san offering insight into the most powerful families of the nobility and how they might respond to our actions, and how we could make inroads. It isn’t like I thought of my gain when I accepted Hinata, I just got caught up in the moment, and seeing a girl who I knew, and reminded me at least a little of Eri, seeming so downhearted and depressed, knowing I could reach out a hand and help her smile again… damn, I’m such a fucking pushover. I thought I was toughening up!

On seeing my troubled face, Hinata had smiled consolingly at me, and at her happy expression my traitorous mind immediately started back-pedalling, happy feelings of relief that she had stopped crying rising within me.

Damn it, if this was a battle against another Astral Emperor candidate or the Wild Hunt, I’d stand there without fear, kicking ass. How is it that a girl younger than me and her family managed to persuade me when I’d already declined repeatedly? Are the tears of a pretty girl so deadly a weapon that even a Barghest would envy?

It was at that moment I resolved to turn my rage on the Myconids who had seized the Spring of Clear Reflections and take all my angst and self-loathing out on them. Their fate was sealed, being the foes who happened to be next on my agenda.

“What’s on your mind, Akio?” Hinata asked, blushing a little at calling me by name again. At that her grandfather chuckled heartily, and even Onoue-san smiled, happy for her mistress. No, now she’s softened her stance towards me, maybe it should be Kazumi-san?

“Oh, well…” I trailed off, uncertain. Shaeula could read me well, so knew of my internal torment, smirking unsympathetically, but then, she had got what she wanted, so no wonder she was happy. Yeah, the nails in that bed definitely hurt. “I don’t want to put a damper on the mood, after all…” I swallowed. “… we did just get engaged. Though trust me, I’m in no hurry to rush forward with the wedding! I have a lot to do, and Hinata will want to finish school, and, well, never mind. It’s just I’m disappointed in myself. Don’t take this the wrong way, Hinata, you’re a nice girl, any man would be happy to marry you, I’m sure, and those nobles who won’t because of your status are clearly idiots not worth your time, but… I was resolved not to accept any more fiancées, and yet, here we are. I worry it’ll happen again and again. I’m feeling pathetic.”

“You sound pathetic too-too.” Shaeula whacked me on the head, not hard, but enough to show her displeasure. “I have told you, a male… no, not-not just a male.” she amended, thinking. “Any ruler, any male or female worth the following, they seize what they want-want. If it happens again, so be it.”

“Well, I’ll confess to being slightly offended.” Hinata pouted, but she only leaned closer, our shoulders brushing gently. “But I understand that is because you don’t love me yet. Before, I would have been happy with a loveless arranged union, if I was respected and I could prove myself. After all, that’s the way of the nobility.” she said bitterly. “It’s all Mayumi has to look forward to, and she doesn’t even understand what she is losing out on. Sakura too, that poor idiot. But I do. Now I want you to love me, and I want to love you! I’m a greedy girl, I want it all, everything under the sky I can grasp, no, everything under every sky we can grasp together.”

Her smile was blinding, and it reminded me of the smile of Eri when I accepted her confession under the fireworks, or Shaeula, when Eri and her finally pressured me into accepting her love as well, as shitty as that made me feel. Yet at the time I was relieved too, that I was able to stop hurting Shaeula. I’d noticed her feelings, hell, she told me them often enough, but I pretended to play dumb, be indecisive… oh, I get it. The smile. Understanding dawned on me, though before I could fully articulate it to myself, Hinata continued.

“If it happens again, it happens. But!” she insisted, scowling at Shaeula, though she was still attractive, even doing that. “We need to make sure no unsuitable women enter his sights. He is too weak to women, definitely! I can’t say much about it, as my family and I took full advantage, but we, as his wives, need to make sure they have a good personality, and no problematic backgrounds.”

“I quite-quite agree.” Shaeula nodded. “As first wife, Eri should be dealing with such-such matters. I will support her of course, and would welcome your assistance. Motoko and Natsumi do-do seem to be suitable, and…”

Nope, not listening to this. Really, I just want to see everyone around me smiling. Especially the girls. Ever since the dog attacked Eri and Aiko, I’ve always been scared of their tears. It was the same with Shiro. I couldn’t help but want to support her, seeing the shadow of sadness under her rotten personality. Though before, I was only offering surface-level help, too scared of any intimacy. But now… now my heart has been opened up by Eri and Shaeula, letting people, girls, truly in, I can’t stop at just that. Yeah, if Tyr offered his hand freely, I guess I offer my heart. Wow, as my sister would say, that’s majorly lame. Not heroic at all.

Having finished their discussion, and me shaking my head at some of the names Shaeula had put forward, I decided to change the subject. “So, anyway, we can definitely expand in this direction, like you asked. I need to own the land though before ether density increases, which is going to be a problem…”

“No, there’ll be no problem. We’ll put it jointly in your and Hinata’s name.” her grandfather declared. “Since you are going to be married, there's no issue, is there? You may complain, but if you couldn’t bear to break Hinata’s heart before, surely now when she is growing ever fonder of you, you’ll stick by her?”

“Of course, but if she ever decides she likes someone… ouch!” I wasn’t the only one who cried out. Hinata was rubbing at her fingers where she tried to pinch me, but only ended up hurting herself as I was too tough. Shaeula though, had whacked me hard, my head ringing.

“Foolish Akio. I hate-hate when you do that! It looks down-down on females too much, and yourself also! Hinata has decided, the wisest decision she has ever made, so do not-not insult her resolve!”

“That’s right!” Hinata pouted, tears in her eyes as she shook her sore hand. I grabbed it then, and she let out a little noise, reddening, but all I was doing was channelling in aether to heal her. As the pain diminished, she brightened momentarily, before remembering she was annoyed. “Even if I was to ignore the fact I’d be a laughing stock and unmarriageable, bringing shame to Fukumoto house, if our engagement fell through, I told you! I want your love! I want Eri and Shaeula to approve of me as worthy to join you in the most exciting, important change the world has ever seen. Saying you’ll let me go hurts my pride! Don’t!”

As Shaeula approved her strong words I released her hand. “I get it. Sorry. To be honest, I’m still not that confident with women. I may have Eri and Shaeula, but it’s all happened so damn fast. I still haven’t been able to shake my doormat tendencies, it seems. Look.” I was serious now. “I still feel a bit sore I let you all talk me into this, but it’s my fault for not being able to ignore a girl who is suffering that only I can help. If you had other options in your marriage that could make you happy, well, I’d probably have been able to hold firm.”

It was easy refusing Yae-san, I could have done that even if I wasn’t dating Eri at the time, she’s a normal girl looking for happiness, and I hope she finds it, but any good man can give her that… but it seems that I am the only real choice for Hinata that works. It doesn’t make me feel less shitty and less of a betrayer, but…

Shaeula hit me again. As I yelped, I met her eyes, and she grinned humourlessly. “Enough with the guilt. You have always-always made me happy, as you promised. Hinata is fun, she will help you, and Eri is not-not as opposed as you think. But… if it will set your mind at ease, I shall-shall do it.” She pulled out her orange phone and called Eri.

“What now?” Eri answered, a bit peevishly. “I think we said everything that needed to be said. I’ll accept it, but I won’t lose!”

“Eri, Akio is wallowing in guilt and self-loathing, it is most-most annoying. I wish to help him, and you. So…” She took a deep breath. “You will not-not have to lose any of your time with Akio in the future. Hinata’s share, Motoko’s share… I shall give up my time. So long as Akio has some-some left for me I shall endure.” She sighed, a long exhalation of breath. “So, Akio. Put aside your sorrow. I shall not-not let Eri be disadvantaged.”

There was a grim silence from Eri, and then her voice echoed loudly, shrill and pissed off. “You’ll do what? No you won’t!” she declared. “I’m his first love, I’m his first kiss, I’m his first… woman! I don’t need your charity! I hate it, but ever since you came into our lives and I found out about this other reality, I knew this was coming! You think I’m not good enough for Akio to want to spend time with?”

“No-no, that was not-not my intention…” Shaeula assured her hurriedly.

“Well, it sure sounds like it!” Eri snapped. “Akio, I know you can hear me! Yes, I’m frustrated, yes, I’m angry, yes I’m upset, but...” She took a deep breath. “… I accept this. If it’s what I have to endure to be with you, then I’ll endure it. Besides… I’m pissed off sure, but even now, talking, knowing you are listening, I’m still happy I get to do that. Compared to the empty void my life has been when you left Nishimorioka, even this anger is fun and fresh, it makes me feel alive.”

Damn, I’m tearing up. My girls, my girls are strong. Probably stronger than me, mentally, despite all my stats and gains.

“So no more crap, Shaeula. I’m the Dark Temptress, remember.” The way she said it, I could hear her blush. “I have to find what I want to do in life, and I want to do whatever lets me spend the most time with Akio! And right now that means learning to fight. So I will. And I’ll fight all of you too! So be warned, Hinata! I’ll not deny you your share, but I get mine first!”

“I accept your challenge, Eri!” Hinata declared back proudly, before Kokoro-san winked at me and plucked the phone out of a very surprised Shaeula’s hand.

“Oh hello, you must be Eri-chan. I am Kokoro, Hinata’s mother. I was just thinking, that as a daughter of a most distinguished noble, who has been brought up expecting to manage other concubines and mistresses, as well as manage my husband and his secret … excursions…” At that, Minato-san stammered out some lame excuses to his daughter, about "needing to show a good front to the nobility by acting in the same manner" and "how a second woman was a status symbol every noble needs."

“Since I have experience, and will be part of your extended family, I’d be happy to advise you. Else you won’t be able to keep my daughter in line.”

“Mother!” Hinata cried, shocked, while Kazumi-san grinned and Fukumoto-san pounded his knee, guffawing.

“Well, isn’t this delightful. It’s been a long time I’ve seen everyone so energetic and happy. Look, grandson-in-law.” he said to me, deadly serious. “I get you feel like you should have held your ground. Maybe a strong man would have. But… isn’t this better? Look at the joy in the room. Even this Eri girl said it. She’s angry, but even in the anger, there’s happiness because she’s sharing it with you! So be proud, be bold, grab everything you can, and never lose that kindness, that willingness to sacrifice when it comes to making others happy. So long as it doesn’t put your own or their happiness at risk. I don’t need a martyr as a grandson! But if you think having our Hinata love you is a burden or a sacrifice, I’m not sure you’re going to make it in this cruel world. We just browbeat you into accepting the jackpot!”

“Oh, grandfather!” Hinata was embarrassed, hiding her face, but she looked overjoyed, and that did warm my traitorous chest.

“Anyway. Minato, don’t think we didn’t know about your dalliances. At least you had the good sense not to have any illegitimate children. You have to watch that.” he told me seriously. “Nothing causes worse trouble than that. Anyway, back to business. We know what land to secure, but how can we help you over there? We don’t know a lot about it, but it seems vitally important.”

I had been thinking on this myself, and had one idea, but it seemed impossible to achieve. Maybe not now though. “Okay, well, I do have one possibility. I need an area which has a lot of visitors, but few staff permanently there. Ideally, the visitors should stay for a few hours, and not come back for days or weeks. If I can gain ownership of such a place, I could set up a Material To Boundary Connection and drain a little aether and ether from them without causing any long-term effects to their health. A little ether from a vast number of people would soon mount up. Is there anywhere that could fit the bill?”

“Hmm, let me think…” Fukumoto-san mused, understanding my needs.

“Oh, and Hinata, that idea about healing foreign millionaires, it would be easy enough, I think, but we can’t let information leak out abroad any further, so it’s probably unwise, hey, why are you looking at me like that?” Her flat gaze gave me shivers, and for a moment I felt she really was my wife, and an annoyed one at that!

“Of course I know that, Akio!” she sniffed. “I’m not a fool, I’m an asset! If anything, I need to keep a firm hand on you three idiots. That time you approached us at that restaurant was risky, and offered a slim chance of gain, with a massive downside of risk. Well, your slim chance came up, and you won me…” she said proudly. “… but I’ll be coaching you both on how to manage confidential information. Look, it’ll work, we do it like this…”

As she outlined a pretty damn decent plan, I looked around me. Shaeula was happy, Eri was listening intently on the phone to an animated Kokoro-san, Minato-san was helping his father think of a suitable place for me to purchase, Kazumi-san was smiling… Shit, even I am starting to feel this isn’t so bad. Soft touch, pushover… fuck, yeah I totally am. But when it brings happiness to other good people, when nobody else can, and…

My gaze softened as I looked at Hinata, resplendent in her kimono. It isn’t like I’m losing out, am I? Though now I have more to protect… I do have to shake this need to please people, especially girls who remind me of Eri and my sis, but for now… done is done. I’ll make the best of it, and together, we’ll change the nobility so girls like Hinata and Motoko-san no longer have to suffer. Then they won’t all need to come to me! Damn, I’m starting to get how Tyr feels, being relied upon too much!
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“So what did you want to talk to me about this late?” Kana asked, in the top-floor suite at the training school that was reserved for me. She was in her pyjamas, though she had put a dressing-gown over the top to make the short journey from the shrine.

“Well, I’m going to be away for a while, Shaeula too. Days at minimum, it might even stretch to weeks. It’s a big campaign.”

“I see.” she said softly. “It’s dangerous, right?”

“Well, yeah.” I agreed. “Although don’t worry. I’ve thought this through. The Fae think it’s impossible to win back this lost land, but I have advantages they don’t. I think that I can turn it from a Danger Rank S mission down to a D or E.”

“Danger Rank S?” Kana tilted her head, puzzled.

“Never mind. Otaku joke.” I grinned. “Anyway, I’m leaving you and Hinata in charge. You have the best Chakra network now, and can see abnormalities. Train that gift and you might even evolve an Eye power like me or Shaeula. Hinata can deal with noble-related issues, and if you need money, Karen-chan has you covered.”

“Right, you can trust me. Hinata though, hmm?” She noticed my lack of honorifics, but I glossed over it, using what I had brought her here to see to distract her. I pointed to the large doll, Azuki.

“In case something goes terribly wrong that Hinata and Karen-chan can’t solve, come here and you can get in contact with us. Shaeula and I will rush back as best we can, though as there is quite a time differential and we might be in a warzone, it might take us a while.”

“Sure, it would be good not to be out of contact, but how can a doll help us with… by the Kami, that doll is moving!” Kana leapt back in shock as Azuki turned her head slowly, joints creaking.

“Oh, hello master.” She greeted me. “The princess told me to come here.”

“The doll is talking too!” Kana pointed. “No, wait, I know Shaeula, this shouldn’t scare or shock me! Whoa, that’s incredible!” With her newly-increased Resilience, Kana overcame the shock quickly. Kneeling down, she looked at Azuki, face delighted. “This is so cute! I want one!” She picked up Azuki and hugged her.

“Hey, put me down, I’m not a doll, I’m a Zashiki-Warashi! I’m Azuki!”

As Azuki struggled, I continued, amused. “Azuki can function here by possessing the doll, so long as there’s ether, and the density is highest here. So if you need to get in touch with us, Azuki can travel back to the Boundary and get someone to fetch us.”

“Right, I get it. So, well, can I show Marika-chan and my friends this?” Kana asked, grinning. “They’ll find her super cute, just like I do! It’ll help their motivation too!”

“Fine.” I sighed. “So long as they keep it secret. I trust Marika-chan, but your friends…”

“Nah, they are good girls, they’ll be fine. If not, I’ll take responsibility!” Kana promised.

“Great, well in that case, I’m off to war. Wish me luck!”

“I’ll wait for your return, just like a wife seeing off her soldier husband!” she teased me, and at the term wife I remembered Hinata. Luckily I managed to show none of that on my face, merely waving farewell and heading to another room to enter the Boundary…
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On my return to the Boundary I was greeted with Ixitt, and surprisingly, a stern, concerned-looking Ulfuric.

“He wants to talk to you.” Ixitt smiled, lashing his tail. “He’s worried about the planned reclamation and the safety of you and the princess. Please set his mind at rest. Speaking of the princess…” Ixitt’s smile turned gleeful. “She is getting ready as we speak, to demonstrate the equipment. Such ingenious ideas. I had never thought of using our materials that way, and the use of powdered bluesteel… it is the act of a brilliant mind! Oh how I long to walk the mortal realm like the princess does…” As Ixitt went off into paroxysms of joy regarding the armour and devices I had him make, I motioned for Ulfuric to speak.

“Are you certain about this?” he asked, his rumbling voice grave. “The very air of the forest around the Spring is death. Seeds on the wind, and these smaller spores, as Ixitt tells me you call them. How can you survive such? Even if you have protective equipment, you will have to battle many foes. Damage is inevitable, and then… death.”

“Yeah, I can truly see why the Fae consider the forest unconquerable. But I don’t believe so. I need to run a few tests first, but assuming Ixitt got everything I need up and running, we don’t have to fear the spores and seeds, just combat, and let’s be honest. With Grulgor, Shaeula and me all fighting, I pity the fools who try and stop us. Still, I plan to dedicate significant time to this, we’ll wear them down, make gains, push slowly… until the Spring is ours once more. As for gear damage, we have ways around that too. Feel free to come and watch.”

“I trust your faith is not misplaced.” He put a heavy paw on my shoulder, and even with my high stats the pressure was intense, though I resisted, meeting his eyes calmly. At that he rumbled his approval.

“Putting myself at risk is one thing. Shaeula is quite another. Trust me.” I declared boldly.

With that done, we reached Ixitt’s laboratory. A dozen Kobolds were standing there, though they were from the Spawning Spire. Experiments on truly living beings is beyond what I can countenance, even if Kin Restoration would bring them back. Luckily the Kobolds, while not having an aversion to the Degraded Kobolds like Shaeula does, they also don’t think they are real Kobolds, which they seemingly aren’t. So I can use these up… it stings my conscience a bit, but to safeguard Shaeula and the others, I can do it!

Grulgor was also there, restlessly pacing, as well as Hyacinth, who when she saw me, rushed over eagerly like an excitable puppy, trying to foist some of her fruit juice on me, which I accepted, taking a cool drink.

“She should be out in a minute.” Ixitt grinned. He pointed out some large barrels. “The barrier sealant you asked for. The recipe is quite different I imagine, but the effect is what you need. I have the other supplies prepared too, but they have already been moved to the mansion.”

“Great, and the rest?”

“Inside. Waiting. Now, allow the princess to shock you with her new appearance!” Ixitt shouted, and that was her cue to step out of the changing facilities that had been erected. I couldn’t help but whistle at the sight. Yeah, that’s a whole new fetish I didn’t know I had. Still, looking good!

She was wearing a gasmask, eye-covering goggles with high angle of view, a black hood that could cover her exposed skin, and a skin-tight rubber-like suit, with a single zip down the front. The zip itself was glimmering wetly, as it had been coated in the sealant to prevent any spores entering.

“So, what do-do you think?” Shaeula spun around, and I grinned.

“Yeah, okay that’s hot. Remind me to get you one in the Material too.”

“Oh, you!” Shaeula grinned, the small hints of skin I could see under her mask, which were also glimmering with cream, turned pink.

“You think you can fight in it?” I asked, and she nodded.

“It is very-very tight, and I expect it would be rather uncomfortable, but the wind energy circulating through is quite-quite cooling.”

“Great, so that works too. I guess Bjarki helped with the bluesteel wiring?”

“I did tooo!” Hyacinth went fishing for praise. “I sewed the undershirts! Anything fooor master!”

“Good job!” I patted her head, causing her to mewl with joy. At the amused snort of Shaeula, I turned back to Ixitt. “What about the vacuum?”

“Bjarki should be putting the finishing touches to it now.” Ixitt lashed his tail more rapidly, eager to see it in action. “The glass flask was harder to make than I expected, it being so large, but we managed. It will need constant elemental wind to function, but…” Looking at us he grinned. “… with the two of you, we should have no shortage.”

Yeah, especially since my heart and lunar Chakras both ranked up, I’m flush with it, and we can finally pull reserves from the Elemental Silos in the Territory again. Assuming the tests go well, I know we can do this!

“Grul wants to know when we fight! Grul hears promise of destroying many foes!” Grulgor complained.

“Fine. Ixitt, you help Grulgor gear up, then do yourself. Shaeula, help Hyacinth. I’ll go see master Bjarki and then I’ll also get ready.”

“Come with me, foolish servant.” Shaeula dragged Hyacinth away, while Ixitt ushered Grulgor inside. It was then I entered the workshop of the Dvergr for the first time, amazed at how tidy it was. There were forges, sure, giving off intense heat, and crucibles of steaming, molten Dwarven iron and steel. There were also anvils and other tools, but they were all neatly placed, as were the racks of weapons and armour, including five sets of very distinct chainmail armours with extremely fine rings, in various sizes from petite to colossal, which were obviously for our party.

“So, it’n be the slavedriver that had me’n Ixitt working all hours t’finish all these items. I be needing a break.” The Dvergr turned, wiping sweat from his brow.

“Sorry about that. But I’m keen to get cracking. After this you’ll be free to do what you want for a while. I love what you’ve done with the place, by the way. Very tidy!”

“There'n be nay winning me around with fancy compliments. Just take a look. It’n be what you wanted, aye?” Bjarki pulled down a strange device. It looked like a long pipe with a series of fine mesh grates over the entrance, which led to a half-metre across flask with a complicated two-way valve I was amazed they were able to make, based on my shallow description. My Eye flared amber, and I grinned as I read the description.

“Yeah, it’s damn perfect. With this and Hyacinth… well, I’m even more confident we can win now. Thanks again.” I offered the dwarf my hand for a shake, only to find he had placed a pair of blades there. I looked puzzled, and he only shrugged.

“I could nay send the consort of t’princess out t’battle without his swords, could I?” He looked a bit embarrassed, and I pegged him as tsundere as well. Seriously, male tsundere aren’t popular, never mind bearded dwarf ones. That’s too niche a market.

“Whoa…” I gasped in shock as my eyes read the item details.

The Twin Fangs Of Rending [Item Class: Noble] [Item Type: Rule]
A matched pair of Dwarven-steel blades, made by the renowned Dvergr craftsman Bjarki, by melting down the previous blades, one broken and tainted by the Spatial Element, the other angry and undefeated. As the swords were reforged from the metal, the Spatial Element was strengthened at the expense of sublimating the bluesteel into the Dwarven alloy. The ability to store and use Elements was lost, but instead the blade draws in Ether from the surroundings and Aether from the user, enabling the blades to bypass most defences by slicing the intervening space.


“This’n be a happy stroke of fortune. The blades, they’n wanted, nay, needed t’be made. They hunger to prove themselves. They’n rank among the best swords I ever did make.” He paused then. “So y’better nay let the princess come t’harm. Else Ulfuric, he will strangle you t’death! Swing t’Fangs and crush your enemies!”

“You have my word. So long as I and these blades remain unbroken, no harm will come to Shaeula. Thanks. I love them. And I’ll do them justice.” I guess the ability to use some power from multiple elements like the bluesteel can is a Foundation, while a single strong element like spatial is a Rule? Makes sense, I guess. It does sound more powerful.

As the Dwarf waved me off, still embarrassed, I belted on the swords and grabbed the chainmail, hauling them out, only to be greeted by a wonderful and terrible sight. Shaeula and Hyacinth were looking alluring and gorgeous in the tight armour, but the hulk that was Grulgor… Gods, where did my sister say she put that brain bleach? I think I need some now…

“All right.” I grinned. “Chainmail goes on over the top to protect the under-armour which blocks the enemy biological terrorism.” At my turn of phrase only Shaeula seemed to get it. Ixitt looked as if he had some idea and was excited by it. “Grulgor, you carry the barrels. Hyacinth, take this.” I passed her the vacuum. “I’m going to gear myself up, then… the Spring of Clear Reflections it is. In the name of the Seelie Court and Princess Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, we are reclaiming it!”
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“Well, here we are.” Like everyone else, I was now wearing a comfortable sewn underlayer of thin cloth, with fine bluesteel wires stitched within that we could charge with wind to keep cool, and do other things in an emergency. Above that was the skin-tight rubber-style suit, and over that a series of heavy layers of protective chainmail. As the weakest of us physically, Ixitt and Hyacinth had lighter chainmail, but as they were backline support it was fine. I had also greased up with the slimy barrier fluid on the zips and my face and neck, as while the hood, gasmask and goggles covered everything, there was no point taking chances.

Ahead of us stretched the Fae Stone boundary, and the grasslands that separated us from the pestilent forest. My Eyes confirmed that the Myconid Death Spores were still blowing everywhere, so our preparation was not in vain.

“All right. Time for the first test.” We waited by the Fae Stones. “In you go.” I said, and the first Kobold shuffled out across the boundary and reached the edge of the fungal forest. It paused for a moment, but didn't encounter any resistance.

“No Territory barrier I see. That’s a good thing.” I noted.

“I suspect the vile creature that dwells at the heart of the Spring wishes foolhardy intruders to attempt an invasion.” Shaeula posited, her eyes shining as she watched the mindless Degraded Kobold advance. “After all-all, these plant creatures must need… fertiliser.” She spat, as the Kobold suddenly erupted with growths, vines, mushrooms and other tendrils of plant matter bursting out of it as it died soundlessly, scattering away to ether, leaving behind a husk.

“It seems so.” I agreed. “All right then… number two, you are a go!” At my words the next Degraded Kobold shuffled out, ready for our second probing test… and the start of our campaign to reclaim the Spring, which all but us felt was a feat impossible to perform. But they're wrong, and we'll prove it, and Shaeula will reclaim her honour, I've sworn it!


Afterword


Hi, once more it's me again, Ship Teaser!

So yeah, this book is out a few weeks later than planned, but we're here now, at least. There are some minor spoilers about the book below, so if you're the sort to read the afterword first, be warned!

Arc 6 is quite a significant size, and there are issues with having the book contain all of it. Originally I planned to split into two, but now it'll be in three parts. Yes, that makes these books smaller than the first two, but otherwise it'd be even bigger, which isn't feasible. So… this book focusses a lot on family and what it means and what connects them.

Akio's kept a lot of secrets from his family, and the family of Eri. He thinks he did it for their own good, but eventually he'll have to face them. That's not all. The nobility have very different ideals of family and especially marriage, so that's also a focus. Does the fact a marriage is also a business arrangement make it less likely to lead to happiness? I don't think there's one answer, but I do know it's an interesting question.

Then there's friends close enough to be family. Hayato-kun, Hina-chan, the rest of the gang and the oft-teased and mysterious Shirohime finally get an appearance, and it won't be the last time, not by a long shot. Friends can be as important as family, and that's another theme.

Of course, there's still some action in the book, and a huge reveal, which I hope delights. The complimentary part to this book, which is heavily focussed on battle and progression, but also has some satisfying emotional beats, kind of the reverse of this novel, is titled The Battle For The Spring, and may even be ready for pre-order by the time you reach this Afterword!

I think the fetching Hyacinth on that cover looks as nice as Hinata on this one, just in a different way!

So yeah, book 4 and book 5 (which concludes this arc) shouldn't be long in coming, and while this book leant into the slower, more relationship/emotional beats, book 4 will change that up!

Anyway, you can find me beavering away on ScribbleHub, writing more of Arc 10, currently. I'm also often on discord. My community is small, but reasonably active for theorycrafting/discussion, and very friendly. https://discord.gg/4dm5WrHsHDis the link. It's also available on my profile at ScribbleHub.

Other communities I like to frequent, which you should check out, are r/haremfantasynovels, where you can find many other great recommendations, and their slightly less focused sister reddits of r/harem and r/romanceformen.

Obviously if you like the more litRPG elements and don't like the harem so much, r/litrpg has you covered!

On Facebook, Dukes Of Harem is another nice community, and there's also the Original English Light Novel Group, for those stories that like On Astral Tides are pulling a lot from the Japanese Light Novel scene…

Anyway, Books four and five are soon, I promise, and assuming you can wait and don't run off to ScribbleHub after the cliffhanger here, I hope to see you then!
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