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A Brief Summary Of The Story Last Time


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Side Eighty-Six – The Diviner


The moon hung massive in the sky overhead, blotting out most of the heavens, looking like a huge, unblinking eye. It was dark and still, no wind to speak of, and the sounds of the peaceful city around were muted, silent.

Still, there was a noise, out of place in this peaceful setting, a clicking, rattling sound, as if chitin or bone was rubbing together, and the sibilant hissing of something, no, a multitude of somethings, as they surged through the streets of what was possibly Kyoto, but could have easily been elsewhere, the scenery fluid and impermanent, changing and shifting as if mist.

The first creature came into view, a hideous red ant the size of a small pony, feelers swinging to and fro as it searched for something. More were coming, crawling over the pavements and roads, climbing walls and up onto the roofs of nearby houses and shrines. Everywhere they went a foul sludge was left behind, acrid and vile, leaking poisonous mist, and what was beautiful was befouled.

The woman ran, trying to avoid the creeping ants, though she was not fast, and her legs tangled in the long hem of her white and red robes, causing her to stumble. She fell, hitting the ground painfully, and rolling onto her back she looked up at the moon, which was staring down at her.

Time is running out, the sands falling through the hourglass. A familiar, distant voice echoed in her mind.

Eyes blinking behind her veil, the woman could see a shadow passing over the moon, a huge dragon, long and serpentine, coiled like a figure of eight, twisting and turning. The rattling was louder here, and she realised it was the many ruby scales of the dragon rubbing together. Even as she watched, several scales flaked off, falling to the earth, and as they landed they changed, becoming more of the ants, joining the others in mindlessly despoiling all they came across.

Panicked, the woman struggled to her feet. Her hands were stinging where she had scraped them trying to break her fall, and one ankle wouldn’t bear her weight. Even so, she had no choice but to limp away, the moon peering down on her from overhead. It was then the dragon looked at her, and she could see it had mismatched heterochromatic eyes.

One was a dirty yellow, alien and rapacious, leering at her with a foreign, dangerous hunger, while the other was ever-shifting, many colours blended into one. Yet that eye looked at her with no more warmth, merely instead of hunger it was detached curiosity, as one might look at an insect or exotic animal.

The Great Red Dragon Of The Numberless East stirs. It is not yet time for it to awaken, but even as it slumbers, its scales… they fall, searching for prey.

More scales, more ants. She recognised where she was now, she was in the grounds of Ryōan-ji temple, the beautiful rock gardens now smeared with burning, acrid ooze, dozens of the ants crawling about blindly. The meditating pools were choked with filth, disgusting her, all but one, which was clear, reflecting the moon above, drawing her gaze.

Oh daughter of the moon, she who hears my voice, you have served me well all these years, and I thank you. But your time is coming to an end. The Red Dragon stirs, thrashing about, seeking prey, and you have fallen under its gaze.

Looking into the lake, she saw many visions, some she had seen before, others new to her, the moonlight bringing glimpses of what was, what will be and what should not be. The Red Dragon roared, splitting open, scales and blood raining down, revealing a mountain range, space itself collapsing, rippling prismatic aurorae spreading out, unveiling a strange ancient-looking city, full of ants of greater size, scale and magnificence, their red chitin inlaid with jade and precious metals.

She tried to pull her eyes away, only to see the White Divine Dragon Of The West. Brilliant blue and white flames leapt from the maw of the beast, scorching the land below, and temples, shrines and the faithful burned under the great reptilian fiend, which suddenly grew great feathered wings of white and gold, a multitude of them, though six stood out, their massive shadow covering the land, and a song started, melancholic and frenzied, which hurt her ears, no, her very spirit itself.

“I do not wish to see these visions. Not… not anymore.” she gasped, half-choking out the words amidst sobs. “They… they are so grim.” She caught a glimpse of her friend, the Imperial Princess, as the ants swarmed over the Grand Shrine at Ise, which should have been impossible to see, since it was many miles distant, but in visions, as in dreams, anything was possible. “No, I do not wish to see you die again, alone and afraid!”

Shutting her eyes did nothing, as the reflected light of the moon pierced her lids, showing her more. This time, another rippling explosion of space, a small pink bird fluttering through, trailing blood and feathers. Moments later reality shuddered, and three massive stone pillars crashed after it, slamming into the ground, towering into the sky. One was black obsidian, a second was petrified wood, gleaming dully, and the third was shrouded in fog, and could not be seen. Looking at these pillars made her shudder, even more so than the twin dragons…

“No… no more.” She sobbed loudly, shoulders heaving as she sucked in desperate breaths. The ants were closing in behind her, and their chittering cries froze her blood. “I have done what I could. Conclave…”

You have done well, my precious Chosen One. Unlike the others, you were mine since you were born, a precious existence. It pains me to see you suffer, to see your fate, but I can not intervene. Were I to reach down, then…

The woman screamed, a new vision flooding her mind. The sky shattered, the realm of the spiritual mixing haphazardly with the one she knew. People died in their millions, and more pillars came crashing down, of jade, ruby, gold and more… creatures undreamed of walked the earth, and soon the millions became billions, and the living envied the dead…

“I… I am trying to change things. I have always believed that fate, prophecy, destiny, nothing is set in immutable stone.” she gasped hoarsely. “But things have changed, the Red Dragon has stirred sooner. We are far from ready. This is not fair!” she cried, realising she sounded like the frightened, petulant child she never had the chance to be. “How can my dear Yukiko be saved, if the Dragon comes now? The one with light, darkness and twilight, I have not found him, I have ideas, but…”

Fate has already shifted. You are correct, my dear daughter. Even speaking to you like this causes ripples, weakens the protection your world shelters within. So I can only touch you in dreams, through the Divine Gift you share with me…

The moon seemed to fill her vision, and she could see one of the Six Princesses. She was a lonely creature, one of hunger and flame, thirsty for salvation. She was one of three that posed a great threat to everything, yet if she perished, then one of the Six Disasters would surely shatter the Earth… “Why is everything so… so simply impossible? Even though I am blessed, I have foresight, I still fail to … wait, what… what madness is this?”

The Princess should fight that which she held dear, the thirsting flame within growing and feasting, until she was a creature of mere appetite, even attempting to consume everything she loved. Yet now, in her vision, she was shattered, broken, the thirsty flames mere embers, yet… the face, hidden in shadow and surrounded by a halo of shining metallic hair… she was smiling.

“What… what is this? There is no man carrying light and darkness, filled with twilight. I have used every last speck of my will to scour the skeins of fate, the threads of destiny. I have searched and sought, trying to find the junctions where Definite and Destiny intersect. But it is so very hard, and I grow weary…”

Did you not say it yourself? Heroes, they are not born, but made. If who you need to shatter the fractal spiderweb of weighty futures does not exist, create them. Your time… I see the overlapping threads of fate strangling you. Your life will soon end, my precious daughter. Before it does… find a worthy heir for my blessing. Create… create…

The vision started to collapse, her energy spent. As the pool shattered like glass, millions of shining fragments like mirrors reflecting the moon overhead, cascading down, she shivered, pain flaring where she was cut. Blood gushed, staining the ground, and she turned, feeling weak and feeble, only to see the Dragon overhead looking down on her with one savage eye, and the ants closing in, jaws clicking, eager to feed…
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The Diviner bolted upright, hand going under her thin sleeping robe, searching for the wound. When she realised she was unharmed, she breathed out a sigh of relief. Just a vision. But a terrible one. They were growing darker, more ominous.

She remembered back to her words to Yukiko, the Imperial Princess, about how destined futures could be changed. I still believe that, I have to. But the way Tsukuyomi spoke… it was as if my death was not Destiny, but Definite…

The door suddenly opened, and the Diviner hastily pulled on her veil, preventing her retainer from seeing her face. That too was as a result of her visions. Long ago, she saw that revealing her face to others would lead to dire consequences. With her long hair wrapped around her lightly-clad body, she greeted her servant, forcing her voice down to its usual calm, melodious tone.

“Greetings, Etsuko. Are you well this bright morning?” She was proud of how steady her voice was.

“I am.” the older woman answered, her matronly looks at odds with the red and white hakama she wore. She was carrying a bowl of warm water and soap, as the Diviner bathed alone, away from the eyes of those who might see her. “Will you be wanting breakfast? Today is the last day of rest for you, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I shall eat. I am rather famished.” She was surprised to find it was true, her stomach rumbling. Energy was surging through her, the mysterious power called aether by the Divine, yet despite being able to subsist long on it alone, she often found herself hungry. “As for indolent rest… while Conclave does not commence until tomorrow, I have much to do today. After all, the many shrines and temples will be sending their delegations in advance.”

“Yes, Kyoto is going to be full.” Etsuko giggled, her humour rather unlike her age would suggest. “It should be quite the sight. I envy any tourist who visits our stunning Kyoto this weekend. The beautiful flowers of the shrines will be everywhere!”

“Even so, it is a serious matter, Etsuko.” The Diviner chided her attendant, who had looked after her ever since she had become the Diviner, so long ago. “The very future of Japan, no, the very world, depends on Conclave.”

“Oh I know. Wasn’t it you who told me that there is no point fretting over fate and destiny though, as our own actions shape the world? Don’t be so gloomy, my dear. With your advice, those three stubborn old men will surely listen to you. After all, you are the Diviner, Tsukuyomi’s daughter.” she finished proudly.

“Now, wash yourself, take a dip in the outdoor bath, and I’ll get your breakfast ready.” With that she bustled out, all energy and enthusiasm, and the Diviner sighed, quite unlike her, as she usually refrained from such human displays of emotions, maintaining her mystery. Only around those few such as Yukiko or Yasuhide can I be just a woman. In front of everyone else, I must remain aloof, mysterious, holy. A mystical being, closest to the Gods…

Using the bowl and soap she cleansed herself, before sliding open the painted door, illustrated with an image of Tsukuyomi, the God she had served since she was but a little girl. Seeing that reminded her of her vision, and she shuddered, her skin coming out in goosebumps, and not just due to the chill, October morning air.

Stepping out onto the hinoki-wood terrace, she looked down at the rocky hot spring, steam still rising gently into the cold, still morning air. Pushing her long veil over her shoulders, the only cloth remaining on her a small mask covering her lower mouth and the sleepwear she was wearing, she stepped down into the water, her deep crimson eyes misting over, remembering.

Letting out a long sigh as the heat permeated her, she though about the vision. It was like the others. I have identified at least some characteristics of all the Princesses of the Six Paths, though Hungry Ghost, Hell and Asura are at least as dangerous to us as the disasters they are needed to stop… or are they? She remembered the vision, how the hunger of the Hungry Ghost had died down to a dim ember, and she remembered the smile through the veil of shadows and fire that hid her face. It was a smile of defeat, yet also of contentment.

“I have always struggled to change Destined futures, even Definite futures. Sometimes I have failed and disaster happened anyway, other times I succeeded, earning me the respect of all. But… can someone change fate who does not know of it?” she mused, starting to wash herself in the spring, glad that her personal shrine, a small one, dedicated to Tsukuyomi, so off the beaten track that not even tourists tended to visit, was equipped with such a natural outdoor bath. Dunking her head, she washed her floor-length, lustrous hair, which glimmered as dark as the sky in which the moon sat at night.

“Heroes… they are made, by their own actions, and the actions of others…” she continued pondering, tipping a bucket of the mineral-filled water over her head. “… turning Destined to Definite. It sounds easy, but…” Her whole tone was different to normal, since she was alone. In company she had to speak in the way befitting the Diviner, but when she was in solitude, she could use her true voice, her true words. “… I know how Yukiko feels. I too… I fear death.”

She shuddered, drawing deeper into the warm water. “Is there no way I can change fate? So many strands gathering, forming an impossible web. Yet the more complicated the Destined future, the easier it can be to change by slicing the right strands. Though a careless cut, and… well, I would be a fly in the web of a spider. Or a dragon.”

It had happened before, even with her gifts, a mistaken intention, a word to the wrong person, and what was Destined changed, for the worse. Only this time, there could be no mistakes, else the world was doomed. Though if the Hungry Ghost has changed, then she will not devour those… which will cause a great ripple… And perhaps the beast she was due to fight against… no, she could not speculate. She would need to meditate, hone her visions, seek deeper meaning, see where the universe was conspiring to make matters Definite, and where Destiny could be nudged.

Though… Tsukuyomi wishes me to pass on my blessing. Even he… even he believes my death is not merely Destiny, but Definite… Lying back in the water, she blinked at the lukewarm feeling of the autumn sun on her bare skin.

The moon waxes and wanes. Perhaps I am now to wane. If so, I shall die as I lived, striving to prevent disaster. I shall find a worthy heir to pass on the blessing, and if the hero I need does not exist, I shall create it. I only wish that… no, no. I cannot give up yet. Otherwise my words to Yukiko, urging her to struggle, they would merely be base hypocrisy. The Conclave was tomorrow, she would have ample time to see if there was anyone suitable to untangle the snarl of fate, prune webs of cause and effect, and wind a spider-thread of hope for the world to climb up.

Unlike the sinner, who greedily clung to it alone, causing it to break, I hope we can all work together, lest we plunge into the boiling pool of blood. I have delayed Conclave, as destiny required, to prevent the careless deaths of those we needed to protect, but even so… Even so, she was just a woman, a solitary, lonely woman, burdened with great gifts from childhood, now even more potent. While she loved Tsukuyomi, the thought of giving everything, even her life… This path was a lonely one indeed. I know… I know why the Hungry Ghost hungered… but not what sated it…
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“Welcome, Lady Diviner.” Yasuhide greeted her, looking tired, as well he might, having to organise lodgings for his entire faction during the Conclave, as well as numerous other pressing matters. “I trust you remain well?”

“I do, Master Kudou.” she replied formally, unable to let down her guard as several other shrine maidens and priests were around, as well as a pair of her own shrine maiden attendants. “Though… matters have taken a strange turn. Whether for good, or for ill, I cannot say.”

“Well, your words have guided me, Lady Diviner. Delaying the Conclave was risky, but…”

“Yes, outside events have caused a change. Fate is a delicate web of fragile strands of glass. Beautiful but sharp. The Red Dragon I warned you of stirs, and the ants will come surging our way far sooner than even noble Tsukuyomi anticipated. The Dragon itself shall not move, but even so, I fear… we will lose too many.” Her mysterious voice, young yet old, trembled uncharacteristically at that. Nobody noticed, except for Yasuhide, who was too wily to miss such a tell. His gaze searched her, compassionate, and he gestured for his own people to leave.

“You too.” she told her own shrine maidens, who protested, but she was insistent. When the room was vacated, she channelled a little aether, creating a bubble of soundless space, so they could not be overhead. With her face covered by her veil, she did not have to fear a spy reading her lips, and Yasuhide was aware of such too, raising one hand to cover his own mouth.

“What is it? We have known each other since you were but a child, Lady Diviner. Speak.” Yasuhide urged her. After a brief pause to gather her thoughts, she did.

“Tsukuyomi believes… that I shall die, to these ants.” She swallowed, speaking of it painful. “I see this shrine attacked too. The ants leave a trail of filth and death in their wake, gorging on and plundering what is not theirs. I am tasked with finding an heir for the Divine Favour I bear.”

There was a shocked silence, as Yasuhide contemplated that. “Lady Diviner, you… can you not turn aside this fate? As you are striving to do for the Priestess of Ise?”

For a moment she was stunned by that, before she spoke, her anger quite unlike her. “Of course I am searching for a way. I have no wish to perish here. I have too much left undone. I must find and protect the six Princesses, lest Japan and the world be destroyed!” she fumed. Fool of an old man. Why would you assume I am not racking my brains, searching for any strands of hope? But I am not omnipotent, even with my gifts enhanced. I have failed before…

“Calm down, I meant no offense…” Yasuhide tried to mollify her, but her raw emotions, burned by long nights of ever more vivid visions, would not be soothed.

“I know, but it is still deeply annoying. I do not wish to die! I have served Tsukuyomi and Japan since I was but a small child, giving up everything else! Nobody has even seen my face! You think I do not know what goes on outside? I see the tourists, in pretty dresses and laughing, holding hands with their lovers. I gave up everything for my God, and now… and now it is just find a worthy heir for my blessing…”

She laughed then, hollow and bitter. “I know that if I am to meet my end, it is my duty to pass on what I can. Otherwise, why have I strived all these years? But I had hoped… no, I still hope. But it is hard. So hard.”

“Do you know… when?” he asked, and she shook her head.

“No, only that it is soon. Very soon. That is why… Conclave must go well. We must end the infighting. Else divided we will fall to these hungry, abominable ants, whatever they represent.”

“I’ve been thinking about that.” he mused, wanting to change the subject, chagrined that he had upset her so. “You think… you think they might be foreign enemies? If so… well, one country springs to mind from the description.”

She nodded. “While I do not think that the Dragon is purely a metaphor for a country, I suspect there is involvement yes. The Numberless East. While technically it is west of us…”

“Indeed.” Yasuhide stroked his beard, puzzled. “But why would they attack us now? What has changed? If you knew, perhaps it would help you change your fate?”

“I do not know. But… other things have changed too. The Hungry Ghost…” She explained what she had seen in her vision.

“Interesting. So she lives, but is changed, steered away from a destructive course. That is certainly good news at least.” Yasuhide agreed. “Do you think that caused further changes? After all, the way you explained Destined futures to me, it is very much like the butterfly effect.”

“I do not know.” she grumbled, frustration in her strange voice. “I wish I did. I shall meditate on it today, as much as I can. For tomorrow I will have no time.”

“Yes, Conclave at last. You’ll need to be there. Takakura-sama will represent the nobles, and the Princess the Imperial Family. You will represent the Gods themselves, and our traditions. I just hope that Uchida-san and Saionji-san can see reason. With less time, we need to act as one.”

“I shall do my best to convince them. But there have already been grim accidents, has there not?”

“Yes. Deaths.” he agreed. “Well, my Ryōan-ji is rather close to that devil Saionji-san’s Kinkaku-ji, which causes its fair share of problems, but… in this case, it might be helpful. But know, I support you, Lady Diviner, and if I can help prevent your untimely death, I shall do all I can!”

Feeling a little gratitude, she bowed. “I appreciate it. But please do forget my angry words from earlier, they were not my thoughts. I am ashamed.”

“I don’t see why.” He scratched at his chin, smiling. “I am as terrified as you are, knowing my shrine is in danger. While I’ll be glad to see my Shiori again, in a way I’m glad that she will be returning to Tokyo after Conclave, hopefully she’ll not be involved in any of this danger.”

“I do not think this hastened misfortune will escalate. Even so… I hope to head it off. If someone who can stop this does not exist, we must create them.” She echoed her earlier sentiments in a slightly different way. “At Conclave… I will find someone worthy.” I shall pass on the blessing, as Tsukuyomi entreated me. But… I will not give up hope, that I can be saved. That I can save myself…


Two Hundred And Fifty-Nine


“Is everyone ready?” I asked, carrying several large suitcases. We were only going to be away for a long weekend, but even so, girls needed a lot of things, and Fae were no exception, it seemed. Looks like Haru-san has some business to attend to first, she texted me to say she’ll be getting a later train…

“Indeed, though I confess to some-some trepidation.” Shaeula observed. “The Night Parade may be in Kyoto, may they not-not? In that case…” She frowned, nervous, so I pulled her into a hug.

“Don’t worry. If your mother is there, you can be reunited. And if there are any problems, we’ll deal with them, like we always do.”

Shaeula nodded, and I could see a mixture of resolution and nerves on her face. I gave her a quick kiss, a fleeting brush of our lips, and patted her head. Still holding her, I looked at Hyacinth, who was in her maid outfit, though the skirt was longer, as I didn’t want her underwear to be exposed. To anyone but me anyway, I’m such a possessive hypocrite. Still, I was resolved to own that, so I had Karen-chan get me some maid clothes from Akiba, and ironically they were more modest than what Hyacinth customarily wore, showing less leg and cleavage.

Seeing Hyacinth looking at me, unwilling to show her affection in company, I resolved to treat her to some skinship later. “So, you ready, Hyacinth? You’ll be meeting my family again, so be good, all right?”

Hyacinth nodded so frantically it was as if her head was going to fall off. “Yes, I shall be good, I prooomised. Your family is mooost important to me too!” She had spoken to Aiko a bit when they had arrived in Tokyo for the big planning meeting, and exchanged a little talk with my parents and uncle and auntie Mori, but they were still hardly well-acquainted, and I worried she would cause friction, especially with auntie Hana…

“Really, I can hardly believe this.” Kana’s mother, Nagi-san said. Since she was married into the shrine, rather than of the direct line of Shirohebizumi, she didn't need to attend Conclave, but there was no way she was going to be left behind. She was wearing casual clothes, and looked like a very pretty, more mature Kana. And speaking of…

“Here, straighten that up a bit.” Kana was saying, neatening the hakama of Marika-chan, who was excited, acting her age for once, eager to see her mother and grandfather again. “There, all tidy.” Kana then turned to me, looking a bit sour. “Akio, do you have to flirt so early in the morning? And with two girls at the same time… ugh, no, why do I even care?”

“Jealous, Kana dear?” Nagi-san asked with a smile, and Kana denied it, shaking her head fiercely. She too was in red and white hakama, though this was an expensive custom-made version, that all of our shrine maidens and trainees were going to wear at Conclave. I’ll spare no expense in impressing the faction heads. A little money is nothing that can’t be replaced…

“Jealous? Why would I be?” she tossed her head. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, mom. Anyway, come on, we need to go soon.”

“Grul is ready.” Grulgor declared. “Any foe that tries to fight, Grul will crush them!” He clenched a powerful fist menacingly.

“Sure. But hopefully that won’t be necessary.” I sighed. “But if it comes to any battles in the Boundary, you’ll get your chance. And if the Night Parade needs a lesson…”

“Then Grul will give it!” he roared, too loud for the early morning.

“Please show more decorum.” Masaji-san warned him, and Daichi-san agreed. Kana’s father and grandfather were dressed in fine robes, and were nervously escorting their Kami, Shirohebi, who was strolling beside them, in their white robes and strange four-cornered hat. “Conclave will be a time of contemplation, of discourse. There is no room for violence.”

Grul sighed, a cavernous gust of breath. “Grul will not make trouble. But trouble often comes looking. If so… Grul will crush it!”

As they bickered, Aliyah snorted. She was dressed in her suit, and carrying several concealed weapons that were likely illegal in Japan. Her brother Trey was beside her, similarly attired, while Travis and Manx were wearing more casual clothing. None of them spoke Japanese, so they were looking a bit confused, but from our body language and actions they could make educated guesses. “Seriously, what the hell are you doing this early in the morning? It’s as though you are trying to piss me off, flirting with cute girls.”

“Cool it sis.” Trey warned, but she shook him off.

Before she could speak though, I fixed her with a stern glare, my grey eyes hard, which made her swallow nervously, stepping back a little. Speaking to her in English, I made a matter clear to her. “Look, Aliyah, this is your first task. You and Trey are going to be muscle in Kyoto, and guards for certain people. But I don’t want you to use too much bad language. Besides, we have young girls here.” I warned, gesturing to Marika-chan and Keomi-chan, who was now a firm friend of hers, with a similar mental age despite being quite a bit older. On seeing her, Aliyah nodded, contrite.

“Damn, yeah… sorry. Anyway, you can count on me and Trey. We are stronger than ever!”

“With that arranged, I shall remain here.” Ixitt cackled. “I am close to a breakthrough regarding the artificial Ether Spires, if I can just salvage some decent Etherites. Anyway, I shall look in on the shrine here regularly, have no fear. And keep an eye on these two.”

He looked at Travis and Manx, who were staying behind to guard the shrine, along with several guards from Fujiwara Security. Since Ixitt spoke English like Shaeula, Hyacinth and strangely enough even Grulgor (which was weird in itself) there likely would be no problems.

“In that case, we should be going.” I gestured to the minibus that had been laid on for us by Hinata. She was very disappointed she wasn’t able to attend, but had made all the other arrangements, including for my family and Marika-chan’s. She’s getting more and more capable. She’s quite the catch… “We’ll be meeting up with everyone at Tokyo station, as well as Kikuchi Shuta-san and his daughter.”

“I still can’t believe my friends at school are involved in this.” Kana shook her head. “This is your fault, Shaeula!”

“My fault? Why, I was simply giving them a great-great opportunity, out of the goodness of my heart…”

As they argued we all boarded the bus, me giving one last check to make sure we had everything, and then we were off…
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“Hey, he’s here! Bro, over here!” My sis was waving at us as our large, conspicuous group entered the station. Of course, the group with my sister was gathering plenty of looks too, as it contained Eri and my mom and auntie Mori, so two gorgeous women and two pretty girls. Father and uncle looked a bit plain by comparison. Marika-chan’s grandfather and mother were there too, and on seeing them Marika-chan brightened and rushed over to hug her mother.

“Mother, I’ve missed you!” she cried happily.

“Me too, my little girl.” She fixed me with a glare then, still not liking me. “So, have you been looking after my daughter like you promised? There’s been no trouble, I hope?”

“Mother!” Marika-chan protested stoutly. “Akio-sama and the people of Shirohebizumi shrine have been treating me well, I assure you!”

Oh Marika-chan, you good little girl. Considering the disaster with the yakuza, she was lying. I’d have to reward her later. Still Nagi-san, Keomi-chan and Kana reassured Marika-chan’s mother and grandfather, while my sis and Eri barrelled over to me, our parents following.

“Damn, bro. You brought her? How the hell did that happen?” My sis scowled at Aliyah.

“Long story.” I laughed. “Put simply, they work for me now.”

“Well, just don’t try anything funny. I don’t swing that way.” Aiko warned. Trey and Aliyah looked relieved as she spoke in English, giving them more people to talk to.

“Aliyah won’t cause any trouble.” Trey promised. “We are on our best behaviour.”

“Yeah, no shit… uh, no problem.” Aliyah corrected herself, scratching one cheek hesitantly. “You’re a real cute girl, but your brother is a madman. I’m not having him break any of my ribs again.”

“You did that?” Aiko asked, and I shrugged.

“Well, she had it coming. Oh, there’s Shuta-san and his daughter, as well as their Kami.” I waved at them, and they came over slowly, his daughter Maiko-san still a bit wary around Kana, who noticed that, pouting a little. The Jade Beetle, in his human form, moved to speak to Shirohebi, leaving us humans to greet each other.

“Oh come on, Kikuchi-san. I don’t bite. And speaking of… everyone else is here!” Kana greeted her friends with a wave.

The school friends of Kana had arrived. They were wearing casual clothes, but we had shrine maiden outfits for them in our luggage. On seeing all the girls, my sis rolled her eyes, turning to Eri. ”Damn, bro really loves surrounding himself with cute schoolgirls. I think you should be worried.”

“Not really.” Eri sniffed. “Well, there is one…” She glanced at Kana with her dark eyes, but Kana was studiously ignoring her. “Besides.” Eri continued. “I am more concerned about what’s going to happen in Kyoto. It’s very important everything goes well.”

“Yeah, guess so.” my sis agreed, as the friends of Kana, as well as the shy Takagi-san, all came over.

“Whoa, so this is the famous Mori-senpai then? I remember seeing you at that meeting, but we didn’t get to talk, did we? I was a bit overwhelmed there, to be honest, so many important people.” Mio-san said, before introducing them all again. “Look, Asami-chan! Now I take a good look, she’s as cute as us, the sister too! Damn, you’ve got some competition, Kana-chan!”

“I’m not interested, I keep telling everyone that!” Kana complained, and that lightened the mood, everyone laughing, the shy Takagi-san too, and even Maiko-san cracked a slight smile.

“Anyway, Kyoto! We get to skip school and go to Kyoto! Awesome!” Mio-san seemed undeterred by Kana's denials.

“You’re there to work!” Eri scolded harshly, and Mio-san giggled.

“So strict! That’s the presence of a winner in life! Looks, boyfriend, money. Nice!” She gave a thumbs-up, and Eri actually blushed a little, which was rather charming. “Still, I hope it won’t be all work. I’d like to see the sights, have some fun! We didn’t get to go on our school trip, right Kana-chan?”

“Yeah, you missed out!” Asami-san agreed. “But there were things I missed out on too.”

“I hope so too, but bro’s work comes first.” my sis warned, before looking very excited, showing me a post from a website on her phone. “Bro, check this out! Rumour has it that the idol group Red and White will be doing a guerrilla concert in Kyoto some time over the weekend! That’s a big deal! They are super-hot at the moment, and the lead dancer is ultra pretty! Apparently they are all uni students that started an idol group together… and check this out.” I looked at the pictures of them dancing in what looked like shrine maiden gear, just flashier, with a host of frills and other decorations.

“Oh yeah, you like them too?” Mio-san asked, and my sis started rapidly talking about her favourite songs and so on.

“I hear she’s a shrine maiden at Kanda-myōjin shrine.” Takagi-san interjected, surprising everyone. “What?” she protested. “Just because I’m plain, I can’t be into idols?”

“No… nothing like that.” Kana replied slowly. “I’m just surprised you volunteered that information. You don’t like us popular girls much, do you?”

“No.” She glanced at Maiko-san, who shrugged. “But… you haven’t bullied Kikuchi-san. Instead…” She looked at me then. “She told me you saved her father’s life. I still don’t really get it, not even having seen that magical world, but… you aren’t a bad man. And if you are nice to us, they will be too, right?”

“I’m always nice.” Kana protested. As the bickering and mingling of groups continued, the neutral shrines arrived, led by Chiyo-san. On seeing us, we exchanged greetings.

“I must say, this is quite the group you have here.” she remarked, eyeing Aliyah and Trey, as well as Grulgor. “And a maid too. How very… decadent.”

“Oh yeah, I was going to mention that. She was there at the meeting too.” Asami-san grinned. “So, you’re into that sort of thing are you, Akio-kun? Maid roleplay? Giving her orders to do this and that?”

Before I could answer, Hyacinth piped up happily, face flushed, clutching her cheeks. “Ooof course. I warm master’s bed whenever he asks, and I wash his back, and his frooont too. Master washes Hyacinth then, and we…”

As she carried on with her delusions (which really weren’t, as we did indeed do that sort of thing), Kana merely rolled her eyes. My mother and father, as well as uncle and auntie, came over as well.

“Hello again, Hyacinth. I’m happy to see such a beautiful girl being intimate with my son!” mom gushed, embarrassing me.

“My little Eri, don’t you disrespect her! I warned you before, and I’m saying it again!” auntie Hana was warning sourly, and as Hyacinth insisted that “Nooo, I would never insult the mistress…” I turned back to Chiyo-san and Kana’s friends.

“Uh, well, Hyacinth does have her issues, but she’s actually like Shirohebi over there.” I pointed to the silent snake, who was attracting curious looks with their androgynous appearance and strange clothes. “She may look like a cute maid, but she can effortlessly kill anyone here barring me, Shaeula and Grulgor.”

“Quite the maid indeed then.” Chiyo-san agreed. “It seems everyone is here. We should board the train soon. I must say, that girl of yours arranged everything very well. We were ferried here in rather luxurious circumstances.” At that Kana’s friends and Takagi-san agreed.

“Hiroto-kun, his family and those of the Susanoo faction, other than your good selves…” Chiyo-san nodded to Kana. “… have gone along with him. They have greetings to give and matters to attend to before tomorrow. Still, we’ll certainly see them later.” the old woman observed. “I have people to see as well, and you’ll have to meet plenty of old farts and young prideful idiots. Still, if you want to be important, you have to put up with the tiresome windbags.”

“All right. But can we discuss our plans on the train? It’s nearly time.” Raising my voice I called for everyone to board.

“All right. Eri, got your bento?” my sis asked.

“Aiko, the train is only two hours.” she sighed, exasperated. “And you had breakfast, right?”

“Yeah, but… I mean, it’s the shinkansen! I’ve not been on it before! And on trains, you have to have a bento, it's practically the law, yeah?”

As they bickered good-naturedly, Aliyah leaned over. “She seems a bit too relaxed. This is a big deal, even if I don’t get it, isn't it?”

“Yeah. But I’d rather everyone be in good spirits and calm. Depending on what we find in Kyoto, we might have to fight, and while I don’t want Aiko involved…” I looked at her fondly. “…she’d never forgive me if I left her out entirely, since she’s training so hard to be useful.”

“Sometimes sentiment isn’t healthy.” Trey observed, and I agreed.

“Yeah. If it’s too dangerous, I’ll tell her no, even if it upsets her. But… ideally, everything will run smoothly, but then, when has it done that recently?”

“Amen to that.” Aliyah muttered. “Amen to that...”
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The journey on the bullet train to Kyoto had been smooth and pleasant. We had ended up with nearly an entire carriage in the green car, and the time had passed with a mixture of catching up, socialising, people getting to know each other and some planning as well.

Chiyo-san was intending on doing the rounds with all three factions, since she was politically neutral but influential, and the plan was to arrange for me to meet those willing to listen.

Shuta-san and his daughter would need to meet their fellows in the Amaterasu faction, and while they were lacking influence, being a tiny shrine in a shitty part of greater Tokyo, with him being a Chosen this was his chance to change that.

Kana and her family were going to keep a low profile at their own initial faction gathering, leaving it to Hikawa-san, as they had their Kami present, which was a trump card we were keeping to ourselves. The Jade Beetle would not be accompanying Shuta-san, as it was too early to reveal that to Amaterasu faction, who were potentially our biggest stumbling block to cooperation.

My family had spent the trip with Shaeula and Hyacinth, getting to know my newest woman, and I felt embarrassed as my mother squealed and fussed over her. Damn, I wish she’d act her age…

That left me with Eri and Kana on either side of me, and the atmosphere was… loaded.

I remember Eri asking Kana if she was interested in me. Don’t get me wrong, I think Kana likes me, but just as an older brother. She’s too prideful to accept sharing, she’s made that plain. Still, as I looked at Kana, I did admire her beauty, as well as her unflinching selfishness. She was always true to herself, even if that did ruffle some people the wrong way.

Of course, my wandering attention stimulated Eri, who became very affectionate, and she spent a good portion of the trip kissing and cuddling with me, which led to a lot of gentle mockery from my sis and the other girls. Still, as the train pulled into Kyoto station, we could see the whole of historic Kyoto. My sis was thrilled, as expected, and she also embarrassed me with her antics. Like mother, like daughter I guess… Regardless, the thought was a fond one.

“All right. Hinata should have sorted out a minibus to take us to the docks where we catch the boat to our ryokan. Now I know Kyoto is beautiful and interesting, but we’ll have time to gawk later. First, let’s get back and get set up at our lodgings. Then we might have some time before I have my first meetings.”

“Roger that!” my sis declared, grabbing a case. When I raised one eyebrow questioningly, she grinned.

“My Olympic recurve bow you got me, bro. Damn, hope I don’t need it here in Kyoto, but I’m taking no chances.”

“Hey, I like her more and more…” Aliyah smiled, realising she was carrying a weapon.

“Well I don’t like you, so back off.” my sis retorted in English.

“The air here isss thick with ssspiritual power.” Shirohebi spoke suddenly, and the Jade Beetle Kami concurred. It was then Shaeula added her own agreement.

“Yes, there is power here, definitely.” Her eyes glowed a soft amber. “And a familiar taste-taste to the air. The Night Parade is here. I can feel-feel them. And much more besides.” Her hand sought mine and I squeezed it gently. Yes. More besides. I can feel Territories affecting the Material. And not just one or two, but at least a few close to us here.

“Grul says we will crush them if they cross us.” the bald-headed yet oddly handsome brute reassured her, and Hyacinth chimed in as well, offering her protection.

“It shall not-not come to that, I hope. But if it does… well, those foolish cats perished, did they not-not? Any who cross us shall meet the same-same end.” Shaeula promised.

Feeling a sting in my head, I grinned. “Sure. Now, I think that’s our bus. Hmm. There sure are a lot of shrine maidens and priests about.” The station was bustling with them, and we were drawing attention as well.

“With nearly two and a half thousand shrines, and everyone wishing to attend, I expect there will be upwards of twenty thousand faces here for Conclave, many of them priests and shrine maidens. Though only a few will be eligible to attend the major meetings and the Conclave itself.” Chiyo-san explained, ushering her granddaughters into the bus, where they went with long-suffering sighs.

“Oh, look, look! A cake store!” Keomi-chan pointed. “Can we get some for the ride? I love cake!”

“Fine then.” I shook my head. “Get enough for everyone, and also some for gifts. That reminds me…” Handing my father and uncle some money, I told them to buy a load of spirits and other alcohol. I might as well be prepared…
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“Well, this is worth the money.” I remarked as we reached our ryokan, after a delightful cruise down the Katsura river to the outskirts of Kyoto, where there were plentiful natural hot springs and other delights. As we were greeted by a pair of impeccably-dressed women wearing yukata, mother and daughter by the looks of it, I returned their greetings politely.

“Let us show you to your rooms.” the mother offered, while the daughter marshalled several other staffers to take our bags.

“This is so cool! Right Kana-chan, Marika-chan?” Keomi-chan giggled, her face still somehow smeared with cake.

“I must admit to being impressed.” Marika-chan’s mother begrudgingly admitted. “I had worried my daughter was being treated poorly. I still don’t get just what is so special about all this shrine business, but… it obviously matters.”

“Yes, we don’t get it either.” my mom agreed. “But we know Aki is doing his best, so cheer up. Us girls from Nishimorioka have to stick together!”

As my mother worked her charm, we entered. We were shown to a pair of large rooms, one for males and one for females, both richly appointed, with futons already laid out, along with yukata and other clothing to wear around the ryokan, and a late breakfast spread, full of fresh fish, meat and other delicacies.

“And this is your private room.” the hostess said to me, showing me a rather nice room with its own private open-air area with outdoor bathing and terrace. Four futons were already laid out. Nice. It isn’t that I mind sharing with the guys, but…

“Wow. No fair bro, that room is killer.” My sis complained, turning to Eri and Shaeula. “I get that you want to get all cosy with my bro, the maid too, no doubt.” Hyacinth nodded at that. “Well, that’s fine, but…” my sis continued. “This is like a holiday, so you have to spend at least a couple of nights in the communal room. Like a giant school trip sleepover! I won’t take no for an answer, all right?”

“Fine.” Eri laughed, in good humour. “I won’t abandon you, Aiko.”

“This will be great.” Aliyah rubbed her hands, only for my sis to deny her.

“No way! You can sleep with the guys. Or even in my bro’s room. No way I can trust you with us!”

“Oh come on, your bastard brother… uh, my employer… would kill me if I tried anything. I don’t have a damn death wish…” She glanced at her brother for support, but Trey raised his hands in surrender.

“I'm not touching this one with a ten foot pole, you are on your own!”

As she howled in betrayal, I laughed. “All right then. Everyone get your stuff put away, then we might as well eat. We have a busy weekend ahead of us, so we should all relax while we can!”

“Sounds good to me. Come on, my son is paying for all this, so we might as well enjoy it.” my mom agreed, and at that everyone burst into action, stowing bags and getting changed…
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After changing to the provided yukata, we all had a late breakfast. I let the others explore and relax, most of the girls, including my mom, auntie Hana, and Marika-chan’s mother going to check out the open air baths for females, while my father, uncle and the two Izumi males went to the men’s baths.

Still, I had other things to do first, and Chiyo-san agreed. Her granddaughters had gone to the baths, but she, along with the two Kami, Shaeula, Eri and my sis, all gathered in my room, where Chiyo-san unfolded a tourist map of Kyoto, with the prominent shrines and temples displayed.

“Here is the current political situation in Kyoto.” She indicated the marks in four colours. “Blue is factionally neutral shrines. As you can see, in Kyoto neutrality is difficult. So foolish.” She shook her head, irritated. “Nearly every shrine in Kyoto is a true one, and all the major ones are, as even shrines and temples destroyed and rebuilt retained their bloodlines and were resettled, or where bloodlines died out to disease, misfortune or war, other shrine families would establish a branch to take over. So I suppose it’s only natural…”

“Hey, what’s the difference between the triangles and the circles?” My sis asked, showing she was paying attention. Seeing my wondering gaze, she stuck her tongue out at me, amused.
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Shrine Map Of Kyoto


“Well, those are the shrines of the faction leaders.” Chiyo-san explained. “Though to call Kegon-ji the head of the neutral shrines is wrong. It's just old man Bankei has the largest voice outside of the three factions. So I have labelled it as such.” She sighed then, exasperated.

“His shrine is relatively new anyway, built in seventeen twenty-three. Through the line itself is true, having moved from a prior temple that was destroyed. But enough of that.” she continued. “Ryōan-ji is where that old swine Kudou Yasuhide heads the Tsukuyomi faction. They are middle-of-the-road fence-sitters, but should be one you try to gain influence with. Then you likely have to pick any one from the other two. Kiyomizu-dera and the Susanoo faction, led by Uchida Ren, would seem the natural choice, as you have support from Hiroto-kun and the other lesser shrines of the faction from Tokyo. Even so…”

She paused, before pointing to the red circle. “… at Kinkaku-ji, Saionji Gin heads the Amaterasu faction. They are the most bold at wishing for the shrines and temples to regain their former influence. He is somewhat of a snake, smug and cunning, but… if you wanted to increase the power of the shrines, he would be your ally. Though he would no doubt want to take the lion’s share of the benefits, the sly bastard.”

“So, blue for neutral, red for Amaterasu, yellow for Tsukuyomi, and green for Susanoo. I see.” my sis declared. “But…” I saw where her finger was pointing, and it was something I had pondered as well.

“Yes, Kinkaku-ji and Ryōan-ji are practically right next door.” Chiyo-san smirked. “The two of them often butt heads.”

“Well, normally that would just be a funny coincidence. But with the Boundary such as it is… that could be problematic.” I muttered, worried.

“Indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “Any Territories established would likely overlap, causing great-great conflict. I fear Kami and more could be caught in the battles.”

“There are sssome who dwell here, I have little doubt.” Shirohebi agreed, the Jade Beetle echoing him. “Asss well asss darker beingsss.”

“The Night Parade.” Shaeula clutched my hand tightly, and I squeezed hers back reassuringly.

“Yes. And we’ll come into contact with them, I have no doubt. In a way, it’s lucky we are lodging on the outskirts of Kyoto. We can start building a power base here in the Boundary if we need to. Though if we decide for Haru-san to drop her Territory here, that would cause problems in the longer-term, as she wouldn’t be able to leave Kyoto easily then. Hmm… no, what we need is to win over a Chosen candidate from Kyoto, or one that comes to Conclave and has a deployable Territory.”

“See, this is why Eri or I should be able to do that.” my sis complained. “Why can’t you help us with that, bro?”

“Silly Aiko.” Eri chided her. “Then you or I would be stuck in Kyoto too. What about school? I don’t care, but you have your uni exams after Christmas, right?”

“I guess...” my sis muttered, abashed. “Still… it isn’t fair. I want to be able to help more, like Shaeula and Hyacinth does. Hell, even this Shiro girl can, right?”

Not wanting to talk about Shiro now, who was recovering back in Tokyo with the best medical care the military and money could provide, I changed the subject a little. “Well, no use wishing for what we can’t do, but I have some ideas. Give me time, okay, Eri, sis?”

At their nods, I pondered the map. “I think we need to find out where all the Territories are. As well as which ones affect the Material. Since the shrines and temples are largely owned by the families in charge, I expect that we can tell a lot by ether density, though Kyoto seems to have a noticeably higher one than Tokyo in general.”

“Kyoto isss a sssacred place for Kami. Many are enssshrined here.” Shirohebi clarified. “Ssspiritual power remainsss freely flowing from the land here.”

“Lucky. Though I guess it has downsides too.” I mused. “Well, there are also smaller shrines dotted about that might be relevant too. We’ll have to make annotations to the map as appropriate. So, we know what we need to do.” At everyone’s nods, I turned back to Chiyo-san. “So, you are going to go around the neutral shrines, and meet this Bankei-san, right?”

“Indeed. I shall take my lazy granddaughters, when they have finished playing in the hot springs…” She snorted at that. “… and make the rounds, seeing some old faces and new. I will show off the spiritual awakening you bestowed on my granddaughters, and see if I can’t persuade some to try it themselves. You can do it, if needed, can't you?”

“I can. My Skills have increased, and I’ve been practising a lot on soldiers. I can do thirty without too much trouble.”

“I doubt we will have that many takers.” she laughed. “But if we do, I’ll prioritise. You’ll want to save some strength for the three factions, yes?”

“I can assist too-too.” Shaeula promised. “Besides, we will be entering the Boundary here, and I rather-rather expect trouble. We can replenish our aether by defeating the foes that will likely confront us here, can we not-not?”

At that I agreed. “Yeah, and we might well find a decent number of Etherites too, if the Chosen here don’t know the value of them.” That would please Ixitt, and I really want a blue one for Haru-san, so that when she does decide to place her Territory, she can use it to reach Rank two with defences near instantly. I don’t regret saving Shiro, not one bit, but even so, losing the blue Etherite was a blow…

“So anyway, I have a question.” Eri asked. “Are all the shrines in factions based on their enshrined Kami or God?”

“No, not at all.” Chiyo-san shook her head. “Though some Kami naturally lend themselves to one faction or another, the family that runs the shrine will dictate which faction a shrine belongs to, and this may shift over the generations. So… nothing is set in stone. It largely depends on whether they believe that the faith should step out of the shadows and take power, or remain hidden.”

“I see.” Eri nodded. “So if we start our own faction, then that wouldn’t be anything strange…”

“Ambitious.” Shaeula laughed, giving Eri a hug, leading to giggles all around. “You are starting to think like-like a female of Akio’s, I do-do approve!”

Aliyah, who was observing quietly from the corner, choked on her soup, Trey slapping her on the back until she stopped coughing. Seeing that, I rolled my eyes at her, and she had the grace to look down, embarrassed. Damn, and people say I’m a pervert. She’s got cute girls on the brain more than I do. Oh well, she’s a fighter. That could be useful here. Though I hope it won’t be needed, we still have to plan for the worst…

“I think setting up a new faction would be nigh-impossible, even with the support of the Hikawa brat and the neutral shrines.” Chiyo-san mused. “But… then, you do have support from Takakura-sama too, I believe. Nobility is disliked, as while they are also hidden in modern times, for many centuries they enjoyed greater power than the shrines. Even so, his words carry weight. Oh well, it is time for me to move these old bones.” Standing, she nodded to us, before opening the door to the female baths, calling her granddaughters, telling them to hurry up and finish.

“All right then. We have some time, want to check out the baths?” My sis asked. “You’ve got a private one, right?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Aiko. You should use the communal bath.” Eri answered, flushed, and my sis paused.

“Oh. Yeah. That huh? Makes sense. Damn, all three?” She looked at me, and I nodded, a touch shamefaced.

“Wow, damn. You keep blowing my mind, bro. Just… keep it down, all right? I don’t want dad, uncle and auntie getting mad. Besides, Marika-chan is too young to hear that sort of thing, get it?”

“We shall be good.” Shaeula promised, standing, pulling me to my feet by the hand she still held. With the other she gestured to Hyacinth. “Come. It is time-time to attend to Akio.”

“Hyacinth is always ready fooor that!” she giggled, and my sis sighed.

“All right. I’m going into the communal bath then. Try not to take too long, I want to do some sightseeing before the boring stuff starts, all right?” With that, she headed into the baths. With Hyacinth and Eri on one side of me, Shaeula on the other, we went into my private room, past the bedding, and out onto the wooden terrace, where a rather nice hot-spring was bubbling away, casting steam into the warming morning air.

“This is nice.” Eri sighed. “So, shall we go in?”

“Yes, we should.” Shaeula agreed, tying up her amber hair with an ornate hair stick, to keep it out of the water. “I did-did rather enjoy when I made love in the bathtub. This should be quite-quite the treat too.” She lifted the hem of her yukata, before wading into the hot water.

“You should rinse off first.” Eri called to her, looking at the wooden buckets, but Shaeula just returned a grin.

“Why? We are alone here, and just-just going to get dirty again.”

“It’s bad manners to dirty the spring, but… oh forget it.” Eri too pulled up her yukata, revealing her legs, and stepped in. “This is the perfect temperature!” She sighed with contentment.

I exchanged a look with Hyacinth. “Well, we might as well get in then, right?”

“I wooould love to!” she giggled. “Akio.” Now that we were alone, or rather, with just me and what she termed the mistresses, she was back to intimacy with me. Following the lead of the others, she entered the spring, her yukata growing damp and clinging to her curves, turning transparent. Gulping my saliva, I quickly shrugged my own yukata off, and at that I noticed three pairs of eyes, amber, black and violet, all looking at me greedily. Three at once, huh? Is this Heaven or Hell?

The water was indeed perfect, and I splashed over to the girls. As I did so, Eri loosened the chest part of her wet yukata, and I could see her ample breasts, her nipples hard. She was flushed from both heat and arousal, and on seeing my eager gaze, and my eager dick, as it grew hard on seeing her, she giggled a little. “Like what you see?”

“Always. I can’t believe I was such an idiot to almost let you get away.” I chuckled at my own past foolishness. “I know anime and manga has a huge thing about childhood friends losing, but I’m glad you won!”

“She did not-not win alone.” Shaeula pouted. She had pulled herself out of the water onto the rocks artfully arranged around the spring and spread her legs, short yukata skirt parting to reveal her damp slit, the thin thicket of amber hair around it. Reaching down with one hand she opened it lewdly, and fluid gushed out. “I won you too-too!”

As my gaze strayed from her, Eri went further, her yukata sliding to her waist, and then falling off into the water, which amused me as she had complained about poor bathing manners only a moment before. Her own pussy was then spread open, though doing so clearly embarrassed her. Before I could speak though, I felt a weight against me, as Hyacinth jumped on my back, having already thrown off her own yukata.

“Hyacinth will wash yooour back. Stay still…” I felt her rubbing her ample breasts against my back, and could smell the scent of her black hair, streaked with vivid green and purple, as it tickled me.

“No fair.” Eri pouted, splashing through the water and grabbing my front. Her breasts pushed against me, and she started rubbing me up and down.

“Hey, you don’t have any soap on you, unlike…” I started to protest, only to have my mouth filled by Shaeula, as she leapt, using her great stats to effortlessly vault over everyone and land on my face, her pussy slamming into me, her arms snaking around my head. If not for my own incredible strength I would have fallen, but instead I supported her. My tongue opened up her folds and pushed inside, and as I was familiar with Shaeula’s sensitive spots, she was soon gushing sour love nectars and gasping lewdly, her legs tight around my neck.

“Ah, this… this is bliss.” she moaned. “Eri, did I not-not tell you that to share him would be simply more happiness?”

“I still think there’s plenty we should do alone. And I still have dreams where Akio never moved away from Nishimorioka, none of this happened, and we got married, had children, and lived a peaceful, modest life…” I couldn’t see Eri's expression, my face still full of Shaeula as I licked at her, sucking on her clit, making her shudder with ecstasy. Still, I imagined it was troubled.

“…but happy though that would be, it never happened. And this did. And… I’m not unhappy. I like you, Shaeula. I think I like Hyacinth too. Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi… they are good girls, sheltered but kind. As for Shiro… I don’t know her, but I think…” I felt a hand around my iron-hard dick, touching it gently, a finger rubbing on my glans, my precum staining someone’s fingers. “… if Akio never came into this power, he might have ended up with Shiro. So I’ll learn to like her.”

I wanted to answer, but my mouth was full.

“Kana too. If she ever makes the jump. But I’ll kick her ass if she doesn’t shape up. Her personality isn’t one I care for, but I guess she has a little more depth than I first thought.” Eri grumbled, before something warm and hot engulfed my penis, and I could feel her tongue twisting lewdly around it. It was a far-cry from her clumsy efforts of before, and perhaps her high stats allowed her to move her tongue so effortlessly. Her wet sounds joined mine, and then after a while Shaeula orgasmed, filling my mouth with her sour fluids.

“That was… as entertaining… as ever. Oh, how sister Shaeranna would be quite-quite embarrassed to see this.” Shaeula wheezed as I lowered her down. She grinned on seeing Eri fellate me, and turned to Hyacinth.

“Up you go.” And at her words Hyacinth needed no invitation, climbing up my back and straddling me. I tasted her love nectar as well, the flavours mingling, and with my free hands I started groping Eri’s chest. She moaned, but continued her pace, and I felt hot magma rising within me. Grabbing her head I pulled her closer, before erupting into my own orgasm, semen pouring into her mouth.

Eri started swallowing, her mouth working, but Shaeula splashed upright, stopping her.

“Do share.” She grinned, opening wide, tongue out. Eri looked shocked for a moment, before leaning over. She hovered above Shaeula, opened her mouth and let some of the pearly cum flow down, landing on her tongue.

“If you were looking for a kiss, I don’t love you like that.” Eri giggled, before jumping up, far higher than was humanely possible. Hyacinth was open-mouthed and gasping, my tongue stimulating her clit and inner folds, so she had no defence as Eri allowed more of the vast volume of cum I sprayed out to splash down into her open mouth. Stunned, as Eri splashed down Hyacinth licked her lips, swallowing the sticky liquid.

“Thank you, mistress Eri. I appreciate it!” she gasped.

Eri was bright red, but she merely laughed off the thanks. “Well, since Shaeula had some of my…” she swallowed the rest, throat gulping, before continuing. “… precious cargo, you should have some too. Seriously, do all guys cum this much, I nearly drowned!” she muttered.

You know, I never used to myself. The volume isn’t normal, my recovery neither. All I can think of is my stats have a big effect on it, which is a godsend, considering… To answer my earlier question, as I pulled Hyacinth down from my face, ignoring her sudden protests, this was indeed Heaven, but if I had the stamina and sexual function I used to, it would be surely be Hell instead.

“Hyacinth, I’m going to fuck you.” I teased crudely, as such firm orders aroused her servile nature. As she stammered her thanks, I slid my dick slowly into her already loose and sopping pussy, water splashing around us, hot and soothing. She started to squeal as I reached deeper and deeper inside her, and I remembered she was very loud during sex.

Shit, I promised to keep the noise down. That was achieved as I sealed her mouth with mine, our tongues tangling lasciviously, and with one final thrust I was all in, my dick knocking against her deepest parts.

“It’s… actually damn lewd watching, isn’t it?” Eri was remaking to Shaeula as I began to thrust, the overflowing junction between Hyacinth and me making ever-lewder squelching sounds, her tongue growing more frantic as I hammered away at her, her body convulsing gently under me as she started having minor orgasms, her body terribly sensitive.

“Yes, I believe it is. But fun, is it not-not?” Shaeula agreed. “Every time we make love together, I feel so much-much closer to you all. I understand my father better now.” I eyed her expression as I continued to savage Hyacinth’s upper and lower mouths with tongue and cock, her body trembling and red, leaking sweat. She was smiling, one I had seldom seen, utterly contented. “Without Akio, I would not-not have known why my father and the others of the Seelie Court love so widely.”

“I don’t want him to love too widely, or there’s less for us!” Eri sighed. “But I understand. I don’t want to, but I do. Still, if anyone he loves betrays him…” Her expression was scary then, her obsidian eyes hard. “I’ll murder them…”

“So terrifying!” Shaeula laughed, and I had to agree. Eri does have yandere tendencies, definitely. She’s very jealous and possessive, though she seems to have reconciled those conflicting urges recently. I hope they don’t go in a weird direction…

I could feel Hyacinth melting under me. Her tongue had stopped, though I continued to lick at her, swapping saliva, and I realised I could taste myself too, which was an odd thing. It’s not so nice. Guess I should thank the girls for swallowing. I remember a drunk Aimi-chan telling me and Hayato-san most girls spat it out after oral. Damn, why am I remembering that embarrassing night now?

Going for the final spurt, I accelerated and changed the angle, our wet bodies slapping together. Under my sudden attack Hyacinth was helpless, and her entire body shuddered, arching up out of the water.

Her teeth closed, biting down on my tongue, though it felt merely like a hard kiss with my stats, and as she continued to orgasm, liquid streaming from her pussy, I soon joined her, a massive surge of my own cum filling her insides, her womb greedily drinking it down, more and more overspilling, soaking the hot springs. Oops. Bad manners. Well, it looks like the springs drain into the river anyway… sorry fish!

“Akiooo, kiss for Hyacinth?” she managed at last, floating face-up in the spring, and I obliged, this time a gentle one.

“Now that was rather-rather touching.” Shaeula was sitting on the rocks, legs spread, oozing like a leaking faucet. “It makes me crave it myself. But…” She eyed Eri, who was discretely rubbing herself, her lower body submerged. Her face was crimson and her breath coming fast, as she watched us make love. “…Eri has not-not climaxed yet. Akio, attend to your first wife, it is not-not good for her to toy with herself too-too much. It should be your mighty penis that spears her, not-not her fingers.” Shaeula laughed lewdly, licking her lips. "Though sometimes watching such can-can be fun, so long as it ends-ends with you!" No doubt she was remembering when she and Hyacinth had put on a lewd show for me.

“True.” I patted Hyacinth one last time, groping her large tits, before striding to Eri, my dick, which had lost a little vigour after the sex, rapidly regaining strength. “Eri, wouldn’t you rather have this?” I grabbed my dick with one hand, flourishing it in her face.

“Of course I would!” She leapt out of the water, hugging me. “But you were busy! And I was just so horny… seeing you, tasting you. Damn, I want to be with you all the time!”

“Soon!” I promised her, tangling tongues. I started playing with her pussy myself, flicking and rubbing her already engorged clit, my other hand toying with her breasts. Pretty decent, but quite a bit smaller than Hyacinth’s. And they feel different.

Pulling on her erect nipple made her moan, her tongue accelerating, and once again I could taste both her and me. Turning Eri around, I pushed her so her bottom was sticking out of the water, pussy and twitching asshole clearly visible, embarrassing and arousing her. With her hands on the rocks, she was helpless to stop my assault. Not that she wanted to.

“Akio, I want you!” Eri moaned. “I want this happiness to last forever!”

“And so it shall.” Shaeula padded over, placing her hand on one of Eri’s hands, making sure I could see her pussy and small breasts clearly. Hyacinth dragged her exhausted post-orgasm body to her feet and took Eri's other hand, slumping down so her own pussy and ass was also exposed to me. “The three of us, and-and the others. We have foes to overcome, trials to face… but we shall endure, for we are indeed-indeed stronger together!”

“That’s right. Now, let’s become one again, Eri!” I declared, thrusting a finger forwards.

“Wait, what… eeeeeeh?” Eri squealed, body trying to squirm away, but Shaeula, Hyacinth and I were holding her. My finger slid into her ass, gently stroking her insides, and she convulsed, tightening up. “That’s not my vagina!” she cried.

“I know, I thought I’d give this a try. Your body seems to like it.” I let the finger go a little deeper, curving and stroking, and Eri started leaking, pee streaming into the hot spring.

“It’s strange, I feel weird, hot… ahn!” She gasped as my dick suddenly thrust into her urinating pussy with little warning. I slammed into her womb and slid my finger in and out at the same time, my other hand toying with her breasts and nipples.

“This… this is crazy! I feel… feel so weird! My body is on fire! Mother, I’m sorry, Eri is crazy, Eri is a dirty girl who loves it when Akio fucks her!”

“Shh!” I told her. “We are supposed to be quiet, remember?”

That made her tighten up even more, the shame of being overheard somehow thrilling for her, and making her revert to childish speech patterns. Shaeula let her bite down on her hand, stifling her cries and moans, as I continued to assault her with finger and cock. Fuck, this is hot. I think I might be a pervert…

“Ahn… guh… so deep, both… ahn… holes. I think… Eri thinks… she’s a pervert!” She echoed my earlier thought, and that turned me on. My finger slid totally into her ass, and my dick was somehow hitting her even deeper, and I could feel her womb shiver with every thrust. Leaning over to her, I whispered into her ear.

“Eri. I love you. I want you to stay with me forever.”

Tears of joy sprang from her eyes at my words, and her orgasm was the largest she had ever experienced, her pussy squeezing my dick tight, her ass sucking at my finger like a greedy mouth. Eyes unfocused, she went limp, but as I was not done, I continued to pound and finger her, pushing her ecstasy higher, until I discharged, cum spraying into her pussy and filling her insides.

“Ah… this warm feeling. Again. I know it well.” she gasped, as my cum streamed down the inside of her thighs, dripping from her slit as I pulled free. As my finger slid from her ass, Shaeula leapt up and started licking it, causing Eri to howl in protest.

“Shaeula! That’s dirty! And embarrassing!”

“Hardly.” She twirled her tongue around my finger lewdly, before bending down and licking off my soiled dick, sucking out the remaining semen in the urethra happily. “It is no-no different to sharing his precious seed.”

“I think it’s a bit different.” Eri sighed. “But I don’t care. I can’t even think straight right now. Oh gods, did… do you think they heard me?” She couldn’t flush any deeper a red, but her eyes were damp with embarrassed tears.

“I think sooo.” Hyacinth shrugged. “But they will pretend they did nooot, I imagine. Just go with that, Mistress Eri.”

“That comes later.” Shaeula kissed me greedily, grabbing my dick. A few strokes from her small hands had it hard again, once more making me marvel at the recovery power of a thousand or more physical stats. “I can not-not endure any longer.” She pushed open her pussy with my dick, expertly twisting and flailing her body to stimulate all of it. I was carrying her, my dick popping out of the water to spear her, and from that position I could strike her small body deeply.

My free hand roamed over her bottom, and with a savage grin I slid a finger into her asshole as well. She seemed to have expected it, as her kissing became more frantic and the movement of her body changed, to drive my finger in deeply as well.

“You too…” Eri marvelled. “So it looked like that…” Her eyes were fixed on where my finger was violating Shaeula’s ass. “… we are so lewd. I should feel shamed, but…”

“But it is looove.” Hyacinth chortled. “Akio did nooot toy with my hole. Am I nooot good enough?” She looked sad, but Eri jumped to my defence.

“I think Akio hasn’t made love to you as much as us yet, so he’s saving that, right?”

I nodded, still sucking on Shaeula’s lips and tongue, the third mingled taste of me and a girl on my own lips. On seeing that, Hyacinth brightened. “I am happy. Hyacinth wooould be sad if she was nooo good!”

Shaeula bit down on my lip then, her nails scratching my back, as she demanded my attention be on her. Apologising silently, I gazed into her bright amber eyes as I continued to thrust up inside her, my finger probing, finding the sensitive spots inside her ass. My other hand polished her clit, and I pulled my mouth free from hers, greedily licking at her nipples.

“Yes, yes-yes… make me yours, dye me with-with your colour!” she cried, and I asked her what colour that was.

“White of course-course!” she cried. “The colour of our lovemaking!”

“Fine then!” I bit down on her nipple, making her shudder, speeding up my thrusts, and my assault on her ass and clit intensified a further step. She was shuddering, sour nectar dripping into the water below, and her hoarse gasps were extremely lewd and lascivious. “Shaeula, you’re a princess and a Duchess, yet you are being ravaged sexually. What would your father and siblings think?” I teased her.

“I do not-not care what they think. If they take… ahn, ugh… issue…” She gasped, her body wriggling and writhing with pleasure. “… then they can, ahn …piss off.” she swore, before kissing me deeply.

Damn, is there a cuter princess in the world? If so, I don’t know her… Having made love to Shaeula a number of times now, I knew her body well, and so I shifted, my dick sliding along her entrance with each thrust, piercing her sensitive folds of flesh, her honeypot gushing. Her ass was new to me, but I was getting a feel for it, my finger rubbing at various bumps within, causing her to tighten up with pleasure. Shaeula was moving up and down frantically, matching my thrusts, and as we slapped together, she was starting to shudder, sweat pouring from her flushed flesh.

“Dye meeeeeee!” she cried out as our lips pulled apart, her body shaking as she came fiercely, pussy and ass opening and closing wetly, both holes drooling fluids. I wasn’t quite there, the three prior orgasms having depleted me a fair bit, but I tightened my ass, forcing my body to respond, and as I pistoned into her trembling and dripping body, driving her to a second shuddering orgasm, I gushed out with a long, sharp cry.

“Akio, I love-love you!” she cried, and in her sitting position, hoisted in the air, her pussy leaked, more cum joining the water below. She kissed me once more, exhausted, before I sat her down on the rocks, pulling out.

“Hyacinth’s turn…” she chortled, rushing over to suck at the finger I pulled from Shaeula, and as that happened, my eyes met Eri, who looked embarrassed and conflicted.

“Well, we broke in the hot spring.” I smiled ruefully, sitting down beside Shaeula and Eri, only for Hyacinth to go between my legs, licking at my limp penis, having cleaned my finger. I looked surprised, but she grinned at me, taking my cock in, speaking around it. “I want mooore master! Hyacinth is horny again!”

“Well why not-not? We have time, do we not-not? You want more too, do you not-not, Eri?” Shaeula agreed, still flushed with her pre-orgasm afterglow.

“I… I do.” Eri admitted, and I held in a sigh, my cock growing hard in Hyacinth’s moist and warm mouth.

Heaven or Hell, huh? Damn, if I complained at this, a million lonely men would rise up to condemn me. Thinking such stupid thoughts I reached out, grabbing Hyacinth’s ass and breasts, and she shifted, her asshole twitching. Knowing what she clearly wanted, I let a finger slide inside it, forcing the small hole open…
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“… I fucking hate you.” were the first words Aliyah said to me as we exited my room a couple of hours later, freshly bathed and dressed in clean yukata. My sis was watching TV along with several other girls, the friends of Kana, mostly, while the others were absent.

“Uh… could you hear?” I asked, and she nodded, frowning sourly.

“Out here, enough, yes. The sliding door is surprisingly good at blocking sound, must be because it’s a damn high-end establishment, so those in the communal baths probably didn’t, but I damn well did.” She shrugged bitterly, chest heaving. “It was in Japanese, but I got the gist of it. All three, right? Fuck me.”

“Language, sis!” Trey declared.

“Shit, yeah… whoops.” she sighed, defeated. “Anyway, you have a guest, and she… well, see for yourself.”

My sis gave us a thumbs-up behind her back, causing Eri to blush and Shaeula to snicker, and then my eyes fell on a woman in the corner of the room, in a nice suit, looking embarrassed and uncomfortable.

“Oh. Haru-san. You made it.” I greeted her, shamefaced. Shit, Haru-san is probably traumatised thinking about sex after what happened. That’s not good… Before I could apologise though, Shaeula spoke up.

“Haru, good to see you. Do not-not mind us and our fun. I understand that you suffered, but do not-not let it blind you to the truth, that love between those who care for each other is quite-quite sublime!”

Wow, that’s bold.

“I… I’ll bear that in mind.” Haru-san glanced down, embarrassed, so I decided to change the subject.

“So, everything go okay?” I asked her, and Haru-san, relieved to be back talking about business, nodded.

“Sorry, some last minute issues came up regarding the new Ministry. You’ve set up the devices for the test site, right?” At my nod she continued. “We had to get scientists interviewed, and some of them were insisting on Chirurgery or other similar things as payment instead of money, and we had to start planning the rigorous and robust testing regimen, and then…”

As she rattled off a list of problems, I felt a bit sorry for her, still, she was smiling, perhaps glad to be back doing what she had before her… untimely death… even if it was with a twist.

“It sounds like it’s been hard. Well, this trip is equally as important, but there should be time for some relaxation too. Speaking of, where is everyone?” I asked.

“Kana and her family had to go meet Hikawa-san.” Mio-san replied, looking over at me from where she was sitting, watching TV and eating snacks. “The snake and the beetle are in the bath.” she explained, using strange nicknames for them. “They waited until it was empty.”

“Yeah, and the old woman and the others headed off too. You were in the bath for ages, Akio-kun.” Asami-san chimed in. Her gaze took in the three satisfied seeming girls with me. “Poor Kana-chan.” She giggled teasingly, and strangely enough that earned a look from Takagi-san, who was reading in one corner, though I noticed she was still picking at treats. On seeing me watching, she smiled a little.

“Kikuchi-san and her father headed off too. Going to Kinkaku-ji, I believe. She said her brother was coming along from university too.”

“And our parents went out to go to a nearby pub.” Aiko added, yawning. Looking at Eri she spoke. “You know… seeing as Kana-chan has all her friends here, don’t you think we’re a bit mean? Rika-chan and Yae-chan… they missed out, despite knowing big bro and Shaeula first.”

“I don’t think so. There are quite enough girls around.” Eri pouted. “We don’t need to involve that idiot duo. Do we?”

Shaeula laughed nastily. “I have already been chastised for involving Mio, Asami and Hisano, Akio was quite-quite annoyed. But… you do not-not regret it, do you?” she asked them.

“No way! I’d feel bad for Kana-chan to be doing this all alone!” Mio-san insisted, and Asami-san echoed her.

“Yeah, besides, someone needs to look out for Kana-chan’s interests. She’s so stubborn!” Asami-san giggled.

“I… I’m not sure.” Takagi-san frowned, pushing at her glasses idly. “I’ve gained a lot from this, I know, but… well, I still don’t get what’s going on. But… I should after this weekend, right?” she asked hesitantly.

“Yeah.” I agreed. “This weekend should put everything into perspective.” I went over to her, kneeling down beside her. “But don’t worry. I won’t have you girls doing anything dangerous. Leave that to me and Shaeula. It's not like anyone should be entering the Kyoto Boundary unsupervised.” I grinned reassuringly.

“Hyacinth toooooo!” she declared, and suddenly a rumbling voice echoed her, Grulgor coming out of the bath in a yukata, muscles rippling, quite the disturbing sight, how annoyingly handsome he was in a rugged sort of way.

“Grul is looking forward to crushing, smashing and breaking some puny foes! It has been too long since we crushed stupid weak fungi!” His laughter at that thought was cruel.

“Uh, he’s a bit scary!” Mio-san declared, and Asami-san agreed.

“Don't worry, he’s not going to hurt any of you.” I assured them. “And in a fight he’s a great ally to have.”

“Back on topic…” My sis interrupted. “You really don’t want Rika-chan and Yae-chan? Yae-chan seems to like you a lot, even now. She still talks about that date sometimes.”

“There’s no real benefit to us. But… well, sis, you know I’ll help you out if you really want something.” I promised.

“Hey, it’s not like I’m desperate for them to join in. Forget it, maybe later.” She grinned at my words. “When you work out a way for us to set up a Territory in Nishimorioka, maybe then, okay! That reminds me, Marika-chan and her family went with Kana’s family. Same faction, yeah?”

I nodded at that, and realised that was everyone accounted for then. “In that case… we have a little time to kill. Want to go sightseeing? Though we should probably stay away from any shrines right now.” I can use the time to start making note of Territories as well, do double duty…

“Hey, how about this, bro?” Aiko flourished a leaflet at me. “There’s a boat cruise that goes along the Katsura river the other way. It takes us north past several shrines on this map, and supposedly the scenery is amazing. And they provide food and drink!”

“You’ll get fat if you keep stuffing yourself, Aiko!” Eri warned, only for my sis to snort, amused, and shut her down.

“I don’t exercise as vigorously as you do, Eri. It sure sounded like you were working up a sweat.”

As Eri flushed, and more laughter filled the room, I agreed to that suggestion, and we all returned to our rooms to get ready…
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“So, there was definitely a Territory by Tenryu-ji, and there might have been another one south of the river, though I can’t be sure.” I added, making pencil-marks on the map.

“Wow, bro. I know you want to get stuck in, but seriously, that cruise was simply gorgeous.” My sis complained. We had all changed to street clothes, and had drawn little attention, though we had spotted a number of shrine maidens and priests on the shores going to and fro. “You should appreciate it more!”

“I did, I did!” I promised, and indeed, it was nice, the trees lining the shore were in their autumn foliage, reds and oranges extremely attractive, and a fitting match for Kyoto, with all its shrines and their red torii gates. “Did everyone else?”

Eri nodded happily, and Shaeula agreed that the sight was quite an entertaining one, hoping that the Spring of Clear Reflections would be reforested in such a fashion soon. Kana’s school friends were equally impressed, revelling in the fact they got to skip school to have fun.

“Easy job.” Aliyah smirked, and Trey agreed with a slight smile.

“If only all escort missions were this smooth. But you don’t need us there, do you? You can handle anything yourself.”

“True, but they need to get used to you.” I gestured to the girls. “If a situation happens, you get them to safety, no matter what.”

“Fine. You’re the boss.” Trey agreed once more.

We were back at our lodgings, and it would soon be time for people to start returning. Indeed, the first group back came a few minutes later, our parents, looking rather tipsy. My mother was half-asleep, with a contented smile on her face, and a drunk auntie Hana stomped over when she saw us, Shaeula, Eri and Hyacinth by my side, Eri lying on my lap, using me as a pillow.

“Did the four of you have fun?” she asked, expression tense. “You were so loud… ugh, my poor little Eri…”

“Poor? Hardly.” Eri disagreed. “I had my fair share. Nobody lost out. Though Akio was definitely the winner.” She grinned brightly, which embarrassed her mother. “Anyway, you all look worse for wear. Why not let Akio fix you up?”

“I shall do it. You can stay-stay there, you look rather content.” Shaeula grinned, standing. She went to mom first, and placed a hand on her stomach. Aether flowed, and she blinked, coming back to full awareness.

“Wow.” she echoed her daughter. “I feel great all of a sudden. That’s a wonderful talent, daughter-in-law.”

“Yes, it is, is it not-not, mother-in-law.” Shaeula asserted her status in front of auntie Hana. “Now allow me to cleanse the rest-rest of you.” Even auntie did not refuse, and soon everyone was sober again, though I did wonder what was the point of drinking if one didn’t stay drunk.

“Well, now we wait for everyone else to return… wait, my phone is ringing.” Since Eri was on my lap, Hyacinth slid a hand into my pocket to retrieve it, though it took a while as she made sure to grope me thoroughly while doing it, before handing it to me with a grin. On seeing the caller, I was a little surprised. Takakura-san, huh?

“Good afternoon.” I greeted politely. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your call?”

“I will cut to the chase.” He eschewed the pleasantries. “I know you are already in Kyoto. I arrived earlier, and have already had fruitful discussions with one faction. And they wish to meet you. Come to Ryōan-ji as soon as you can. Kudou-san, head of the faction, he wishes to see you with his own eyes. After all, he does love his granddaughter so.”

Kudou Yasuhide? Yeah, I did perform Chirurgery on Kudou Shiori when I did the three granddaughters of Takakura-san… I don’t think I can turn down this opportunity. I agreed to attend forthwith, and hung up. “All right then. Shaeula, Hyacinth, you two are with me. Grulgor, Aliyah, Trey, you three are in charge of security. When everyone else returns, let them know where we went.”

“Aww, I can’t come?” My sis complained, but I shook my head.

“Not this time. Don’t worry, your time to shine will come. You and Eri can hang out, talk to the other girls.”

“Fine.” she sighed, agreeing reluctantly. “That reminds me… we should check to see if there’s any more info on that guerrilla concert…”

“All right then. This is a big deal, so we need to do the best we can.” Shaeula and Hyacinth nodded. And with that we set out for the docks, for a boat to take us back to Kyoto proper…


Two Hundred And Sixty-One


Ryōan-ji temple was quite the sight. The zen garden with its moss and artfully placed rocks was rather beautiful, in a desolate sort of way. As was usual, there were plenty of tourists about, a noticeable number of them foreign, but what wasn’t usual was the number of shrine maidens and priests. Shaeula, Hyacinth and I were drawing attention from them, the more perceptive of the faith noticing the large amount of aether, or spiritual power, that we were imbued with.

One of the priests came over, he looked a bit older than me, with a clean-shaven head and his robes being more Buddhist in design, in a burnt orange colour. He greeted me by doing the traditional Buddhist greeting, the Anjali Mudra, his palms pushed together by his chest. “Greetings. What brings you to Ryōan-ji? You are not a normal group of tourists.” he observed.

“No, nor-nor are you.” Shaeula observed, eyes blazing amber, though the bright autumn sunlight meant it was hard to see unless one was actually looking for it. “You are a candidate, are you not-not?”

At hearing such smooth Japanese from such a foreign-looking young girl, he paused momentarily, before shaking off his concerns. “Candidate? Oh, I do believe you mean one chosen by the Divine? Yes, that is correct, I am fortunate to have received some brief enlightenment, to serve the Buddha.” He bowed politely. “You as well, I trust? Are you an adherent of this faith?”

“No, not-not me. It is my fiancé here.” Shaeula pointed to me. “I am simply here as his escort, Hyacinth too.” At that the maid giggled, nodding.

“But your spiritual presence is quite notable.” he mused. “Are… are you one of the Kami, walking the land again at long last?”

“No, though you could say we are quite-quite similar.” She smiled at his question.

“Yes, and they are with me. I’ve been invited by Takakura-san to meet Kudou Yasuhide-san. I don’t suppose you can tell me where they might be, all Takakura-san said was to come to Ryōan-ji, but what with Conclave coming up, everywhere is packed with people from the shrines and temples.” We were speaking quietly, but even so, we were attracting some attention.

“I see. You know of Conclave. That is good, I had worried you were an enemy.” The monk sighed in relief, before looking a little ashamed at his show of weakness. “Kudou-sama is in the tea house. Allow this humble monk to escort you, as befits guests of such power.”

Shaeula was pleased at that, as she loved receiving that sort of noble respect. I agreed, and the monk led us to the ornate tea house at the side of the zen garden. Upon knocking on the door, a voice called out.

“Who is it?”

“Kudou-sama, it is I, Zuiki. I bring guests who say they have been summoned by you and Takakura-sama.”

The door then slid open, and it revealed a girl I had seen before, Kudou Shiori-san. On seeing me she nodded a greeting, her eyes taking in Hyacinth and Shaeula, surprised. Behind her, I could see the tasteful inside of the room, decorated austerely but with great attention to detail.

Takakura-san was seated there in a purplish-red suit paired with a white shirt, while opposite him, a steaming clay bowl of tea in his hand, was an older man with a spectacular long beard, and piercing eyes which held a keen wisdom. And next to him stood… a woman, judging by the body shape… but she was wearing a long white veil that completely covered her features, as well as shrine maiden hakama. A long cascade of black hair trailed her, spilling out over the floor, the longest hair I had ever seen.

“My thanks, Zuiki. I am expecting them.” the bearded man, who must have been Kudou-san, from Chiyo-san’s description, replied. “You can go now. I’ll call for you later.”

With that the Buddhist priest bowed, before saying a brief word of farewell and leaving us. Shiori-san stepped aside, and we swept into the tea house, the door shutting behind us. With that done, Shiori-san went back to the table, sitting beside her grandfather.

“Three of you, huh?” Kudou-san observed. “I don’t think we have enough seats.” There were only two open spaces, but that was solved instantly.

“I will stand, as is proooper for a servant.” Hyacinth declared proudly, puffing out her ample chest, as if to match the veiled woman, who also had an impressive body-line, though it was partially obscured by her clothing. Seeing my gaze, Shaeula grinned, and whispered to me to keep my mind on negotiations. Good advice.

I allowed Shaeula to take the first seat, pulling it out for her, while I took the second, only after ascertaining the standing woman was not planning to sit.

“Shiori, dear. Some tea for our guests.” Kudou-san said, as I exchanged greetings with Takakura-san.

“How are those three? No problems after the Chirurgery?”

“No, though they did complain of discomfort as you anticipated.” Takakura-san answered. “Still, I expect that they can endure it. I am most grateful for your assistance in that matter. The Takakura bloodline, even in its current diluted state in the branch families, is one as old as any of the shrines. Perhaps in time the old gifts will reawaken.”

“Isn’t this just a fascinating topic?” Kudou-san observed, stroking his beard. “I would like to discuss what you did to Shiori, but before that…” His gaze was probing, seeking information. “Introductions are in order, I believe. You, I think I know.” he said to me. “The outsider that Uchida-san got permission to bring to Conclave. Your spiritual presence is quite overwhelming. As for these two…”

His gaze sharpened. “I know of the Uchida pup’s golden warriors of Kannon, and supposedly some Kami have been able to walk Kyoto once more in Saionji-san’s camp, but… to see it first-hand is quite the shock for this old man. The days of faith are returning. It’s almost enough for me to decide Saionji-san and those from Amaterasu are right. How troubling.”

“Yes, I got permission to attend Conclave through Shirohebizumi shrine and also Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine.” I agreed. “I’m Oshiro Moonstone Akio. Do excuse my middle name, I’m a half, and it was my mother’s idea.” I explained, a little embarrassed.

“Moonstone, huh? Auspicious.” He grinned, but the veiled woman twitched, seemingly surprised. Yet when I looked at her questioningly, fancying I could perhaps catch a little glimpse of her eyes through her silken veil, she remained mute.

“Yes, and these are my companions. Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, and Hyacinth.” As I introduced then, Shaeula bowed charmingly, and Hyacinth curtsied.

“I see. Not names of Kami or Gods. But you are certainly not human, are you?” Kudou-san enquired. Shaeula opened her mouth to speak, only to be interrupted by a strange voice, ageless yet melodious, soothing but hard to place.

“The Princess of Beasts…”

“Beasts? How-how rude.” Shaeula sniffed, offended. “I am no beast-beast, but a princess I am.” she declared, crossing her arms in displeasure. “And who-who are you, to speak to me so rudely?”

“Lady Diviner?” Kudou-san spoke, a little wary. “… the prophecy? Is she…” He seemed uncertain. Takakura-san and Shiori-san were likewise puzzled.

“I see a great black giant looming over you.” the veiled woman declared. “One eye blazes red like the sun, and everything it sees turns to molten ash. It opens its mouth, fangs glittering, and…” she paused, taking a deep breath. “… should the flame or fangs touch you, you shall perish, and hope is lost.”

A black giant? Duke Formor? Well, he was grey skinned I hear, but…

Shaeula must have been thinking along similar lines. “Duke Formor? Surely not-not, there is no benefit in him or his attacking me now. A giant… with a red-red eye… perhaps… one of the Fomorians?”

Fomorians? Not Formor? “Who are they?” I asked, and everyone leaned in, interested, except Hyacinth, who shuddered, perhaps remembering something.

“The Fomorians are the Giants who are the children of Balor, greatest and most-most foul of the Giants, who transcended and became Divine.” Shaeula sighed. “Many of them, Duke Formor included, who did-did remain loyal when the Fomorians joined the Unseelie, manifest eyes of flame that can destroy what they see-see. Duke Formor uses his to defend our borders, but the Fomorians…” Shaking her head she met my eyes. “Balor is known for having the first-first and greatest Evil Eye, and nothing, not-not even other Gods could stand against it.”

“Just who are you?” Kudou-san asked, somewhat awed. “To speak of a God, even a foreign one, so casually… and your spiritual power is intense. Are you truly the Princess of Beasts?”

“I do not-not like that name!” Shaeula growled again, offended. “I may be a Beastkin, but I am no beast. Princess I am though, true-true daughter of Shaetanao, of the Seelie Court.” She sniffed, raising her head regally, seeming to glare down on them despite her shorter frame. “As for speaking casually of Balor, do not-not mistake me. He was gone long-long before I was ever born, fifteen hundred years ago. Though his children live on. It was the Fomorians who were instrumental in breaking the impenetrable defences of proud-proud Salamandrastrae after all. Perhaps…”

“… perhaps our actions at the Spring have riled the Unseelie up?” I finished, and she nodded.

“If… if they cooome, Hyacinth will not cower, not this time. Giants always hurt me, but I am nooot afraid, so long as we fight together!”

“To think that I would see one from the vision, face to face like this, other than her.” The strange woman marvelled. “Oh, do forgive me, I am seldom so rude.” She paused to introduce herself. “I am the Diviner, chosen of Tsukuyomi, the moon. Moonstone. It is indeed an auspicious name.”

“Yes, it is-is.” Shaeula agreed. “The Seelie love the eternal Moon, so I found it quite-quite amusing when I heard it. Though to think I would love he who carries the name-name of the Moon too…”

“Well, I do enjoy talking about love, but… I think we have something more important to discuss. So you are the Diviner. I’ve heard you mentioned. It’s an honour to meet you. So… you’ve been chosen by a God too?” I asked.

“Too? I thought so.” The Diviner mused. Her veiled face turned to everyone one by one, as if peering into their soul. “What I shall say next must not be spoken of to others carelessly. If you cannot abide by this, leave and bury this deep in your heart.”

Nobody moved. Even Shiori-san was frozen. Kudou-san was first to speak. “I already know much of the prophecy. You think… she’s definitely one of the Princesses?”

Princesses? “I’m a bit lost. Prophecy? Visions…”

“I see I must explain. It is surely under the guidance of Tsukuyomi that we have met before Conclave.” the Diviner declared. “How much do you know of me?”

“Very little.” I admitted. “Only that you are important, and I should seek your support, as well as that of Kudou-san here, if I wish to succeed in my goals.”

“And what goals are those, hmm?” Kudou-san asked, wary, but the Diviner silenced him.

“Enough. For now, I must speak.” she declared, brooking no interference, and I could see power around her, even without needing my Eye, her aura of aether equalling mine, which was surprising, as I was justifiably proud of how far I’d come. “Do you believe in destiny, or fate?” she asked, and I nodded.

“To an extent. But I also believe we have free will, not that everything is predetermined, else why should we even exist?” I was a computer programmer, and I enjoyed the sciences, so I had no doubt that the universe ran on set principles, but that we made our own choices. Else it denied everything I had done, no, we had done.

“I see. We think alike then.” The Diviner nodded, satisfied, silk rustling. “There are events that have such weight that they are inevitable. The sun will rise tomorrow, will it not?”

“Well, I can’t prove that, but I believe so.” I agreed. “Science tells us the sun can’t just disappear, although…” Shit, how much aether would it take to disintegrate the sun? No, probably impossible… I doubt even the Gods can command so much.

“The world will keep turning, and other events, even involving intelligent beings, have such weight. People act based on the environment and their own personalities. However… many events are merely Destined, not Definite. The sun will rise tomorrow, and the moon remains, but perhaps a meteor due to strike Earth could be averted, were our astronomers to notice it in time with their telescopes. The event would seem as definite as the sun rising and the moon orbiting the Earth, but it could be prevented, with luck and bravery.”

“I see. Yeah, that makes sense.” I can hear the capital letters as she speaks about destiny. She obviously believes. After a moment I frowned. “I can see how that might be the case. But knowing of Shaeula… that goes beyond merely looking at events with weight. It seems impossible.”

“Indeed, I have only been in this land a few-few scant months.” Shaeula observed.

“I was born gifted as a child.” the Diviner began, and I thought I could hear a little pain in her strange yet soothing voice. “I could see what others could not, make the connection between seemingly random events. Sometimes I could even change them. Destiny is a web of a million strands, some thick as tree trunks, unbreakable, Definite, but others wispy and feeble, yet still so terribly important. And a cut to one feeble strand can shift the web, so the Destined course can be shifted. Though I dream of shifting the Definite too. Perhaps with the right cut here or there, the great trunks and branches of fixed fate can be moved aside.”

“Yeah, but the sheer amount of input…” It boggled my mind. Even with my Body Enhancement running full tilt to buff my mental stats, the calculations for even a small prediction would be ludicrously impossible, to say nothing of the fact that human behaviour was a variable that made predictions useless a lot of the time.

The Diviner paused. I could feel a surge of aether, Shaeula and Hyacinth too, and we readied ourselves, but moments later she let out a long breath. Since she made no hostile moves we relaxed, but Kudou-san and Takakura-san picked up on our wariness and were suddenly on edge too.

“I apologise for my sudden manifestation. I had no wish to alarm you unduly. I was reading the skeins of fate. Tsukuyomi has spoken to me, a whisper. I can give you the answer you seek, if you will answer but one question for me.”

“Depends on the question.” I replied, and she tilted her head, veil shifting.

“That is understandable. Well then… which Kami has blessed you?”

A reasonable question, and she has revealed herself to be under Tsukuyomi’s aegis… “Well, if you specifically mean Kami, then I have approval from the White Snake of Shirohebizumi, and the Brown Dog of the Mountains, from Chairoakitara shrine. But they didn’t choose me. No, my blessing is from Tyr, a God far from these shores.” Not that apparently I’m using it, according to Tan…

Kudou-san drew in a breath at that, and I looked at him quizzically. He had the grace to look embarrassed, scratching at his magnificent beard.

“I see. Blessed by the Kami, and other stranger beings. And the Princess of Beasts is with you…” The Diviner mused. “Well then, I have an answer for you, though I do not understand it, or what some devil could bring to this conversation. I am to tell you… Laplace’s Demon.”

At that, everyone else in the room looked confused, but I recognised it. I had studied it at uni as part of my computing degree, as an impossible system, of course, but it had applications in machine learning amongst other things. “I see. So you are saying if you know the starting point of everything, and how it intends to move, you can predict anything. Yes, technically that’s true, but impossible. Firstly, random elements can’t be predicted, such as quantum fluctuations, and the scale of the data is beyond insane, the Demon would need to be bigger than the universe it was calculating for.”

“So not a Demon, but some sort of calculating device? I believe I understand though.” The Diviner nodded, silk rustling. “Not the whole of everything, but Definite and Destined events, a small slice of everything, that must be changed. And yes, no mortal, not even I, can process such things. I am but a vessel for the Divine. Tsukuyomi surely can grasp what is needed to understand Destiny. I am mortal, so I receive the visions imperfectly, unable to fully comprehend the Divine, seeing it as allegory and metaphor, but even so…” She took a long, shuddering breath, and with my keen perception I could see her shoulders shaking under her robes. Is she afraid? Of me? Why?

“Show me. Show me the darkness, the light and the twilight you carry.” she asked, almost imploring, and I noticed Kudou-san react again.

“Huh? I’m not sure what you mean. Darkness…” I concentrated, and a little flicker of inky blue energy rose from my hand. “… it’s a hard element to use. I don’t really get it yet. As for light… I don’t have light element.” There’s some moonlight mixed with my water element, but even so… “And what even is twilight?”

“I see.” The Diviner spoke softly after a long moment. “I thought perhaps you should be the one… the Princess of Beasts is with you…” Shaeula growled again at that.

“Do not-not dismiss Akio yet. Light can be learned, and do not-not light and darkness make twilight?” She tossed her head, irritated at her dismissal of me, not that I was sure what she was dismissing. “Prophecy, visions, destiny. I spit-spit on them all. Akio changed my destiny, and he changed the destiny of the so-called white princess. He does not-not need your words. Whether the Giant be Duke Formor, a Fomorian, or Balor himself, I trust Akio will stand-stand beside me and fight. And we shall win, or if not-not, at least we shall die together!”

“Hyacinth will stand beside yooou too, mistress Shaeula, master. I will squeeze them and choooke them all!”

“They certainly seem to trust you.” Kudou-san declared, and Takakura-san agreed.

“I have talked with Oshiro-san a little, as has Fujiwara-san and Ichijou-san. He has the respect of Tsumura-san as well. We have investigated his history and character. He has his flaws, a number of them, but he is a person we can work with.”

Flaws? Well shit, yeah, I guess so. Talking of nobles, with their daughters, I’ve been a bit greedy I suppose…

The Diviner was standing motionless, aether surging once more. A moment later, she asked a question, her tone urgent. “This white princess? Does she have silver hair? It is a vanishingly rare colour, not grey nor white, but shining silver.”

“Shiro? Yeah, she’s got pure silver hair. She’s suffering from a unique genetic illness, and it’s a weird side effect.” I answered, before realising I probably shouldn’t have mentioned her illness, although Tan was helping her with that, and I’d ensure she got better too…

“I must ask of you, is she as we are, chosen by a God?” the Diviner pressed.

“Should I be giving out the information of someone else? It doesn’t seem fair.” I hedged, feeling bad at what I had already revealed.

“You must, for I have to know.” The Diviner pressed. “For if you do not…” She fell silent, looking down behind her veil, and I could feel sadness radiating from her like a shroud.

“Lady Diviner…” Kudou-san whispered softly. He then turned to me. “I understand. And I do appreciate a tight-lipped fellow.”

Shaeula burst out laughing at that, surprising everyone, and I felt rather ashamed, as I had been anything but discrete up to this point. Once her gales of mirth calmed down, she patted me on the shoulder, before speaking.

“A trade then. Information for information. You seemed quite-quite interested when I mentioned the white princess. I am the Princess of Beasts…” she sniffed, annoyed. “… so perhaps there are-are others? And you suspect that Shiro is one-one of these?”

The Diviner nodded. “I believe so, and… I simply have to know, as her Destined path shifted wildly, the Princess of Hungry Ghosts…”

Fuck. It definitely is Shiro then. She used that sort of terminology in bitter jest, and it fits Taṇhā to a tee. “Hang on a minute. Beasts, Hungry Ghosts… I’m no Buddhist, but I’ve seen Naruto, I watched it with my sis back in the day…” Smiling slightly at the memory of when she had asked me to do eye-transplant surgery, like the anime with all the brightly-coloured ninjas, I posited my idea. “So, are there six of these Princesses?”

“Yes.” The Diviner said at last. “And the Hungry Ghost was supposed to devour all in her path, until she turned on those she loved for her thirst to be sated, even as she wept bitter tears of sorrow, regret and loss. Yet even so, she could not perish, else the world fall to ruin. Six Princesses, six Great Disasters, one Princess must survive to avert each fate. And only he who caries light, darkness and twilight, blessed by a God not of this land, yet favoured by the Kami of Japan, can protect them. I had thought it you, but…”

“… but prophecy, this Demon of Laplace is trash-trash.” Shaeula spat. “Do not-not trust in a Demon, trust in yourself, Diviner.” She snorted angrily. “We make-make our own destiny. If the white princess was to devour those she loved, then Akio would surely-surely never stand for it. Such a fate is merely to be shattered, is it not-not?”

I nodded. “I can say what you fear won’t happen. Shiro… I’ll protect her, body and heart.”

“You make your own Destiny?” The Diviner asked. “But what of this Tyr?”

“I’m grateful.” I admitted. “But I don’t slave away for Tyr, I work to make the world a better, safer place for those I love. I love Shaeula, and I love Shiro. Whether they are these Princesses you speak of or not, they’ll survive as long as I draw breath. I’ve seen Shaeula and Shiro hurt enough. I fucking hate it.” I swore, getting an indrawn breath of shock from Shiori-san, as I cursed in front of such important people. “Though I can’t wrap them in cotton wool, keep them trapped. They have their own dreams and goals, and I’ll support them with those. But I’ll do everything I can to shield them from harm, and I’ll never let them die!”

“I see.” The Diviner seemed at a loss before my vehemence, and she remained silent, leaving Kudou-san to pick up the slack in the conversation.

“Look, Oshiro-san. Let me be frank. Takakura-san speaks highly of you, and you have the support of the nobility. And that old bag Chiyo-san has mentioned you. It seems that you have some decent support with Susanoo faction too. Though to be frank… their position is weak.”

He sighed then, troubled. “Amaterasu is clearly ascendant, and why wouldn’t they be? Their whole ethos is to regain what faith lost, for the shrines and temples to be a true power again. And look around.” He gestured to Shaeula and Hyacinth. “The world is changing so rapidly. It only makes sense for the faith to regain the ground we lost fifteen hundred years ago.”

I listened patiently, waiting for him to get to the point. He did not disappoint. “So, just what are you seeking, what do you believe? How should the faith face this new world?”

A good question. “What do I believe and want? That’s easy. I want the world to remain safe and happy, while taking advantage of new opportunities and welcoming those who are worthy to it.” I smiled at Shaeula and Hyacinth. “As for right now… it’s a little too soon. We are trying to get ahead of the game, working with the nobility and government to try and get laws, police and more in place to adapt to the new world. We should keep these matters secret as long as possible, though it’s been three months or so already, I don’t know how much longer we can keep a lid on things.”

Takakura-san agreed. “The government and the nobility is in agreement, but it is only a matter of time. Internationally, most governments have made the same decision, but even so, it will take a single event that cannot be covered up to bring this into the public eye. Already the internet is rife with rumours, and journalists are sniffing around. We and other governments worldwide have taken measures, but the cracks are spreading…”

“I see. And when this is revealed to the world, what then?” Kudou-san pressed.

“Simple. I’ll fight to protect the world, be it from disasters, invaders, or Chosen who will use their powers for evil… as for the shrines and temples, yes, they should have influence, after all, I’ve met multiple Kami and other beings similar to them. And I’ve been blessed by a God. They’ll be important for protecting Japan and the greater world. But dominance? That’s a bad plan, I don’t want the faith to dominate, any more than I want the nobility to.”

I fixed Takakura-san with a stern gaze. “Nobility has a lot worth saving, and a lot that needs changing. The shrines too, no doubt. And the government. Now is the time to make sure the good is kept protected, and the bad ejected.”

“I see.” Kudou-san nodded, turning back to the Diviner. “So, he says that, what do you think, Lady Diviner?”

“I think… if one does not exist, one must create it.” she muttered. “Your words, they are true. I too wish to make my own path, sever the strangling strings of Destiny.” I could feel her gaze on me, even if I could not see it. “I do not know if you are the one. You are strong, but not strong enough to turn aside the calamities to come. But the Princess of Beasts yet lives, and if you truly broke the fate of the Hungry Ghost and steered her to another path, then… you will suffice, until another comes, perhaps the true one I foresaw.”

“I don’t care whether I’m your guy or not, but Shaeula and Shiro, I’ll protect them, not some other person.” I declared, and Shaeula blushed at that, looking at me with melting eyes. On seeing that, Shiori-san smiled, enjoying the atmosphere.

“Indeed, I shall not-not leave you, Akio, even should this one with darkness, light and twilight appear. For I have pledged to you, and none-none other!”

“I see. I admire your resolve. I should be resolved as well. I know the identity of one of the Princesses. The Princess of Heaven. She is the Imperial Princess Mikasa, my dear friend Yukiko. And soon… soon…” her voice became unsteady. “… the Destiny heading her way is the Great Red Dragon Of The Numberless East, and the falling scales, as plentiful as rain, becoming great ants that will devour her and much of Japan. Her fate is to die, and I would turn it aside, prevent it becoming Definite. Yet to do that, Tsukuyomi tells me I need this man. And if he is not you…”

“…if he’s not me, I’ll just do it in his damn place.” I snapped. “Don’t wait around for someone to bail you out, else you’ll wait forever. So, I remember seeing her picture in the paper and on TV. Princess Mikasa, huh?”

“She is also chosen as we are. Amaterasu.” The Diviner explained. “So now I have shared, please tell me. Is this Shiro, white princess, truly the Hungry Ghost?”

“Yes.” I sighed. “She’s a chosen of Taṇhā, and was… very hungry for hope. But instead of succumbing to what Taṇhā wanted, she chose to sacrifice herself for me. And it was just after she agreed to marry me. I’m still pissed off it ended that way. Fucking Raven Knight…” I cursed again, and Shaeula grabbed my hand, squeezing it reassuringly.

“Congratulations, I guess?” Kudou-san shrugged. “Anyway, Lady Diviner, about the ants and the dragon, shouldn’t you…”

“No.” she cut him off. “I need to think. I am still not sure, though I agree to not act is foolish. The other three Princesses… Human, surrounded by false friends and poisonous allies wearing masks, daggers dripping venom. I fear she shall be betrayed and perish, allowing destruction to roam unchecked, a colossal burning flame consuming all. Hell, a creature not human, who has slumbered long in her tomb, only to be woken by the sprinkling feathers of white and gold. Now she runs, growing ever more furious, and in her rage blood will spill. Yet if she should fall… only ruin awaits us. Lastly, Asura, caged bird from a land of endless war. Her coming will bring a doom down upon us, yet if she does not survive, the doom will consume us all, and should she not be found, pillars of gold, iron, stone, fog, flame, ice, steel, lead and more will shatter the skies, and all is lost.” She finished her speech, breathing heavily, chest heaving.

“That’s a lot to take in.” I grumbled, running through the information. “So, I take it you don’t know who or where these three are?”

She shook her head, long hair cascading, veil blowing. “No. I did not know the Hungry Ghost or the Beast either, only my good friend Yukiko. I ask that you meet with her at the least.”

“Sure. I can do that.” I promised, curious despite myself. She’s a celebrity, I guess, even if she’s kept to herself, mostly.

“Forget your Demon, Akio will most-most definitely ensure her protection.” Shaeula boasted about me. “And as for this Red Dragon, it is merely an oversized Wyrm, we shall-shall fell it, and ants… what can bugs do against us-us? They will simply be experience points.” She licked her lips, as if excited.

“I like your confidence.” Kudou-san laughed. “Though confidence and arrogance are two sides of a coin. Don’t get cocky. I have seen many a young fool fall on their faces.”

“Yeah, I’ve learned that already. Even so, I’ve worked hard to get here, and I can work harder. Especially to save people in need.” I agreed.

“It helps that she is a woooman, yes master?” Hyacinth giggled, and I rapped her head gently with my knuckles, causing her to laugh harder.

“Well, this has been a more profitable a meeting than I expected.” Kudou-san seemed pleased. “And to think, we haven’t even touched on my Shiori, or the benefits you can bring. Sadly, I have many demands on my time, and you will no doubt need to meet Bankei and the neutral shrines, if that old bag has her way, and you did get an invite from Uchida-san so…” he paused, frowning. “Tonight, are you free?”

“I think so, I was just going to do some sightseeing.” And map out some Territories.

“In that case… I may lead Tsukuyomi faction, but I am not a dictator. I will meet those Chosen by the Gods, and those that have no objections… I would like you to evaluate them tonight, and they you. In the spiritual realm of Kyoto.”

I see. That could be useful. “That sounds fine. I’ll let Takakura-san know if there are any problems.”

As we said our goodbyes and left, the door to the teahouse shutting behind us, my hearing picked up a few words.

“… sure you shouldn’t tell him it is not just the Princess who is in danger from the Red Dragon?”

“No. It is not the time. I have only just met him. He might well not be the one, and even if he is, to save me is far more difficult than deflecting the fate from Yukiko. Although…”

I see. Well, when one relies on prophecy it’s inevitable to second-guess everything. Even so, at least she seems willing to entertain the idea that waiting for a saviour is less wise than becoming a saviour yourself… So, turning aside her fate, huh? I don’t know if I can, I doubt very much I’m some prophesied hero, but Shaeula is right about one thing. This Red Dragon… it sounds bad news, and also a ready source of experience, if it gets in our way…


Two Hundred And Sixty-Two


The trip to Ryōan-ji had given us a lot to think about. On our way back to the lodgings we discussed it, and the only conclusion we could come to was that nothing had changed. So Shaeula and Shiro had to live, else there would be disaster. Well to me, if either of them died, that would be the true disaster.

Apparently one of the daughters of the Imperial Family was a Chosen candidate too, and also needed to be saved. I had no obligation to help her, but it was impossible to lie to myself, hearing about her potential danger, I would at the very least meet with her as the Diviner wished.

The Diviner… I suppose if one can see the future, even if its imperfect, the urge to accept it will creep up on you. Still, she did seem committed to changing it, and no wonder… if she knows her precious friend is going to die, and Japan will be ravaged too… and I expect there’s more. When she talked about the Red Dragon her voice wavered, and those words I heard as we left…

Shaeula had asked me on the boat ride back whether I thought I was the one the Diviner had prophesied, and I had answered that it was the wrong question. The right question was could I prevent the disasters to come and save these Princesses (and the Diviner) anyway?

I don’t know, but I know I might want to try… Opening the door to our section of the ryokan I was greeted by a bit of a scene. Kana and her family had returned, and Kana was lying on her back on a sofa, hugging a cushion to her chest and kicking her legs like a child having a tantrum, her friends, and surprisingly enough my sis and Eri, trying to console her. Her mother and father were around the table, drinking, and her grandfather was talking to Shirohebi, a bitter scowl on his face.

“What happened?” I asked, and it was Hikawa-san, who had also arrived, who answered me on their behalf.

“Welcome back, Oshiro-san.” He smiled slightly, looking a bit embarrassed. “The Izumi family managed to grab a minute with Uchida-sama, which is quite an honour for such a small shrine. However…”

“That arrogant prick!” Kana yelled, cheeks puffed out with annoyance, her face red. “…no time to listen to a little shrine like ours, which didn’t even boast any Chosen.” She sneered, clearly pissed off. “Grandfather tried to reason with him, but…” She let out a frustrated yell and started punching the cushion, furious. “…it’s thanks to us that you are even here, Akio! We were the shrine that found you, I found you, and we brought Hikawa-san in! And now he gets all the glory! I’m so angry!”

“Relax, Kana-chan!” Mio-san soothed her. “I get that you are annoyed, but you don’t want Akio-kun to see you like this, do you?”

“Yeah, Akio-kun will put him in his place!” Asami-san agreed, and even Takagi-san spoke up.

“I'm sorry Izumi-san. At least… well, don’t you have your Kami? Won’t that surprise him?”

Eri looked at me, her eyes asking how our trip went, but before I could speak, Hikawa-san apologised. “Sorry Izumi-san. I think that Uchida-sama naturally assumed that as the more major shrine, all the achievements were ours, especially since I helped Oshiro-san get permission to attend Conclave. And I had mentioned Ren and my girls and their new strength thanks to his Chirurgery. The plan was for me to take the lead...”

“I still find it quite vexing.” Kana’s grandfather complained. “Uchida-sama did not even listen. It does not bode well.”

“He’s very stressed.” Hikawa-san apologised for him, before turning back to me. “It seems that Susanoo faction is under significant pressure, Amaterasu is in the ascendant. However he does want to know more about your Chirurgery, as he hopes it can offset their paucity of Chosen, apparently Amaterasu has more, even after the… well, the deaths.”

“Don’t do it, Akio. Please!” Kana spoke up suddenly. “I’d hate it if you helped that jackass! Toss him aside like the trash he is! If you do, I’ll… I’ll make it worth your while!”

Eri rolled her eyes at that. “Do be quiet, Kana-san. Akio can’t make important decisions based on you having a fit of pique.”

“Oh, I’m sorry Eri-san.” Kana changed the way she addressed her, possibly in response to Eri being more familiar with her. “But if you were in my position, and someone stole all your achievements and told you that you weren’t worthy to stand beside Akio, you’d be fuming, wouldn't you?”

“She’s got you there, Eri!” My sis agreed, and the other girls nodded. They hadn’t spent much time together, only a few hours, but it looked like they had already worked her out.

“Speaking of, how was your meeting, bro?” Aiko changed the subject, not liking the tense atmosphere. “That Kudou guy, right?”

At that, Hikawa-san’s focus sharpened, as it did for the Izumi men. They all looked at me questioningly, and I shrugged. “Well, it sure was interesting. I met Takakura-san there again, and also the Diviner. She had a lot to say.”

“She kept calling me a beast. It was quite-quite offensive.” Shaeula pouted. Hyacinth giggled, and started pouring us some alcohol. My sis snatched a glass and started drinking it too. When objections were raised she merely laughed it off, saying I’d heal her up later. That didn’t please the elder Izumi, who was like my father, very old-fashioned, but since I was in charge here and she wasn’t his granddaughter, he kept his silence.

“In any case, I learned something interesting. It seems that the Imperial Princess is a Chosen too. Princess Mikasa.”

“Really? That will just further bolster Amaterasu’s position. The Grand Shrine at Ise is dedicated to Amaterasu, so even though she remains in no faction, being part of the Imperial Family, there’s a certain expectation…” Hikawa-san mused. “Do you know which deity?”

“Amaterasu.” I supplied, and he winced.

“That’s a good omen for them. The factions are named after Gods, but obviously the Gods themselves are not involved, but we are superstitious, certainly. It will seem an omen to those who are wavering.” He looked at me cautiously then. “So, what of Kudou-san. Is he going to support you?”

“Not yet. Tonight some of his Chosen candidates are going to evaluate me, and I can scout them out. Even so… I’m appreciative of your help getting me an in with Uchida-san, but I don’t need support from someone who disrespects my friends.”

“Akio!” Kana cried, damp eyed. “I knew I could trust you!”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself.” I warned her, causing her to pout again. “The situation has changed, I’m significantly more powerful with more allies than when I initially offered to aid him in return for some support. I want a fair arrangement. To that end, I’ll still need to see him.”

“Good.” Hikawa-san approved. “Because he wants to see you before Conclave. So if you are free now, we can go to Kiyomizu-dera. And bring these two.” He pointed to Eri and Aiko. “He’s curious about the Chirurgery, but these two aren’t Chosen, nor are they from faith backgrounds, so seeing what they can achieve… it will likely impress him.”

“Cool, I wanted to go sightseeing. We should jump off the stage at Kiyomizu! It’s only thirteen metres, I bet we can take it! Then we get a wish granted, right?”

“It’d be a little risky with your stats, sis. Eri could tank it easily though.” I warned her.

“You sure? Well damn, that’s no fun.” she complained, only for Eri to say something surprising.

“I think you need Jishu-jinja shrine while we are there, Aiko. After all, if you are going to find love, it seems you need Divine help!”

“Wow, no way, you betrayed me, backstabber!” Aiko howled, and the mood lightened. It also gave me an idea.

“Okay. Shaeula, ready to go back out? Hyacinth, you can sit this one out. I’ll take Aiko, Eri and Kana.”

“Me?” Kana asked, surprised, dropping her cushion.

“Yes, you. You wanted to show Uchida-san you were important, right? Well, you were the one who found me, you weren’t wrong, so I’ll help you get the respect you are due.”

“Damn, that’s sweet.” Mio-san muttered, and Asami-san agreed.

“Good for you, Kana-chan!”

“Are you sure about this?” Masaji-san asked. “I do feel our family and shrine was insulted, but there is no need to compromise your own interests for us.”

“Yeah, I’m sure. Besides, it gives me an opportunity to see just how flexible Uchida-san is, and if he is someone I can work with. It’s too early to use Shirohebi as a trump card, and there’ll be the Chosen from Tsukuyomi faction coming over later, so having Grulgor and Hyacinth here makes me feel better in case of trouble.”

“Fine then” Kana bolted off the sofa, brushing down and straightening her shrine maiden hakama. “Mio-chan, grab me that brush, my hair is a mess. Damn, I do look a fright.” She caught sight of her reflection, and again there was more laughter, the tension lifting…
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“So where are Ren-san and the twins?” I asked Hikawa-san as we entered Kiyomizu-dera. My sister and Eri were looking around, fascinated, and Kana walked confidently, having been here earlier.

“My wife is with them. Once I’d introduced them and their newly strengthened spiritual abilities, the rest of the political discourse was too much for them, so it was best to let them rest.”

“I do hope that Ren is working hard-hard on filling the mirror, as we instructed.” Shaeula questioned, and Aiko agreed.

“Wow, that’s right! I’m supposed to be learning light element. I want that! If Eri is darkness, then this beautiful me is the light!” My sis giggled at her own words.

Light, huh… The Diviner said I needed light, darkness and twilight to be the one she prophesied. Well, not that I believe it, but light… it’s not unobtainable, is it?

“Working my boy hard, huh?” Hikawa-san asked, and I shrugged.

“It is great training on how to control aether and light element. We might as well collect tuition, right?”

“You’ve changed.” Hikawa-san noted, slapping me heartily on the back, and I was amused to see him wince, his hand reddening. “Before, you were eager to accommodate, now… well, you drive harder bargains and are more vocal in what you want. It’s not a bad thing, I’d rather work with someone shrewd, but… I can’t help but feel Uchida-sama has missed out. If Conclave was sooner…”

“That is only natural, is it not-not?” Shaeula laughed as we passed by the vendors selling talismans, charms and fortunes, as well as numerous shrine maidens and priests, some of which bowed respectfully to Hikawa-san. “Once Akio realised that to get-get what he wanted, he needed to be greedy, he learned rather-rather quickly. Besides, Hinata is a good influence on him. She hates-hates allowing others to exploit him.”

“Yeah, she’s a precocious one.” Aiko smirked. “Nice though. Having a rich sister-in-law is the best. Though I guess my bro is rich too. Wait, no, with the money you’ve given me and Eri, we’re rich as well, right? Wow, mind blown!”

As we talked, I noticed the feel of a Territory around us. Shaeula had discovered it too, and she nodded at my gaze. The ether density here is even higher than Shirohebizumi shrine. I guess having a better starting spot for spiritual matters makes a difference. Though it’s slowly but measurably creeping up back home…

“Now, I still believe in Uchida-sama and the Susanoo faction, so try not to rip him off too badly.” Hikawa-san asked wryly. “And his son Yamato-sama is a Chosen of Kannon, so try to get along with him. Though I admit, the honour seems to have gone to his head a bit. Anyway, here we are.”

Hikawa-san gestured, not aware of the Territory around us. We arrived at a small side entrance at the main shrine. Two priests were guarding it, and when they saw Hikawa-san they greeted him warmly and stepped aside, eyeing the girls with us curiously.

Kannon, huh? I should have brought Haru-san then, but she was in the bath when we returned. Not that I blame her, the hot springs rocked. Oh well, it’s another trump card in our back pocket. “All right then. Lead on, Hikawa-san.”

Once inside, we were ushered by a pair of shrine maidens through the main hall and past the impressive many-armed golden statue of Kannon, which was bustling with tourists, to a small back room, where a middle-aged man in richly appointed robes was seated, a young man perhaps a couple of years younger than me beside him, and several other men and women of varying ages also bustling about, carrying documents and typing into a laptop. On seeing them, Kana’s face twisted into a bitter scowl.

Guess that must be Uchida-san and his son Yamato-san then.

“Think happy thoughts, Kana-chan!” my sis whispered, and with an effort she smoothed her face out.

“Hiroto-san, you returned. Is this him?” Uchida-san’s gaze flickered over us all, and Kana was even more incensed when he didn’t show any recognition of her, as if she was forgotten already. This time it was Eri who whispered to her to remain calm, and that I would put him in his place. Uh, no. Not unless I have to…

“Yes, this is Oshiro Moonstone Akio, the one you agreed to allow a voice at Conclave. And this is Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, Mori Eri-san, Oshiro Sapphire Aiko-san, and Izumi Kana-san, who you met earlier, from Shirohebizumi shrine…”

“Did I? I have met so many minor shrines and temples today it is hard to keep them all straight.” Uchida-san replied, dismissing her when he heard of her shrine. I could hear Kana’s teeth clicking from here. “So, you’re him, huh? I must say what you can do is impressive. Hiroto-san’s children seem to have blossomed, their gifts noticeably improved.”

He looked at the girls behind me. “So, these too? Your Divine power is the ability to improve others? If so, put it to use for my Yamato, support him, and I can definitely find you a place of honour when we unite the shrines and temples of Japan. There are plenty of shrines that could use a custodian. Even more, now, with the… unfortunate… casualties.”

Not the first I’ve heard about those. The Night Parade, other Boundary threats or… hopefully not infighting, that would be insanely wasteful…

Shaeula broke the silence after that statement, bursting with laughter, clutching at her chest, tears of mirth springing from her amber eyes. Hikawa-san looked embarrassed, and my sister and Eri exchanged looks, while I detected satisfaction on Kana’s face.

“Is there something I said that was amusing?” Uchida-san asked, puzzled. Beside him his son was frowning, displeased, and most of the other members of Susanoo in the room were aggrieved, scowling at us, except for one older girl, who was hiding a smile.

“Why yes, it was quite-quite hilarious.” Shaeula agreed, wiping her tears, when she could speak again. “Akio, his power is to improve others? You are more right than you know, yet not-not right at all.” She looked at me fondly. “Perhaps we should see-see if your son is worth Akio’s support.”

“I don’t know who you think you are, but…” Yamato-san began, only for Shaeula to unleash her League, oppressing the two of them. Yamato-san merely turned a little pale, resisting, but his father went white, stunned.

“… was I not-not introduced? I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, royal princess of the Seelie. And I find your lack of respect for Akio most-most offensive.”

One of the other priests looked to be a Chosen candidate, aether rising, but I placed one hand on Shaeula’s shoulder, squeezing her gently, while I raised the other hand in placation. ”All right, no need for posturing. We should all just calm down.”

Shaeula nodded, restraining her League, and colour returned to the face of Uchida-san. “You… you are a Kami, no, something similar? I had heard that bastard Gin claimed to have brought Kami back to the world. That gives him a major advantage…”

Kana looked smug at that, no doubt thinking of Shirohebi. Still, it was his son who spoke next. “I serve Kannon, Goddess of Mercy. You stand in her shrine, one of, if not the greatest that venerates her. In this troubled age, which Goddess can best guide us? With her many golden hands, she will cradle and shelter those who need protection, while she will strike down those who would do evil.” he declared.

That has the air of a rehearsed speech. It wasn’t just me that thought that, as my sis whispered similar to Eri, who hid a smile behind her hand. She had the decency to keep her voice low, but Yamato-san heard it anyway, probably as his senses were enhanced. He looked a little annoyed, but Hiroto-san tried to calm things down.

“Look, it seems we got off on the wrong foot here. Oshiro-san is actually very influential. He has the ear of Takakura-sama, and old lady Chiyo from Yushima Tenjin shrine. In fact, he has had the honour of meeting Lady Diviner.” I notice he didn’t mention Kudou-san…

“I see.” Uchida-san mused. “That is rather different to your initial overtures and reports, Hiroto-san.”

“Yes, Oshiro-san tends to move quickly and has a habit of surpassing expectations.” At Hikawa-san’s comment, all the girls were beaming, surprisingly enough including Kana. On seeing that, Yamato-san reached out to shake my hand. As he grasped it, he tightened his grip, trying to assert his strength, no doubt.

Not bad, stronger than Kondou Kazuo, definitely. About… three hundred and fifty Might, give or take. It’d be dangerous for Eri to go against him, but Shaeula or I… not a problem, unless his Skill is something special… I wasn’t petty enough to squeeze back, but I held my ground, and after a moment he relinquished his grip.

“You have some skill.” he conceded, and my opinion of him rose a little. “Though, perhaps we should see what you can really do?” And there it goes, dropping again.

“Oh? And what do you mean by that?” I asked.

“Before the Goddess of Mercy, all evil shall be vanquished, and the worthy sheltered in her golden hands.” Yamato-san intoned, and aether surged around us. The ether density, which still paled compared to the Boundary, but was a higher portion of it than Tokyo boasted, responded, and a shimmering rainbow cloud appeared, a brilliant silver and golden radiance forming a roughly humanoid shape, standing some seven feet tall.

“Son, is that…” Uchida-san asked, surprised, and Yamato-san nodded, looking very proud of himself.

“Indeed, I can now manifest one of the Golden Warriors of Mercy here.” It was obviously straining him though, as he was sweating quite a lot. As the light resolved, Kana, Eri and Aiko were impressed, as were the onlooking members of Susanoo and Hikawa-san.

Standing there was an armoured statue of a woman, with a face locked into a benevolent, forgiving smile, her skin golden and her hair likewise. In one hand was an unsheathed blade, and the other, a golden shield.

“Behold, a Golden Warrior of Kannon, one of many I can command.” Yamato-san declared grandly, though my perception picked up the miniscule tremors in his muscles that indicated he was rather fatigued by his efforts. Even so, not bad. Manifesting abilities on the Material, even with this ether density, is going to be an order of magnitude harder than in the Boundary. I guess it works on the same principle as Shaeula’s body, maybe?

“As you can see, my son is truly favoured by Kannon.” Uchida-san boasted. “Who else can manifest the glory of the Gods here on this mortal plane? Surely is it the duty of all right-thinking Japanese to aid the faith, as the faith will aid Japan in the changing era, offering guidance and prayer.”

“Really? How very… amusing.” Shaeula sniggered, the only one who wasn’t impressed. “Such a tin female is not-not impressive.”

“Mind your tongue, this is a Warrior of…” Yamato-san began, before Shaeula took a single step forwards, peering at the statue with her glowing amber eyes. With one small fist she surprised everyone, knocking on the gilded breastplate.

“Rather weak.” she scoffed. “Akio could break it with one-one hand if he wished. He would not-not even need a weapon.”

At that some laughed, and I could see one of the shrine maidens, who looked like a fashionable university student, with bleached blonde hair, one side shaved short, and numerous piercings in her ears and nose, smiling broadly, amused by everything. This mirth seemed to annoy Yamato-san and Uchida-san further, but in an act of self-control I could only applaud, they didn’t let Shaeula’s provocation tip them over the edge.

“Really? Would you be prepared to show the proof of that, Shaeula-san, was it?” Uchida-san asked, frowning.

“Just Shaeula. I am not-not from these lands.” she responded, flexing one small fist. The next moment there was a loud clang, and the shield shattered, arm carried away as well. Hints of jade energy were dispersing, and Shaeula shook her hand, grinning. “A little harder than I thought. But you will kiss it better, will you not-not, Akio?”

Before anyone else could move, the golden warrior reacted, remaining arm swinging bared blade at Shaeula’s throat, moving quickly. I stepped forwards, making sure that my Might Of The Furious Earth was still buffing my Fortitude. Catching the falling blade with my closed palms, I snapped it, before lashing out with a kick that broke the statue to pieces, leaving it fading back into ether.

“Yeah, that’s a bit dangerous. Not that I’m worried about Shaeula, no way some crappy golden sword is going to hurt her. But we have other people here.” I warned. “Still, I have to admit, that’s a rather great Skill. I assume they are a bit stronger or you can call upon more of them in the Boundary?” I mitigated my casual insult by sprinkling in some praise, and I was genuinely curious. It’s got the toughness of one of Grulgor’s Trolls, I’d say, if a little less strength. If he can call upon a few of those, he can expand without too much trouble…

Yamato-san seemed shocked at the way Shaeula and I had manhandled and wrecked his golden warrior, but at my compliment he puffed up, regaining his poise. “Yes, you do well to recognise it. I can indeed call upon more of the Warriors. Through dedication to Kannon, I can now call upon six at once.” He paused, before feeling he had to give some ground back. “You are quite impressive, Shaeula. You too, Oshiro-san.”

“Yes, he is.” Kana spoke up. “And I was the first from any shrine to find them. It’s thanks to me and my family he is even here!”

“That’s true.” Hikawa-san allowed. “Though I did a lot of the legwork growing his support.”

“Hey, wow, no need to fight.” my sis chimed in, and she was seconded by the shrine maiden from Susanoo.

“That’s right. Like, that was totally a show. I’ve not had the chance to see anything like that since I got here.” She giggled then. “Hey, nice to meet you, I’m Minatogawa Mine, but you all can call me Mine, cool? Minatogawa is such a mouthful. Our shrine is in Kobe, so we’ve had quite the trip down here. Our enshrined Kami is pretty much a nobody, but it was crazy wild to meet him, you know?”

She talked rapidly, as if she was worried people would stop listening if she didn’t say everything she wanted to. “But yeah, I had a dream of Ugajin, which was damn weird, let me tell you. Ugh, it needs to make up its mind whether it’s a man or a woman. Anyway, so I got these powers, and…”

“Mine-san, can you please be quiet?” Uchida-san complained, and she shrugged.

“Whoops, sorry. I just got excited by the show. Uh… carry on!” she apologised, abashed. Even so, she winked at us, and I found myself amused.

“All right then. I think we have wandered off-topic.” I sighed. “I can improve the abilities of others.” I gestured to the girls. “But I’m also quite strong with a few other tricks. And I have other commitments, so coming under you and running a shrine isn’t something I would be interested in, I’m afraid. An alliance, however… where both sides give and take, that I can do.”

“You’ve seen my daughters and son.” Hikawa-san agreed. “And these girls here are even bigger successes. The limit on those able to enter the spiritual realm is what each faction is running up against, right? Well, with Oshiro-san that limit can be broken.”

“It’s still very dangerous.” I warned. “Sure, there are boosts and gains, but most will be far, far weaker than those chosen by the Gods. They aren't replacements.”

“Most?” Uchida-san noticed my phrasing, eyes narrowing.

“Well, there are obviously exceptions.” I patted Eri on the shoulder, and though she was shy, being with so many unfamiliar people, she steeled herself and nodded politely.

“Good afternoon. I am Mori Eri. Akio helped me a lot, and now… well, I’m nothing compared to Shaeula and some of the others, but… I can hold my own.” she promised proudly, a flicker of flame on her hands as she displayed a little of her elemental abilities. “And I had absolutely no connection to any spiritual matters or any talents before this.”

“Except for hard work.” I hugged her, causing Mine-san to whistle. “I can open doors, but it’s up to those who step through how much effort they put in.”

Yamato-san was gazing at us, seemingly deep in thought. “I see. Well, how about this?” he offered. “I cannot show off my true value here. Why not take this to the spiritual realm? I was having an… issue, that if you are that confident, I could use your help resolving. And I can see with my own eyes just how strong these girls are. Will that be all right, father?”

Uchida-san considered it. “I see no issues. Take Mine-san with you, as well as Naruhito-san.” The Chosen I had spotted nodded, while Mine-san seemed pumped up, a slight smile on her face as she glanced brightly at Yamato-san, which made my sis giggle quietly.

Well, this is an opportunity, but even so… “Shaeula, Kana, you two stay here.”

Shaeula nodded, grasping my meaning, but Kana shook her head in protest. “No, I need to go, to show I’m not forgettable!” She tried to appeal to me.

“But… it could be dangerous.” I warned, and she grabbed my arm fiercely.

“I know, but you are taking Eri-san and Aiko-san, right? Besides, with you there, I’ll be safe, won’t I? Please!” she begged, and I felt myself waver. Well, it’s true that I am confident of keeping her safe, but… fine.

“All right, but you do what I tell you without question, got it? No complaints!”

At that Kana blushed, and my sister snickered, while Eri rolled her eyes. I ignored them and turned to Shaeula. “Looks like it’s just you then. You know what to do?”

“Of course. Leave everything to me-me.” she promised. “Now, is there a room we can-can use?” She gets it. I don’t think that Uchida-san would pull anything, but leaving our Material bodies vulnerable is not a good plan. But Shaeula can defend us with ease…

“Before we do this though, it’s all very well evaluating each other, but it seems like you get the better end of the bargain here.” I warned. “I assume you want us to deal with a problem blocking your expansion. That entails danger and benefits you a lot.”

“And why would you not want to benefit us?” Uchida-san looked at his son, who nodded. “After all, are you not looking for influence in our faction? Despite not being of the faith, Hikawa-san and… this shrine…” He gestured to Kana, annoying her again by his dismissal. “… as well as others, have vouched for you, and if you have the ear of Takakura-sama… well, the nobility should keep their noses out of our business, but faith cannot exist without support. So, consider this your entry fees.”

A bad deal. I know it, and Hinata would be complaining bitterly right now. Although… “Fine. But consider that when you want further aid from me, I’ll be setting a similar price. Don’t regret this.” I lose a bit here, but longer-term…

“Very well. Show them to a side room.” Uchida-san ordered, and one of the priests led us to a modest alcove. Shaeula took up her position, guarding us, while the girls laid out bedding to sleep on. Kana looked at me, chewing her lip, clearly worried, so I patted her on the head.

“Don’t worry Kana. I get it. They do seem rather arrogant, but then they are men of power and influence. The nobility are the same way. That doesn’t make them bad, just… trying. Still, won’t that make it better when you finally show them they were wrong about you and your shrine?”

She nodded, smiling brightly. “That’s true. And I bet poor Marika-chan and her family went through the same experience. So… I want you to blow that guy away with your awesomeness.” She smiled sweetly, though there was a definite bite to it. “The look on his face when you and Shaeula smashed up his statue… I loved that!”

“I bet you did.” As I slumped down, letting my consciousness drift, I was excited to see just what a shrine of this magnificence would look like in the Boundary…


Two Hundred And Sixty-Three


For a few moments the Territory resisted me, trying to prevent my entry to the Boundary. It was as if the Territory barrier was striving to keep me out, but considering the strength of it, I believed I could force my way through if necessary, but it didn’t come to that, as suddenly the Territory yielded, welcoming me in. Opening my eyes, it didn’t take long for Eri, Kana and my sis to appear.

“Damn, that was uncomfortable. Never felt that before.” my sis grumbled, and Eri nodded. Kana, who had less experience, merely waited for my answer.

“I’m guessing it’s because we dived into a Territory that wasn’t our own and was properly Anchored. In any case, it seems to have relented. Shall we meet up with Yamato-san and the other two?”

“Ugh, I don’t want to.” Kana made a grumpy noise, crossing her arms, looking peevish. “But I guess you can’t put him in his place if we don’t.”

We opened up the door to the small room we were in, revealing a spectacular sight. The main chamber of the shrine was massive, defying the laws of physics, occupying far more space than its outer size should have allowed. I see, it’s a dungeon, in effect.

Massive, gilded braziers lined the walls, blazing with golden and white flames that did not flicker, casting a brilliant glow. The statue of Kannon was there too, towering into the sky far more magnificently than its glory in the Material, arms outstretched, each as thick as tree trunks, and it radiated a powerful presence. My Eye could not help but respond…

Glorious Idol Of Kannon Rank ??? Unique – This Building exists at Kiyomizu-dera. It will strengthen all Light-aspected creatures and allies under the command of the owner of this Territory, and this ability will be magnified for Kannon, other Kami of the shrine and their adherents. Kannon and Kami of Kiyomizu-dera can gather more Adherence and utilise it more efficiently. Light Element production and purity in the area will be increased, very slightly increasing the chance of unique Elemental Lights forming. Ether Spires within the Territory will generate Light Elemental energy and additional Adherence.


I let out a dull whistle, jealous. Damn, that makes the White Snake Earth Altar look weak. I guess this is a major shrine, so I have to expect better stuff here…

“It puts our shrine to shame.” Kana muttered, thinking the same thing I was. “But… we can do better, can’t we?” She grabbed my arm, nearly shaking it in her annoyance. “You could have a statue of Shirohebi built that’s that impressive, right?”

As Eri rolled her eyes and my sis snickered, I shook my head. “Physically, yes, I could get the Kobolds to do it, though we’d not have enough silver, assuming you wanted to make it out of precious metals like this one. But… it’s the adherence. The statue is soaked with it, probably over hundreds, thousands of years, which is what makes it special. Still…”

I breathed in the light element around us, indigo energies suffusing the area. It fought with my darkness and was quickly scattered, stinging my network, causing internal damage, but Ether Healing easily took care of that. “…when the Earth Altar is upgraded again, it’ll grow and be better. I intend to do it on our return, anyway.”

As Kana thanked me, I turned to Eri and Aiko. “Eri, careful. The light element opposes your darkness. You’ll take damage to your Chakra network if you can’t balance it. As for you, sis… go crazy. Draw in all you can. It’s not sunlight, but let’s not be greedy. If you can learn light element, that’d be good enough.” If we get Ren-san to train here, he could use the mirror to store a ton of light element, convert it to sunlight, and… profit.

“I’ll be careful.” Eri was already taking damage, but she had Ether Healing at the first Rank now, so she should be able to cope, and if not I could assist. As we finished admiring the impressive, yet empty halls, noting golden Ether Spires jutting up amidst the braziers, the owner of this Territory, Yamato-san, and his two allied Chosen arrived.

“Hey there!” Mine-san greeted us enthusiastically. “This place sure is cool. Makes my shrine look like a dump.”

Should you be saying that? Your Kami will be angry… The other guy didn’t say anything, leaving it to Yamato-san to speak. Before he did though, six golden warriors shimmered into life around him, and these felt somewhat stronger than the one on the Material. They bore different weapons, sword, spear, axe, mace, flail and a huge two-handed blade.

On seeing those, Kana glanced at me nervously, but I merely winked, reassuring her I could handle them. I’m sure I could. They’re strong, no doubt, outmatching a Troll in raw Statistics, but I still have them well beaten… my Eye was shining, and I read the data.

Golden Warrior Of Kannon – these warriors, with excellent speed, strength and durability, can be called upon by those blessed by Kannon. They will dispense mercy to the evil, freeing their spirits to do penance in Yomi. Yet if one uses them for ill, Kannon will show her displeasure.


“Yes, it is rather impressive.” I conceded. “But… rather empty. Where are your troops, Yamato-san?”

“Troops?” he seemed puzzled and annoyed. “None of the Kami that Kiyomizu-dera venerates are weak enough to manifest here. I have had to strive alone, but for my Golden Warriors.”

“Oh yeah, you mean like… well, my shrine has a load of creatures who dwell there. They’ve helped me out a bit.” Mine-san declared boisterously.

“My bro has a whole army, hundreds and hundreds of troops.” My sis grinned cheekily, as though it was her accomplishment. “No fancy golden statues though.”

At her words, Yamato-san looked surprised. “So, you can enter here, despite not being Chosen? Hikawa-san spoke the truth.”

“Of course.” Kana snorted sourly. “My father and grandfather tried to tell you that. Akio has mastered the art of Chirurgery. And he uses it to help us grow stronger.” She sounded proud, as if it was her own achievement, similar to my sis a mere moment ago, only looking down and flushing when Eri stared at her silently for a while.

“I see.” Yamato-san pondered, frowning, deep in thought. He then took in the equipment Eri, Aiko and I were wearing, though before he could speak, Mine-san chimed in. She’s certainly a genki girl, for sure, very energetic and forward…

“That dress, it’s like super cute.” She gushed over Eri. “That axe though, not sure it suits a pretty girl like you.”

“Oh, it does. I use it to cut down pests that buzz around Akio.” Eri warned, eliciting a giggle from Mine-san, who hopped over to my sis.

“Leather, huh? That’s a good look. That bow though… whoa, it’s like… totally on fire. Cool! Where did you get that? Is that a sacred relic? My shrine didn’t have any, our place is a dump. But I can see Yamato-sama has some! Cool, yeah?”

Yes, I noticed that. He was wearing golden vestments, as well as carrying what looked like a censer to burn incense, and I could smell sandalwood, aloe, lotus and saffron.

“Actually, my bro and Shaeula won it from her brother. So it’s a genuine magical item.” My sis grinned. “But my bro’s gear, that’s all custom-made, isn't it?”

I nodded, and it was then Kana grabbed my arm again, something she seemed to be doing more often. “Hey, Akio, why don’t I have anything?” she pouted, still wearing just her red and white hakama.

“Because you don’t fight.” Eri shot her down. “If you could Level up, Akio would make sure you had what you needed.”

“Ugh…” she conceded, pouting, only to look surprised as I handed her my spear.

“Use this for now. I’m fine with swords and pistols.” I told her, as she blushed.

“Thanks, Akio…” she replied in a small, mosquito-buzz voice.

“Enough of this. I am very busy, and I still need to meet more shrines with my father before tomorrow and the Conclave.” Yamato-san insisted. Mine-san shrugged, hopping back to him, whistling, and we regrouped. “So, you understand the majesty of Kannon now, I believe?”

“Yeah, I certainly do.” I agreed. “But… this Territory, it’s only Rank two? I would have thought with such a wealth of Ether and light element, you could have pushed it to Rank three, though without troops… yeah, you’d have to take some significant risks and be here a lot…”

“Kyoto is hardly so safe as to be able to afford the long period of weakness.” Yamato-san sighed. “Which is why Conclave is so important. We need to gather and allocate the faithful properly. Though we will still not have the numbers…” His eyes lingered on the girls then. “… or so I would like to say. If ordinary people can be made useful…”

“They still don’t compare to most Chosen.” I warned. “But we’ll give you a show. So, what’s your problem you wanted us to help you with? In exchange, I’d like to have access to this Territory for a while. The light element here is quite dense, and I’ve been wanting some.” It’d certainly shock the Diviner if I turned up with light element…

“Light element? You mean the indigo energies?” Yamato-san asked. “The Golden Warriors are stronger when within it.”

“Yes, you must know the elements. Earth, water, wind, flame, light, darkness…” I left out spatial, wood/nature, lightning and other more complicated ones. “The energy can be used.”

“And how do you know this?” The silent priest spoke up, looking intrigued. “My ability is one of water. I do feel stronger when I am by rivers or lakes.”

“I have a good Eye.” I tapped it, as it glowed amber.

“I see.” Yamato-san nodded slowly, another frown on his face, as he tried to work out what my ability actually was. Good luck with that, I’m still not a hundred percent sure myself. “But enough of that. Together, we may just be enough.”

He led us outside, and the temple was magnificent. Gold and red was everywhere, great shimenawa ropes winding through the geysers of light element, smaller statues of Kannon and the other enshrined Kami everywhere. Up overhead the sky was boiling silver, ripples increasing in intensity.

“What are those?” my sis asked, and I looked to see a series of golden hands. Even as I watched, one darted outwards, slamming down on a passing creature, smashing it to a paste of ether and silvery blood. My Eye glittered, and I could see they were also a unique type of Building.

Hand Of Forgiveness Rank ??? Unique – These Defensive Emplacements can only be built by the grace of Kannon. They will target and destroy evil, granting them forgiveness. They can also absorb Light Element and unleash blasts of Divine Light at higher Ranks.


“Nice. Those are some decent looking defences.” I admired them. I wonder if that means Haru-san could build those too? “Though I guess if you pushed for an upgrade to Rank three, they’d stop working and your Territory would be in danger.”

“Yes. Kyoto is exceptionally dangerous. Hence why there have been casualties.” Yamato-san admitted. “It is imperative Conclave resolves with us banishing the evil from Kyoto. It stalks the streets, and while Kiyomizu-dera is mostly left alone, as are other shrines that the faithful guard, stepping outside of these safe areas leads to battle.”

“The Night Parade?” I asked, and he agreed.

“Amongst other foes, though the Night Parade is by far the most dangerous. If we run into it, we should flee immediately. Now, the area around Kiyomizu-dera has been secured, and I have expanded to the south, to Chishaku-in, bringing it into my aegis, and further south lie Amaterasu faction shrines, which are out of the reach I can control, anyway.”

Yeah, I’m not prepared to start hostilities with any other faction on his behalf. “I see. I expect your control expands out about a kilometre?”

Yamato-san agreed. “Yes, so I would like to press to the north to Chion-in, enabling further consolidation of our defensive position and control of Kyoto, but…” he shuddered then. “The streets to the north are the haunt of many dangerous foes, one especially. I have been beaten back a number of times. Still, you believe you are strong enough to impress me…” he continued, clearly trying to provoke me, but I merely smiled back, secure in the knowledge that I was indeed powerful. “… and with the aid of Mine-san and Naruhito-san as well, I hope we can drive out the enemies.”

“Wow, I’m pretty pumped. Shame I can’t get any more Levels, but… you can still squeeze out a few, right Eri?” My sis was bobbing up and down on her heels, eager for action.

Eri nodded, hefting her axe. “I’ll do my best. Besides, we have to defend Akio’s honour.” She paused for a moment, before speaking after a little sigh. “And yours too, right Kana-san?”

She seemed surprised, but nodded vigorously, gingerly carrying my long spear. “Yes. I want to show them us smaller shrines aren’t useless!”

“Well said!” Mine-san grinned. “My shrine is shitty too! Us shrine maidens should stick together! We need to show off how cool we are!” She glanced at Yamato-san, who grimaced.

“Enough chatter. Time is wasting.” he grumbled, before leading us to the north, where a tangle of twisted streets and minor shrines lay uncontested…
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Under the trampling of the Golden Warriors, the throng of skeletons and zombies that choked the streets were being pulverised, bones splintering, flesh tearing, ether scattering in the wake of the six statues. Occasionally a larger skeleton, carrying rusted blades and wearing cracked and threadbare armour, would step up, but they were no match for the gleaming golem-like statues.

Yamato-san is looking annoyingly smug… “So, I don’t get why you are struggling so much. Your Warriors seem more than capable of handling these trash mobs, you don’t even have to step in yourself.”

Most of the skeletons and zombies are on par with the zombie woman with the knife I fought back on my first day… though some of them are quite a bit stronger, but even so, they are no danger to Yamato-san. Although if I started here, I’d have died for sure… although if I took the power, not working my way up from scratch, then maybe not…

As I pondered that, Yamato-san shook his head in denial. “Don’t be a fool. If it was this easy, do you think I am incompetent enough to struggle? No, there are real dangers that stalk the streets of Kyoto, and when we draw them in, you will understand.” He sniffed, wrinkling his nose, clearly annoyed.

Damn, he’s got a thin skin. “Alright Eri, might as well gain some free Levels while you can.” I changed the subject tactfully.

“She’s seriously going to fight, but, like… she’s not Chosen, yeah?” Mine-san chattered. In fact, she had been giving a running commentary this whole time, talking Kana’s ear off, but at least it was calming Kana down, as she hadn’t seen combat in the Boundary yet, only my Territory, and it had shocked and scared her.

“Well, Eri-san is rather fiery.” Kana observed, a touch sourly. Eri gave her a look, before darting into the mob of skeletons to the side, midnight black hair streaming out behind her, along with the fluttering of her dress. She swung her axe, and brittle bones and armour shattered, skeletons breaking apart. “See? You don’t have to be worried about her. Besides, Akio is watching. You think he’d let her get hurt?”

As Eri mopped up some of the skeletons the Golden Warriors were missing, I nodded. “Yeah, I’m keeping an eye on her. Against these I can keep everyone safe without any problems.”

Yamato-san was watching Eri, a look on his face that was hard to interpret. It didn’t look like he was admiring her beauty, or anything like that, but he did look a bit greedy. After a moment of study he turned to me. “So, she is not a Chosen. No blessing from any God? No latent spiritual legacy?”

What’s with all the questions? “No, Eri is just an ordinary girl from a little town in the mountains. She’s got here through hard work.”

“I see.” His gaze strayed to Kana and my sis, before returning to his Golden Warriors, which he urged on to battle the slowly diminishing hordes, though he did direct them away from where Eri was fighting, allowing her the leeway to reap more undead, which I appreciated.

The silent priest, Naruhito-san, as well as Mine-san, were preserving their strength, as was I, and there was no point in Kana or my sis doing much as of now, so we continued to push on steadily, clearing several streets. Eri had gained a Level, which was welcome, and should have been getting close to another, when the skeletal host started thinning, the remaining numbers decaying and melted, as if dipped in acid. Eri shuddered, swinging her axe to hack down those that came towards her, but Yamato-san fell back, his statues lining the street, forming a barricade.

“What is it?” I called, and he took a moment to respond, looking nervous.

“Your test. Since you claim to be so powerful.” He managed at last. “One of the dangers of Kyoto is upon us. Each time I have confronted it, I have been forced to flee back to Kiyomizu-dera or Chishaku-in. But with all of us together, we can reach Chion-in, surely?”

“My bro said we could, so of course we can.” My sis defended me. “Maybe I’ll get off a few shots this time.” She took a deep breath, running through her Kyūdō warm-ups, faster than ever, the lessons she had learned from duelling Shaeraggo on the archery field fresh in her mind.

“I’m a bit scared, Akio.” Kana whispered, her hands on the spear trembling. “I… I’m regretting coming a little, now.”

“No need to.” I patted her head, calming her. “Unless it’s on the level of an Unseelie Duke, I’m confident I can at least get you all away safely.”

“Got to like, love a man with confidence. Kind of hot.” Mine-san laughed. Eri turned to glare at her, axe cutting down the last of the decaying zombies, and Mine-san giggled. “What? Jealous? Don't be, girl.” Her eyes flickered to Yamato-san for a second, and Eri relaxed, nodding.

“I think we should remain cautious. Yamato-sama looks nervous.” Naruhito-san warned, cutting through the banter.

“As well I should be. You will be too soon.” he declared. A mist was rising, a fog, creeping along the narrow, tangled streets. “My Golden Warriors are Divine, yet they are no match for the evil that roams Kyoto. I hope when you see this, you will understand the importance of rallying behind a strong, blessed leader.”

Oh, I know that. But it doesn’t have to be you… damn, disgusting. The girls aren’t going to like this… Moments later, the quiet Boundary streets echoing with chittering and clicking, the girls cried out, as what I had seen with my potent eyes had become visible to them.

Spiders, scorpions, millipedes, centipedes, frogs, snakes and more, each disgustingly large and bloated, radiating aetheric energies far in excess of their size, choked the streets, swarming closer.

“Shit, I thought some of the creatures in Nishimorioka were gross!” my sis declared, gagging. Eri dropped back to us, her knuckles white as she gripped her axe tightly, and Kana stepped behind me, shaking. Mine-san also looked troubled, as if she was going to be sick.

“They are but the vanguard. Do you think my Golden Warriors fear them?” Yamato-san scoffed. “It is the fog, and what generates it, that I cannot defeat…” As the mist touched the first golden statue, it began to melt, breaking apart, and with my Eye I could see the mist was attacking the ether and adherence that made up the Warrior.

Nasty. Strengthening my Eye I peered through the fog, only to see a strange sight. The fog and the venomous creatures were pouring out of a large clay pot, crude-looking and partially sealed with a blood-red wax, though the seal had shattered, leaving the pot gaping open. Well, considering everything, this is fucking ironic…

Kodoku Pot [Possessed Tsukumogami] - ???


I remember deciding that this whole mess with the candidates for Astral Emperor was a Gu vessel. Kodoku was the Japanese version of that myth, right? And a Tsukumogami is a tool that has become a spiritual being, I think? Shit…

“Beware the mists!” Yamato-san cried. “It will rot you if it touches you. The creatures are not to be underestimated as well. They are endless so long as the pot lives!”

“In that case, like… we just take out the pot?” Mine-san asked, and my sister agreed.

“On it.” She loosed an arrow, which blazed into flame, the bright yellow blaze strengthened by her own fire element now. It soared towards the pot, only for a spider to leap up and block it, dying as the arrow consumed it. “Damn. That was a good shot too…” She reached for another arrow, undeterred.

“If it was that easy, I would have defeated it by now!” Yamato-san seemed affronted, two more of the statues starting to collapse, the other three holding back the host, smashing and stomping the vermin tide, green, red, blue and silver gore splattering the streets and overhanging walls. “But together, perhaps…”

“Well, time to show off what that creepy snake Ugajin gave me.” Mine-san slandered her own patron, which I felt was unwise. “Growth!” she called, and vines burst from the ground, reminding me of Hyacinth and her attacks. A rich nature element was radiating from it, and the front rank of bugs was snared. Even so, the fog was starting to eat through the plants quickly, but that didn’t seem to phase her.

“And decay!” she cried, and suddenly the vines withered, and as they died so did the creatures they were holding, and as they turned to dust, bright ether spilled. “Not bad, yeah?” she finished. “I’m like… not bad at all!” She cast another sidelong glance at Yamato-san.

“The numbers are endless though.” Yamato-san warned. A fourth golden statue was overwhelmed, wrapped in snaking coils and pulled down by massive centipedes. Aiko was loosing arrows at the pot, but each one was blocked by a sacrifice. Eri was clutching her axe, unable to get close, and Kana… She’ll be fine. She wanted to come… it’ll be a good lesson.

“The river flows, the banks break. Let all be washed away by the fury of the floods!” the priest declared, and my Eye could see water element surging orange within him, moments before a wall of water burst into being, sweeping away the low-lying fog and crushing the front rank of the creatures, dashing dozens to pieces on the walls or drowning them. Even so, the strength was spent before it made it halfway through the packed ranks of vermin.

“Uh, I need like, a minute or two to go again.” Mine-san gasped. “You going to show us what you can do, handsome?” she looked at me, before winking at Eri, teasing her, having worked out by her possessive attitude earlier she had some sort of close relationship with me.

“If we cannot defeat it we must retreat. Four of the Golden Warriors have been destroyed.” Yamato-san warned, frustrated. “At this rate, we will never reach Chion-in.”

“Back off your statues, they don’t want to get caught in this.” I warned. “I can handle this.”

Yamato-san gave me a querying look, to ascertain I was sure, but my confident smile must have convinced him. The fog was back, the verminous horde too, the Kodoku pouring them out from the broken wax seal, so it was as if our previous efforts had achieved nothing. The golden warriors clanked backwards, and as soon as the path was clear, I gathered my flame energies, drawing upon Foehn.

“You creatures are soiling the eyes of my sis and her friends.” I declared, earning a snigger from the girls in question. “Burn to ashes until nothing remains. Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze!”

A tide of roiling yellow flame poured from my hands, filling the streets. The first wave of insects, arachnids and frogs were caught in the blaze, flesh vaporising, a few of the stronger, more armoured creatures like the millipedes thrashing around, trailing white and red flames, as their insides cooked and boiled.

The torrent continued, and the fog itself caught fire, the air igniting, and a wall of heat pressed against us. Still, I was not done, and even as the pot continued to discharge creatures, the head of a brutally-large centipede emerging, the tide reached the Kodoku, engulfing it as well. Clay began to crack, and the wax started to dissolve, the smell of blood filling the air.

“Like… that’s crazy. Your boyfriend sure is a wild one.” Mine-san said to Eri, who shrugged.

“I’ve seen Akio do better.” she declared proudly. “Like he said, this isn’t anything special to him.”

Nice brag. I need to look domineering here. I want to rub it in their faces I’m not to be messed with or taken for granted. The Tsukumogami tried to flee, but tongues of Foehn were surrounding it, even now falling inside the opening, and a great flood of ether was pouring out. Some was taken by Yamato-san and the others, but most was coming my way.

“Shaeula told me about that giant mushroom guy.” My sis grimaced at the foul smell of burned flesh as Foehn did its grizzly work. “I guess compared to that, this stupid pot isn’t anything special.”

“Amazing…” Kana whispered, holding my sleeve with her free hand, her dark eyes reflecting the blaze. There was a moment of silence, only the screech of dying vermin filling the air, before the Kodoku shattered, exploding, flames spelling its end.

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


A Level-up. Nice. I get the feeling I’m pretty close to the next one, as well. “The Foehn will keep burning until all the fuel around here is gone. Just give me a second…” I channelled earth element into the ground, splitting the earth, moving the blazing flames to either side, forming a corridor through the inferno for us to traverse. It was a bit theatrical, but also rather impressive. I don't have the time or the energy to try and reclaim the flames.

“Shall we go then?” I asked, and as everyone except my companions looked at me dumbly, I started strolling through the passage of hellfire, admiring the pretty droplets of flame as they cascaded down like glowing rain.

“You… what… what is your ability? You can see things, empower people, call upon flame and earth? It seems strange. Which Kami has blessed you? Izanagi, Izanami? It surely must be a powerful one.” Yamato-san seemed a bit aggrieved as he followed me with his remaining two statues in front of him.

“No, though it is a powerful God nonetheless.” I evaded answering, leading us through. On the other side of the flames, a mob of skeletons and zombies dressed in rags that resembled clothing from well over a thousand years ago, started shambling our way. That gives me an idea…

“Hey, Eri, sis. You take these ones out. I’ll back you up, so go wild.” I then turned to Kana. “Kana, you too, okay? Just… just spear a few at range. I promise I won’t let you get hurt.”

“Uh, why?” Kana asked, face pale.

“Because even if it doesn’t directly benefit you, it’ll help you overcome your fear. Besides…” I leaned in close, whispering right into her ear, so even Yamato-kun couldn’t hear it, though Kana went bright crimson at my closeness. “…you want to show Yamato-san you kick ass, right? I’ve got your back. You saw me deal with that crappy pot, didn't you?”

She nodded, swallowing, gathering her resolve. “All right. I trust you, Akio. And if I do get hurt, you’ll take responsibility, all right?”

“Don’t worry, not a hair on your head will be harmed.” I promised, only to have her frown, looking away, irritated. Uh, okay. She’s very changeable today…

“Come on then, Kana-san.” Eri ordered. “Watch how I do it.” Axe raised, she rushed into the mob, while Aiko was firing off arrows. Having an idea, I called upon a little Foehn, and with her own fire element and my assistance, she could imbue her arrows with Foehn, making them far deadlier.

Although she can’t create it herself, it’s still neat. Hmm, I wonder if she could learn Foehn if we worked together? Watching Eri hew through the mob, my sis shooting down stragglers, while Kana, trembling, was using the long spear to poke at weaker foes, was a strange spectacle indeed.

“Uh, you like, sure you don’t want us to do anything? I’m feeling kind of like a third… uh…fourth, fifth wheel here?” Mine-san giggled.

“Save your strength. We aren’t done yet. It’s still some distance to Chion-in.” I warned, unleashing the occasional burst of earth or flame to strike down enemies that were approaching Eri’s or Kana’s blind spots, though my sis was catching most of them.

“Indeed.” Yamato-san mused. “But perhaps first… a detour?” he proposed, eyeing the girls contemplatively. “I admit, your boasts are true, you do have decent strength. If we avoid the Night Parade and there are no other wandering dangers like that vile pot, then we should manage to reach it, and I can claim it.” He smiled avariciously. Yeah, he’s definitely getting the better deal here. I’m going to drain as much of the light element from his Territory as I can as compensation, no doubt.

“Certainly. Your father, Uchida-sama will be very pleased. It will bolster his position at Conclave significantly.” Naruhito-san declared. “Saving our strength to achieve this is a worthy aim.”

“So, level with me, Oshiro-san.” Yamato-san asked as the girls finished mopping up the wave of enemies, Eri having Levelled twice more. “Do you still have the strength to go on? Using such powerful flames must have drained your spiritual power.”

Feeling me out, huh? “There’s no problem for another few battles like that.” I assured him.

“In that case… I was planning to clear a path directly to Chion-in, but since you are so confident, if we could take a small detour and secure Kodai-ji and Yasaka-jinja shrine? As well as some smaller ones in the area. That would consolidate the shrines that are part of Susanoo faction.”

I gave him a hard, searching look, before nodding. “Fine. But I don’t have all afternoon. I know time flows differently here, but I have plans this evening. So let’s make this quick.”

Surprised at my arrogance, he nodded, and we all gathered up, ready to press on…


Two Hundred And Sixty-Four


“There it is.” Mine-san observed, the shrine coming into view. We had already captured Kodai-ji, which being a relatively modern shrine, having been built in the sixteen-hundreds, it didn’t have a resident Kami, though we did bring in some Kodama, tree spirits, into Yamato-san’s fold. On seeing them he finally understood what I meant by adding troops, and was able to start constructing Barracks in his Territory.

Up ahead, the Yasaka-jinja shrine was coming into view. We had cut our way through the undead, as well as several groups of lesser creatures, such as a swarm of large wasps, who were far less friendly than the Mirror Bees apparently were.

I had let Mine-san and Naruhito-san handle the larger crowds with their Divine Favours, while Eri gained what experience she could hacking down mobs around the edges. Even like that, Eri had gained yet another Level out of it, and Kana no longer trembled in fear on seeing the undead, though her spear-work was still hilariously sloppy.

“As this is a shrine dedicated to Susanoo, Kushinada-Hime and eight of their offspring, it is a point of factional pride to protect it.” Yamato-san intoned, pleased and prideful, as the beautiful building came into view, larger than in the Material, the roof shining ruby red and the brown of polished wood, though strangely enough a large and ancient tree towered out of the centre of it, rising hundreds of metres into the sky.

As we secured Kodai-ji, it linked up to his Territory, so even if we failed to go further, he would have gained security and a new, closer front to press on to Chion-in. And as we progressed even closer he was becoming more and more jovial, his pair of golden statues barely even having to fight.

“Great. Let’s get this done.” I declared, and we entered the grounds of the shrine. The tree loomed over us, branches spread out, dozens of pretty birds looking rather like parakeets peering down on us with their unblinking eyes, and the shrine itself was revealed to be solid, varnished wood, plated with ruby and gilded with golden leaf. Statues of the eight children venerated here surrounded the entrance, and as we approached, the door opened, and out stepped a woman. No, she only looks like a woman.

Her appearance was too sculpted to actually be real, and her brown robes were seemingly living wood, small shoots and sprouts growing at a speed visible to the naked eye from her clothes. Dark brown hair, tinged with green and red, cascaded down behind her, and where she stepped, plants grew beneath her.

“Like, just whoa!” Mine-san exclaimed, eyes wide. “I can feel her nature energy. It’s powerful! She puts the Kami in my shrine to shame!”

I agreed, feeling the waves of nature element pouring from her, even eclipsing Hyacinth. As she looked at us with eyes the colour of mossy bark, Yamato-san decided to speak, bowing before her.

“Great Kami, it is an honour to meet you. I am one blessed by Kannon, Goddess of Mercy. You… you are Tsumatsu-hime, daughter of Susanoo, aren’t you?”

“I am.” She spoke, her voice melodious, and the wood around us vibrated, shimmering with aether and adherence. “I am she. It has been long since I have conversed with any other beings.” She paused, contemplative. “The spiritual power here is growing, yet it is difficult for beings such as I to manifest here. My brothers and sisters, they cannot be supported yet, so I alone have entwined my being with an avatar here.”

Her eyes were distant, as she surveyed us. “The shrine… only my efforts have kept it from destruction, but now my duty is over.” Her skin, which was pure white, suddenly turned a woody brown, matching her robes, and I realised what I had taken for the Kami was actually some sort of wooden puppet, and indeed, the roots from the great tree in the centre of the shrine were growing into her feet, making her part of the shrine itself.

Avatar of Tsumatsu-hime [Kami] - ???


As my Eye blazed, she reacted, meeting my glowing gaze.

“I see. A power of a Tree not from this land.” Tsumatsu-hime intoned. “Yet you are blessed by some of the Eight Million, the myriad Deities of our sacred land. And…” She snaked closer, on her roots. Soon she was peering deep into my eyes, her breath close enough to ruffle my hair. “…such rich water, with a taste from a far-off land. Would… would you nourish me, stranger?”

Okay, I was not expecting this. And she’s a bit too close… “I can spare some Spirit Water, yes.” I agreed, drawing on my reserves, creating a palmful of water that shimmered with luminous silver energy, moonlight. With my hands held out, pushed together to make a crude bowl, I watched as she bent down to drink. This feels rather sacrilegious…

“Oshiro-san, I don’t think you should…” Yamato-san began, but Eri silenced him.

“She asked, didn’t she? I’ve met Kami before, so I know they are no different than us at heart.”

“That’s right.” Kana agreed, revelling in seeing me taking the lead ahead of Yamato-san, in one of Susanoo’s own shrines no less. “Besides, she asked for an offering. It would be lacking faith to turn her down after that, don't you think?”

“That water…” Naruhito-san was transfixed on the glimmering energy within my hands. “… so powerful. Just where did you get it?”

“Far from here. Very far from here.” I replied, uncomfortable as her lips touched the water in my hands. She began to drink, and as she did so, the water energy in me was being pulled out, and I could see a deep orange glow shimmering around her, faint streaks of vivid silver buried within.

“So strengthening.” she spoke, water running down her throat and chest, dripping onto the roots below her. Everyone else was silent now, as the League of the avatar was fully unleashed, oppressing everyone else. Yamato-san was merely a little pale, but the others were shaking from the force of her existence.

“I fear this is but a construct to contain a measure of my consciousness. I am Tsumatsu-hime, yet not all of Tsumatsu-hime, for my true League would likely shatter this fragile Boundary, and you are not ready. Though…” She smiled at me then, and though she now looked strange, like a living tree-woman, nothing like Asha, who appeared largely human, it was somehow alluring. “…you are passable, mortal man. And your water was sweet and nourishing, like none I have had before, a gift from another realm. Allow me to reward you.” she smiled warmly, when around half of my water element reserve was drained.

As the thought of reward passed through my mind, I felt some impacts on my back. Turning my head, I saw Eri had whacked me with the flat of her axe, while Kana had jabbed me with the spear. It did nothing, of course, but seeing them both pouting was amusing.

“Oh hey, is this like, a bloodbath?” Mine-san was asking my sis, who shrugged.

“No way, this stuff happens all the time with my bro now. To think I was calling him a virgin loser only a few months ago…”

“A reward?” I asked the avatar, and she nodded.

”You have the affinity. Pure, beautiful water, rich, strong earth. Bloom with me!” she declared, and her roots burst into flowers, glorious white and golden blossoms springing to life, giving off a calming fragrance. Red and yellow energies blended together, forming a shining brown light. One root came from her hand, and it glittered brilliantly with adherence, my Eye easily picking up the sheer quantity of it, and an amber message scrolled across my vision, the letters dazzlingly bright, quickly followed by several more sentences.

Your Class, Kami-Blessed, has increased from Level Six to Level Nine.
Your Fortune has increased by One. Your Charm and Majesty have increased by Two.
Your Aether has increased by Ninety-nine.


It’s been a while since it’s gone up, and now three Levels at once? Though I did feel it was close to Levelling when Shirohebi accepted the Throne Of Heroes. Even so… Well, she was a daughter of Susanoo, so even if Tsumatsu-hime was not a particularly powerful Kami, and this was merely an avatar left behind, she was far closer to a powerful Divinity than Shirohebi or the Jade Beetle was.

“That’s quite the reward, I thank…” I began, only to be cut off as the root split into two, piercing my body, plunging into my root and sacral Chakras. Ruby and silver blood gushed, and Eri cried out, readying her axe, but I raised a hand to stop her.

“It’s all right, she means no harm, and this level of injury won’t stop me.” I promised.

“Indeed, I merely wish to return the favour you have shown me. Now… feel the energy of the wood for which I am worshipped flow through you, and use it to build a shelter to save this land, this world. For I am the Kami of Wood, used to build houses safe from the elements, where one can be protected and endure, give birth to life and return to the soil in death.”

I could feel it, a brown energy growing within my Chakras, joining the others. It felt similar to the energy Hyacinth used, and Mine-san too. Closing my eyes I tried to focus on it, how it related to water and earth, feeling the energy of nature.

You have gained a Skill, Root and Sacral Chakras of Wood Rank 1. Your Chakras will generate Wood energy. [Class: Powerful] [Type: Foundation]
You have gained a Skill, Wood Manipulation Rank 1. You have gained the ability to manipulate and control Wood and Nature energy. Your understanding of Nature has slightly increased. [Class: Powerful] [Type: Foundation]


“I see you understand. Use this power well, mortal. For unless those with bravery and will stand strong, this world, like so many others, is doomed.” She let out a long sigh. “The Wood within you is weak, but it shall grow. Nurture it, and the powerful Nature it contains will bloom. Defend this shrine, do not let it fall to the forces of ruin.”

“I will.” I promised gravely, bowing deeply. “And thank you. I’ll use it wisely.”

“Wait.” Yamato-san spoke up then, impatient. “I am the one whose domain will cover and protect this shrine. Can I not share in your gifts as well?” he asked, and the Kami regarded him, her eyes shifting between green and brown in the light of the Boundary overhead.

“Your attributes are metal and light. You are not suitable.” She looked over the others. “Flame and darkness. Earth. Flame and light.” She pronounced Eri’s, Kana’s and Aiko’s in turn.

“Light? Wow, strange. I’ve not even mastered it yet.” My sis grinned cheekily. “Must be fate I guess. Eri and I, two sides of the same coin.”

“You are water, but lack the earth.” she said to Naruhito-san, before finally speaking to Mine-san. “You, you harbour the earth, the blessing of Divinity from another Kami of nature.”

“Yeah, that weird Ugajin.” Mine-san agreed. “Growth and decay.”

“You could accept some strength from me, but I am spent. The powerful water I took in, which I changed to my energy, it is all dried up.”

Mine-san spun, turning to look at me then, eyes pleading. “Uh, so, like… hey, I don’t know how to ask this, but… you got any water left in the tank, handsome? I could really use that boost!”

“No way, why should he?” Eri protested. “Akio’s already brought you all this far!”

“I have to agree.” Kana nodded. “Why should he give up power for you?”

My sis merely gave me a troubled smile, allowing me to decide. Though really, it’s just depleting my stock of water element, I’ll replenish it in a day or so… though it will mean I’ll be down a trump card in any battles here. “It will leave me rather less powerful in battle for quite some time.” I exaggerated. “I don’t really want to risk it, unless…”

“Unless?” Mine-san asked, leaning forwards, keen.

“Well, I’d need compensation. I’m already helping out a lot. I need to get fair value for what I offer.”

“Compensation, huh? Like what? You want a kiss, handsome? If I do that, your girls here will kill me. Besides...” Once more she glanced over at Yamato-san, and I noticed her cheeks were tinged a faint pink.

“I’m not so shallow as that.” I shook my head. “I mean, you’ve got an interesting style, but I’m not so starved for female company I need to buy it.”

“Well, how about this.” As she looked at Yamato-san she spoke up, her tone bright. “I’m in your faction, right? It only makes sense to power me up! You can work out a deal with him, right Yamato-sama? For me? I'd be ever so grateful.”

“He already owes me.” I complained.

“You wish to take part of this light element, yes?” Yamato-san offered. “I can allow it.”

“Hey, I’ve already earned that and more by helping you reclaim the shrines and killing that damn pot. I want more.” I argued.

“Fine.” He agreed. “I shall speak to my father. Your voice will be heard at Conclave, and if you propose something… reasonable… I’ll back you.”

Well, promises are nice, but I’ve no guarantee he won’t try and cheat me. Although considering I showed my strength, it seems a risk he wouldn’t be willing to take. I then had an idea. “Excuse me, noble Tsumatsu-hime…”

“Yes, bearer of sweet water?” she replied.

“Can you offer your blessing to my girls?” I gestured to them. “I don’t mean elemental power or anything, just your favour.” Kana already has Kami-Blessed, and Eri and Aiko don’t, but the Brown Dog of the Mountains has accepted them, so maybe…

“My favour? For those who reached this shrine, that is not an unreasonable request.” Spreading her arms wide, they grew into branches, and the leaves were glowing brown, orange and red. “Children of this land, the faithful… all of you have been accepted by the Kami. Some of you bear their gifts…” she looked at Mine-san and the other two. “While some of you are merely favoured children.” She regarded Eri, Kana and my sister then. “… I pray that your paths are worthy ones, and that you survive what is to come.”

She then bent down, drinking from my cupped hands once more… This was a bigger deal than I thought. Shaeula might be sorry she missed out. Oh well, she is rather nervous around earth element anyway…
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“Wow, so I’ve finally got a Class? That’s awesome bro, good job!” my sis cried, hugging Eri tightly, who also had gained the same Class. They were both Kami-Blessed at Level two, while Kana’s had likely gone up as well. I wasn’t sure if the three from Susanoo gained it or Levels as well, but I thought it likely. Damn, I’ve overperformed. If I don’t get compensation after all this, I’m going to throw my lot in with Amaterasu for sure…

“Damn, I feel, like, so much stronger now!” Mine-san flexed, shimmering with nature energy. “Thanks for that, Akio-kun. I can call you that, right? We’re best buddies now, aren’t we?”

“I don’t know about that, but I’m happy for you.” I shrugged, at a loss from her boisterous, forward personality. She giggled, before speaking more seriously.

“Thank you, man. You too, Yamato-sama, for covering the bill for me.” She bowed to us both, before winking at Yamato-san, who seemed a little bemused by her enthusiasm directed at him. “Now I can be more of a help to you, and Ugajin might not be ashamed of me.”

“I am pleased for you.” Tsumatsu-hime spoke softly, her leaves going red and brown, as her strength was expended. “Though I am now most weary. I shall slumber for a while. Please, protect this shrine, Kyoto, this land.” And with that her eyes slid shut, and she transformed fully into a tree.

“I see. I can claim this place now.” Yamato-san shut his eyes for a moment, and I felt a surge of aether as his Territory enveloped this place.

“Great, so now it’s just the final push, right?” I asked, and he agreed.

“Yes, to Chion-in. When that is consolidated, only Rokuharamitsu-ji to the west remains, but I believe I can capture that myself, now.” He grinned, well pleased. “Father will be delighted, and I doubt that Amaterasu and Tsukuyomi are having similar success.”

“Don’t forget who you owe a good chunk of that to.” Eri spoke up, surprising him. After some thought he nodded, then asked a question.

“You talked of gaining Classes. That sounds rather like a video game. Just what did you mean?”

“Certain feats gain one strength.” I explained, tapping my Eye, as it glowed amber. “My Eye just rationalises that. But I’m sure you gained the benefits from Tsumatsu-hime’s blessing as well.”

“Hmm. I see we need to talk more about this later.” He then looked over Eri and the others again. “And those without favour from the Divine can benefit as well, and grow stronger?”

“Like I said, if they put in the work, they can gain strength.” I reiterated. “Anyway, time is wasting here. I want to capture Chion-in, so we’re done with this. I have a ton to do later.”

“I agree.” Yamato-san agreed, thinking about something. “I have much to do myself…”

“All right. Onwards to Chion-in.” I declared, and we pushed through the streets and the grounds of other smaller temples and shrines. We ran into several minor Kami of the strength of Shirohebi, as the shrines were brought under Yamato-san’s control.

Sadly, since it was him who was bringing their Territory safely under his protection, they wouldn’t give us any blessings, so we were unable to increase our Kami-Blessed Classes any further. Damn selfish Kami. Oh well, Kyoto is full of them, I’m determined to at least get to Level ten, that usually increases League at the very least…

“You know… I think it’s been nearly a kilometre already, right?” my sis pointed out, being used to running similar distances. “I don’t think his Territory will quite reach Chion-in itself.”

At that Yamato-san frowned. “Perhaps. But we will get very close. From a place of safety I can still protect it using the Hands Of Forgiveness.”

“I guess that makes sense.” I agreed. And it’s not my problem anyway. I’ve done more than my fair share. Now Yamato-san owes me big-time, as does Mine-san. “In that case… wait, do you hear that?” I asked, my perception picking up what sounded like carriage wheels on cobbles, as well as the sizzling of flames, and the cries of the damned. “…hold on.”

I held up a hand, drawing on aether to expand my visual range, my Eye flaring amber. It was disorientating, extremely so, as my vision focused in like using binoculars, even passing through buildings and obstacles. Looking through clothes isn’t all this Eye can do…

“What is it?” Kana whispered, moving closer. Everyone waited for my answer, even Yamato-san, as I had proved my talents amply during this expedition.

“Looks like… massive burning wagon wheels, with human heads inside. Damn ugly looking bastards…”

Wanyūdō [Katasharin] - ???


“Looks like they are a type of Yōkai called Katasharin?” I observed, and Naruhito-san drew in a breath, shocked. Yamato-san seemed troubled as well, but the rest of us had no idea.

“They are powerful Yōkai, evil people trapped after death by demonic masters, sent out in burning torment to find vulnerable souls and drag them down to their infernal lords.” Naruhito-san explained.

“Can we handle them?” My sis asked, and I thought about it.

“I’m pretty much out of water element, but I have other ways. I’m more curious as to whether they are with the Night Parade. If they have human heads, perhaps they can communicate. They seem to be speaking to each other, anyway.”

“That seems unwise. The Night Parade are our enemies and stalk Kyoto in the shadows, and we cannot stand against them.” Yamato-san disagreed. “We should let them pass and press on to Chion-in, or if not, at least ambush them.”

“Normally I’d agree with you, but… I have my reasons.” I shrugged. “Besides, if it’s a foe you can’t defeat, then you have another option, right?”

I looked at Eri and my sis, who nodded in understanding, having heard Shaeula tell of our first meeting a number of times. They also knew her mother was in the Night Parade, so quickly grasped my intentions.

“Just let my bro handle it. Worst comes to worst and you’ve already achieved a lot this afternoon, haven't you?” Aiko commented. “Besides, bro will beat them like that insect pot, right?”

“Yeah, so stay under cover.” I ordered, as the wheels rolled down a street near us, heading in our rough direction. “If I need you, I’ll call.” With that I ran several streets and leapt out into the path of the four burning wheels, which screeched to a halt, surprised, filling the air with the scent of sulphur.

“Hi there. Mind if I ask, would you happen to be followers of the Night Parade?” I could hear the others creeping closer, hiding in the alleyways, watching me parlay with the Yōkai.

Howling laughter came from the wheels, their flames blazing, and I felt my skin smoulder. Even so, it was rather bearable, any minor injury to my flesh restored quickly with Ether Healing, but my sis and Kana would probably struggle to be too close without taking injury. “Was something I said funny?” I asked mildly.

“This human is foolish indeed.” one wheel spat, and a second answered him, before the third and fourth chimed in.

“Indeed. To stand in front of the Katasharin, is asking for one to be taken before the infernal court.”

“Yes. It has been long since we last caught a mortal. We will be praised!”

“It was well worth roaming ahead of the main Parade during this day! The Grand Katasharin will be pleased!”

Grand Katasharin? Well, they mentioned the Parade, so I was right. I guess some branch out and do their own thing. That’s better than having to face the entire Parade at once, as judging by the strength of Kinneka and Ginneka we’d just get murdered…

“Well, in that case, I greet you on behalf of the Ninetieth of the Parade.” I declared confidently. My keen ears picked up a gasp from Yamato-san, who was able to listen in, even from his hiding spot.

“Ninetieth? What is this foolish mortal saying? That is those stupid cats.”

“Such foolish lies will not save you. Come with us to Yomi, enjoy the flames and the torment!”

Ignoring the twinge of pain that sparked at the back of my mind and bonds, I pressed on. “Actually it was Kinneka and Ginneka. But now they’re dead, and a Kamaitachi holds the Ninetieth rank.”

“Those weasels? Troubling. She’s Twentieth, right?”

“Indeed. There is already a Kamaitachi. Your lies are worthless.”

“Enough discourse! We should drag this mortal away, listen to his screams!”

“Yes, yes! Let us do that! Profaning the good name of the Night Parade… perhaps we should gift him to Great Nurarihyon as tribute?”

I see. A female Kamaitachi, The Twentieth? That… that’s likely Shaeula’s mother, right? Still, it looks like they aren’t willing to believe me, so…

Roars and screams of baleful fury echoed out as the four wheels rushed at me from multiple directions. Their flames blazed, and I immediately started taking damage, though due to my elemental resistances from Ether Healing and overall toughness, it was bearable.

Drawing my Fangs, the first wheel was upon me, and I slashed. The blades bit into wood, the momentum forcing my feet to slide a little along the ground, before a second slammed into my arm. Bone creaked and flesh burned, but as a third came my way I drew on Foehn, and it went up like a blazing torch, the wood charring and cracking, flesh searing.

The wheel toppled, falling onto its side as it was consumed, and as the fourth tried rolling around me to attack from behind it ran into a glittering haze of vibrating jade strings of wind. Yeah, just because it has its own flames doesn’t mean hotter, better ones don’t work…

“Such pain… why?” the wheel cried. Its wood was harder than steel, yet even so, momentum and the vibrating edge of the wind combined to shear through, splinters flying everywhere, and the head within was bisected, falling apart in a welter of red and silver.

“That is her technique!” The wheel held by my blades cried, and the other tried to trample me again, breathing out a stream of toxic flames in my direction. I blocked that with an eruption of earth, and my slashing blades chipped away at the wheel pressing in on me, until Rending triggered from my blade, and space shuddered, the head exploding.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Eighty-eight to Eighty-nine. All of your Material Statistics…


Nice. The last wheel, the other having burned away, tried to retreat, but there was no way I was allowing that to happen. “Hang on a minute. By her, you mean that Twentieth, right? The Kamaitachi?”

“I must retreat, return to the Parade…” the Wanyūdō screeched, eyeing the corpses of its companions. “Such trouble should be dealt with firmly, cruelly!”

“Not yet.” Spires of earth ripped free, piercing through the gaps in the spokes, holding the retreating wheel firmly in place. “I think you ought to stay put.”

“Let… let me go!” The wheel struggled, but it was useless, as even as it tried to pull free or burn the rock spikes, I reinforced them with more earth element.

“No, answer my questions.” I ordered. “I want to know about the Kamaitachi.”

“I am trapped, my fellows slain. Such disappointment.” The wheel fought back, reversing course, trying to run me down. It caught me a little by surprise, but I was not so foolish as to neglect my defences, and Foehn sparked to life, and the wheel cried, pinned in place and blazing until it collapsed to ash and ether.

Damn. I clicked my tongue in frustration. The Wanyūdō were clearly minions of this Grand Katasharin, who is likely one of the Hundred Demons. So they know Shaeula’s mother. Oh well… As the others emerged from hiding, Kana and the other girls looking at me with sparkling eyes, Yamato-san clearly worried, I shrugged.

“Well, I didn’t get the information I wanted, but I told you I could handle them. They weren’t weak by any means, their fiery aura was a pain, but I’m damn tough.” Yeah, I’d have struggled back when I was in the high forties, probably, before my stats got their huge boost and I got extra resistances and Fortitude from the Might Of The Furious Earth. Obviously, if these were just stragglers from one Demon of the Parade, taking on the whole thing would be total suicide.

“You really showed them!” Kana cheered, eyeing Yamato-san sideways. “If you were here in Kyoto, I bet you could clear it up!”

“Don’t go overpraising me.” I laughed. “I don’t want to get arrogant. Sure, I won, but they weren’t weak. If their Grand Katasharin and more of the wheels came at me at once, I’d be under real pressure, no doubt. Anyway, they’re done, we should move on.”

“Before we do…” Yamato-san spoke, frowning. “You said you were with the Ninetieth of the Night Parade, I heard it clearly.”

“Yes. Shaeula is the daughter of a foreign Prince and one of the Night Parade. The Twentieth, it seems.” I replied, unwilling to lie, as Shaeula was proud of her heritage. “On killing a member of the Night Parade, the Ninetieth, she became one of the Parade. Though obviously she has no intention of joining it and roaming the land doing evil. No, she merely wishes to see her mother again. Hence why I wanted information. Not that they would talk…”

I nudged the shattered fragments of one wheel with my foot, still irritated. “I trust this isn’t an issue? If anything, it makes my aid more valuable. We can’t face the Parade head-on, this fight just proves it.” The Wanyūdō were basically trash-clearers, unless you had enough strength to resist their baleful, fiery aura, you’d perish quickly, so it wasn’t like numbers could do the job either.

“I… I will need to take word of this to my father.” Yamato-san answered finally. “But before that, we must claim all the Territory I can.”

“Yeah, let’s like, get the hell out of here. First the pot, then those ugly wheels. I’m so done with this.” Mine-san pouted. “Though I guess getting my power-up was pretty sweet. Hey, you want to hit a bar afterwards, Akio-kun? My treat! I owe you! Yamato-sama, how about it?”

I could see Eri puffing up, annoyed, but it wasn’t as if I was going to anyway. “No, sorry, I probably have to meet the neutral shrines after this. Chiyo-san was arranging that. But maybe another time.”

Yamato-san likewise declined, giving her a withering glare, complaining she should know how busy he was, which made her giggle.

“Sure, another time. Did I just get turned down? Like, whoa! How unexpected!”

My sis patted her on the back reassuringly. “You ought to keep out of my bro’s clutches anyway. He’s a true harem protagonist, only he’s actually getting some action!”

Eri flushed at that, hissing her name, while Kana looked away, also a little pink.

“All right. Enough of that.” Yamato-san frowned, and Naruhito-san agreed. “Time to finish this! Kyoto is still full of danger…”
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“So, how was it?” I asked Kana as she opened her eyes, back in the Material. Eri and my sis were already up, stretching tired muscles. Several hours had passed, and it was now the evening. On checking my phone I had seen messages from Chiyo-san, so I sent a reply indicating I would travel to the meeting she had arranged as soon as possible, while also firing off a few texts to other people I needed to contact.

“It was pretty scary. But… you were cool, I have to admit it.” She grinned at me sweetly.

“So, ready yet?” My sis asked her, and Kana shook her head.

“All right then. It’s your life.” Eri proclaimed ominously. “The doors are closing. I don’t like it, but we all came to a decision. You need to as well.”

“Look, well… oh hell, I don’t know. It’s a big decision, isn’t it?” Kana sighed loudly. “Can we… look, Akio has to go out, right? Want to go somewhere too?”

“Your treat?” my sis asked, and Kana nodded sourly. Shaeula, who had also been watching this, snickered.

“You are as amusing as ever Kana. I do-do rather approve of you.”

“So, did anyone try anything while we were sleeping?” I asked and she shook her head.

“No, everything was peaceful. I did not-not expect anything, but it is better to be safe than to be sorry, is it not-not?”

“Yes, definitely. Anyway, since the girls are going out… Eri should be able to keep them safe, I imagine. Shaeula, we need to talk on route.”

“Oh?” she cocked her head quizzically.

“Yes, I found out some information. Just a little. On… on your mother.”


Side Eighty-Seven: - Saionji Gin – Master of Kinkaku-Ji, Amaterasu Faction


“Thank you, Saionji-sama. I will not disappoint!” The priest bowed low, his two sons doing likewise. As they left, Gin turned to his adjunct, one of the newly-gathered Chosen of the Gods, who had arrived from Namba Yasaka-jinja, in Osaka. It was an Amaterasu faction shrine for several generations, and was famous for the massive lion-headed building that attracted many visitors every year.

And the fact that it is another shrine that claims to worship Susanoo no doubt annoys that bastard Uchida. Though the shrine worships other Kami too. Although…

He regarded the older priest, whose black hair was going to grey around his temples and nape, his small body a little hunched, his posture a weary one. To think that such a notable shrine, even if it had to be restored multiple times over the years, due to religious persecution and then war, would be chosen by a foreign God, not one from these sacred shores.

It was an issue he was wrestling with. Being Chosen was power, power the faith sorely needed if they were to regain the respect and authority they had once possessed, and Japan desperately needed in these troubled times. But being chosen by a foreign Deity… In time, we will need to look at that again. It would not do to dilute faith in the Eight Million Kami too easily… But whatever thoughts he had on the matter, right now, Yasaka-san had a power that Gin could not do without, one he was unaware even existed until Yasaka-san answered the call to Conclave.

“So, how many is that now?” Gin asked, knowing the answer, but he found it sometimes helped organise his thoughts to have someone else announce it for him, allowing an outside perspective.

“That would be nine, including yourself, Saionji-sama.” Yasaka-san looked at the list. “Four here in Kyoto. Yourself, here at Kinkaku-ji, while Shimogamo-jinja, Kouzan-ji, and a minor shrine located near the river, Aoishinkaihebi shrine, also boast Chosen.”

“There should be two more. First we lost that idiot who squandered the blessing being Chosen as the heir of Tofuku-ji, and then another who was blessed from one of our minor shrines perished, getting too greedy and running into something deadly in Spiritual Kyoto.” Whether it was the Night Parade or something else, Gin had no way of knowing. Either way, the idiot was dead now, and that was a heavy blow.

“Also, a shrine maiden from a minor shrine that was part of Tsukuyomi faction perished, but in her case… the shrine itself collapsed, the Kami… gone.”

“Yes, I am hardly pleased about that.” Gin sighed. “I won’t weep for the loss of idiots who get greedy, even if it weakens us, but… that foolish girl managed to get a Kami killed, a shrine deconsecrated. Even though it was merely a minor member of the Eight Million Kami, its loss is irreplaceable. That damn fool Kudou needs to get a grip on his minions. Though I suppose I shouldn’t put on airs. I’ve suffered losses too.”

In addition, there had been deaths outside of Kyoto, affecting every faction, precious Chosen from the shrines and temples dead. And we have injured Chosen too, though unless the injuries are fatal, most seem able to recover, given enough time…

“Then there is me.” Yasaka-san noted, with a dry, self-deprecating laugh. “As well as four others who have arrived for Conclave.”

“And I only knew three of those.” Gin muttered. “A number are trying to hide their own abilities, it seems.” Like I did, until it became impossible to hide the presence of my Divine blessing on Kinkaku-ji and the surrounds. That fox Kudou knows for sure. “Still, like recognises like. Avalokiteśvara is with me. Ironic that Uchida’s whelp seems to be chosen by Kannon. After all, Kannon is merely one representation of Avalokiteśvara. Someone serving a lesser fragment should not lead the faith.”

“The Gods are hard to understand. They can have many faces, many aspects and avatars.” Yasaka-san proclaimed piously. “I understand this well.”

“I suppose you do.” Gin admitted, knowing his ability and foreign Deity. “I am no religious scholar, not of foreign faiths anyway, but the Roman deities were usually just deemed a version of their Greek predecessors, correct?”

Yasaka-san agreed. “Yet it seems that they now are separate. Or perhaps like Avalokiteśvara and Kannon, they exist together as aspects of a greater whole.”

“This is a fascinating discussion, but I have much to do before Conclave tomorrow. Needless to say, I expect some others will be hiding their status, so we need to ferret them out and bring them into the fold. Speaking of… what of Princess Mikasa? Has she agreed to see me?”

“I am afraid her attendants said she was most fatigued from the journey. She asks not to be disturbed.” Yasaka-san shook his head.

I see. It is a little vexing, but I cannot make demands of her, as she is both an Imperial Princess, and a chosen of Amaterasu, of the Grand Shrine at Ise, no less. But her implicit favour would do much for me at Conclave, and even if she declines, as she has been doing, I would still like to broach a few further issues with her, ones she might well support…

“No matter. We can try again tomorrow before Conclave.” He dismissed the failure, choosing to concentrate on more pressing matters. “And the Diviner? Will she meet with me?” That old man Kudou keeps her close, and while she is firmly in his faction, the Diviner belongs to all Kyoto and the wider faiths, so she will extend her hand to others…

“No. The Lady Diviner and Kudou-sama had a visitor, and after that, the Lady Diviner took to her chambers at her shrine, and has not been seen since.” Yasaka-san let out a long sigh. “I tried using my Book Of Providence to seek an answer as to why, but all I could gather was that a vision had driven her to despair.”

“A vision of despair? One strong enough to shake that icy woman?” Gin frowned. “If it is that important, no doubt she will speak of it at Conclave. But I dearly wished to win her over, separating her from that damn fox Kudou. Well, enough of that. I suppose I need to continue greeting the guests. Who is next?”

“A minor shrine from Tokyo. Hisuikomushi. Kikuchi Shuta-san” Yasaka-san checked the list.

“Another minor shrine, huh? So tiring.” Gin frowned. Still, that name seems familiar. Wait… “Did you say Hisuikomushi? I am sure I heard that the priest of that shrine was dead, or in a serious accident, or some such.”

“Yes. Apparently he was in a significant coma. Though more importantly… that was caused by spiritual matters. He is a Chosen.”

At that Gin perked up, his weariness at yet another minor shrine vanishing. “A Chosen? And he survived his brush with death? This might be more important than I had considered. Show them in.” Minor shrines and those from other cities generally brought their family or their shrine maidens and trainee priests.

It was a pain remembering them all, but as a leader of the most powerful faction, and the one that was sure to be leading the faiths of Japan after Conclave, it was a necessary inconvenience. I wonder which Kami he is Chosen by? Just because his shrine is humble, does not mean that his Divine Favour is…

As the doors opened, he observed the priest. He was accompanied by a shrine maiden of school age, possibly his daughter, judging by appearance, and his senses detected the power of aether within her. It was modest, yes, but detectable. Perhaps this shrine has a notable bloodline I was not aware of, and she has spiritual gifts? It is rare, but not unheard of in the older families.

There was also a young man, probably her brother, and he had no aura of power around him. He was smartly dressed and looked a little rakish, the sort that girls would likely go for in bars, but Gin dismissed him, as he had no power.

As for the priest himself, Kikuchi-san… He looked a little jumpy, as well he might, meeting the head of his faction, in such a famous shrine, but there was also something else about him, something that was bothering Gin, but he couldn’t quite place the feeling.

“Show your respects to Saionji-sama.” Kikuchi-san ordered, bowing, urging his two children to do likewise. As they did so, Gin gestured to the chairs in front of the table he was sitting at. Yasaka-san also took a seat, and Gin could feel his aether swirling, ready to use his Book Of Providence if needed. It seemed that Kikuchi-san noticed as well, and his daughter was shivering, her flesh rising in goosebumps.

“This is my son, Natsuo, and my daughter, Maiko. I offer my greetings, Saionji-sama, it is an honour to meet you.” Kikuchi-san introduced his children.

“No, the honour is mine.” Gin replied. “Considering you have been Chosen by the Kami.” He said it outright, and Kikuchi-san reacted.

“You… you too, Saionji-sama? I should have expected no less from such an august personage.” He swallowed nervously. “Yes, I am indeed so blessed, though not by a Kami.”

“I see. A foreign God?” Gin asked, and as he received a reply in the affirmative, Gin pondered that. Another not from these shores. Still, it would be folly to spurn his assistance. “Oh well, a shame, but power is power, is it not?”

“It is.” Kikuchi-san agreed, relieved. “My ability is nothing special though. After all, I nearly died…”

At that his daughter and son looked grave, his daughter close to tears. Gin gestured to Yasaka-san to prepare some tea, while he listened to the story, and it was a fascinating one. Twenty minutes later, a half-drunk mug of tea in front of him, Gin organised his thoughts.

“So, a Chosen unrelated to the shrines and his undead Yōkai managed to enslave you and your Kami? Troubling. But I now understand why I had heard you were dead or dying. So… you were saved by another then? A strong warrior?”

This I need to know more of. The shrines and temples have a noticeably higher rate of Chosen than the general populace, but if you take the extended family of all the true shrines, as well as the families of the shrine maidens and staff they hire… it would barely make a hundred thousand people, if that. So it is obvious we will be outnumbered massively by secular Chosen…

“Yes, Oshiro-san… he defeated Kondou Kazuo and liberated us. And also…” He paused, unsure of what to say, seemingly.

“Do go on. Don’t be afraid to speak your mind freely here. I am grateful for your shrine’s long support of Amaterasu faction, and your modest status means nothing as one of the Chosen.” Gin urged.

“Well, it’s just… I owe Oshiro-san, as does my daughter and son.” he explained, tilting his head, thinking. ”I do not know how much I can reveal. Though… I will say he is here in Kyoto, to attend Conclave at the invite of Uchida-sama and Susanoo faction.”

I see. So he’s the one. I mocked Uchida for having to rely on outside influence to make up the gap between our factions, but it seems he has dug up some buried treasure. “So, does he have Uchida’s ear?”

“I don’t know.” Kikuchi-san admitted. “Though I do know he has a lot of Tokyo shrines supporting him. Hikawa-Kawagoe, and also Yushima Tenjin among them.”

Gin drew in a breath, surprised. “Hikawa-Kawagoe is Susanoo faction, sure enough, and powerful. But Yushima Tenjin. That’s old woman Chiyo’s shrine. And she’s tight with Bankei who is the most influential of the neutral shrines. That seems an odd combination.” Bankei is still vigorous despite his advancing age, and is not to be trifled with. If the neutral shrines throw their weight behind Susanoo… no, there’s too much I don’t know yet. But I can find out…

“So, I am pleased you remained loyal to our faction. It seems a shame to let your saviour make a poor choice and throw his lot in with Uchida’s cowards. I can offer so much more.”

“Father, be careful.” The girl, Maiko-san, spoke up suddenly. “I know he gave us some leeway, but if you betray Oshiro-san, it won’t go well.”

“Shut up, sis.” her older brother complained. “You are in the presence of…”

“You don’t know, you weren’t there!” she shot back. “As soon as father was saved you went back to university! I’m grateful you helped me when I was all alone at the shrine, but even so… you never bothered to meet or thank Oshiro-san! He’s nice, but he has scary friends and allies.”

She shuddered, remembering. “Fukumoto-sama would spare no expense to have a traitor hunted down, and Shaeula… she’s terrifying. And he has that maid who constantly giggles to herself all the time, but I’ve seen her lift up a full barrel of sake with ease. She’d crush our skulls or wring our necks if we talked. There’s others too…”

I see. For the girl to be so afraid… I need to dig deeper. “Are these other Chosen?” Gin asked, his tone kind. “I mean no harm by it, I simply need to know so I can approach him properly.” The more I hear about him, the more interested I am in him. Why should he throw in his lot with Susanoo, when our Amaterasu is clearly a stronger faction?

The daughter exchanged a long look with her father, and they were clearly weighing up whether to speak on the matter, which intrigued Gin further. He exchanged his own look with Yasaka-san, telling him to ready the Book Of Providence with his eyes. A moment later, Kikuchi-san spoke diffidently, his voice stumbling over the words. “Oshiro-san… he said we could say, if we had to. Though… it’s a valuable secret, so…”

“Rest assured, you are Amaterasu, and answered the call, despite your troubles.” Gin soothed him. “So speak freely, and I will not disadvantage you. In fact, I anticipate you working directly under me. Those Chosen by the Divine are as precious as the most august of shrines.”

“Father, this is an opportunity! We were beholden to rough yakuza and living hand-to-mouth for years!” his son urged. “Now Saionji-sama is offering you a place of high regard! Do it, if you are a man!”

“Shut. Up. Brother.” His sister warned, face pale, each word punctuated by anger. “We already have a place of high regard.”

Curious. Though considering his company, and the nobility backing this Oshiro-san, it makes sense she would see it that way. But upstarts are upstarts, we have fifteen hundred years of history, no, more, on our side.

“Your sister is right.” Kikuchi-san agreed. “Oshiro-san is our benefactor, I would be worse than dead, and you two would be homeless if not for him. Still, I do need to give Saionji-sama his due." He turned back to Gin. “So… are you aware that under certain conditions, Kami can be brought to this world, given a body, such as you or I?”

Gin drew in a breath, not expecting that. It is the most powerful secret I possess, that I and several others of Amaterasu have managed to bring lesser Kami from the smaller shrines of Kyoto to this world, though the one I brought forth seems content to sleep most of the time. Still, producing them at Conclave was going to be my crowning moment of glory…

“So, Shaeula and the… maid, was it?” Gin asked, thinking. “Are they Kami? Shaeula, the name does not sound Japanese.”

“Not Kami nor Gods, but powerful spiritual beings.” Kikuchi-san answered. “As for Kami… our Jade Beetle, he walks the Earth. He is back at the lodgings Oshiro-san paid for. I was… hoping to reveal him to you when the time was right.”

Gin eyed Yasaka-san, and a little aether surged, signalling he was using Book Of Providence to verify these claims. Kikuchi-san shifted, perhaps sensing some aether usage nearby, but he remained silent and humble. A moment later, Yasaka-san gave a small nod. So, it’s true.

“Fascinating. So is it just your Kami?” he asked and Kikuchi-san wavered. “You do not have to answer if it would put you in a difficult position.” Gin said reasonably, though in his mind he was annoyed. From that reaction there’s at least another. So either neutral or more annoyingly, Susanoo faction. That lessens the impact of mine, and these spiritual beings also are a conundrum…

“I appreciate it.” Kikuchi-san smiled a little. “I am in a quandary. I do not wish to deny you what I know, but… I also have to serve Oshiro-san’s interests.”

“Well, if your Kami is able to manifest, then your place under Amaterasu is assured. Even more so…” Gin continued, his expression friendly. “… if you can pass on my regards to Oshiro-san. I would dearly like to meet him, he will find me likely more accommodating than Uchida and his arrogant whelp.”

“I’ll offer him your words, but he is very busy.” Kikuchi-san apologised. “But I am sure I can persuade him to make some time for you, Saionji-sama.”

“Excellent. So, Yasaka-san…” Gin spoke, thinking on how best to extract further information. “Bring some drinks for our guests. I would speak to Kikuchi-san further. Push back the other visitors.” He looked at the son and daughter. “I fear we will bore you talking of shrine matters. Go enjoy yourselves for now.”

“Be careful about what you say, father.” the girl warned, before Yasaka-san led them out.

“You have a good daughter there.” Gin grinned, trying to lower Kikuchi-san’s guard. “She must be very proud her father was Chosen.”

“I don’t know about that. I made a mess of things.” he muttered ruefully. “Only luck and outside aid saved me and my family. But now… I have a chance to be better. To do better.”

“Yes, you do.” Gin agreed. “So, allow me to ask…”
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Well, wasn’t that both fascinating and troubling in equal measure. Gin glanced at Yasaka-san, who was reviewing information from his Book Of Providence. “So, is what he was saying true? That this Chosen has opened a training school for both the shrines and nobility, and can allow access to the spiritual realm, where the Kami dwell?”

“There can be no mistake. The answer is clear. Kikuchi-san’s daughter has been through this too, apparently, and it strengthens her spiritual power, as well as her strength, durability, intelligence and more. Providence says she would be able to fight on equal terms with a relatively strong adult man. As for nobility… Providence has answered. Oshiro-san is favoured by Takakura-sama, as well as some of the most powerful noble houses in Japan. He also has political capital. The Book spells the name of the Prime Minister.”

The Book Of Providence has many drawbacks, but Yasaka-san has quickly become my right hand after proving himself with it. It will not answer questions with evil intentions, and one must have a clear idea of the sort of answer one is likely to receive, and certain events with spiritual significance deny revelation… “Being a Vassal, too. It doesn’t seem possible, why didn’t I know about this?” Gin sighed.

“The Book shows me it is possible.” Yasaka-san said again. “So while Kikuchi-san does support your faction, he is unable to go against his master without consequences.”

“Consequences political, financial and spiritual. Yes, I can give up on having Kikuchi-san for my own, but even so… I refuse to allow that fool Uchida to reap the benefits of alliance with his master. Japan has been declining ever since the faith lost their voice in the running of the country, and the nobility have lost their way as well, more concerned with their own influence, and keeping alive old traditions. A worthy goal in itself, true, but… sooner or later Japan would fall, even before this new age of faith, our foreign enemies eyed us covetously, looking to punish us for past transgressions or taking us over for their own greed.” He shook his head, aggrieved. “No, we need a strong hand, one that realises we must be powerful and united. And that is not Uchida, or that old fence-sitter Kudou, or even old man Bankei. It must be me.”

“In that case, how should we proceed?” Yasaka-san asked. “The information we’ve gained is rather important, yes?”

“It is. We’ve learned a lot, even though Kikuchi-san was careful in what he revealed. Your Book… it’s a fascinating tool. And I am afraid I am going to need to put it to further use. I am especially interested in how his master manages to give even spiritually-bereft nobility their new aptitude. The spiritual is the province of the faith, it should not be shared too widely, nor too carelessly… I shall have to protest to Takakura-san…”

With his mind working on the problem, Gin sighed. Damn, still so many more adherents of Amaterasu to see today, when I merely wish to work on this new problem. Well, it is the price of leadership, I suppose…


Two Hundred And Sixty-Five


After Eri, Kana and my sis left, heading for a tourist area of Kyoto so they could find a café or somewhere similar to eat, Shaeula and I hopped in a waiting taxi, to take us to Kegon-ji, where we would meet Chiyo-san and the neutral shrines of Kyoto.

It’s certainly been a busy day, and it’s not over yet. I can’t imagine how much more intense it’s going to be tomorrow, at the actual first day of Conclave. I also had a text from Kikuchi-san, saying that the head of his faction, Saionji-san, earnestly wished to meet me. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time today, being fully booked for the remainder. Maybe just before Conclave, after I’ve finished at Kiyomizu-dera and the light element there…

Firing back a reply, I considered the three girls. If it was before, I would have been concerned about them all alone in an unfamiliar city, but it would take a Chosen to cause trouble for Eri and my sis now, and Eri was still very wary of other people, especially men, so there was no need to worry.

Besides, I promised to let them do their own thing, and take their own risks, so long as it was sensible. I can't wrap them in cotton wool, or treat them like trophies, to only be taken out when I want to admire them. It was hard though, as by nature I was a worrier…

“Thinking about Eri and the others?” Shaeula asked, leaning against me, content. She was a little sad to have not been able to see the Boundary version of Kiyomizu-dera, but on hearing of my heroics and how that pressured Yamato-san, she had laughed, happy. “They will be quite-quite fine on their own, you know that.”

“Yes, I was just thinking that.” I admitted. “But… it’s an odd grouping. I was under the impression that Eri didn’t really like Kana, although…”

“Although…” Shaeula echoed, a small smile on her face, looking annoyingly smug.

“… look, I like to think I’m not as dense as I used to be. She did think I was interested in Kana and… well, I think Kana is quite the flirty girl, so I was trying to not get the wrong idea, but…”

“I do not-not think you have read Kana right.” Shaeula sighed, unamused. “I do believe at our first-first meeting and subsequently, she did-did indeed try and flatter you outrageously, using her beauty to great-great effect, but that was because she wanted something from you. Ordinarily, I do believe she is not-not fond of males pressuring her and trying to … pick her up, I believe they say here.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I’ve heard her and her friends talk about being hit on by older guys and stupid idiots her own age, and they sounded rather pissed off with it. But… she’s been very clear that she wants a monogamous relationship, one where the man pampers her. And I can’t say I blame her. I thought I was getting that with Eri.”

“Do you regret it? Regret me?” Shaeula asked, and I shook my head, hugging her tightly.

“Of course not. How could I?” I kissed her gently, a fleeting brush of our lips. “I love you too. It was… it was troubling. And… maybe this was the best solution for everyone. But I still feel I got the better end of the deal.”

“Of course you did-did.” Shaeula snorted. “You have me, and you have Eri. But that does not-not mean we were denied our fair due. Akio, you love and cherish us, and more-more importantly, you accept everything and help us towards our dreams. You allowed Eri the choice to enter the Boundary by herself, though you did-did everything to make her as safe-safe as possible. You accepted my foolish family and my dream, supporting me to achieve it with my own-own hands. It would be meaningless if it was just-just given to me. So have no doubts that Eri and I are happy. Do you-you… do you regret Hinata, or Motoko, or Natsumi?”

Regret? No… though I do regret I was pushed into it so easily. I’m not strong to sudden pressure, especially from girls who seem like Eri or my sis, though I am working on it. “No, no matter how it started, I’ve grown to care for them deeply, love them. I do like to see girls trying their hardest at their dreams…”

“Hyacinth then? Or this Shiro?” Shaeula persisted.

“You know I don’t. Hyacinth… she’s given everything to us, and… she seemed so sad, and now she’s so happy. What man could regret that? As for Shiro… I only regret she got so hurt. Every time I think about her arm, or her scars, it makes me so angry…”

Shaeula patted my head reassuringly. “Since she lives, there is surely hope, is there not-not? I will aid you, and Selensha can assist. Between the three-three of us… we shall succeed. So, you do not-not regret us all?”

“No, I guess not. And I promised Eri I wouldn’t let guilt poison me, so I’m trying but… it’s still hard not to feel bad, guilty.”

“I understand.” Shaeula nodded. “But at least you are giving it quite-quite some thought. Now… Kana. Would-would you regret her?”

“Look, I said I’m not having any more girls. I’m stretched thin as it is, and even if I’m a bastard, I want to make sure you all have your fair share. As it is, Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi are being a bit short-changed. Once Conclave is over, I’ll have to make it up to them.”

“But… you like Kana, do you not-not?” she persisted. “And you know Kana likes you, much-much as you try to deny it to yourself.”

“It seems so. Though yes, I would like to deny it. Most of the things I’ve done that might have made her like me, like saving her from the yakuza, were my fault anyway really. I feel like I’m tricking her, somehow… and I don’t like it.”

“Foolish Akio. You do not-not understand the heart of a female. Yes, I am quite-quite sure that moment had a large impact on her heart, but if that-that was enough, then these police you have would all have many-many females, no? You are pleasing to look-look upon, since you have started taking care of yourself, you show her kindness and pay-pay attention to what she does and says, she trusts you to look-look out for her and her interests… many-many females would have their heads turned by such. It is the accumulation of many-many little things that grow love. It was the same-same for me. Though a large event can turn seedlings of affection into a mighty tree…” she grinned at that. “…so, if Kana asks earnestly for your love, would-would you refuse her?”

Would I? A good question… With that thought in mind I fell silent, and was deep in contemplation until our destination, Shaeula wordlessly leaning on me, breathing softly…
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The loud sound of crickets and cicadas chirping echoed throughout the evening air of Kegon-ji. The bamboo forests and mossy beds around the shrine were extremely attractive, and the statues and other sculptures gave the place a rather refined air. Though that air is somewhat overshadowed by the feel of a Territory surrounding us. Since it affects the Material as well, someone in the shrine must be a candidate for Astral Emperor…

The priest that had met us, shaven-headed and dressed in Buddhist robes, pointed to one magnificent statue, the Kofuku Jizo, or wish granter of happiness. “This humble one has had the pleasure of… no, I shall let master Bankei and master Hakue explain.” the monk demurred, a slight smile on his face.

Since the temple was shut to the public right now, it was rather quiet, only us and the adherents of the neutral shrines present, so Shaeula was able to be as inquisitive as she wished. “It can grant-grant wishes? Powerful indeed. Though I do not-not believe we need to wish for anything, as together we can succeed by our own strength, can we not-not?”

I agreed with a smile. Approaching the main building I could see a number of Buddhist monks, priests and shrine maidens waiting for us, along with Chiyo-san, who was sitting down on a chair that had been placed in the gardens. On seeing us, her expression brightened.

“You have certainly kept these old bones waiting. Bankei and the others are waiting within.” she grumbled, standing with a sigh. “Be mindful of how you speak to him. Bankei is a forgiving man, but he does not care for liars, so speak the truth.” She eyed me, before letting out a loud snort. “Not that you should struggle with that. You are the garrulous sort, for sure.”

“Yeah, sorry, Uchida Yamato-san talked us into helping him out in the Boundary.” I apologised. “And it took a while.”

“Oho, we will surely need to hear about that.” She chuckled dryly. “Now, come.”

We followed her into the building, marvelling at the fact that the crickets were inside too, hopping about the place. It was lucky neither of us had much issue with insects, as some more squeamish visitors would have been rather put off. We were taken into a large hall at the back, where around a hundred more monks, priests and shrine maidens had gathered.

At the front of the hall was a long table, and behind it sat four figures. Chiyo-san gave me one last smile, before joining the four, becoming the fifth sitting there. One, the centremost of them, was an old man, perhaps in his seventies or eighties, yet he still looked vigorous and full of life, his bald head and orange robes making him appear dignified. Beside him was a man of middle age, also with bald head and dark orange vestments.

I feel a sense of power about him, even as he is resting there. Another Chosen, most likely. I kept my Eye in check, unwilling to be rude and appraise them, but even so, he had a decently imposing aura, the equal of Yamato-san. Then there was a woman there, a bit older than me, perhaps, with long braided hair in a muted brown tone, and her clothing was not that of a shrine maiden, ordinary casual clothing, a denim skirt and lacy top. Lastly, a younger man, perhaps twenty or so, was there, but… Okay, he’s not human. I don’t even need my Eye to tell that.

On seeing me looking, the man nodded, and I had to reconsider his age. No, he looks older now. No, younger again… it’s… hard to place.

“Welcome, honoured guests.” The centre man, the oldest, boomed. Bankei-san, I presume. “Oshiro Moonstone Akio, the one who has brought together a number of shrines, and his companion, the spiritual being, Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan.”

At his words Shaeula nodded grandly, accepting his greeting, and I did likewise, offering my own. A shrine maiden pulled us out some chairs, and we sat down facing the table, the ring of other shrine and temple adherents behind us in a semi-circle, watching silently. Damn, this feels like a job interview. I hate those. It’s one of the reasons I stayed freelance.

“I am Bankei. No need for honorifics with me, I am merely a humble servant of the Buddha.” He grinned, and he reminded me of Fujiwara-san and Ichijou-san. Are all these powerful old men cast from a mould or something? “This here is my nephew Hakue, who has been Chosen by the noble Kami of this land.”

At that the non-human grinned, putting his feet up on the table rudely, where I could see he was wearing a pair of well-worn sandals, at odds with the rest of his attire.

“You know Chiyo. You have my sympathies.” Bankei laughed, bringing an annoyed sigh from her, and then he introduced the woman. “This is Kyoko. She is like you and Hakue, one blessed by the Gods. Which shows they have a sense of humour, at least.”

“Rude much?” Kyoko-san sighed. “Just because I lost my faith, doesn’t mean… ugh, why talk about this? We are here for him, right?” She glared at me sourly. Which isn’t my thing. I’m not one to enjoy women being angry with me…

“Peace.” Hakue-san spoke up to calm the situation. “We are indeed. Uncle, do please continue.”

Bankei-san agreed. “Yes. We, the gathering of the shrines and temples in Japan who have true lineage and understand the will of the Kami, yet are not bound into troublesome factions, have called you here, at the behest of Chiyo here. She has been rather taken with your actions, and believes… well, I’ll let the old woman speak.”

“Enough of the old. You have five years on me, you damn fool.” She flushed, irritated. “Yes, I’ve been watching you, ever since that boy Hiroto-san asked me to check you out. And to be honest, though you have your flaws…” Her gaze flickered to Shaeula, who grinned and shrugged. “… most notably your lack of faithfulness and womanising ways…”

“That is not-not right. Akio is absolutely faithful to the females he accepts.” Shaeula snickered, interrupting her.

“You would say that. I know enough about you to know you seem to push him towards every pretty girl you see. I have had to keep a close eye on my granddaughters… but you keep your word, and are generous with benefits. And more importantly… you seem to be interested in the greater good.”

It's embarrassing to have such an elderly woman praise me. “Well, after all, those I love live in this world. Don’t get me wrong, I’m no saint. I don’t like seeing people suffer, but… my family and friends come first. Once they are safe, then I don’t mind helping others.”

“An honest man indeed.” Bankei-san laughed. “I tend to distrust those who trumpet their righteousness. Unless they are a Buddha, of course.”

At that, there was more laughter, from the non-human in the sandals. “Indeed, wise Bankei. There is an old saying, those who speak fair words of themselves often hide the foul. I am curious. A question for you both, if I may? What would you wish for?”

Shaeula answered first. “That is quite-quite simple. I merely wish for the current happiness I feel to endure. Before I might-might have wished to return home, to be accepted, loved, by the Seelie Court. But now I realise there is nothing we can not-not get with our own hands, should we support and love each other.”

That echoes what she said in the taxi. It’s… well, I like the sentiments. “As for me…” I grinned. “I want to know what the light, the dark and the twilight means.”

That surprised everyone, and the sandal-wearer cocked his head, puzzled. “I don’t follow.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” I agreed. “I think Shaeula is right. If we need to do something to ensure the happiness of those we love, we’ll just do it. No matter the hardships, we have to succeed. Actually, to be honest, it doesn’t matter what those are, I don’t believe in prophecy or destiny. If I honestly had to say a wish… there’s a girl who sacrificed for me, and she was horribly hurt because of it. I’d like her to recover. But… we have time, and I have hope. And allies. Together we are strong and can achieve much.”

“I see. A worthy wish, for another. Though to be honest, I think there’s some self-interest there too?”

“I’m not a saint, I told you.” I said to the non-human, who even without my Eye I was fairly sure I had identified from the hints and the statue outside. “Of course I want Shiro to be beautiful again for me. But it’s more for her. Now, shall we get back on topic? I doubt very much you are going to grant my wish, are you, Kofuku Jizo?”

“I told you, other than with money or women, he’s no fool.” Chiyo-san cackled.

“So, what gave me away?” the Kami grinned.

“I already know Kami and other spiritual beings can manifest here in the Material world, and this place is a Territory, I can feel it.” Beside me Shaeula nodded her agreement as I continued. “And then… you made a point to show off the sandals. They match the statue. And talk of wishes… come on, don’t make it too easy.”

“Yes, he is Kofuku Jizo-sama.” Hakue-san agreed, looking proud. “This humble one did find him within the Shrine, and he explained to me how he could be brought forth. The time of faith has returned.”

Kyoko-san muttered a complaint at that. “Yes, and how did I get lumbered with this mess? I had given up Buddhism and faith, all I wanted was to live a normal life, away from my temple. It isn’t fair…”

“Fair?” Shaeula snorted. “Life is not-not fair, nor did anyone claim it would be. Be grateful you have-have a stake in the new world.”

“Hey, I don’t recall asking for your opinion…” she began, angry, but I stepped in.

“Sorry. Shaeula can be quite opinionated. And… well, she knows what it is to be in the shoes of the powerless, her fate not her own. And she’s clawed her way back up out of that hole. So she understands. It’s better to have a choice than not.”

“I see.” Bankei looked at us searchingly. “Better to have a choice than not. This humble one thinks those words are wise. So, tell me, Oshiro-san, what choice would you make, were you at the head of the faithful? Do you wish to claim power, dominate? Or advise those in power, while protecting your own interests? Or sit aside, and see what happens, hoping to pick up the pieces?”

So that’s the question. And relevant to the three factions, I believe. “That’s simple. Preserve the best of faith, throw out the worst. Just like with nobility, business, politics. Seriously, this is no time for games. The end of the world could be upon us at any time. I don’t know if you have any knowledge for us, Kofuku Jizo, but I was told it is coming by a Valkyrie. And I’ll be damned if I’m unprepared and let those I care about suffer. Hell, even those I don’t care about deserve a chance to prosper.”

“Alas, I have not met one of the great Gods for a long time.” the Kami replied. “I was slumbering, the spiritual energy of this place only enough to sustain me in my rest. Though recently, the shell around this world, the Boundary that separates the lowest of the Astral from the rest, has begun to crack, the lower Astral leaking in. Kyoto is one such place. Yet I know this. As we become ever more bathed in the Astral Tides, creatures long banished from this world will return, and… you are not ready.”

There was silence in the room, but nobody looked shocked by this. No doubt they’ve been discussing this. “In that case, what we have to do is clear.” I declared. “We strengthen ourselves as much as we can, and our Territories too. But that won’t be enough. The faith alone. Nobility alone. Government alone. Chosen alone. If we all do our own things, only worrying about our own interests, then we’ll fall. But if we all work together, not only can we have a chance of surviving what’s to come, we can also take the opportunity to make the world better for everyone. Out with the toxic baggage of the past, but bring in ideas that will create a bright future.”

“You said similar to Takakura-sama and the nobility, didn’t you?” Chiyo-san cackled. Turning to Bankei-san and Hakue-san, she explained about my training school, and how it was run. After that, Bankei-san looked at me, thinking, stroking his chin.

“So, you have nobility, the common people, the military, the shrines and temples… all working and training together? Interesting. This humble one does wonder though… do you see yourself in charge?”

“When I make deals, I like to make sure both sides benefit. For example…” I explained about the rather losing deal I made with Yamato-san earlier. “…but if infighting and stupidity are going to cost me and everyone else, I’ll put a stop to it. I don’t have to lead, but if I can’t see a better alternative, or those that do are making a mess of things, I’ve decided I’ll step up.” I smiled at Shaeula then. “After all, I have those I need to protect, and I’d rather regret doing than not doing.”

“I see. It is much as you said, Chiyo.” Bankei-san agreed. “Nephew, Kyoko, what do you think?”

“I don’t see why you are asking me.” Kyoko-san sighed. “There’s no backing out for me. But I’d like to follow someone who knows what they are doing. He seems strong. Her too.”

“Yes. This humble one would like to exchange information.” Hakue-san agreed. “Kyoto is dangerous, but it sounds like you assisted Uchida-san well. I would appreciate your expertise. You too, I presume, Jizo-sama?”

The Kami agreed. “With those terrors stalking the city by night, and the many hostile creatures who make Kyoto their own lair, I am hardly eager to venture out of Kegon-ji. I don’t wish to end up destroyed like that poor fool…” He shuddered then.

“Yes, a shrine lost its Kami, and collapsed, the Chosen of the Gods within dead by her own foolishness. A great and bitter shame.” Bankei-san mourned. “We wish to avoid that at all costs. This humble one mourns the other deaths as well. Conclave… it has come at last, though long delayed by infighting and jockeying for position. So now I ask… what do you aim for? Make it plain.”

“Right. Chiyo-san should know already, but I believe that we need to work together. For now, I agree with the government that we need to keep matters secret, but we should start preparing for the inevitable day soon when it is revealed to the world. The first thing we need to do is pool our knowledge and prepare a united front. To that end, we plan to set up a Ministry…”

As I narrated our plans, the eyes of the neutral shrines were upon me. Chiyo-san was smiling, which I hoped was a good sign, but even so, I exerted all my Majesty and Charm, hoping it would make them listen…
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“That was exhausting.” I grumbled, watching the autumnal trees on the riverbanks pass us by as we took the boat through the night air back towards our ryokan. “Still, I don’t think I did too bad a job.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula nodded, her amber eyes watching the play of the moonlight on the water. “An agreement to join with the Ministry and have some-some input in forming the new rules, as well-well as stand in your corner in Conclave. Their numbers are few-few, but two more who have the blessings of the Gods shall be your allies.”

She snuggled close, autumnal chill creeping in, though with our stats it was no problem for us to endure, even lightly dressed as we were. “And another who can-can walk the mortal world as well. This Kofuku Jizo.”

“Yes. It went much better than with Kudou-san or Uchida-san, though we still have tonight to earn full support from Kudou-san.” I remembered the Diviner and her worries. “So long as we have the Susanoo shrines in our corner, we can make this work.”

“Yes, so long as we do.” Shaeula declared, frowning. “I just hope they do not-not try anything foolish.”

“You think they would?” I was surprised by that. “We’ve been good to them, and are allowing them leeway to keep up with their prior commitments. There’s no benefit in stabbing me in the back. Only demerits.”

“True…” Shaeula agreed. “But then, the Seelie Court is the same. The Aggressors, the Isolationists. They make little-little sense to me, as often they take actions that hurt their own-own interests. Do not-not deny the possibility of foolishness.”

I see. Yeah, not everyone is rational. And people act on their own interests. Hell, I do the same… “Yeah, politics is hard. But I’m waist-deep in that now. The minute I got involved with Shirohebizumi shrine that started, and now the bill is coming due. But… I’ve also learned I need to look after my own interests.”

“Yes, such as multiple marriages.” Shaeula grinned saucily. “You are indeed-indeed weak to females.”

“Not just that.” I laughed. “Suitable laws governing our powers, and more. If Conclave goes well and the factions can agree, we can integrate the faith into the Ministry, and gain access to a wealth of potential knowledge and abilities… bridging the gap between the political world, Imperial Family, faith and nobility… a new Japan, that is both spiritually strong, and in a good place to endure whatever might come…”

“A noble goal indeed.” Shaeula agreed happily. “And the Seelie Court shall surely be the same-same, and a close ally to your land. After all… this is the land of my mother, is it not-not?”

Pulling her close, I agreed. “Yes, and who knows… maybe you’ll see her soon.”

“I would like that, though the thought does-does scare me.” she admitted, as the boat pulled into the dock, our ryokan visible, paper lanterns shining prettily all around us.

“Well, we are both scared. But we’ll power though.”

“Yes.” she agreed. “We will-will, for we both must…”


Side Eight-Eight – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“This one looks nice, how about it?” I asked, looking at the two girls with me. Kana-chan was wearing her shrine maiden hakama, so ordinarily would have stood out, but not in current Kyoto, as we passed multiple groups of them. It was strange, as quite often the groups would eye each other warily, as if looking at some sort of rival. Wow, you can cut the tension with a knife.

“Yes, it seems pleasant enough.” Eri agreed, checking out the small café, with pretty coloured paper lanterns in the window and charming old-fashioned tables. More to the point, those parfait and drinks look good!

“I don’t mind. It’s my treat, after all.” Kana-chan shrugged. The bell on the door rang, and a waitress rushed over to seat us. “Over there, I think.” Kana-chan said, pointing to a more isolated corner, as there were several tables occupied by gaggles of shrine maidens. Damn, my bro must be loving it here right now, I’m sure he has a thing for shrine maidens, the way he’s going about gathering them…

As I slandered my big bro in my thoughts I pulled open a menu, admiring the pictures. “So, yeah, I’ll have the jumbo chocolate parfait and a fruit juice combination.” I picked mine, getting a look from Kana-chan.

“What? I’m not going to go easy on your wallet, Kana-chan.” I giggled. “Besides, I know my bro has been giving you all pocket money for attending his training school, and you and Marika-chan get the most, right? He spoils you.”

“Keomi-chan too. She’s always getting him to buy her cake…” Kana-chan grumbled sourly, picking out her own treats, Eri too. As the server came over to take our orders, Kana-chan looked down at her hands, frowning. “So, are we going to talk…”

“Not right now, yeah?” I disagreed, stopping her. She looked at me in surprise, but I didn’t want to talk about it yet. We’ll all calm down a bit first, and there’s other stuff to mention as well. “It isn’t often that we get to hang out, Kana-chan. So… how did you find it? Battle, I mean.”

“That’s a question, isn’t it?” Kana-chan sighed. “It… well, it was frightening, but I guess I knew Akio was watching, so he wouldn’t let me get hurt?”

“Yeah, bro’s just stupidly overprotective. It’s actually getting worse too, now that he knows what dangers are really out there, even if he is trying his hardest to fight against it.” I shared a glance with Eri, who smiled. “He really didn’t want to let Eri fight in Nishimorioka alone, so he got her all sorts of armour and weapons, and insisted she had the followers from the shrine go with her.” I was the one sighing now, a long exhalation. “Totally overprotective, but…”

“… but it’s better than having him not care.” Eri finished for me.

“I love him for it, even if it frustrates me!” Eri declared boldly, and I was once more struck by just how much she’d changed. Her appearance too. She’s cut her hair a little differently, the bangs over her eyes are shorter, making her look a bit less timid. Not that my bro said anything to her about it, I bet. Wow, for a guy who is six-timing her, or is it seven, now, he can sure be dense. Case in point… I glanced at Kana-chan, who seemed to understand the sentiment.

“Yes, I have to admit, he does make me feel safe. Even though the whole mess with the yakuza was his fault!” She pouted cutely, and I had to admit she looked great even doing that. I was used to being around other pretty girls, Eri and I, our mothers, the two from school… but Kana-chan wasn’t beaten by us. She’s younger but doesn’t really look it, she’s got a mature air about her. Is that because she’s from Tokyo?

“Though…” Kana-chan continued. “…the next time there was trouble, I never saw any of it. He and Shaeula had beaten them down before they got anywhere near us. Some sort of Special Forces soldiers too… it is reassuring.” She stopped talking as the server brought over our treats, and as the rich and surprisingly huge parfait was placed down in front of me I wiped my mouth, hoping I wasn’t drooling.

“Right.” Eri had a fruit one, which looked equally good, stuffed with cut strawberries, grapes, raspberries, mango and more, all slathered in cream, honey and chocolate sauce. It’s no good, I’m going to have to… I leaned over, spooning out a mouthful of hers and eating it triumphantly, earning a look from Eri, and a brief giggle from Kana-chan.

“You two sure are close.” she pointed out. “I guess that makes sense. You are always together, right?”

“Don’t make it sound weird.” I protested. “Sure, Eri is super cute, and if I was into girls and she wasn’t my bro’s woman, I’d eat her up like that parfait.” I grinned to show I was joking, well, mostly, anyway. “But that’s a topic for later. Battle.” I reminded them. “Do you think… you want to get stronger?” I asked the serious question.

Kana-chan spooned in a mouthful of her own dessert, following it with a gulp of iced coffee, giving herself time to think. “I didn’t before, but now... I’m not a proactive girl, I admit it. I’ve coasted along on my looks and charm. But what I want doesn’t matter that much now, does it? Since that day I saw your brother…” Her eyes suddenly changed. It wasn’t like when Shaeula did it, or now my bro, there was no visible glow, but I could see flecks of colour in her brown eyes. It was pretty.

“… everything's different. He’s even helped me control my gifts, which I thought were useless. And he tells me… he tells me that sight-type abilities are amazing, and I should be proud of them, and I found somehow I was, at least a little. I used to hate all this shrine shit.” she confided, voice low. “We were poor yet my father and grandfather were always putting on airs about our legacy and our bloodlines. I’d have traded it all in a heartbeat for money.” She poked at her parfait idly. “Now we have money. I guess you know what it’s like, right? Akio said you were pretty poor.”

“Pretty poor? An understatement, at least your family owned land.” Eri complained. “If it wasn’t for Akio’s family helping us out… well, I never had anything as a child, other than some hand-me-down books and toys. But Akio… he made life bearable and fun. So I can’t say I never wanted money. But money doesn’t buy happiness…” she scowled.

“I know. Though without it, happiness is hard to find.” Kana-chan shrugged. “Now, I have another gift. I can’t control it that well, even with the help of the Chirurgery, but… sometimes it comes, much more frequently than it used to. And I don’t even need it now, but here we are.” She gazed at Eri, her expression calm, but I was sure I could see nerves and tension under her placid surface. “You really don’t like me much, do you, Eri-san?”

I nearly spat out my juice at her bold declaration. Wow, not the time for that!

“No, not really.” Eri agreed calmly, and once more I nearly did a spit-take.

“Hey, no need for that, we are all…”

“Oh, do be quiet Aiko.” Eri insisted, shutting me up. Her black eyes had gone hard, and I knew Eri could be surprisingly stubborn. I suppose it’s good to get things out in the open. After all, Kana-chan, she…

“I thought so. It’s not jealousy, right? I’m sensitive enough to know that.” Kana-chan laughed, a touch bitterly. “After all, I’ve been living with that from the day I started school. Being beautiful is a curse, I guess you two know that as well.”

“Yes, I’ve had my fair share of problems. Eri too.” I admitted. “Even so, I‘d rather be beautiful than not.”

“I agree.” Kana-chan nodded, thinking. “I’ve always done my best to keep in shape, to dress as well as I could afford, to be charming and funny. Though thinking about it, that was all to appeal to other people. Not for myself. I guess I am shallow and false like you told me before, Eri-san.”

“You are.” Eri agreed, once more surprising me. Seriously, go easy on her, Eri! “And to be honest, I don’t like the idea of you and Akio at all. But…”

“…but?” Kana-chan asked, surprised at her candour.

“…there’s lots of things in life I don’t like. At first I didn’t like the idea of Shaeula and Akio. But in the end it turned out I actually didn’t mind sharing him with her. Strange. I wonder when I started feeling that way?” Eri shook her head.

“After that, there were those noble girls… I feel conflicted about them, but they are sheltered, well-bred girls who understand how to give me my due as his first. So even if I don’t much care for it, I can live with it. The dream of having him to myself died when I accepted Shaeula. Now it’s just… managing it.” Her dark eyes glittered, and I fancied I could see hints of dark blue within, darkness energy, maybe.

“Hyacinth… I don’t care about her sharing at all. She’s devoted to Akio, and will never overstep her bounds. She’s overjoyed just to play as our maid. And…” Her face went hot and red, which was adorable. “…I was there when they first had sex. I even joined in. I… I kind of liked it.” she whispered.

Whoa, seriously? I know Eri told me she and Shaeula have been with my bro together in a threesome a few times, but… well, I guess it’s always the shy ones that are the dirtiest in bed, or so Rika-chan and Yae-chan tell me anyway. Not that they’d know, they are still pretty sheltered and inexperienced really. Their posturing is kind of adorable… just like our little scarlet Eri right now.

I wasn’t the only one who thought so, Kana-chan was amazed too. “That… well, that surprised me.” she admitted. “You don’t seem the sort, Eri-san.”

“I know.” She nodded in agreement. “I never dreamed of it either. But… what else can I do? Akio would have refused the others if I had insisted. I know that. But the guilt would have crushed us both. I would have grown more and more needy and selfish, until even Akio was sickened by it. I know. As for this new girl, Shiro. Her… she worries me. Akio actually loved her, it seems, and she’s part of his life I don’t know much about. But I will know. We have to fight for what we want, Kana-san. Can you do that? Will you do that?”

“Fighting again, huh? I just wanted to be pampered, go shopping, nice meals in flashy restaurants, expensive holidays abroad, a foreign car. I seem so shallow when I think about it.” Kana-chan sighed yet again, this conversation obviously hard on her.

“But… fighting. In that Boundary? I’m scared, but… I’m also not stupid. My grades at school are only middling, but I like to think I have a good grasp of how to be successful. And it tells me that if you are like Akio in the new world that’s coming… that’ll soon be like being a billionaire. Hell, Akio is a billionaire because of it, already, so if you don’t follow his path then you’ll be nothing. I don’t want to be nothing. Is that so wrong?”

“I don’t think so. I get it too.” I agreed. “I wanted to win respect as a sportswoman. I love Kyūdō, volleyball, even stuff like kendo and basketball. But… I had to quit competition, even though it’s my last chance in high school. I’m different now. I had an archery duel with Shaeula’s brother, a weasel prince! Got my ass kicked…” I laughed bitterly. “…but I made shots that would have been Olympic records. No way I can compete like that, it’s cheating and unfair. Damn, now I’m depressed and forgot my point.” I chuckled again, a little self-deprecatingly.

“No, I think you’ll be able to compete soon enough. So cheer up, Aiko-chan.” Kana-chan promised, surprising me. It seems we've grown closer since we went to the Boundary together. Though there's still distance between her and Eri. Unsurprising, really, but... they're trying. I know.

As I looked at her, open-mouthed, she explained. “It’s only a matter of time before the world learns about what Akio and the others can do. And sport will have to adapt. I wouldn’t be surprised if new events such as magical archery and combat became mainstream. Like MMA, right? Just with more boom!” She giggled happily, and I felt my mood instantly improve.

Shit, she is cute! My bro would be a fool to let her get away, really. Wow, I’m fully corrupted like mom, now I can’t help but want my bro to grab them all. Ugh, looking at Eri it makes me feel bad, but hearing her story about Hyacinth and how it turned her on…

My treacherous mind wandered to an image of Eri and Kana-chan both in bed with my bro, and I hoped I wasn’t blushing. “Thanks Kana-chan. Yes, that’s right!” I pumped my fist, before shovelling the slowly-melting parfait into my mouth. “It’s too soon to give up! Though then… I’ll be competing against Chosen. If there’s one with an archery God’s blessing, I’d get my ass kicked again. Ugh, I wish I could get more powerups from bro.” I puffed my cheeks out in my own pout. “Oh well… I can’t but… others can.”

“That’s the thing. I don’t want to fight, but those that don’t… they’ll never be the cream of the crop.” Kana-chan graciously ignored my flushed face, while Eri rolled her eyes at me. “And Akio, he’s the only one who can empower us like this that we know of. There are undoubtedly more, but we know Akio can do it. I was impressed, Eri-san.” Kana-chan said then. “Seeing you in that dress, swinging that axe, bravely facing those scary things, when I could barely jab them from metres away with that spear… you were kind of cool. Shame you hate me, right?”

“Yes, a shame.” Eri agreed, not batting an eye at that obvious hint to say something like “No, I don’t actually hate you that much”.

But then if she did that, she wouldn’t be Eri. “So are you saying you want to learn to fight like us?” Eri pressed.

“Want to? No. Will I? Yes.” Kana-chan decided. “Though I want Akio to give me armour and weapons like you two. I can’t afford to get hurt and scarred. My beauty is all I have. No… I suppose I have my gifts too.”

“You think you are worth that? Aiko is his precious sister, and I’m his first wife. Of course we get pampered. You? You’re just one of many shrine maidens he’s gathered. Sure, you are more attractive than most, but… get cheeky and I’ll cut you down!” Eri warned.

“Are you sure you aren’t bipolar or something?” Kana-chan mocked her. “One minute you ask me whether I’d made a decision on both fighting and… well, Akio. The next minute you are warning me off and threatening my life. Make up your mind, Eri-san. Akio must really struggle keeping you happy. If you weren’t his childhood friend, he wouldn’t look twice at you, otherwise he’d have made a pass at me, I know it!”

“You really do need your high opinion of yourself cutting down to size.” Eri growled back, and as they started to argue again, I burst out laughing.

“Aiko?” Eri asked me, when I could finally breathe again.

“Oh, this is just too perfect. You know what?” I said through my gasping breaths. “I think you two fight because you are so alike.”

“Me? Like her?” Eri gasped, shocked, and Kana-chan also denied it.

“No way. Eri-san and I are very different!” she insisted. “Though… now you mention it…” Kana-chan actually considered it after the initial hasty denial.

“Yeah. You both are single-minded and selfish.” Ignoring my best friend as she gasped at my words, I continued. “Kana-chan, you honed yourself to perfection aiming for one thing. An easy life, but I think it’s actually something more. I think you crave someone to protect and take care of you, because you found the world wasn’t kind, and it scared you. Eri, doesn’t that sound familiar? Only you decided it had to be my bro early on, and you made less effort than Kana-chan did. You waited for your prince to notice your feelings, and nearly missed your chance. Hence why you dislike Kana-chan, I think. She made efforts to be ready for her prince, and find him herself. Though… I think she has, and you hate that even more.”

“I… I can’t say I put in any effort.” Eri admitted. “We talked about this on the plane back from Las Vegas. I let Akio worry about me. In fact, I loved it when he worried. Damn it all, now I just feel bad.”

“That was then.” Kana-chan soothed. “Now nobody can say you haven’t made an effort. Just look at you throwing yourself into that scary battle just to be useful. You even accepted his infidelity. If anything I hate you because… you make me jealous. There, I said it.” Kana-chan admitted, defeated.

“You won. You got what you wanted, and damn, if it isn’t sweet. Look, I’m shallow, I get it. I’m selfish. Tell me something I don’t know! I’m vain! I have a right to be vain at least! I lie as easily as I breathe to make boys like me. Then I feel like I have value. But… since Akio saved me from the yakuza, I’ve never lied to him, have I? I even told him… to take responsibility. And then I see you all lovey-dovey with him, and it hurts, all right? Shit!” she cursed. “When did this happen to me? When did my brain turn to mush?”

“Blame my bro.” I said, drinking down the last of my juice. “He’s damn heartbreaker now. But… Shaeula likes you. My bro likes you. Eri… be honest.”

“I… I don’t hate you that much.” Eri managed. “I hate the sort of girl you were, but…”

“Thanks, Eri-san. Like I said, I’m just jealous. Really, you were cool as hell swinging that massive axe, your eyes were bright and you were smiling. Scary too, but cool.” She grinned impishly then. “Of course, the image was spoiled by you confessing to a sexy threesome. I’ll have to ask Akio about it…”

“Don’t you dare!” Eri squealed, and I nodded, happy. A breakthrough! This couldn’t go on, could it? I know my bro, Eri does too. The other shrine maidens, he’s nice to and all, especially the younger ones, he’s looked after us enough to be really great with younger kids, especially girls, but with Kana-chan, my bro acts a bit differently. I think he’s into her, even if he’d never admit it to himself.

I could see why too, Kana-chan was the archetypal girl that boys like my bro fell for, the sort that was naturally flirty and the shy idiots misinterpreted that and fell in hopeless, doomed love. Akio met her before he came back to Nishimorioka and started going out with Eri, so he didn’t have any experience or resistance then, and my bro is the sort that when he starts to like someone he’ll never stop. The idiot. She got to him early, and he won’t admit it. He can’t admit it.

I was going to voice that, but it turned out I didn’t need to. Eri was on top of things. “Kana-san. I don’t want more women in his life, but you said it yourself. Akio is one of the few, the chosen. He’s too important, and not just here. Shaeula’s a princess, yes? And Akio will be a prince. This other world, the beings that live there are going to start flooding Earth sooner or later. Be it Fae like Shaeula, or this Elf she’s going on about… or more noble girls, or even celebrities… Akio will attract more, seeking his power, safety and security in a changing world. I’ll stop those I can, Hinata will help to weed out the users and the bitches, but… I can’t stop them all. So if you are serious, and you can promise me you’ll never betray him… then…”

“I’m still not sure.” Kana-san admitted, her own parfait finished now. We signalled the waitress for a second helping, as we had a lot more to talk about. “But… I think I’m nearly sure. Thanks for being honest with me, Aiko-chan, Eri-chan. Even if you were a bit of a bitch, senpai!” she giggled wickedly. “Though to be honest… yes, I like Akio.” I see Kana's changed her honorific for Eri now. Swift progress! When girls talk, they get things done! Not like my bro, who dithers and worries endlessly...

“Want me to crush your head like an eggshell?” Eri joked. “I can do it…”

“I’m sure you could, Eri-chan. So let me be honest too, and keep my head from getting smashed. I like Akio, sure, but I’m still young, and I don’t have much to offer. Besides, Akio said he wasn’t going to accept any more after that Shiro woman, right? To be honest, I don’t really want to be the one to make him break his word.” Her smile was bright, though I noticed her trembling a little.

“I’ve not known Akio that long, but it’s been a rollercoaster. And he does make me feel safe, and I know he’ll look out for me… so I want to give something back. But you know… I don’t have to be his girlfriend, he has pretty girls like you, Eri-chan. No accounting for taste, I guess.” She grinned, clearly just teasing now. “So I am going to talk to him. I’m going to beg him to accept me… as one of his trusted disciples, train me like he trains you and Aiko-chan, Eri-chan. I’ll finally do something I can be proud of, and repay him.”

Okay, that wasn't exactly how I saw this going. I was sure she had confessed her love. In fact, she did, but then I guess she’s not wrong. We are young yet, we have all the time in the world… more than that, if Shaeula is right. “I see. Well, I get it.” I replied, shrugging. “Though I was sure you were going to confess to my bro.”

“I am. I do like him.” Kana-chan agreed impishly. “But… I’m looking for different things. For now. I’ll be content to be a winner in this new world, and if I stay by his side and work hard I can be. Work hard, listen to me! I’ve changed so much since I met him and Shaeula, and even you two.”

“You chose the harder path.” Eri remarked, and surprisingly she seemed a little sour. You’d think she’d be happy that Kana-chan isn’t going to muscle in on my bro, at least for now. “Without Lovers’ Link, you’ll struggle to grow strong.”

“Sure, but… I’m pretty lovable. You have a Level in it, don't you Aiko-chan, and I don’t think you’ve banged your bro, have you? Uhh... maybe if it’s you, I can’t be sure…” she trailed off, giggling.

“Hey, rude much?” I moaned, faking offense. “Seriously, you know my bro and I aren’t like that. Huh, if it’s you, I bet you can charm him into liking you enough. You’ve got talent.”

“Yep. Besides…” She was serious now. “I know I said I’m young yet, and I don’t have to make a move, but… I still have my pride. It’s all that’s carried me over the years. I think I can settle for not having him to myself, but… I can’t face having to ask him to go out with me. He should be the one begging me! And if it takes a month, or a year, or even ten… so be it. Who knows, if he takes too long to see me as worthwhile, I might well find someone else.” Kana-chan grinned, and I found myself respecting her quite a lot. Eri did too, I could tell by her bitter expression.

“Just don’t regret it.” Eri warned. “Like I said, there’ll be others. We offered you a shot now, but later on, there might be no room for you.”

“If that happens, it just means either I wasn’t good enough, or Akio has worse taste in girls than I thought.” She chuckled at that. “Aiko-chan, Eri-chan, please take care of me. Damn, I’m doing this! I’m really going to ask to fight, to be trained hard! It’s true what they say, love rots the brain. Mine’s gone soft!”

Laughter echoed at that, and as she reached out a hand, Eri and I took it. “Fine then.” Eri agreed. “I’ll explain it to Shaeula. I guess she’ll support you. She’s strange like that. As for training… all right. Tomorrow, ask to come along to that shrine again. If you could get an element, it would really help you…” As they continued to discuss Kana-chan’s options, I smiled, surprised to find myself a little sad my bro looked like he wouldn’t be getting another cute girlfriend just yet…

Now that the mood has taken a turn for the better, let’s change the subject. We can come back to this later. “Hey, remember that guerrilla concert? I think I’ve got the info.” I remarked triumphantly, showing them my phone. “Looks like it’s being held tomorrow evening. I wonder if we should ask my bro to come? It might be the perfect atmosphere for something, you know?” I smirked.

“The first day of Conclave should be over by then.” Kana-chan mused. “But is Akio into… no, stupid question. He’s an otaku, I saw his room. No way he wouldn’t be into idols. Plus he just loves shrine maidens. It’s a double threat.”

“True,” Eri agreed. “Maybe I should dress up too?” She was peering at my phone screen. “So, it’s held at the park opposite the Kyoto Imperial Palace? Neat.”

“Well, the Conclave is being held in the Palace, the shrines and temples have a lot of sway here in Kyoto.” Kana-chan nodded. “And if the centre of Red and White is a shrine maiden from Tokyo like they say, chances are her shrine will be at Conclave. Not that she’ll get to speak, no more than I would.”

Kana-chan sighed then. “Father will be representing Shirohebizumi, and normally I’d be pleased I don’t have any work to do, but… I actually feel like getting involved, you know?”

“Guess you are growing up, Kana-chan.” I intoned pretentiously, and she gave me a flat glare.

“You aren’t that much older than me, Aiko-senpai! Seriously though, I think I’ve decided. I’m going to take over the shrine when I’m older. I’ll be a powerful shrine maiden in this new world, a beautiful, refined and strong catch, who any man would want!”

“Any man, huh?” I observed, referring to her earlier words, and she blushed, looking down.

“Well, it’s up to your brother, isn’t it? I can’t believe I’m even saying it. These last weeks have been crazy.”

“I approve.” Eri agreed, surprising Kana-chan. “Not about Akio, but… well, I can respect your determination to hold onto your pride. Though I think if you are waiting for him to confess to you, you’ll be waiting a long time, but growing stronger and being helpful… yes, that’s good.” She held out a hand, and Kana-chan took it. “Let’s work hard together to help Akio.”

“Help with what?” I chuckled. More treats and drinks were brought over and as we dug in, I teased my best friend. “Last I heard, you were planning to just be a housewife!”

“That was then.” Eri pouted. “I was feeling insecure, but…” Her frown turned into some cute giggles. “Being able to fight gives you confidence, right Aiko? You’ll see soon, Kana-san.”

“Speaking of, I’m going to ask Shaeula if there might be any other ways Kana-chan and I can grow stronger. If anyone knows, it’d be her.” I rapidly typed out a message and fired it off. “So anyway, what are you thinking now, Eri?”

“I’m going to be his personal assistant. I’ve thought about it before, but… he needs someone with him who looks after him. I’m smart, everyone says so, so I can learn what I need. I know he has Karen-san and the others, but… they work for money.”

“And you work for love, don't you Eri-chan?” Kana-chan giggled.

“Simply put, yes.” Eri admitted, unphased. “But I’d feel better knowing I was helping. After all, when it comes to fighting, we can’t compare, but when it comes to money, making deals and keeping secrets… well, Akio isn’t the best.” she admitted.

“I’ll say.” I grinned. “Even when my dumb bro was lying to us about all of this, he kept doing stupid things like coming back injured when we were in Inuyama. If we didn’t already know we’d have worked out something was very wrong. Even Yae-chan and Rika-chan did.”

“Exactly. Hinata is going to look after his financial decisions, which I guess makes sense.” Eri shook her head, eyeing her dessert. “But that leaves a lot of room for other problems. I can help with those.”

“And that means you get to spend a lot more time with him, right?” Kana-chan asked, and Eri flushed.

“Yes, there is that.” she admitted boldly.

“But can you do it?” Kana-chan pressed. “I might not know you that well, but I get that you… aren’t exactly a people person, Eri-chan. ”

“Rude.” she snorted, copying me from earlier. “But true. I don’t really care much for spending time with people I don’t know. Or even most I do know. But then, when you know you can break someone in half if they cause trouble, it makes you feel better about it! And as for the skills I’ll need, I can learn. I can take courses, do training.”

“Was she always so violent?” Kana-chan asked me, and with a gently mocking smile I answered.

“I never thought so, but then… she has quite the wicked tongue when she’s annoyed, and I’ve often caught her looking like she wanted to hit people who were bothering her. And as for when I mentioned my bro might have a girlfriend in Tokyo… she sure had the yandere eyes then. A true yandERI no less…”

“Aiko, don’t talk about that! I feel so embarrassed…” Eri waved her arms frantically, and Kana-chan and I laughed loudly.

“So that’s Eri-chan and me. What are you going to do, Aiko-chan?” Kana-chan asked. “You said you wanted to continue with your Kyūdō and sport, but is that all?”

“No way. I’m going to go to uni in Tokyo. So you’ll be seeing a lot more of me, Kana-chan!” I declared proudly. “I want to get into sports science and physical training or teaching. But… you were right about magical sports. So… magical training too. I’m going to be the world’s greatest authority on magical enhancement and training. But for that, ugh…”

I groaned. “I have Ether Healing, but I’ll need to learn Chirurgery as well, and my bro and Shaeula both say learning and using it without special Eyes is really hard. Wow, I envy your eyes, Kana-chan! Want to trade? I can scoop them out, ninja-style!”

“That sounds like some stupid otaku reference, so no thanks. My eyes are too pretty to trade, even for your blue ones, Aiko-chan. But… I guess I’m happy to hear that my gift is appealing to someone. It makes me think my choice isn’t wrong. Though I must say, learning all these Skills… Akio really spoils you, Aiko-chan. No wonder everyone thinks he’s a siscon!”

“Hey, he likes you, so when you ask him to help you out, he’ll jump at it!” I protested. “It isn’t just me, my bro is just generous, all right.”

“Well, he’s seen me in some shameful states, so about taking responsibility...” Kana-chan smirked. “…I’m not going to push him into anything, my pride won’t stand it, I can win hearts on my own merits, but… at the least, he can teach me! If I’m going to put aside my lifetime of hatred for the shrine and be a true shrine maiden, I’m going to be the strongest, best, most beautiful one I can be. So, Skills…”

“Just be prepared. Learning Ether Healing hurts a lot!” I warned, and Eri echoed me. “So anyway…” I continued. “Now we’ve talked about the important stuff, want to just hang out and gossip?”

“Sure, that sounds nice.” Kana-chan agreed. “Damn, Mio-chan and Asami-chan are going to be annoyed they missed out. Keomi-chan too.”

“Well, why not invite them? Hinata organised a contract with a taxi firm, all we need to do is call, and voila…” Yep, having a rich, cute sister-in-law is the best. As for Kana-chan… well, we’ll see. But I still think my bro would be a fool to let her slip away. But… not my business really. In any case, looks like we’ll all be working together a long, long time…


Two Hundred And Sixty-Six


On returning to the ryokan, I was greeted by an enthusiastic Hyacinth. She had apparently been looking after my family and our guests, pouring drinks and serving snacks. My mom had found it all rather hilarious, having one of my women waiting on them hand and foot, but she had quickly accepted Hyacinth’s many quirks, so there were no real problems.

“Welcome back, son. I trust your business went well?” My father greeted me, looking rather red-faced and tipsy. Uncle Junpei was beside him, as well as surprisingly enough, Marika-chan’s grandfather, the two Izumi’s and Kikuchi Shuta-san, as well as a younger man that must have been his son. On the other side of the table was my mom, auntie, Marika-chan’s mother, Haru-san, Nagi-san and also Aliyah. On seeing my inquisitive gaze, she frowned.

“What? I wasn’t drinking. I’m still doing my job properly.”

“She is.” Treyvon insisted. He was seated in the corner with a bored-looking Grulgor, as well as three men I didn’t recognise, who seemed to have been waiting patiently for me. “She’s armed and ready to go if something goes down, though with those two here…” He glanced at Grulgor and Hyacinth. “…I’m not sure what use we’d be yet. So while my sis is keeping an eye on them, I’ve been entertaining our guests. Lucky a couple of them speak English.”

“It’s a relief that your family speaks it too.” Aliyah agreed. “Sometimes all the foreign talk gets to me. If it was Russian, I could manage.”

“So, you gentlemen must be the Chosen from Tsukuyomi faction, right? I’ve been expecting you. Sorry I’m late, but I ended up having a lot of business with Uchida Yamato-san and Bankei-san.” I asked them their identity, though I was sure I already knew.

The lead priest frowned at that. He was the age of my father, though he was running to fat and his hair was starting to thin. Even so, he was wearing expensive robes and I noticed several plain golden rings and a decent-looking watch. I guess he likes to show off his wealth.

The other two were younger, both my age, or a little older. One was blonde, with a spiky hairdo and casual clothing, wearing faded blue denim jeans and a black turtleneck sweater, while the other was more traditionally clad, wearing similar dark orange monk robes to the ones many of the neutral faction wore. More along the Buddhist side of things than Shinto then…

“I see. I suppose it cannot be helped.” The leader conceded. “My pardons for the late introductions. Your family and camp has been most hospitable.” I could see empty cups of sake and beer cans scattered around them, so it seemed that despite them not sitting with the main group, they had been well looked after. Hyacinth giggled as she followed my gaze, and I guessed she was responsible for serving them.

“I am from Matsunoo-Taisha grand shrine, my name is Taishakama Isamu. These two are from outside Kyoto. Engetsu-san…” At that, the monk bowed and made the traditional Buddhist greeting to me. “…and Kinkawa Touma.”

“Yeah, good to meet you too.” Kinkawa-san sighed. “Man, at least there was some good booze here. I’m not cut out to be a priest, and now this…”

It seems we have a male version of Mine-san here. The Kami sure did choose strangely. “I daresay you know me already, but I’m Oshiro Moonstone Akio. Please ignore the middle name.” At that my mom sniggered. “And this is Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. I trust you’ve been introduced to everyone else?”

“All done.” my father promised, swaying a little. Mom couldn’t have been drinking too much, as she was still awake, but she must have kicked him under the table, as he flinched, which did amuse me. “I mean, yes, we showed proper manners.” he corrected himself.

“Excellent. In that case, when I’ve checked a few things we can get started. Firstly, where is everyone else?” I asked.

“My Marika went to bed, she was all tired out.” her mother said, seeming rather annoyed. “That Uchida-san, he was rather rude to us, and father-in-law just took it! The nerve of the man. Marika was so excited to be doing something important for the shrine, not that I get it, and this was the result! I’m angry!” she declared, downing another cup of sake. She was looking rather tipsy too…

“It can’t be helped.” Takeyabashi-san apologised, downcast. “We are still a small, unimportant shrine, even though our faithful are doing great things.”

“Uchida-san has grown arrogant, as his son is a notable figure here in Kyoto, both Kyoto's.” Taishakama-san declared. “I am sorry for his attitude. Kudou-sama would not be so crass, I assure you.”

Fishing for a change of faction, huh? Well… “Sorry about that.” I bowed in apology to her, which surprised her. “It isn’t just you, Kana’s family suffered the same, though I do believe I’ve made Yamato-san re-evaluate them at least.”

“True. Speaking of my errant granddaughter…” Masaji-san sighed. “…she has not returned. In fact, her friends and Keomi-san left recently to go into Kyoto. I do worry, but supposedly they will be taking a taxi once they have reached the docks. Only Kikuchi-san and her friend remain, and they are in the baths again, I believe. The… our other guests…” he eyed the three from Tsukuyomi faction warily. “…are also enjoying the other bath.” He must mean the Kami. They do like hot springs, it seems.

“So long as they are with Eri and Aiko, there should be no trouble.” I assured him. “They might as well enjoy themselves. Anyway, sorry, I got interrupted there.” I turned back to Marika-chan’s mother. “If I may… I’d Marika-chan to accompany me tomorrow morning. As well as a few others.” I had also messaged Hikawa-san, as I would need Ren-san and the mirror he was borrowing, as well as the twins. “You too, Haru-san.”

“Me?” She asked, puzzled. I could see she was nervous around so many unfamiliar men, but my mom and Nagi-san had taken her under their wings, so she was managing.

“Yes. And probably tonight too. Got to grind those Levels.” I smiled gently, and she returned it, a bit hesitantly.

“It’s not anything… problematic, is it?” Marika-chan’s mother asked, and I shook my head in denial.

“No, not at all. Look, when we first took her to Tokyo, you didn’t really know much about shrine business. Now you know it’s a big deal. Marika-chan is the granddaughter of the shrine, and when she grows up she’ll need to look after it. That’ll be very different to what it used to be like before.”

Shuta-san nodded. “Maiko, she has the same issue. Though as one of the Chosen, I will be the face of the shrine. But the world has changed.”

“That’s all everyone ever says.” she complained. “But I just want my little girl to get a decent job, get married, give me grandchildren…”

“She’s young yet. Give her a chance.” I reassured her. “But now being a shrine maiden is a career. One that will have many rewards, though a few risks. So I’ll make sure she’s prepared for those.”

“Curious.” Engetsu-san observed. “It sounds to me like you are confident of making the ordinary into the extraordinary. Quite shocking.”

“Yeah, though after my trials with Yamato-san I’m rather tired, so I need to keep my strength for what’s next. Speaking of… your shrine is near to Bankei-san’s, isn't it? You must have issues…” I asked their leader, who nodded, frowning, deep in thought.

“Yes.” Taishakama-san agreed in the end. “We are aware. Both of us are jockeying for resources in spiritual Kyoto, though of course we are not so foolish as to start any sort of unnecessary conflict.”

“Great. So, Kudou-san sent you here to evaluate me, which is fine. But I’m also here to evaluate you.” I warned. “So, what do you want to achieve tonight?”

“A good question. Spiritual Kyoto is quite dangerous. And there are certain… creatures… that roam it, troubling us all. There is one… a vile Oboroguruma, a ghastly cart with a terrible face, that roams the streets near our borders. I do not believe it is part of the Night Parade, although… they may be about this very night.” He looked nervous at that. “If possible, we would wish you to display your strength, and defeat it, driving it away at the least.”

“I see. Yeah, I can do that.” If it’s strong, it might be worth a Level or two. “I’m not clashing with the Night Parade…” At that, Shaeula flinched. “… but taking out some troublesome Yōkai, making Kyoto safer… sure. Well, Haru-san, Grulgor, Hyacinth, you three are with me.” Before Shaeula could protest, I smiled. “You’ve done your work today, guarding our bodies. So why not drink along with our family and guests? With you here, I have no concerns.”

I then nodded at Aliyah and Treyvon. "You two might as well come along as well. You have to start learning your duties sooner or later." Ignoring Aliyah's grumbles, I waited for Shaeula to answer.

“I shall do that then.” She answered at last. “Though should you see-see any of the Night Parade…”

“I know.” I ruffled her hair affectionately. “Just relax. Tomorrow will be a long day, and we are going to drain every drop of light we can from Kiyomizu-dera, so I need you on top form.”

I spent a little longer exchanging words with our guests and my family, before I was off into the night again, taking the boat up towards yet another shrine…

[image: image-placeholder]


“He looks rather different here.” Kinkawa-san observed Grulgor, surprised, as he had returned to his massive Troll form, his body still wreathed in the massive layers of heavy chainmail he had worn during the campaign to free the Spring, a massive mace, as long as a person was tall, clutched in one huge hand. “Rather intimidating. Is he some sort of Yōkai then? To think you could bring him to our world from here…”

“Not a Yōkai, a Fae. A similar type of spiritual being. I’m sure you know about those?” I asked, and he only smiled mysteriously in return, before praising Grulgor as looking powerful, which pleased the Troll.

“The lines between the world of the spiritual and our Material world are only going to blur more and more as time goes on.” I continued, looking about the shrine, noticing that unlike Kiyomizu-dera there were inhabitants scurrying about, small, half-sized humanoid creatures looking a little like Goblins, as well as the familiar Komainu, the lion-like dogs that were often seen as statues at Shinto shrines and some temples. They don’t bother me anymore. Well, not much. Eri and Aiko… they could handle any dog that attacked them now, so we have nothing to fear.

Taishakama-san smiled proudly at my interest, his jowls jiggling a little. “I see you are admiring my forces. My shrine is an old one, one of the oldest in Kyoto, and with a rich and proud history, so it is unsurprising that I should have many spiritual followers. The numbers continually increase.”

His smile turned sly. “If you wish, I could tell you the secret of how to grow the population of spiritual beings in your domain…?” He left that thought hanging while I kept my face blank, wondering why he thought I wouldn’t already know. Though I suppose Yamato-san didn’t at first, not everyone seems to work it out…

That was surely one of the biggest issues we had trying to get all the candidates for Astral Emperor on the same page. Well, that and the benefits of the Conqueror Class… The level of knowledge each Chosen had was wildly different, depending on whether they had knowledge cheats like I did (which seemed to be rare) or a helpful guide (even rarer), so standardising that would be essential for the Ministry over the short-term. I was going to remark on this idea, but Haru-san beat me to it.

“Actually, Akio-san is already more than aware of how. His Territory is brimming with all sorts of spiritual beings, Kami and more.” she interjected, a touch pridefully, and that made me smile. I guess she’s starting to accept her role as my Chosen Hero and Vassal. That’s good. It’ll help her recover from her trauma at being murdered, though that will take a while still, I’m sure.

“You gather ether and will it to form Buildings that facilitate the summoning or creation of these creatures, right?” she continued, and Taishakama-san had to agree.

“I see. I had expected you might know. Not everyone does.” he shrugged, confirming my speculations. “I have of course shared this information with Kudou-sama and the wider faction, but I had hoped to entice you with such knowledge too…” he admitted, which made me respect him a little more, since he didn’t try to hide his intentions.

“I already knew about it. The God that chose me told me.” Kinkawa-san preened. “I have a gift for it too, one you’ll see later.” He turned to Haru-san, giving her his brightest smile. “I bet you’ll be impressed! Try not to fall for me, all right?”

“Ugh, I think I’ll manage that.” Haru-san shot him down, which made me smile. As Kinkawa-san laughed off his seeming rejection, Engetsu-san admitted he had not been aware of this, but had been able to create other Buildings when he wished he could grow stronger quickly. A pattern was developing, definitely, and hopefully at Conclave I could put it together, based on my own experiences and those of the other Chosen candidates I had fought and met.

As we left the shrine, emerging into Kyoto, overlooking the river, which now bubbled with orange water energies, large flying creatures that looked like a cross between fish and birds flapping overhead, clearly visible to my excellent eyesight, I asked something that had been bothering me. “So I have another question. Is there a Chosen at Tenryu-ji as well? I could feel a Territory from around there when I passed by on the boat. I believe that’s a Tsukuyomi faction shrine as well, isn't it?”

At my question the three paused, before Taishakama-san answered. “Yes, you are correct. In fact, there is another too. The Lady Diviner and her small shrine is located not too far south from here as well. A coincidence, but a welcome one. Though the noble Lady Diviner and the master of Tenryu-ji have other matters to attend to, so cannot be present here.”

I see, I’m starting to get it now. Looks like they had the same ideas as Yamato-san, not that it’s a bad one, but I’m being worked like a dog by these wily priests, and I can’t say I entirely appreciate it… “So, from the maps I’ve seen, Tenryu-ji is about what, a kilometre and a half from here in a straight line? Too far for this Rank two Territory to reach, but… if Tenryu-ji is also a Rank two, then there should be overlap. The Diviner’s shrine as well… you should be able to link them up?” I couldn’t feel her Territory, so either she doesn’t own the shrine and surrounding lands, or it’s still small…

“Yes, it is barely half a kilometre from here, but… I have been unable to safely expand down that way.” he answered, his face tinged with shame.

“Because of this Oboroguruma, right?” I asked shrewdly. “You said it appeared to the south often, near Kegon-ji.” Yeah, this reminds me of the cursed pot that roamed near Yamato-san’s shrine. It looks like I’m definitely doing the same thing again… “Fine. Well, helping protect the Diviner doesn’t seem like a bad thing. But first, are there any Kami here in your shrine? I’d like to get their blessings, if I could?”

“Alas, the Kami this shrine venerates are too powerful to materialise here, so their attendants tell me.” Taishakama-san apologised.

“Oh well, it can’t be helped.” Turning to Grulgor, who was bored by our long conversation, I grinned. “You ready? It’s time for battle.”

“Grul will smash and crush and bash them all, until none remain!” he gurgled, slamming a rocky fist on his armour, a loud gong-like noise ringing out.

“I… I’ll do my best too.” Haru-san promised.

“In that case, gentleman, leave this to us. Since you want to evaluate us, I’ll put on a proper show!”
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“Damn, this area is quite dangerous. I can see why no Territory has made it past Rank two yet. Although…” It wouldn’t be perfect, but with the triangle of the three shrines here all within a kilometre of each other, they could certainly take it in turns when they were all linked up. It wouldn’t be fool-proof, but it would be a lot safer than the prospects for Kiyomizu-dera.

“Grul will wreck you!” he growled, slamming his mace into the head of one of the massive flying birds that had descended, reminding me a little of the Thunderbird I saw in Las Vegas, though without the grace or beauty. I wonder how she’s doing, and her chicks? That casino prick is gone from there, so she should be safe…

The bird let out a baleful screech, the muddy black feathers that covered it vibrating like a series of knives, shaving metal fragments from the mace Grulgor wielded, even as the weight of the blows broke several feathers, sending them flying off. It opened its beak to cry out again, only for a bolt of light from Haru-san to fly down and pierce the soft insides, the smell of roasting flesh disgusting.

The bird shuddered, lashing out with one savage clawed foot, and our escorts cried out, only for Haru-san to be unharmed as the claws passed though her, like she was a ghost. Which of course she is.

Grulgor took that opportunity to bring the mace down again, this time breaking the outstretched leg, and as the bird toppled with a shrill scream, bolts of light pierced both crimson eyes, boiling the brain fatally.

Not bad. Not that I had the leisure to be observing. Two large corpses were already decaying into ether behind me, a litter of the black and red feathers covering the elegant mountain pathway, and a third was trying frantically to bring me down.

With a wingspan of nearly ten metres, this one was the alpha of the pack, and as it tried to strike me with a beak the length of a greatsword, and equally as sharp and deadly, I moved, my body empowered by Body Enhancement, my own sharp and deadly Fangs retaliating.

Sparks cascaded as one grated along the beak, diverting the strike, while my second chopped at the bird's neck. The feathers whirred and shivered, blocking my attack, deflecting some of the impact back my way, but I was undeterred, slipping under the bird, and attacking the more vulnerable underside of the throat. A rain of blows landed, feathers cracking and breaking, but the bird was unharmed, merely infuriated by the pain of the impacts.

As it tried to use its massive size and weight to crush me, wind energy spiked around me, whirling into a jade sword that had a fine, oscillating edge, and with one slash the feathers were sundered, and the head was severed, the bird tilting to one side, before crashing to the ground, slain.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Eighty-nine to Ninety. Your…


Level ninety! Great! I wonder if there’s any bonus at a hundred, like there was at fifty? Sheathing my curved swords I watched as several smaller birds that were circling overhead were blasted from the sky by bolts of focussed light element from Haru-san, and then crushed ruthlessly by Grulgor.

“Good job!” I praised as they finished up. “You’ve really mastered the idea of turning light element into lasers.”

Haru-san nodded. “When you explained how some of your wind element attacks work, it only made sense to apply the same scientific principles.”

“Cool, let me check your Level. Nice, it’s gone up by seven. That should help you a lot.” I grinned, and Haru-san returned my smile a bit bashfully. “These birds are damn fine experience, and also…” I looked down at the scattered feathers, which remained. “I think these might make great crafting materials.”

Picking some up I let a little aether flow through them, which caused them to vibrate, their edges shimmering with a faint prismatic glow. I pulled the edge over my palms, and even with my high stats it managed to slice my flesh a little. Only when I used Body Enhancement was my flesh impervious to the damage.

“I’ll start grabbing them.” Haru-san agreed, looking for something to use as a bag.

“Now that was quite the impressive showing.” Taishakama-san exclaimed, he and his colleagues shocked by our combat. “When I see those nightmarish birds flocking, I have to flee. One at a time, I am confident in dealing with it, but to take on a small flock? Reckless. Fortunately they seem to have their nests in the mountains around Kyoto and do not often come here.”

“Is that so?” I mused, disappointed. “A shame, I was going to go wipe them out. Oh well…”

“Seriously, you guys are insane.” Kinkawa-san muttered. “You didn’t even ask us for help. And here I was getting ready to show what I could do!”

“And what can you do?” I asked, helping Haru-san gather the remnants of the giant black birds. “If it is helping us carry the loot, I’d appreciate it.”

“Cheeky bastard.” he muttered in response. “Though… actually I can help with that. Come, my Black Cloak!” he declared grandly, and a shadowy mantle of darkness fluttered out behind him, and from those shadows came living beings, crawling out one after another, until forty small creatures had emerged, with long, sharp claws, hairy bodies reminiscent of some of the Beastkin I had in my Territory, long necks and bald, misshapen heads. Not pretty,

Himamushi nyūdō [Yōkai] - ???


As I was looking at them with my Eye, and Haru-san was shying away from the rather ugly creatures, Kinkawa-san clapped his hands. “All right, you fools. Go collect all the feathers. And make it quick!” He clapped his hands again, before laughing at our strained expressions.

“Yeah I know. These are the little wretches that infest my shrine. I have hundreds, maybe thousands of the ugly little bastards crawling all over the place. Probably because my shrine is dedicated to a Kami who is a Tsukumogami lantern. Yes, it’s as unimpressive and stupid as it sounds…”

“You should not denigrate your noble Kami.” Engetsu-san frowned. “Even in jest. They deserve respect…”

“Sure, sure.” He waved away the complaint. “Anyway, when I was visited by a real God…” He snorted, further annoying Engetsu-san. “…this was the ability I got. Well, part of it, anyway. I can carry spiritual beings in my cloak with me, so I’m never alone, always with an army. Or in this case, a janitorial staff.” He ran a hand through his spiky blonde hair, sighing. “Seriously, I’d rather be able to throw laser beams like you, beautiful.” He turned his grin on Haru-san.

“It’s not all nice.” Haru-san replied softly, uncomfortable with his closeness, so I intervened.

“That’s a great ability. If you have warriors good in a fight, it’s an instant army for an infiltrator. It’d be hard to defend against…” It would be an excellent way to sabotage or destroy an enemy Territory. I expect that creatures within that space are sheltered from the drain of a hostile Territory, so they’d come out fresh…

“Thanks man. Hearing that from the guy who murdered all those bloody big birds makes me feel a bit better.”

“I must say, you are certainly impressing me so far.” Taishakama-san agreed, nodding. “Though I must ask… you have mentioned Levels a few times. Just what do you mean by that?”

“I dare say we’ll discuss that at Conclave.” I deflected. “For now, we need to push on once the feathers are gathered.”

“I see. Now I have some hopes that you can defeat the foe that prevents us linking up with the noble Lady Diviner at her shrine.” He allowed me to change the subject graciously.

“Well, I’ll certainly give it a shot.” I promised. I’m low on water and flame elements, but I still have plenty of wind and earth. It should be fine…
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“Akio-san, I’m scared…” Haru-san muttered in a tiny voice, clutching my hand tight for reassurance, which was surprising. Even Grulgor was silent, overawed by the scene in front of us. Squeezing her hand back, I whispered to her. “Worst-case, you just go back to the Material while I buy you time to flee. But hopefully…”

Under the silver sky of the Boundary, a sight I had never imagined I would see was unfolding below us. The streets were packed with revellers, a massive horde well over a thousand strong. No, more like two or three thousand of them…

From our vantage spot on a small, winding path that looped around parallel to the main route below, we could see a veritable tide of Yōkai, the amount and variety dizzying. Many of them were banging ritual drums or blowing flutes, or even beating on glass bottles or metal pots, and numerous voices were singing wildly.

Torches in red, yellow, blue, and other, stranger colours, were held aloft, dyeing the night, and barrels of sake and other strong spirits were being broached, reckless monsters that defied description splashing the contents into cups and bowls, or simply upending the barrels over their heads and drinking deep of the alcoholic shower.

Roasted hunks of meat, possibly pork, or maybe something worse, were being passed around on skewers as long as spears, for the horde to feast upon, and various brawls and arguments were breaking out amidst the throng, quickly gathering a circle of jeering onlookers to encourage the violence.

As the slowly moving host poured through the streets of Kyoto, my Eye shone, my hands over it to hide the glow from below. As name after name of Yōkai scrolled across my vision in burning amber letters, I breathed out a faint whisper. “The Hyakki Yagyō, the Night Parade Of One Hundred Demons. To think that we’d actually see it in reality…”


Two Hundred And Sixty-Seven


Ihave to say the Night Parade is certainly impressive. Looking down at the pandemonium below, I considered how I would do it if I was going to attack them. The most obvious way would be to rain down Foehn on them, that would certainly take out some of them, but with the sheer number and strength of the Yōkai below, that would only lead to swift retaliation. No, taking them head-on, even from ambush, is stupid. Besides…

My eyes scanned the crowd. I could see numerous types of Yōkai, such as a massive pair of Oni, horned ogres who towered above the others, one with deep red skin, the other with pale blue. They look like brother and sister, maybe… They were wrestling over a barrel of sake, sloshing it everywhere as they fought, trampling and kicking aside other smaller Yōkai.

A great flaming wheel, this one with a burning woman trapped inside, was rolling around the edges, her flaming hair setting small iridescent fires along the road the Parade was travelling, dozens of other wheels full of howling heads and similarly tortured women following like an honour guard. Is that the Grand Katasharin? It looks powerful…

“Such a host. To think that they roam Japan at will within the spiritual realm. Any of us caught unawares would surely die.” Engetsu-san observed warily.

“Grul… would like to fight those big ones.” he rumbled quietly, pointing cautiously at the two Oni as they brawled happily. “…but Grul thinks even Duke Formor would not be able to defeat all foes down below.”

Now hasn’t Grulgor grown up? Since becoming a Chosen Hero he’s definitely been able to reason better. The Grulgor from before would be champing at the bit to rush in and fight, heedless of the odds. It’s almost enough to bring a tear to my eye… Waxing sentimental, I nodded. “Yes, I don’t know how strong the Duke is, but against sheer weight of numbers, including the powerful Hundred Demons…”

I could see other Yōkai I recognised from story and song, as well as from personal experience. Several cats similar to Ginneka and Kinneka were leaping to and fro, while others were drinking deep from barrels and picking at roasted meat.

Ignoring the stinging pain I felt at that, and a sense of lingering nostalgia, I turned my attention to Haru-san. “It’s all right. We aren’t going to do anything foolish, so relax. Besides, I don’t want to start trouble and end up harming relations with them.”

Sure, I killed those Yōkai earlier, but they attacked first, weren’t open to negotiations, and were outliers. If I was to rain down Foehn now and harm, or worse, kill Shaeula’s mother or some of her Kamaitachi, that would be a disaster I don’t think I could recover from. “No, we’ll take this as a priceless opportunity to observe the Night Parade in their natural state. So keep a close eye and report anything suspicious.”

I trained my own gaze on trying to find anyone who could be Shaeula’s mother. I did manage to spot several Kamaitachi and other Yōkai weasels wandering about, black, brown or blonde-furred, yet none seemed to resemble Shaeula, and from what I gathered her mother had the same amber fur as she did. None of them look that impressive, either, although some are clearly more powerful than our own Kamaitachi.

There were other fantastic beings amidst the host, numerous weird Tsukumogami bouncing around, such as pots and barrels, which reminded me unpleasantly of the Kodoku pot from earlier, as well as living weapons and armour, looms, farm equipment and other ancient furnishings.

More common myths such as the aquatic Kappa, the long-nosed Tengu and more were all jumbled together, and it really was a sight that could only be seen here in the Boundary. At least for now.

Several more of the birds that had attacked us flew overhead, only for them to suddenly fall out of the sky with pained cries, landing heavily on the ground, to be swarmed over by the Parade, tied up and dragged into the packed ranks, meeting a grizzly fate. We slowly crept after the Parade, careful to avoid notice as small groups or lone Yōkai often split off from the crowd for a little while, before eventually rejoining them.

“Hmm, no sign of Shaeula’s mother.” I whispered to myself, after long observation. “Though…” I did have my suspicions. There were several carriages with blacked-out windows being pulled by fantastical horse-like Yōkai, as well as a dozen or so palanquins, being carried on the shoulders of Oni and other powerful beings.

Several great snakes were slithering along, each the size of the Wyrm that had attacked my Territory so long ago, and great chains were attached to their flesh by long nails driven in-between the scales, weeping inky blood. These chains were looped around a massive, wheeled house, which was at the centre of the host.

There are other strange conveyances, too… A flock of birds was carrying an ornate cage, while a giant snail the size of a bus had windows and openings carved into its shell. If I had to guess, Shaeula’s mother is in one of those… not the snail though, I’d wager…

As I observed, unwilling to use my Eye to probe too deeply in case the mystical power drew notice we couldn’t handle, Haru-san clutched at my sleeve. When I turned to see what she wanted, she whispered an observation to me. “Look, Akio-san. Do you see how they avoid all the shrines and temples? Everything else is fair game, but… not those.”

“Now that she mentions it, I’ve wondered that.” Kinkawa-san agreed, scratching idly at one pierced ear. “There’s a little shrine just there, right? But the Parade went right past it, even though I can see it has inhabitants.”

More nods from the others supported with this. “I see. So, I know there have been casualties and a shrine was destroyed. But… was that done by the Night Parade?” I asked.

“It is hard to say. The Parade has definitely attacked those caught out and about at night who chanced upon them.” Taishakama-san mused, thinking. “But I have not heard of any of our shrines being directly attacked.” The others agreed with him.

“I see. Good job, Haru-san. This could be important information. Let’s watch a bit longer to confirm that.” As she nodded, happy at my praise, we continued to shadow the Night Parade at a safe distance, me continuing to deploy a little wind element to create dead spots in the air to mask our sounds and scents, marvelling at the chaos which somehow also contained order. It was definitely as if the horde had some direction, probably from a leader. Nurarihyon, if one believes the myths, right? And with all I’ve seen over these last three months I’ve no reason not to.

Kitsune, ghostly men and women, hundreds of glowing fiery balls of light like miniature stars, creatures that shapeshifted endlessly between numerous forms both possible and impossible, creatures that were simply shadows, voids cut into reality, and many more, all were enjoying the revelry, and as they approached a more major shrine which was directly in their path, we all held our breath, only for them to turn, avoiding the Divine grounds. To the side the crowd flowed there was a small Buddhist temple, and they avoided that too, streaming through the middle, flutes, horns and drums blaring, chaotic songs filling the still Boundary night.

“I see. It looks like you were right, Haru-san. Their route takes them away from the temples and shrines. Now if only we knew why.” I let out a long sigh. “Well, I guess there’s no point risking it following them further, and while I saw several ghastly carts that could have been your Oboroguruma, we might as well do what we came for. If it’s out there we’ll defeat it, right Grulgor?”

He nodded happily, again smashing a heavy fist into his chest. “Yes, Grul is angry he could not fight those strong foes. Grul needs to crush and break an enemy to make him feel better!”

“You heard him.” I grinned. “And even if it’s not there, you should be able to claim the area for your Territory, Taishakama-san. I’d feel better knowing the Diviner’s Territory was protected.”

“Oho, interested in the Lady Diviner, huh?” Kinkawa-san laughed a touch crudely. “Well, you and everyone else. Rumour has it she’s as beautiful as a Goddess, not that anyone has ever seem her face in years. But somehow I doubt you’ll be the first to peek under that veil.”

“Show some respect.” Engetsu-san warned. “Our noble Lady Diviner is not to be thought of in carnal ways, she is a spiritual light we must all follow in these troubling times.”

Even Haru-san was glaring at me, which I thought unfair, as it was Kinkawa-san who was being disgusting, not me. Still, now that I was spending more time with women, I understood that apologising was often the best move. “Sorry. I definitely didn’t mean it like that. I get that she’s important, therefore making sure her Territory is defended is a top priority for me.”

“I see.” Haru-san replied flatly. “I thought you were interested in another woman, Akio-san.”

“I have quite enough.” I promised. “So, shall we go?” I changed the subject desperately, and with that we headed away from the Night Parade, towards the small and mysterious Tsukuyomi-jinja, the shrine that apparently the Diviner dwelt at.

As we traversed the streets of Boundary Kyoto, the rippling aurorae of the Boundary overhead fading into silver as time passed, crackles of lightning streaking through the heavens, soundless without thunder, we noticed that they were largely deserted.

“I believe the passing of the Night Parade has scared the natives off.” Engetsu-san observed. “After the fate of those black birds, I cannot say I blame them.”

“Yeah, it makes our lives easier though.” I agreed, as several areas had been joined to Taishakama-san’s Territory without incident. “But I was hoping for a bit of combat. You too, right Grulgor?” At his bitter laugh, I continued. “Oh well, I suppose we can’t… wait, what’s that?” My ears picked up the sound of wood and metal striking stone, and a sibilant, unpleasant muttering, as if several beings were having a hushed conversation.

We all stopped to listen, and after a few moments the others could hear it too, as it was closing in. “I think it is our target.” Taishakama-san observed, wary. “I would recognise those disturbing noises anywhere.”

“Great. I guess this won’t be a bust after all.” I was actually starting to get a bit excited. It wasn’t as if I was a battle junkie, though I had certainly fought enough battles recently. But I did enjoy the rewards, and not just my own. Seeing my sis, Eri, Shaeula, even people like Haru-san, grow stronger, well, it was addictive.

“Haru-san, you’ll back me up. Hopefully you might be able to scrape up another Level or two. Grulgor, you’re with me. It might be a tough fight.” Although probably not… I’ve definitely grown stronger. Though I am handicapped by being rather low on a few of my elements…

“Do you not wish to see what we can do?” Engetsu-san asked, and I shrugged.

“Oh yeah, I was supposed to be evaluating you all, wasn’t I? The thing is, I’m not here to evaluate your strength. That can always be improved. No, I’m here to see if we can work together.”

“I see. You are rather confident. Though I hardly think it is unearned.” Taishakama-san replied. “But beware, this Oboroguruma is no ordinary Yōkai, it is strong. Arrogance is poison to the soul.”

As Engetsu-san agreed with that sentiment, Haru-san pointed, as approaching us along the streets of the Boundary was indeed a grim sight. The cart was massive, easily the size of a large van, and the grotesque face that headed it, half-transparent and staring with bloodshot eyes, long lank locks of grey hair trailing it like seaweed, mouth full of razor-sharp fangs as long as katanas, was bigger than me. As it saw us the cart sped up, drool splashing from the gaping mouth like rain.

That’s not all, though. The back of the cart was filled with barrels and pots, which gave me pause, as well as five hunched and cloaked figures, smaller than a person, their exposed skin matching the black of their cloaks. They were carrying a variety of tools, sacks and strangely enough, what looked like long brooms. One of the figures leapt off the accelerating cart, dashing into the shadows to retrieve something giving off a ruddy glow, before chasing after the wagon and leaping back on.

“Well, I get the impression this isn’t a Yōkai we can negotiate with…” Though I thought I would give it a try anyway.

“There’s no need for violence, can we discuss…” I began, only for the Oboroguruma to laugh, fangs clashing together. The shadowy figures riding it also began to chitter and squeal, and one pulled a long pole from the back of the wagon, tipped with a metal collar-like ring, studded with spikes. Is that a man-catcher?

“All right then. Go for it!” I signalled to Grulgor as negotiations instantly broke down, and he raced towards our foe. His mace slammed directly into the forehead of the Oboroguruma, only for him to continue forward, his momentum not arrested, as the mace passed through the ghostly form, to slam into the ground.

Teeth closed like the jaws of a bear trap, and his chainmail was pierced through, though with the multiple layers, most of the damage was prevented. Acidic blood scattered and Grulgor bellowed as his fists punched helplessly though the phantasmal Yōkai.

A man-catcher tried to grab him around the neck, but Grulgor shrugged it off, his massive neck-muscles flexing, shattering the pole, to disappointed chittering from the riders.

Earth element flared and I sent rock spears shooting from the ground, aiming for the underbelly of the wagon and the head. The wagon itself shuddered, wood pierced, but the face merely howled gleefully as the rocks passed through without doing any harm.

“Looks like it’s a bit like you.” I mentioned to Haru-san, drawing a scowl from her.

“No it is not!” she protested, offended. “I look nothing like that! You should have learned how to speak to women by now, Akio-san!” She gathered indigo light around herself, only to unleash several long, brilliant streaks of it, leaving burning afterimages in our vision, and the head roaring in pain, the intangible flesh of its face starting to melt away where the beams touched.

One of the riders tumbled off the wagon, hitting the ground hard, lying still, an empty, fluttering cloth where a head should have been, faint steam rising from the stump.

“I didn’t mean looks, I meant… oh, never mind. I think you are messing with me!” I raced towards the Yōkai, unleashing some of my remaining flame energy, burning the mouth of the Oboroguruma. Grulgor suffered some minor damage too, but as it released him, several teeth falling free as the phantasmal flesh burned, purified by flame, he grabbed his mace and swung at the wagon.

Wood screamed in protest before giving way, and jagged needles of it cascaded in all directions, one wheel bouncing loose, causing the Oboroguruma to list to the side, face grinding into the ground. Grulgor was slammed by the corner of the wagon, staggering him, but with a great roar of rage he pushed back, halting the Yōkai.

“Up we go.” I leapt onto the wagon, my Twin Fangs slashing out, cutting through the brooms and other defences the creatures on board raised. One was sliced clean in half, though no blood was spilt, and as it fell I could see the robes were hollow and empty.

The second was chopped down too, leaving two remaining. One was felled by a burst of light from Haru-san, and the Oboroguruma screamed as more bolts started disintegrating its ghostly visage. It tried to retreat since Grulgor was holding it immobile, but Grulgor merely roared with delighted laughter, mace cleaving the second wheel into flinders of wood and metal, the wagon now completely collapsed, barrels and boxes spilling off, bright objects in red, yellow and other colours spilling onto the path like a glittering rain. Are those…

The last cloaked figure leapt from the wagon, desperately scooping up the fallen Etherites and other objects into a sack it carried, but a tongue of flame from me incinerated it. More lances of light were blasting into the pinned Oboroguruma, its shrieks filling the still air, and I looked back to see our three escorts looking at each other wryly, impressed as we dismantled the threat.

The wagon trembled, shuddering, and the disintegrating disembodied head drew in a long, shuddering breath, and I could feel ether in the surrounding area diminishing as it was absorbed by the Yōkai.

Before I could cry a warning it exhaled through its bloody mouth with numerous broken blade-like teeth, and the scream was a concussive hammer of force, aether shimmering as the soundwave tore up the ground, destruction heading towards Haru-san, its tormentor.

Shit. I turned to move, only for the lid on one barrel to pop off, and a mass of grasping tentacles gushed out, flailing around me and grabbing at my arms and legs, momentarily stopping me. My Eye flared, telling me it was a…

Noble’s Treasure Barrel [Possessed Tsukumogami]


…but that didn’t matter. Flame flared into existence around me, a scalding aura that set the grasping tentacles ablaze, and as the barrel itself tried to drag me into the inky depths that glittered with golden and silver pinpricks, I tore free, dropping Foehn into the void-like maw of the Tsukumogami.

Haru-san was a little worse for wear, silvery blood on her face and one arm, but I was relieved to see most of the attack had been physical, passing through her, only the shimmering fragments of aether left over causing her any harm.

Seeing my panicked gaze, she gave me a surprisingly sweet smile, before raising one hand, gathering a massive amount of her light element. “I guess I gave the ghost a taste of its own medicine.” Her smile faded, and she slashed down her arm, unleashing the brilliant deep blue beam of energy, punching through the forehead of the ghastly head, one eye exploding from the impact, the wagon itself bored clean through, the beam travelling into the far distance.

“Grul thinks that was well done! Even Grul would have been hurt by that!” he cried, kicking and punching the wagon, his mace forgotten as he worked out his aggression.

“Why thank you.” Haru-san smiled wanly, not sure how to take the compliment, as she didn’t see herself as a fighter.

“Yeah, I have to agree. You have surprising potential. Though I hope you’ve kept some strength for tomorrow?” I asked, kicking the blazing Tsukumogami out of the wagon, where it shattered, spilling a heap of old copper, silver, bronze and even a few gold coins over the ground.

Another barrel stirred, but before it could respond I had cleaved it in two, spatial rending activating, cutting it cleanly, as well as piercing the wagon bed, opening a massive gash in the charred wood. The Yōkai screamed, though the sound was fading, the purification from Haru-san’s light element a poison to the creature.

“I have.” Haru-san promised. “Are… are you sure I can do it?”

“You’ve been practising, haven't you?” I hopped over to the fading head, flame energy gathering, stoked to a fury by a trickle of wind. When the green and yellow energies mixed, a tide of flame gushed down, and the Oboroguruma burned, the ghostly bone under unravelling ethereal flesh charring black and crumbling away, turning to ash. The wagon then collapsed, the wood turning to grains of dust, which quickly burned brilliantly, before vanishing, gone forever.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from Ninety to Ninety-one. Your…


“Besides, as I said, this time we won’t be trying it in combat, unlike when I wanted you to do it in Inuyama. So we can adjust, take it slow. I believe in you. Besides…” I grinned. “… you gained another three Levels there.” I praised her, ignoring my own Level-up message for now.

“Tonight worked out just as I hoped. Well, apart from when you got blasted by that last-gasp attack. I thought my heart would stop for a second there.” In the heat of battle I’m still a little careless. I need another round of training from Ulfuric to iron out those last flaws, but when will I have the time?

“Don’t do that.” Haru-san complained, and I cocked my head, puzzled. On seeing that, she grimaced. “You know what, don’t act like you are confused.” She sighed then. “Well, I admit I was worried, but…” She glanced down at her minor injuries. “Compared to the past… these are nothing.”

Shit, not what I wanted her to think about. Time to change the subject… “All right, it’s looting time. But first…” I had Haru-san destroy the remaining couple of Tsukumogami that were hiding among the wreckage from the ghostly wagon. Neither of them were particularly powerful, but she did gain another Level out of it. That just left piles of shiny objects littering the streets.

“So what are those?” Kinkawa-san asked, looking at the spilled Etherites.

“Booty.” I grinned, rummaging through. “I have no idea why the Oboroguruma was roaming this part of Kyoto, collecting them, but… ah, jackpot.” I found a single shining blue Etherite in the pile, as well as five green ones. “Ixitt will be pleased, if he hasn’t managed to source any.” I then gathered a dozen yellow ones and gave them to Haru-san. “Keep them for emergencies.”

“So, uh… do we get any?” Kinkawa-san asked, and at my look, he shrugged. “Can’t blame a guy for trying. So what do they do? They feel… like ether?”

“That’s right. They are concentrated ether, so they are rather useful, although below green they don’t add up to much. All right, you can each have a red, orange and yellow one so you can familiarise yourselves with them.” I fished out nine from the pile and handed them over.

“The rest…” I looked to Grulgor, who had dragged a sack out of the wreckage, and was stuffing the remaining glittering pile of Etherites into it. “…we’ll take. I used up most of my supply in an emergency. Call it an extermination fee.”

“What about the coins?” Kinkawa-san asked, and I scooped up a handful, giving them to him.

“Well, I’m not sure how useful they are, here in the Boundary, but you can have a handful each as a souvenir. Oh, and now we have some carrying capacity, we’ll have those feathers back please.” Haru-san and I also took a pocketful, while Grulgor gathered up the rest.

When he was done, mace over one shoulder, bulging sack over the other, looking like a post-apocalyptical Santa Claus, I chivvied everyone along. “We might as well finish up. The threat blocking you from Tsukuyomi-jinja is gone, so we’ll do what we came for.”

“Yes, I am now quite convinced of your talents. Suzuki-san and this… Grulgor… too.” Taishakama-san mused, and his two companions agreed. “I believe we can safely tell Kudou-san you are someone we can work with.”

Great. That’s the other mission accomplished then. It didn’t take us long to reach the shrine, which was small, set into the foot of a mountain, bubbling hot springs all around it. Yet the power here was unreal. “This Territory is only Rank two, but it feels… noticeably stronger than that. It’s like the Spring of Clear Reflections.” I looked around, fascinated. It feels a little familiar, but I’m sure I’ve never felt it before.

As we looked around the magnificent shrine, the buildings modestly-sized yet made from beautiful white and blue marble, with silver inlay studded with diamonds, moonstones and other clear gems, numerous cypress trees growing everywhere, trailing vines full of pure white flowers cascading down like veils, a figure started coming towards us, exiting the main shrine. On seeing us, the man bowed low.

Who is that? He looks old-fashioned, wearing regal silk garments and his face is heavy with makeup, with bone white powder and deep violet lipstick. He’s also carrying a golden staff, topped with a huge diamond…

“Welcome, noble travellers.” The man spoke, his accent strange, and the Japanese archaic, yet somehow we had no trouble understanding it. “This shrine is dedicated to my Divine Lord Tsukuyomi, the Moon that guides us. I am Prince Shōtoku, after my death I found myself here, enshrined. It is not a bad existence, being able to serve my God in death, seeing the priestesses come and go. Though the noble Matsumuro Tsukiko-sama is perhaps the greatest of them all. It was a blessing to finally meet her.”

Who? My puzzlement must have shown, as Taishakama-san answered, his tone tinged with wonder. “I knew the noble and sacred Lady Diviner was from Matsumuro heritage, but none even speak of her name anymore. To think we would hear it here. Tsukiko. Daughter of the moon. How fitting.” He seemed awed by the meeting, and the Prince chuckled.

“Yes, she has a blessing from Tsukuyomi that few can boast.” I felt his gaze linger on me just a fraction. “Though as the moon waxes, it too must wane.” His powdered face fell, pondering. “Though Tsukiko-sama would not hesitate to choose the correct path. But it seems a lonely one. If you should see the opportunity, please extend a kind hand to her. Those who serve the Gods have the hardest path of all, as you will no doubt find.”

“It seems she’s certainly got a lot on her mind.” I agreed. “But at least now Taishakama-san can protect this Territory. That’ll be a weight off her shoulders. As for the other matters… I’ll do what I can, Prince Shōtoku. Though I can’t say I really believe in prophecy and destiny.” Although my Foresight seems real, though with it only triggering a couple of times it could still be coincidence. And if it is a Laplace’s Demon type scenario… well… “But if misfortune is heading our way, I’ll just crush it.”

“A bit arrogant, saying you’ll help out the Lady Diviner, but… I guess you’ve got some skills to back that up.” Kinkawa-san muttered.

“I am relieved to know that Tsukiko-sama and my lord Tsukuyomi are held in such high regard.” the Prince declared, pleased. “In that case, go with my blessing, children of this land, and you, wanderer who is like us yet not.” He addressed Grulgor, who surprisingly enough merely nodded.

Your Class, Kami-Blessed, has increased from Level Nine to Level Ten.
Your Fortune, Majesty, Charm and League have increased by One
Your Aether has increased by Thirty-three.
Your ability to gather and utilise Adherence has slightly increased. Your maximum capacity for Adherence has increased.


I felt his blessing settle on me, and his favour, and though it was not the strongest I had received, it was one that seemed to fit me the best. As my League increased, I could feel my ability to handle adherence further improve, and my body was brimming with strength. A bonus I didn’t expect. The Conclave has been very profitable, power-wise, and we haven’t even really started yet…

“I thank you for your kind blessing. I’ll strive to be worthy of it.” I bowed again, even more deeply.

“I trust that you will. Now, I get so few visitors here. Would you care to stay for some tea?” the Prince asked.

“I’m sorry.” I declined for us all. “Though perhaps we can visit again before I leave. Time is passing, and Conclave is tomorrow.” I turned to the priests from Tsukuyomi faction. “Besides, didn’t you want to try and link up to Tenryu-ji? If we hurry we might make it now the Night Parade has passed us by.”

“Yes. That is indeed true.” Taishakama-san agreed. “My apologies, noble Prince Shōtoku. In these troubled times, the faithful who still believe in and serve the Kami and greater Gods must come together. So we must demur for now.”

The others echoed him, and the Prince sighed, a trace of melancholy in his voice as he bade us farewell. “So be it. I have waited long here at this shrine for company. I can bide my time a while longer.”

As we left the shrine, I glanced back, to see the Prince looking at us, his dark brown eyes immeasurably sad. Damn, it must be hard, becoming a Kami after death, spending all this time alone… oh well, maybe the Diviner… no, Tsukiko-san, can get him some company, with a few Buildings…
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I opened my eyes to the rays of the sun streaming in through a window. Blinking, I looked at my watch, to see it was nearly five in the morning. That’s later than it should be by a few hours. Either we were in the Boundary longer than I thought, or… perhaps the Etheric tide is kicking in? Looks like a slowing…

“Finally up then?” Aliyah grumbled from where she was lying against one wall, looking bleary-eyed and dishevelled, a pistol on her lap. “Damn, watching you guys sleep was a fucking hassle.”

“Mind your language, sis.” her brother warned her, as Grulgor and Haru-san stirred.

“Fuck it, the kids ain’t here Trey, and it makes you want to curse too, doesn’t it?” Her gaze strayed to Hyacinth, who was preparing some tea, looking very happy. “Having to watch that…”

“Watch what?” I asked, and Hyacinth flinched, though her hands were still working smoothly.

“Oh, nothing. Nothing at all.” Aliyah grated. “Your maid really does love you, it seems. It’s sickening.” She yawned hugely, stretching, and I couldn’t help but watch her. When she saw where my own eyes were looking, she returned a flat glare.

“Eyes over there, boss.” she spoke sarcastically. “If you want to ogle someone, your handsy maid will be more than happy, I’m sure.”

Okay, just what was she doing? As Hyacinth passed me a cup of tea, I downed it quickly, feeling the warmth spread through me. I guess it doesn’t matter. We are behind schedule, and today is Conclave, so it’s going to be ludicrously busy.

“That was good. Thanks Hyacinth.” As she giggled and blushed, I helped Haru-san to her feet. “Right, back to the ryokan, we have to get changed for a long day of politics. We did all we could here, now it’s time to plunder Kiyomizu-dera for all it’s worth.” My grin was vicious.

Light element. I’m not sure which of us will manage to master it, but I’ll be damned if we don’t have our mirror brimming with it by the end of the morning…


Two Hundred And Sixty-Eight


On returning to the ryokan, despite it being early, everyone was up and getting ready for the big day. I was greeted by my father, who surprisingly enough didn’t seem hungover. On seeing my gaze, he looked down, a little embarrassed, which was a surprise.

“Daughter-in-law Shaeula used her ability to cleanse me of the hangover.” he admitted, but I was just happy that he was accepting Shaeula as his daughter. I could see her behind him, giving me a triumphant smile.

She was in a kimono rather than a yukata, one we had brought with us, a rather fetching white and pink one, and instead of wearing her hair long it had been expertly pinned up with expensive hair sticks, giving her a rather mature air, despite her delicate appearance.

As I admired her, my mom and auntie Hana came out, talking to Marika-chan’s mother, and the three of them were dressed up too. “It’s… a bit weird, but… you all look good.” I remarked, surprised.

“Well, I’ve always been fascinated by the cosplay this country has a tradition of.” my mom laughed, doing a twirl in the shrine maiden outfit she was wearing, though from the cut and the material it was easy to see it was expensive and custom-made, not merely cosplay. “We don’t really do it back in the UK.”

“I think we are too old for it.” auntie Hana complained, but she looked good in it, if you asked me. When I said that, she gave me a flat look. “No need to flatter me, little Aki. Save your flattery for Eri. And I suppose the others.”

It was then that Marika-chan came out, her shrine maiden attire looking great on her, very natural. She was with my sister, Eri and Kana. On seeing me, my sis grinned. “Well, look who’s back. Looks like I got to use your private room after all. We had quite the sleepover, didn’t we, and we were all in the baths together, Marika-chan, Keomi-chan and Kana-chan’s friends too. You missed out, bro!”

“Not entirely.” Aliyah observed sourly from behind me, stifling a yawn. “Hey, I know we’re trained to stay up all night on operation, but seriously, can’t Trey and I grab a few hours? Travis and Manx can take over.” She nodded at the two, who were already suited up and standing in the corners, keeping an eye on things.

“Sure. Conclave doesn’t start yet, although some of us will be busy before that.” I haven’t had any sleep myself, but I can do without due to my stats, and it’s even easier with my Split Thoughts Skill, as I can rest half of my mind while keeping the other half active. It was a godsend, as I had too much to do and there weren’t enough hours in the day, although sleep was still very satisfying, especially if it was with those I cherished.

As if reading my mind, Eri giggled. “I did have fun. We didn’t get back until late. Mother and father were upset, but I did point out if anyone tried to harass us, Aiko and I could beat them up. I missed you there though Akio. Not just me, too.”

At that Kana flushed a little, and clenched her fists as if hyping herself up for something. I could see her family, also impeccably dressed in shrine attire, Nagi-san looking more comfortable in it than mom or auntie Hana, and their expressions were mixed. Nagi-san had an amused smile, while her father and grandfather looked troubled.

“Hey, Akio? Can I have a minute?” Kana asked, and I had a bad feeling. Is it… that?

“Sure.” I agreed, resigning myself. This is likely all my fault, anyway.

“Great.” she muttered, face red. “So, uh… Akio. I’ve been thinking this for a while, and you know, I think.. no, that’s not right. To be honest, I know how I feel now, and so I was hoping… no, asking really, if…” Her words were coming out alternatively rapid and sluggish, and she looked incredibly nervous, so I decided to help her out.

“Sorry Kana. I… I know what you want to say, and I’m flattered, I really am. You’re a really cute girl, and I like your self-confidence, but right now, I just…” I realised everyone was looking at me, amused expressions on their faces. My sis broke the silence by guffawing loudly, and Eri was shaking her head. Wait, am I wrong?

Kana took a deep breath to calm herself down, forcing a smile. “Hey, Akio. You really have some confidence, to think every girl you meet likes you and wants to go out with you. You’ve changed a lot since the first time I’ve met you.”

Oh, so I am wrong? I felt relief, but also a treacherous little thorn of disappointment. Kana’s right. I have changed, despite having so many girls, a part of me still wanted Kana. And why not? I do like her personality. I think she’s the sort other girls hate, but she’d be popular with boys… “Oh I see. So then, what…” I began, only for her to cut me off.

“Still, you aren’t wrong. I do like you Akio. A lot.” she declared, and I stopped, stunned. Wait, what?

“Yes, I like you.” Kana repeated, her face crimson, but her expression was resolved. “But… well, I’m no beggar, no weak-willed girl who needs to ask for crumbs from your table, Akio. I’m not going to ask you to date me, or anything like that.” She took a deep breath, resolving herself.

“I’m Izumi Kana! I’m the most beautiful girl in our whole neighbourhood! At least until you others turned up, but I still don’t lose!” Shaeula and Eri snickered at that. “I have my pride. And I want to be doted on, loved, cherished. I could live with having Eri-chan, Shaeula and the others as my rivals. In fact, they are the only girls worthy enough to match me!”

“What about us, Kana-chan?” Mio-san cried teasingly, earning a glare from Kana and more giggles from the other girls.

“Ask him out if you think you are worthy. I’ll laugh when he shoots you down though.” Kana sniffed at her, before turning back to me. “What I can’t accept is having to beg for scraps and force you into it, using your guilt and the fact you are a total pushover to pretty girls. I totally could.”

She bent over, appealing to me with her body wrapped in red and white hakama, and I swallowed. Yeah, Kana is already beautiful, and judging by her mother, she’ll only grow more so as she matures.

“I’m not saying that’s wrong. I know you were being dense as hell when it came to Eri-chan and Shaeula, so they had to take drastic measures. As for the noble girls, well, what chance did they have? From talking to them I can see they don’t know anything about men or dating. This way was probably better, and I’m sure they’ll be happy.” She smiled then.

“You’ll make sure of it, right? I get that. Damn, it’s one reason I like you. Ordinary guys, posers, they say stuff like I’ll look after you or leave it to me but you actually do it. Against anything.” Her smile was genuine and wistful. “Ever since I first saw you with my useless gift I hated, my life has been a rollercoaster, but… it’s always going upwards.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that, but I knew I shouldn’t interrupt, as Kana was genuinely speaking from the heart here. As she continued, I forgot everyone else around us was watching, and I was drawn into her speech.

“I like you. I do. But I have trouble liking myself at times, you know? At first I was jealous of Eri-chan. Apparently we are similar.” More giggles at that from my sis. “But…” Kana continued. “… she had everything I wanted. Now I realise she actually did earn it. With her own determination. Even if she did rely on you being unable to say no to her!”

She smirked, but I could see a hint of bitterness there still. “That’s not for me though. Even if you were single, I think… I think I’d want, no need you to be the one chasing me. My pride won’t stand for less. So, Akio…”

“…yes?” I asked, overwhelmed by her intensity.

“… I do like you. Hell, who am I kidding? I think… no, I know it’s more than like. But that isn’t what’s important. What is… is I’ve decided. I’m going to take over Shirohebizumi shrine, and become a true shrine maiden, one with power and who is able to stand by your side in the new world that’s coming. I’m tired of just being a pretty girl who has nothing but her looks. I’m not that shallow! So Akio, please…” She bowed to me then. “…train me. I’ll learn, no matter what it takes. So take me with you today!”

So, uh… that was a confession, but it sort of sounded like she was also turning me down, too? I’m a bit confused. Still, training, huh… “Kana. Are you sure? I think learning how to be strong is good, and I mean to train everyone at the school. But going beyond that, to the level of Eri or my sis… it’s gruelling. It’s painful. And when I invest that much effort in you, I can’t let you go, afterwards.”

“Was that you asking me out?” she joked, before shaking her head. “No, I know it wasn’t. Seriously, for a guy as smart as you, you can be incredibly dumb at times. I said it. I’ll stand by your side. So train me. I don’t like hard work and I’m scared of pain. But I’m scared of being a loser, a nobody, even more…”

“Fine then.” I reached out a hand, and she took it. “Welcome to the team. I’m glad to have you here.”

“Great.” Kana shook my hand. “By the way, I like you. I’m not lying. But I’m not an easy girl. I’m not going to sit here pining for you, wasting away. If somebody catches my eye, you might find even if you ask me out down the line, it’ll be too late.” She grinned fiendishly. “After all, I’m a beauty, and when I’m one of your disciples, I’ll be even more desirable a catch. You might hate it, as if I’m by your side and all over another guy, you’ll surely regret it.” She winked teasingly.

Maybe I will, but… I liked Kana a lot, and being around her made me feel good, but I didn’t love her, and I had enough on my plate. For right now… “Well, maybe I’d deserve that. Anyway, better get your things together then Kana. We have work to do before Conclave.”

Kana clicked her tongue, irritated. “You know, with that momentum, I was sure you’d confess your feelings for me. Oh well, I hate being beaten. Fine.” With that she hurried off, her friends following, alternatively congratulating and commiserating, leaving me in an awkward position.

“My daughter is certainly stubborn.” Nagi-san observed. “But… you’ll continue to take care of her, right Akio-kun?”

“I will. Even if it’s only as a trusted friend and ally.” I answered, earning an amused look in return.

“Only, huh? Well, Kana can be quite stubborn as you can see, but I think she knows how to get what she wants from boys.” Nagi-san gave a little giggle. “Though for now… I’d appreciate it if you made sure Kana was strong, like the other girls.” She looked at Eri and Shaeula. “My daughter is right. The world has changed.”

“It has.” I declared, glad the drama was over. “And to that extent, Conclave.”

We went through the details with everybody. The first day was split into two sessions. Each shrine and temple would have one representative in the main hall of Kyoto Imperial Palace, where the faction leaders, Kudou-san, Uchida-san, Saionji-san and Bankei-san would be, along with Takakura-san representing the nobility, and Princess Mikasa the Imperial Family.

Another Princess huh? And it feels a bit more real than Shaeula, not that I’d ever tell her that. The Diviner will be there too, Matsumuro Tsukiko. Perhaps… I’ll be able to find out more. But first, light element…

I and Haru-san would be allowed as guests, and some rare shrines were allowed a second entry. Those with Kami brought to this world, or where their Astral Emperor candidate wasn’t the main person in charge. I would be taking Shaeula, while Haru-san was bringing along Eri. The two Kami, Shirohebi and the Jade Beetle, they were also going to attend this session, and were richly dressed and an impressive sight, currently.

There was a series of secondary sessions, where other shrine personnel and related parties would be attending, for networking and faction politicking, and this is where Aiko, my family and the other trainees would be mingling. With Grulgor and Hyacinth to prevent problems, it should be safe for them, and we could expand our influence and make new allies.

As I explained this, my father frowned. “So, we can spread news of this Chirurgery safely, and talk about daughter-in-law Hyacinth and the others?”

At his words which implied her position with me, Hyacinth giggled madly, and I was once more struck at how my father was being far more accepting than I had expected, or even hoped for. Correctly interpreting my thoughts, father sighed.

“It is not the time to talk about family matters here, but… I know you are serious, son. I may not approve, but I know you are doing your best, and even the law will recognise that in due course. Besides…” he looked at Kana’s family, who he had come to know. “…even their daughter understands. So leaving that aside, you are sure?”

“Yes. This is one reason why we developed the training school, to show what we can do and how we can benefit people. As for bringing spiritual beings here, the Kami will be revealed, and others know how to do it already. So we need to show we have more and can do it better.” I grinned proudly.

I had two Thrones at Rank 2, which I doubted anyone else could boast yet. “So go out there, mingle and win people over. I intend to offer some Chirurgery as examples to Kudou-san’s faction, the neutral shrines under Bankei-san, and possibly the others, if they play ball. But if you see anyone we want to make alliance with, feel free to sweeten the deal. A bit of bribery greases the wheels.”

“Oshiro-san…” Kikuchi Shuta-san spoke up diffidently. “You have not forgotten you are to meet with Saionji-sama before the Conclave begins?”

“No.” I promised. “I’ll have a little time so I’ll do it. But… before that.” I looked at Eri and my sis, as well as Marika-chan. “It’s time to get training.” I grinned at Kana who had emerged from her room, and I tried not to notice she had washed her face, her eyes looking puffy. “Kana, I hope you are ready. It's time for the Kyoto training camp!”
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“So, what are you doing here, Yamato-san?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you be preparing for Conclave?”

“I could ask you the same question.” he replied, a little irritated. “My father is head of our faction, so of course as the glorious Chosen of Kannon I need to show my support and power. But… I had promised you aid for your welcome assistance last night, so here I am.”

“Me, like… I don’t have much to do at all.” Mine-san chuckled, her partly-shaved blonde hair and numerous piercings making her look totally inappropriate for the upcoming Conclave. “So I thought I’d tag along, and like… show my support for Yamato-sama!” If you ask me, she just likes spending time with him. Not that he seems to have noticed her interest.

“Also… you are quite cautious around us, aren’t you?” Yamato-san eyed Hyacinth, Shaeula and Grulgor, who had accompanied us. There was also a nervous-looking Ren-san and the twins, who were seemingly overawed by the exalted company. “I cannot in good conscience allow you entry to my Territory unaccompanied. It would be extremely foolish. Though you would struggle to enter without my assistance.”

“Well, I can’t argue with that.” Yeah, Shaeula and I could break in, I’d imagine, but the others… “Taking precautions is wise. That’s fine, just… we’ll be busy doing some tough training, so don’t interrupt unnecessarily, all right? We need to get this done so we can focus on Conclave.”

I saw a gleam of curiosity in his eyes, but he nodded. “Very well then. I have prepared a somewhat nicer room for you to venture in from.”

“We appreciate it.” I thanked him, before we entered the room with more bedding set up. “All right. Grulgor, you stand watch first, and I might have you change with Hyacinth if this drags on. Anyway, in we all go.”

Once we were all inside the impressive Territory of Kiyomizu-dera, with the shimmering azure energies of light element dancing all around us, the air thick with it, I gathered everyone up. Ren-san and the twins were looking around in wonder at the fantastically splendid architecture, Marika-chan too.

As Yamato-san and Mine-san joined us, watching over us from a distance, not interfering, I gathered everyone into a circle. “All right. This is an opportunity for everyone. We want to try and gain access to the light element, as well as try out some ideas I’ve been having on how I can improve our ability to learn Skills. So, before I begin…”

“Hey bro.” my sis interrupted me. “Can I ask for something?”

“Sure, go ahead.” I sighed.

“Don’t be like that bro, I know you love scoring points with me.” She smiled then, in a matter she likely thought was ingratiating. “I… well, I want to learn Chirurgery. You think you can help with that?”

“Really? But without Eyes it’s going to be hard to use well.” I clarified, but she was resolute.

“I know. But bro… Kana-chan isn’t the only one who knows what she wants.” She teased Kana, who looked down, blushing a little. “I want to be someone who deals with the body, both physical and magical. I’m going to be the foremost physical and magical personal trainer in the world!” she boasted.

Really? That’s… quite the goal. “All right. I’ll see what I can do.”

My sis leapt over and hugged me. “Cheers bro, you are the best!”

“I know, I know.” I laughed. “Now, off you get. We have work to do.” As I disentangled myself from my clingy sister, I looked over to Ren-san. “So, you’ve been working on filling the mirror with sunlight, right?”

At my words, Ren-san looked exhausted, but he nodded. “I’ve been working hard, I promise. It’s become a little easier.”

“Ren-sama has been putting in the effort, Akio-sama.” one twin said. Chiasa, I think.

“Yes, Ren-sama knows he should not disappoint you, Akio-sama.” the other agreed.

“Great. You two are integral to this plan as well. But for now… everyone, just try and pull in the smallest amounts of light element you can, and see how it feels. You, Ren-san, you can guzzle in as much as you are able and fill the mirror with sunlight for now. Haru-san, you’re with me.”

As everyone started following my instructions, Shaeula watching over them to perform Ether Healing if their networks started suffering damage from rampant light energies, I brought Haru-san off to one side. “All right. you’ve been practising. Use your Blessing Of Sharing Light and Telepathy to link with me. Without showing me anything troubling, all right?” I smiled gently.

“I… I'll try.” She swallowed nervously, before extending a gold and blue glow outwards and into me. The experience was awkward, my body trying to fight against the intrusion, but I relaxed and allowed it in.

How is it? Can you hear me?

To the voice echoing a bit fuzzily in my brain, I responded out loud. "Yes, I can. Good job. But can you show me what you see?”

That’s a little harder, but.. give me a minute. There were a series of strange sounds and flashing lights in my vision, before I found myself seeing myself as if in a mirror, overlaid on what I could already observe. It was extremely discomforting, but as I separated out my thought streams with Split Thoughts it became much easier. “Okay, that’s good. Now I’ll send to you, is that all right?”

I asked for consent, knowing that Haru-san had suffered greatly with the fear her gifts meant she was going mad. Still, she gave it, and after a short while we could pass images back and forth. “Great, now… for the hard part. This… is going to be tough on you, but it’ll be great training. I’m asking again, are you willing to do this?”

I’m your Vassal and you brought me home. Of course I am.

“Yeah, but you’re a Vassal, not a slave. If it ever gets too tough…”

No, I want to be strong and brave, like you, like the others. Seeing a girl younger than me be so bold… I’d be ashamed if I couldn’t match up. I have a dream too. One day I’ll head the entire new Ministry!

That’s a great dream. I know she’ll make it happen.

… … …

“Oh, you could hear that? Oops…”

Yes. I’m not a child, I am as old as you. Looking down on me in your thoughts, I find it somehow very annoying…

“My bad. Now then… time to put the twins to use.” I approached the two, who were concentrating on pulling in the surrounding energies. “All right, you pair. I’ve explained what I want, but… can you do it?”

They exchanged glances, before nodding. “Yes, I believe we can, Akio-sama.” “Even if we can’t, we’ll somehow manage, Akio-sama.” they said together, words complimenting each others' thoughts.

“Good girls.” I approved. “Well then, it’s time to begin.” Haru-san extended her awareness to the twins, light energy flowing into them. It was as if multiple people were talking at once, but that quickly settled down, as the twins were experienced with their own telepathic bond.

Akio-sama, Haru-sama, I can hear you both.

Yes, I can too, sister. It is strange. It was always just us before, but now…

As we talked back and forth with our minds, we started sharing images and our vision, and a few minutes later we were ready. I clapped my hands, and everyone gathered around. Yamato-san and Mine-san were watching curiously as we huddled up.

“All right then.” I explained. “Time to bring you all into the link. It’ll be confusing and stressful at first, but when all our minds and thoughts are connected, we can use each other’s experiences and knowledge to train each other.” I dropped my voice to a barest whisper.

“Yamato-san hasn’t been using the light energy here properly. This’ll be our only chance to drain dry all that’s built up over time.” My smile was wicked, and several people laughed. “In addition to learning light element, we may have some time to improve a few other Skills, though we can’t linger, as Conclave is later today. So, is everyone ready?”

At their nods, Haru-san began to extend out feelers of her empathic light, bringing people into the circle. At first some panicked, while others shared thoughts that perhaps they shouldn’t have. Careful sis, I don’t need to know about what you lot talked about last night…

As more and more voices were talking in wonder, the strain on Haru-san and the twins was starting to tell, but I took more and more of the weight onto my Split Thoughts, acting as a sort of control tower for them. Eventually, the last, Ren-san was brought into the circle, and now no words were necessary, only thoughts.

Wow, this is crazy!

My sis had got used to the Telepathy quickly after her initial embarrassment.

Calm down, Aiko! You should be used to strange things now! Eri chided her.

Yes, you should not-not be shocked. Though I must say, this does feel a little like the Fae way of bonding, though… less-less intimate. That does remind me… Shaeula shut her thoughts down, though Kana, my sis and some others seemed to be hearing her, because they looked excited.

Trust Shaeula to master it quickly.

So, what do we do now, Akio-sama? That was Marika-chan, the youngest here and still quite nervous, though pride at her being chosen for this was also present.

“Right, yes.” I spoke out loud, as Yamato-san was getting restless, watching us in our silent, eerie circle. “Haru-san and Ren-san will lead. Draw in light element and show us how it’s accumulated and used. Ren-san will also show us how he converts it into his mutated element, sunlight. Then… then I’ll give it a try. Hopefully between us all sharing our thoughts and feelings we can learn how to use it.”

“Really, that works?” Mine-san asked. “Yamato-sama, like… can I give it a try?”

He nodded, sourly, and Mine-san shut her eyes, drawing in a little of the light. I hope she doesn’t hurt herself too badly. Oh well, we can Heal her if we need to, and she already owes me a favour, so…

Haru-san and Ren-san were pulling in the light around them, and their thoughts were flowing into our minds. I opened my Eye, as did Shaeula with hers, and we shared our vision of what was happening inside them. The strain on people’s minds was harsh, so I started releasing Ether Healing to everyone, soothing their pain and stabilising them.

Thank you. That wasn’t nice. Marika-chan spoke for everyone. Even so, it was fascinating seeing the light energies pool around the Third Eye, when suddenly my sister spoke.

“You know what, I think… I get it! Seeing a success, feeling a success! Your sis has this, bro! Watch and learn!”

She suddenly started pulling in a large amount of light, while not forgetting to share her emotions and senses. I could see the flow with my eyes, moving past her Chakras, some of the energy pulled away as it passed the heart, swirling around her lunar Chakra. The main flow passed the throat, where suddenly we felt a spike of emotion. Dark jealousy flooded the bond for a moment, before my sis clamped down on her mind.

Wow, sorry about that. It just leaked out. I’m totally not jealous of Eri, or Shaeula, no way! I’m stuck at a pathetic Level nine, and… ugh, just forget it. So embarrassing. I’d better succeed now or this totally won’t be worth the shame…

As the flow reached her third eye, it began to coalesce, although a little continued up towards her crown. Suddenly the emotions over the bond changed, love, joy, compassion… all these strange emotions were generated, and my sister was turning red with embarrassment at having her feelings interpreted by us all. Though within the positive, there’s also…

Yes, Hyacinth feels it toooooo. In light, there is sooome darkness, and in the darkness, light. Hyacinth… I understand as well! She also began to draw in large quantities of light, though as the light reached her throat it began to clash with the blue darkness there, and emotions cascaded through the telepathic bond, fragmentary and dark.

Hatred. Yet hatred is not always bad, as one can hate evil and injustice. Anger. Righteous anger is a thing. Jealousy and envy. Yes, Hyacinth was jealous and envious of the life she lost, those who had the life she wanted, but… it gave her the opportunity to change.

I knooow… light and dark, two sides of the same coooin. Akio told me, Hyacinth was not Seelie nor Unseelie, Hyacinth is simply me! Poison can be used tooo save, like we did at the Spring, and looove can lead to great evil, like the Dark Queen!

Yes, love can turn to a need to dominate and possess. Pride comes before a fall. Charity can quickly turn to superiority. Good emotions taken to excess cause just as much harm as those we consider bad. Darkness and light, yin and yang…

I too started drawing in the light energy around us. It was fortunate so much had built up around the shrine over time, but Yamato-san sure was going to be pissed off when we plundered it all… Fortunately he owes me. And it isn’t like it won’t recharge eventually. There’s a ton of sources here…

This is hard… I… I’m… no, I’m not just a jealous, wicked woman! I like you, Akio! I… I like you Shaeula! And you Hyacinth! You’re a good girl, Marika-san. As for you, Kana-san… I… I don’t hate you.

Eri’s emotions were scattering wildly, her network starting to corrode as light and darkness clashed, as she had started drawing it in after I made my move. Shaeula used her own Ether Healing, soothing and repairing the torn capillaries, siphoning off the excess light element into herself.

I should hope not. Last night… well, Aiko-chan tried to give it all away to Akio, but… we talked and became real friends, right, Eri-chan? Kana's thoughts could be heard now.

Right. But… is now the time? Eri was struggling. Her affinity was definitely for darkness, so the light blinded and fought her. But I know it is sometimes easier to balance opposing forces. I found it much easier to learn water because with it, earth, wind, flame… everything balanced in perfect opposition…

That sort of thinking is not-not the way of the Fae. We fear our opposites, loathe them. Yet… Shaeula was drawing in light element from Eri, as well as the surroundings. Lightning and Nature oppose, yet the Queen and King embody these aspects… perhaps… perhaps we were simply quite-quite foolish, not-not seeing the truth.

It's just like a magnet, I think. We used them in class the other day. North and South.

Aren’t you clever, Marika-chan? I wish Keomi-chan was smart like you. If I gave her a magnet, she’d try to eat it, I bet… At Kana’s joke we all laughed, and one by one everyone started pulling in the light energy, a dizzying indigo halo surrounding our circle.

Your balance is slipping there a bit, Chiasa-san. Oh, Kana, you need to reroute the flow down here… yes, Marika-chan, good. But you are letting it scatter, no wonder it hurts…

As I multi-tasked frantically, making adjustments with Ether Healing and Chirurgery as needed, my Split Thoughts Skill Ranked up, easing the strain. With my newfound leeway, I switched concentration back to my own struggles, trying to balance the elements.

Hyacinth is grey, neither light nooor darkness! Only me! I am just like mistress Shaeula nooow, Hyacinth can change herself, remake herself! She was the first to succeed, her light and darkness in flux, balancing perfectly. With her heaving breaths, silvery sweat dripping from her, she extended her thoughts to Eri and I, as we struggled through the same trial she did.

Mistress Eri. You are trying toooooo hard to be the light. Accept the jealousy, the envy, the desire tooo possess. They are you, and Akio loooves you despite that. Light is possessive too, it wants. Happiness. Kindness. Yet looove is both light and dark. Let your love encompass both, like Akio does fooor us. And Akio… you… nooo, I think you understand. But you have sooo much to balance. Dooo your best!

Uh, that’s barely advice, but I’d rather she does help Eri…

“I see now!” Eri spoke out loud, forgetting the link for a moment. “Encompass everything! No, be everything. For without light, darkness is meaningless, and without darkness, light is blinding and uniform. Both… we need both!”

That’s… well, yes, the missing thing I needed. The primary elements, they seem strange. After all, fire is a process, earth and wind are effectively mixtures of elements, and water is a uniform compound. They really don’t make much sense as a system. It’s almost as if someone decided on them… but light and darkness… well, light is obvious, but darkness… I couldn’t tame it, as I didn’t understand it. But… it makes sense now…

This is incredible. So this is what an element is like? I would say I don’t have to be jealous of you anymore, Eri-chan, but looks like you beat me to it. Kana was delighted as her own third eye was blazing. She was drenched in sweat, her chest heaving in pain from her ragged, battered network, which I immediately started to repair, but she had succeeded, with my Eye I could see that. Eri had too, surprising me. I thought she’d struggle the most…

We do not have darkness, Chiasa, but our brother, Ren-sama, he has the light, so why should we be different?

That is right Chiaki. I have always thought it strange. But… we can do it. I can see inside you, and you can see inside me.

Yes, together we can see through Akio-sama’s eyes, what we need to do. And if it is hard…

We can each be half of the whole!

The twins, something strange was happening there. Their third eye Chakras had gathered the light, but the light was also crossing between them, linking them further, and some strange awakening seemed to be taking place within them. It seemed something that wouldn’t harm them, so I concentrated on my own struggle, just as Shaeula let out a cry of triumph, her body glittering with light.

I have-have evolved again. Now I am a Fae of light too! Akio, the water… the water within us contains the light, draw-draw upon it!

Heeding her words I delved within. I didn’t have much water energy, I had recovered some over time, but having given most of it away, there were merely trickles. Even so, she was right. The Spirt Water contained trapped moonlight, so I already contained light, in harmony with my body! Pulling in the water I let it flow through me, soothing the raging mess of my throat and third eye Chakras, and as it settled, I felt something click into place.

Your Class, Fae-Souled, has increased from Level Twenty-Eight to Level Thirty. Your Class is now at its maximum strength. Charm, Fortune and Foresight have increased by Four. Majesty, League, Determination and Fate have increased by Three. You can now survive with only an Astral body. Damage shared between your Material and Astral forms is dramatically reduced. Your Aether has increased by One Hundred And Fifty.
You have gained a Skill, Third Eye Chakra Of Light Rank 3. Your Third Eye Chakra will generate Light energy. [Class: Powerful] [Type: Foundation]
You have gained a Skill, Light Manipulation Rank 5. Your ability to manipulate and control Light energy has dramatically increased. Your understanding of Light has significantly increased, and you can handle Light with less wastage and greater efficiency, and are more able to adapt to and control unique Lights. [Class: Powerful] [Type: Foundation]


I guess my study of the physics of light paid off big-time. And while I don’t get all the spiritual aspects, from experiencing what Ren-san and Haru-san have, and having moonlight within me… as well as the insights everyone has shared… I think I get it a bit… so, that’s everyone, right? This went way better than I could have ever expected…

The twins and Haru-san, using them as a way to link our shared experiences and senses proved an incredible learning tool. Coupling that with our Eyes, and a difficult process was made seemingly smooth… although I’m having to do an awful lot of repairing damage to networks. I think if not for that, there might be permanent side effects. We’ll have to do this carefully in…

No, this isn’t enough. I can do better. If I’m going to do this, I need it to be perfect! I don’t want to disappoint big bro, and more importantly, I don’t want to disappoint myself!

Wait, that’s Aiko? She… she’s the only one who hasn’t learned? That seems… We could all feel the frustration oozing from her. Eri and Kana, Shaeula and Hyacinth, they all sent her their support, and my sister let out a roaring cry, which startled Mine-san, making her fall over, opening her eyes, the light energy she was pulling in scattering. Yamato-san was only looking on, a troubled expression on his face as the light around us was rapidly diminishing.

Hey, Ren-san, fork it over. I need it all. Be a good boy, okay?

Wait, what? Ren had been sharing the feelings of controlling light with us, and constantly pulling in energy and converting it. He was noticeably smoother, the mirror an invaluable tool to him, so had accumulated a decent amount inside, but now it was being pulled out of the mirror, indigo and gold, flooding into Aiko, overwriting the gathered light energy she had accumulated.

Not enough. Got to have more. I feel it, and I know I can master light, but that’s not what I want! Hey, Ren-san, sorry, but… I’ll buy you an apology gift!

Before anyone could respond my sister was drawing sunlight energy from Ren-san too. He groaned, as the forcible extraction was causing pain and minor damage to his network, so Shaeula and I leapt in, me to Heal Ren-san, Shaeula to use her Chirurgery to guide the flow into Aiko, and Heal her rapidly shredding third eye Chakra. Pain was flaring from Aiko, and only hard work from Haru-san, who was struggling, was keeping it from afflicting everyone else.

Nearly. I can… it’s warm and gentle, like a spring sun, harsh and oppressive, like a summer sun, soothing and calm, like an autumn sun, and nostalgic and wan, like a winter sun. Light… light is just a reflection of the source, so if I am the source… obey me! Even that Kami said I was light element! “Do it, change! Become the sun!”

As my sister roared out her last words, the mirror radiated a brilliant glow, falling from Ren-san’s hands as he dropped it in shock. My sister was enveloped in a similar aura, the last of the light energy around us pulled in, and her third eye glowed a brilliant azure and gold. Damn, she’s done it! That looks like a mutated element to me! Like Ren-san…

With that, the link we had established shattered, coming apart, everyone hit by the recoil of our own thoughts, and as we slumped to the ground, drained, the mirror struck, bouncing away. And as it rolled across the ground, before I could compliment everyone on their hard work, my Foresight started screaming at me, that a sudden danger was on the horizon, hanging not over me, but those close to me…


Two Hundred And Sixty-Nine - Contains Status - Akio 12, Aiko 4, Eri 7, Shaeula 9, Hyacinth 3


Agrim Foresight? This feels similar to when the yakuza attacked the shrine but worse. And it feels… imminent. There’s no way I can keep this to myself, but… as I stood and retrieved the mirror that had fallen from Ren-san’s numb hands, I looked up to see Yamato-san hurrying over to us, a frown on his face.

“Just what have you done?” he asked, looking at the surrounding Territory, which had largely been drained of the indigo light energies, although due to the rather generous supply of elemental light Kiyomizu-dera possessed, faint flecks of deep blue were drifting up from the surroundings already, though it would likely take many months or longer to reach the density of before. “The light has gone.”

“For now. It’ll return, and it isn’t like you were using it properly.” At my firm tone, Ren-san and the twins made noises of shock at my lack of respect for Yamato-san. But it’s not about respect. I respect people, but I’m also not part of their faction, so I have no need to bow and scrape. Besides, he owes me… “If I’m not mistaken, you did say I could have the light energy here. I still think it’s insufficient for my aid, but… well, I want to be on good terms with you and your father.”

Mine-san, who was lying on her back, her face twisted into an expression of pain, let out a small laugh. “He’s got you there, Yamato-sama. I, like, totally remember you saying he could have the light energy. I’m not sure how they did what they did though… I started sucking it in like they were, and all its done is hurt and make me feel sick. Like, a total bummer, right? Don't you feel sorry for me?”

“Hang on, let me take a look.” My Eye flared amber, and I could see that her clumsy efforts had indeed caused significant damage around her root Chakra, spreading up towards the sacral and solar plexus Chakras. “Yeah, that isn’t good.” I declared. “You can’t just force this. It takes significant effort and understanding to make it work.”

That and good eyes and some luck. I couldn’t help but smile as I remembered Shaeula and her efforts to teach me the wind element, and the damage I suffered. Sure, now we have it down to a bit of a fine art, having a lot of experience, Chirurgery, Ether Healing, our Eyes, and now even Telepathy and mental linking. Really, we have a set-up few can likely replicate, though I don’t want to believe only we can have this level of success. Others might have different methods that work. Even so, I doubt many are more efficient…

“Hey, no laughing at me. I thought I’d, like, give it a shot? Nothing ventured, nothing gained, right?” Mine-san protested. I knelt down beside her and asked her if I could touch her briefly to Heal her injuries. She gave me quite the look, before nodding, piercings jingling softly. “Okay, but no funny business, right? Though I guess, in front of the girls over there, that’s like, not a good plan, right?”

“True. They’d be distinctly unimpressed.” I let aether flow, starting to repair the damage. My stocks were diminished, as I had to keep supplying the twins to keep the link working, as well as perform modest Healing in everyone, but my ability to generate and store aether was pretty damn large nowadays, so I could spare a little more.

“And all done. I’ve flushed the remaining light element and patched you up. Really, I suggest starting with earth element if you need to. You have affinity already since you are a nature user, and it’s the first Chakra in your body.”

“Really? Uh… Chakras, right. Sounds new age. I was kind of into that, like, a few years back. I think I still have the jewellery somewhere. Oh well, thanks again, I guess. That’s two I owe you.” She let me help her to her feet, before she brushed herself down and adjusted her hakama.

“That is all very well, but just what have you done?” Yamato-san persisted. “It sounds like you have all grown stronger by doing whatever it was you were doing.”

Everyone else was letting me handle this, though Shaeula was looking at Yamato-san with a rather baleful gleam in her eye, not liking the way he was talking to me. So I’ll need to sort this out quickly. I turned and tossed the mirror back to Ren-san, who caught it weakly, fumbling and nearly dropping it, though a simple fall wouldn’t damage such a mystical item.

“Yes, I suppose so. Increasing the elements one can use is fundamental, at least in my training school. I expect to talk more about it at Conclave. Though as Mine-san here found out, going in unprepared can be harmful, though at her level, it's likely there would have been little lasting damage and she’d have recovered in time once she stopped doing it. Although if you blindly try to mix clashing elements, or persist too much when pushing your body, then bad things can certainly happen…” When I tried to learn fire, already knowing wind, that was wild…

“You seem to know a lot about how this works.” Yamato-san mused. “How is that?”

“I had a good teacher.” At that Shaeula puffed out her chest, and Yamato-san noticed.

“I see. A spiritual being. That makes some sense.” He then peered at Ren-san. “That mirror. It seems to be some sort of light-related spiritual treasure, is it not?”

“It is.” Ren-san agreed, earning him a scowl from Eri at his loose tongue. “It can store light and darkness energies for later use, and…”

“I don’t think we need to go into that, do we?” Eri cut him off. “If you have a loose tongue, Hinata might come cut it out.”

Ren-san flinched at that. Seriously, I doubt she’d go that far, but… Hinata does really want me to be more discreet, and she’s right. Certain information such as Kami and elements are going to be well known anyway, but specifics like the mirror should be kept under wraps… “Now, we are all allies here, right?” I said in a friendly manner. “Yes, the mirror is useful, but it’s only a training aid.”

“Really?” Yamato-san asked, frowning again. “In that case, as a Chosen of Kannon and bearer of a long history of faith, perhaps you should entrust it to me, as my Territory has a great abundance of light element, as you can see.”

Oh yeah. My link with Haru-san was the only one that remained after the twins were exhausted by their labours, so I sent her a message to not say anything about her being a Chosen of Kannon too. We’ll save that for when the time is right.

Before Eri, Shaeula or the others could explode, I declined politely. “No, I’m afraid not. I’ve no interest in trading away the mirror right now. Besides, if anyone should be interested in mirrors, it’d be Princess Mikasa, right? After all, a mirror is part of the Imperial Regalia.”

Yamato-san looked like he was about to protest, when Mine-san spoke up. “Oh come on, Yamato-sama. It isn’t nice to ask to take his things, is it? I mean, like… I don’t know about you, but I’d rather have him as a friend, right?” She winked at me. “Let’s not fall out over something stupid.”

“I was just thinking I could put it to better use, as a bearer of the light…” Yamato-san protested, and at that I had to chuckle.

“Sorry, it looks like we all bear the light now.” I let a small beam of focused light shoot from my palm into the skies. Yeah, forming it into a laser like Haru-san does is the easiest way to use light element as an attack, though I daresay using it in combination with wind as a flashbang would be good too… “But perhaps I could part with it, if you had something I needed more to offer in exchange.”

“I see. I shall speak to my father. The ability to store light would strengthen me significantly. But I am not so churlish as to take it without permission.” He sighed. “I am not that bastard Saionji.”

As the conversation took a turn, Hyacinth rushed up to me, grabbing and embracing me, rubbing her face on me. It was unusual for her to be so forward in company, but it seemed that she was simply that excited.

“Master! Akiooo! Hyacinth did it, I changed myself! I want tooo know, how am I now? Am I stronger?” Her speech quirk was working overtime, as she was extremely happy. On seeing the display, Mine-san doubled over, guffawing.

“Like, whoa, that maid is all over you. You sure are a smooth operator, Akio-kun. I’d definitely better watch out! Though I'm not a woman who changes her mind easily.” Again, she glanced sideways at Yamato-san to gauge his response, pouting as he paid her no attention.

“If you don’t mind.” I suggested, allowing Hyacinth to hug me. “We are going to discuss some confidential information, so we’d like a little privacy.”

“I see. Do you intend to spend much longer in my Territory?” Yamato-san asked, and I shrugged.

“A little longer. That went quicker than I had expected, so we have some time before Conclave, don't we?”

“I see. In that case, Mine-san and I shall be over there. Come.” He spoke to her harshly, and after she pulled a face and winked at me, she followed him away.

“All right…” I walked back to the group, Hyacinth still clinging to me. A flare of jade flickered around us, as I created an area of silence. “…I had a flash of Foresight. And it isn’t good.” I warned. At that, Shaeula froze, aware of what had happened before.

“Do you know-know what it may be regarding?” she asked, deadly serious.

“No, but I feel it around us. I don’t think it’s targeting me directly, more… those around me.”

“I see. That is troubling indeed. If you were the target, Akio, I would trust-trust that you could protect yourself. We need to be very-very cautious.”

“So, when did it start?” my sis asked, being supported by Eri, her face and clothes drenched with slowly dissolving silver sweat after her efforts.

“Just now, when you exploded with light energy.” At my words she flinched.

“It wasn’t anything I did!” she insisted.

“I know. It’s probably a coincidence. But… look, everyone needs to be aware to watch out for danger. We’ll need to step up our guard on our parents, our friends and everyone else we are with here in Kyoto.” I advised. “Hyacinth, you’ll need to step up as well. We’ll want to bring Grulgor in on this, too. You can swap with him now.”

“Ooof course, but…” she hesitated, a tense expression on her face, and I rubbed her head, stroking her hair.

“I know. You want to know your growth first. Well, here we go…”

[Hyacinth] [Noble Grey Fae] [Light, Darkness and Nature/Wood Aspect]
[Material Statistics]
Might             173 257 (+15)
Fortitude        194 278 (+15)
Intellect          128 216 (+15)
Resilience      101 185 (+15)
Alacrity          235 319 (+15)
Precision        215 299 (+15)
Aether            965 1466 (+15)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune              3 4 (+0)
Majesty              1 2 (+0)
Charm                4 9 (+0)
League               5 7 (+0)
Determination   1 3 (+0)
Foresight           3 4 (+0)
Fate                    1 2 (+0)
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 2 Rank 3 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 4 Rank 5 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 1 Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Weal And Woe Rank 2 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
[Elemental Skills]
Light Manipulation Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Third Eye Chakra Of Light Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Darkness Manipulation Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Throat Chakra Of Darkness Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Nature/Wood Manipulation Rank 7 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Root And Sacral Chakras Of Nature/Wood Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Lunar Chakra Of Nature/Wood And Darkness Rank 1 Rank 2 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Unique Skills]
Sporecaster Rank 3 Imperious (6) Principle (7)
Blessings Of Home Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Curses Of Home Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Lovers’ Link Rank 3 Rank 5 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
[Level] 12/39 22/60
[Classes]
Great Light, Darkness and Nature/Wood Grey Fae 8/20 11/20
Walking Plague 8/10
Pledged One 3/10 5/10
Dweller In Twilight 1/10 4/10
[Mastered Classes] 
Darkness and Nature/Wood Fae 10/10


“Nice. Your Chakra Network, Silver Cord, Aether Manipulation and Lunar Chakra Skills have all gained a Rank, and your stats have all gone up a fair amount.” Her Classes had gone up as well, especially Pledged One and Dweller In Twilight.

“Lovers’ Link… uh, that went up by a couple of Ranks.” At that it wasn’t just me and Hyacinth that were blushing, as Shaeula and Eri remembered our foursome. “All in all, you’ve got a lot stronger. Well done.” Though her grasp of light is rudimentary, just like my grasp of darkness. Though now we have learned it, we can improve it. We have time…

“I am happy!” she declared. “I am glad I came here with yooou!” Her hug tightened on me again, and I let her do it for a minute, before she realised where she was, and face flushed, she released me. There was laughter, Kana surprisingly bold in ribbing her, and after that, Hyacinth disappeared, returning to the Material.

“All right then. We still have a bit of time.” I clapped my hands for emphasis, looking at my weary but proud crew. “So, we might as well use up the last of our strength on training. Especially with potential disaster coming for us.”

“You really are a monster when it comes to training.” Kana sighed.

“Well, you asked for this.” I reminded her, and she nodded, a wry smile on her face.

“Yes, I guess I did. Oh well, what do you suggest?”

“Hey, I want to learn Chirurgery!” my troublesome sister complained, and that gave me an idea. Though I hate doing it.

“All right then. Since everyone who didn’t have it got light element… thanks to you, Ren-san, Haru-san, sorry you didn’t benefit that much, but next time you will.” I apologised to them. Haru-san merely smiled, while Ren-san nodded, still drained by my sister’s plunder of his resources. “I think that we should focus on Aether Manipulation, Ether Healing, and yes, no need to pout, sis, for you, we’ll look at Chirurgery. Shaeula, can you help?”

“Of course I shall-shall.” Shaeula agreed, while my sis threw her weary hands up in a cheer.

“Thanks bro. You really are the best!”

Shaeula and I started topping up everyone’s aether with our own larger stocks, which even diminished were significantly higher than anyone else could boast. As we were finishing up Grulgor appeared, and he was still carrying the massive sack of loot from before.

“Whoa, you look hilarious.” my sis snickered, and Grulgor put down the sack, ignoring her.

“Hyacinth said to Grul to come here. Are there foes to smash?”

“No, not yet, although…” I explained my portents of grim trouble to Grulgor, and he was now intelligent enough to understand it, even if he still spoke the same way. “…so I’d like you to be on your guard during Conclave and keep an eye on everyone. Got it?” I finished.

“Grul understands. Grul will crush and break any puny enemies who try and hurt my allies. Huh…” He paused, staring at everyone with his beady yellow eyes. “Grul thinks you have all got stronger. Grul approves.”

“You have-have a keen eye, Grulgor.” Shaeula boasted happily. “We have indeed. I am now a Fae of light as well-well, and it does not-not need saying that Akio mastered it also.”

“I had intended you to have a go learning too, Grulgor, but the supply of light element around here has sadly been largely gutted for now. We’ve kind of speed-run the mass adoption of light here.” I apologised, a little embarrassed.

“It does not matter. Grul wants to master water first.” Grulgor shook his massive head, surprising me. I wasn’t aware he thought about things like that. I know he’s always looking to be stronger, but… why water element?

Seeing my confused expression, Grulgor gurgled with laughter, huge, slab-like teeth clashing. “Grul knows water is good for healing and strengthening the body. Grul thinks if he has that, Grul will be unkillable, able to fight and fight until all enemies are stomped to bloody paste!”

“That sounds true, if you ask me, bro.” my sis chimed in, recovering from her exertions now that she was going to learn what she wanted. “Stacking regeneration is one of the tricks those two perverted idiots told Eri and me about…”

“Perverted idiots?” I don’t like the sound of that.

“Jealous much? That’s kind of cute, bro. Don’t worry, nobody is making a move on Eri. She’d kill them first anyway. You remember we talked about the two otaku in class who are into games and dirty stuff? Well, I’ve been asking them for advice on elements and so on. It seems to have paid off!” she declared proudly, and I felt the urge to rap her on the head, but I refrained. “…and their reward is they get to talk to us. A better deal for them, if you ask me. Anyway, they were saying in the games they played, multiple healing methods stack, so…”

I get it. Makes sense. “In that case, Grulgor, we’ll make time for you to learn Ether Healing as well. Let’s really maximise your strengths.” With that, I dropped the barrier of wind, and on being able to hear us again, Mine-san strolled over, a smile on her face.

“Finished with your secret talk?” she asked, and I nodded.

“Not so much secret, as private. So, what brings you here?” I could see Yamato-san watching us too.

“Nothing much, just thought I’d hang out. It isn’t often I get to meet people like me. Though…” she looked at the girls and Ren-san. “...seems like this spiritual world isn’t exclusively our domain anymore. I think, like, you’ll go down a storm at Conclave.”

“That’s the plan.” I agreed, only for my sis to interrupt us rudely.

“Enough flirting with that punk girl, bro. Training. Training!”

“Fine. In that case… Ether Healing. It’s a Skill I really want everyone to have, even if getting it is kind of… well, horrible.” I admitted. Eri and my sis could understand, as they had been through it already. “It allows you to automatically heal injuries, even if it’s slow and weak at first, as well as resist poisons, disease and even elemental damage at higher Ranks. You can even use it to Heal other people, though without an Eye, it might be tough to use well. It even gets the ability to acclimatise to specific ailments you are exposed to eventually, further increasing your protection.”

“So, uh, that sounds like it would make it hard to get drunk bro. After all, alcohol is a poison, right?” my sis asked, and Shaeula and I shared an amused look. Although Shaeula never had any issues getting drunk, ever.

“True, although high stats tend to do that anyway. For the longest time it was impossible for me to get drunk easily, if at all, however…” I grinned, well-pleased. “…at higher Ranks you get enhanced control, and can even lower your resistance to things. So now I can get drunk all I want, and I can sober up in an instant when the fun is over.”

Mine-san looked interested at that. “That sounds, like, super cool. I’d kill for that. I suffer from rancid hangovers when I’m out drinking.”

“More to the point…” I continued, frowning. “…call me a worrier if you want, but for you girls it serves another purpose. Especially for you, sis.”

“Oh?” she asked, and I elaborated.

“You are going to university next spring, right? Assuming you pass your exams. That means socialising and stuff. And well… a pretty girl like you, you need to be careful.”

“You don’t get anything for flattering me bro, but… yeah, I’m gorgeous, I know it.”

“You do hear horror stories.” Haru-san agreed. “I never saw any of it, it’s not as common as people think, but… yes, some unscrupulous people might try and drug your drink at mixers and parties. I think being able to shrug that off would be a godsend.”

“Ick, that’s disgusting.” my sis spat sourly. “Luckily, I’ve already learned it, but I’ll try and raise the Rank. No way I’m letting that shit happen to me!”

“You like, totally are a worrier!” Mine-san laughed. “But… I think it’s kind of hot. I wish a guy thought about me that way. Maybe I’ll go put the moves on Yamato-sama, since he's available.”

“At the sour look on his face, I think he heard you and isn’t impressed. Though I think he could do worse.” I joked. “Anyway, time is ticking, and we are in a hurry. So… I’ll help my sis learn Chirurgery first. Shaeula, you put everyone else through their paces at Aether Manipulation and the new light element.”

“Wow, bro putting me first instead of his girlfriends. I’m so honoured.” my sis snarked.

“Sure, sure. Anyway, Haru-san, sorry to ask, but can you link Aiko back in? We shouldn’t need the twins as well if it’s just us.” Plus they are rather exhausted.

“That’s no problem. I think I’m getting the hang of it now.” She smiled, an impish one I had seldom seen from the shy and troubled woman. “I know you worry I didn’t gain much from this effort, but… practise makes perfect, right?”

“Right.” I agreed, and as we linked up, Mine-san and Yamato-san watching intently, I let Haru-san share my vision with my sis, her network flaring into view.

“Uh, is it me, or for a moment there were you seeing me naked then, bro?” My sis asked suspiciously, and I sighed.

“A side-effect of getting the clearest view possible. Don’t worry, I’ve already scrubbed the horrific sight from my mind.”

“Horrific. Damn bro, way to hurt a girl. Anyway, this is how you see the world through that Eye, huh? Damn, I’m all pretty and sparkly.”

“Yeah, that’s your Chakra network. See here, that’s where your fire element resides and here’s your new light element. It’s sunlight. Great job, sis. You…” I trailed off, surprised.

“Wait, what?” my sis asked. “Don’t leave me hanging, bro!”

“Good news, my precious little sister sapphire.” I teased her. “I had expected you’d get the Wielder Of A Mutated Element Class, and you did, but… you also got one I’ve not seen before.”

“Cool, so I have three now, yeah? I’m finally getting some power! So, what is it?”

“Not so fast. I’ll tell you if you can learn Chirurgery!” I continued my teasing, and as she pouted, Mine-san spoke up in wonder.

“Hey, they are brother and sister, right? Because, like, they are flirting up a storm here.”

“Yes. Blood-related, one hundred percent genuine.” Eri sighed from where she was alternating between bolts of light and darkness, trying to get a feel for them both together. “Seriously, there’s nothing going on, despite what it looks like, but they are renowned in our hometown as the brocon/siscon pair. Just leave them to it, if you draw attention to it, it only makes it worse.”

“Eri! That’s… shocking!” my sis protested, and as they bickered, I began to use my own Chirurgery, making small changes to the smaller side capillaries and branch pathways for Aiko to try and fix. “Fuck, bro! That hurts! Don’t just thrust it in there, give me some warning and be gentler!”

“See? Phrasing, Aiko! I know you are doing it on purpose since you have an audience!” Eri sighed.

“Yeah, this is going to hurt, as I’m improperly messing with your network, making it a little worse. Ether Healing will fix the damage, but it won’t put it back the way it was before. You need Chirurgery for that… I’ll demonstrate!”

“Holy hell, that hurt worse than burning my hand!” she yelped. “But I think I get it… or not. Damn. Do it again, bro. But be gentle!”

I spent a good twenty minutes slicing and dicing away at her network, until in the end Aiko was able to replicate the feat. It would have been essentially impossible for her just from my descriptions, and fumbling about to learn could have been disastrous, so once more my Eye and the link paid dividends.

“Well done. that was really quick. Thanks to you too, Haru-san.” I praised them both.

“It was a pleasure.” she replied, letting the link between us finally break. “But I couldn’t help but feel the phantom pain from Aiko-san, so it wasn’t fun.”

“Okay, sorry about that. Now, Mine-san, we need a little privacy again, if you don’t mind.”

“I get it. You want to talk about Classes, Levels and Skills, right? I’m, like, totally not stupid, okay?” Mine-san winked at us. “Though… damn, I’m so curious, the suspense is like, killing me. Want to grab a drink once Conclave is done for the day? You can show off how you get drunk and tell me all about it.”

“No way, my bro has enough women without you flirting with him too. Shoo, shoo!” Aiko waved away the laughing Mine-san, and as I put up my sound-dampening wind barrier again, she regarded me with sparkling eyes. “Okay bro, spill, spill! I need to know what my stats are now!”

[Oshiro Sapphire Aiko] [Kin]
[Material Statistics]
Might           97 109
Fortitude      90 100
Intellect        98 116
Resilience   106 115
Alacrity       106 116
Precision     112 136
Aether         361 463
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune            1 2
Majesty               1
Charm              2 4
League                1
Determination    2
Foresight
Fate
[Skills]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 2 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 1 Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 1 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Elemental Skills]
Light Manipulation Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Third Eye Chakra Of Sunlight Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 2 Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Physical Combat Skills]
Combat Technique Rank 1 Rank 2 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Bow Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Spiritual Kyūdō Rank 3 Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Unique Skills]
Lovers’ Link Rank 1 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
[Level] 7/8 9/9
[Classes]
Kami-Blessed 2/20
Wielder Of A Mutated Element 1/10
Archer Of Light 3/10


“That’s cool as hell, bro! All my numbers are over a hundred now!” she crowed. “And my Ether Healing, Chakra Of Flame and Spiritual Kyūdō have all Ranked up. But that’s not the main event… go on bro, tell me, tell me!”

“I get it.” I laughed, seriously impressed with my sis, who despite barely getting any benefit from Lovers’ Link, unlike the others, had put in gruelling effort to gain Skills and grow stronger. I guess she is definitely my sister, we both like the grind.

Archer Of Light – This Class is gained by anyone who has access to Flame and Light Elements, along with satisfactory spiritual and physical archery talents. Intellect and Precision will increase, and your grasp of spatial coordinates and trajectories will be instinctive, and your calculative capabilities noticeably enhanced. Generation of Flame and Light Elements will be slightly increased, and you can imbue those Elements into your arrows more easily and at reduced cost, or even create arrows of those Elements.


“Bro, whatever this system is, it thinks I’m good enough an archer to have a Class. I feel… damn, I feel so proud of myself!”

“As you should.” I patted her head. “But more importantly… Aiko, what’s the square of sixty-seven?”

“Four thousand, four hundred and eighty-nine.” She answered instantly, without thinking. “Uh… how did I do that?”

“Your calculative capabilities are enhanced. Well sis, I guess the maths portion of your entrance exams will no longer be an issue.”

“That’s a blessing, so if I’ve got maths and English in the bag, then it should be smooth sailing, right?” She gave me a thumbs-up, and I laughed, dropping the wind barrier.

“Looks like the news was good.” Mine-san remarked, coming back over. Yamato-san was continuing to watch our training with narrowed eyes, probably trying to glean hints about how we were doing it. “So, like, good job, I guess?”

“Thanks!” Aiko gave her a thumbs-up as well. “Well, I’m beat, so I’ll leave the next wave of training to you. Kana-chan, you’re up!” she called out, and Kana came over, followed by Marika-chan, who was holding a little flickering ball of light above her palms.

“Even a young kid like that, huh?” Mine-san observed, just as the ball winked out of existence and Marika-chan teared up a little.

“It’s okay, Marika-chan.” Kana reassured her. “It’s hard, I know. But if you study, you’ll master it. Keomi-chan says you like studying, right? Hell, you are better than she is, and she’s way older.”

“That’s true. I feel a bit sorry for her and the others that they couldn’t come today, but…” I said, shrugging. “We can’t train everyone at once. And judging by how much elemental energy we plundered, it was the right call. But enough of that. Kana… do you want to learn Ether Healing?”

She flinched. “I… well, yes. I do. But I don’t like pain. Still…” She let out a long sigh. “…I managed through the Chirurgery. I can do it again.”

“It’s worse, maybe.” Eri warned her. “Although…” She exchanged a long look with Aiko.

“Yeah, it has a side benefit. Your skin and hair stay pretty much perfect, even at the first Rank. No spots, greasy skin, lank hair… it’s awesome. Even the little nicks and wear and tear of daily life just polish themselves right out. You can get away without makeup nearly all the time!”

Mine-san was listening, as were everyone else, the twins giving us their full attention too. Only Ren-san looked uninterested, but Yamato-san strode over and started up a conversation with him. Probing for information, no doubt. Well, it’s not like it can be replicated. In fact…

“The only issue is, since we aren’t kin, it’ll be hard for me to know when you’ve acquired the Skill, but I should be able to manage with my Eye.”

“I can assist as well-well.” Shaeula grinned. “So do not-not worry. Pain is temporary, beauty is forever, is that not-not correct?”

“Fine.” Kana spoke at last. “I’ll do it. Ugh, what I have to suffer to be the best. I won’t ask you to take responsibility, but I will ask you to be gentle.”

“She sounds just like me…” My sis snickered.

“All right then, here we go…”

[image: image-placeholder]

“Finally.” Kana was cradling her arm. We had rolled the sleeve back on her hakama and inflicted nasty injuries on her, though we kept then internal, so that she didn’t bleed all over her clothes back in the Material.

Eventually, with help from my Eye and Haru-san showing her how I did it, as well as Shaeula and I guiding the flow within her, Kana’s body reached the point aether was automatically being sent around both her bodies, affecting minor healing. “That sucked. It sucked to the maximum. It was hell. But… at least I succeeded.”

“For now.” my sis warned her. “You get to hurt all over again when you are going for a Rank up.”

“You sure are a sadist.” Mine-san giggled, having watched the scene. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say that was torture.”

“It can be quite-quite cruel to learn, but compared to how we learned by using the Myconid Death Spores…” Shaeula barked a bitter laugh. “No, this was kind and quite-quite gentle in comparison. So, who is next?”

“Ren-san, you’re up.” I called, and as he went pale, Shaeula mocked him.

“I shall-shall be working on your sisters. They will not-not refuse, surely?”

The two girls were holding hands, looking down, but they shook their heads after silently communicating with each other. “No, we shall endure, Shaeula-sama.” “We can do it. As daughters of Hikawa-Kawagoe, we need to be strong.” They both answered her.

“You see? So man up.” I laughed, grabbing Ren-san by the collar.

“Would you be so good as to explain what you are doing?” Yamato-san asked, his conversation interrupted.

“Training. You are welcome to watch, though I doubt you’ll learn that much. I dare say I’ll end up talking about it in more detail at Conclave.”

He seemed frustrated, but he merely acquiesced, backing off, and soon, Ren-san was wailing like a little kid…

[image: image-placeholder]

“To think that you two sisters could share-share the pain between yourselves, halving the intensity. That was most-most clever. And then to split it still further with Marika…”

I was patting the head of our teary-eyed Marika-chan, though she smiled at me tremulously, her body still shaking. “It is fine. I wanted… to be useful to Chairo-sama, and to you, Akio-sama.” She bit her lip softly, remembering the pain, as even split into thirds it was quite agonising. “Though… can I wait a while before going further?”

“Of course. You were very brave. The twins too.” I turned to thank them. “You didn’t need to suffer the pain for Marika-chan, so I’m really impressed.”

“It was nothing, Akio-sama. Or so I would like to say…” Chiaki began.

“…we don’t regret it, but… we would like to wait before further training as well.” Chiasa finished her sentence.

“Yeah, there’s no urgency. We’ve laid the foundations.” I agreed, only for Ren-san to speak up.

“If only you’d have waited, my sister could have shared my pain and…”

“No way.” I denied him. “Brothers are there to spare their sisters from pain.”

“Says the brother that is always hurting his sister deliberately, it seems.” Mine-san giggled. “It’s like, you have no self-awareness at all!”

“Yeah, whatever.” I brushed that aside, knowing I did it for the right reasons, even if I hated it. “Haru-san, Grulgor, we are running short on time, I’ll work on the pair of you later, along with Hyacinth.”

“Fine. I don’t… enjoy pain. It brings back bad memories.” Haru-san whispered.

“All right. Mine-san, Yamato-san, we’ll be going soon, I just want to try one more thing, so… privacy time.” The barrier of wind went up again.

“Before that-that, Eri and I would like to see our growth.” Shaeula asked, and I nodded.

“All right, I’ll make it quick, as time is passing.”

[Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan] [Noble Fae] [Kamaitachi] [Wind, Flame, Water And Light Aspect]
[Material Statistics]
Might             607 643 (+15)
Fortitude        606 642 (+15)
Intellect          654 690 (+15)
Resilience       611 647 (+15)
Alacrity           662 698 (+15)
Precision         625 663 (+15)
Aether          2898 3199 (+15)
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune             23 24 (+0)
Majesty                  16 (+0)
Charm                    24 (+0)
League               16 17 (+0)
Determination   12 14 (+0)
Foresight             9 10 (+0)
Fate                      5 6 (+0)
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Eight Night Moons Chakra Network Rank 6 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 4 Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Aether Combat Technique Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 5 Rank 6 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Ether Healing Rank 6 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Enhanced Spiritual Form Rank 1 Noble (5) Principle (7)
[Elemental Skills]
Light Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Third Eye Chakra Of Light Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Wind Manipulation Rank 5 Rank 6 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 7 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 3 Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Water Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Sacral Chakra Of High Moonlight Spirit Water Rank 2 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Lunar Chakra Of Wind, Flame, Water And Light Rank 2 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spatial Perception Rank 4 Rank 5 Powerful (4) Rule (5)
Kamaitachi Dagger Technique Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Combat Technique Rank 2 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eyes Of Perception Rank 6 Imperious (6) Principle (7)
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 5 Imperious (6) Principle (7)
Blessing Of Fortunate Winds Rank 5 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Blessing Of Befuddling Winds Rank 5 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Foehn, Wind-Eating Breath Rank 4 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Lovers’ Link Rank 6 Rank 7 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
[Level] 46/64 49/79
[Classes]
True Wind, Flame, Water And Light Fae 1/30 3/30
Demon Of The Hyakki Yagyō - Ninetieth 2/30
Wielder Of A Mutated Element 1/10
[Mastered Classes]
Wind Fae 10/10
Pledged One 10/10
Great Wind And Flame Fae 20/20


“I see-see. I am certainly stronger, and I do rather enjoy being able to understand my Skills as you do now, Akio, but-but…” she sighed mournfully. “I have been far-far too busy on Seelie Court politics to battle and raise my Level. I have stagnated, and Eri is close-close to catching me.”

As Eri grinned triumphantly, my sis complained. “Yeah, yeah. I feel so sorry for you Shaeula, here’s me, stuck on Level nine!”

“Well, I have-have come up with an idea, but first we need to speak to…”

As they bickered, they looked happy. Tangible growth was the sweetest of all rewards, and though I had helped them along the way, a lot of it was their own efforts. In fact, we all help each other. Haru-san, the twins, Ren-san, Shaeula, today wouldn’t have been such a success without everyone working together.

As I was reading out more of Eri’s stats, I glanced outside my wind barrier to where Yamato-san and Mine-san were talking, Mine-san clearly the more invested in their conversation. Conclave, huh? If we can all work together, more Chosen helping each other, what value can we add, what feats can we achieve together? If only my Foresight wasn’t warning me, putting a dampener on my hopeful feelings…

[Mori Eri] [Bonded Kin]
[Material Statistics]
Might         143 235
Fortitude    146 237
Intellect     181 271
Resilience  150 244
Alacrity      184 274
Precision    173 263
Aether        511 734
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune           3 4
Majesty           2 4
Charm             9 11
League            2 3
Determinatio  3 4
Foresight
Fate                   1
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills] 
Silver Cord Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 2 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Elemental Skills]
Light Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Third Eye Chakra Of Light Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Darkness Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Throat Chakra Of Darkness Rank 3 Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 3 Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 2 Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Physical Combat Skills]
Axe Technique Rank 2 Rank 3 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Combat Technique Rank 1 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Elemental Axe Technique Rank 1 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
[Unique Skills] 
Lovers' Link Rank 7 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
[Level] 29/57 47/64
[Classes] 
Dark Temptress 4/10 5/10
Fae-Bonded 3/20
Spirit Pledged 3/10 5/10
Kami-Blessed 2/20


With Eri’s stats looking like that after all her hard work, I definitely don’t need to worry about casual criminals or stalkers. It’d take a mob of yakuza, the army or a Chosen to handle her… I guess her affinity for light is low though, considering her gains. Hmm, I think I know their next training regimen…

It was similar to what I was doing now, trying to link my wood and light elements to my lunar Chakra, as doing so massively increased the recovery speed, power and maximum amount of such elements I could hold.

“I was so proud of breaking the hundred barrier and all of yours are past two hundred! Some are nearly three hundred!” my sis complained. “Although… I have sunlight, you have plain measly old light!” she taunted Eri triumphantly and teasingly.

“Hey, I have just an ordinary light element too…” I laughed. “And speaking of…” Using my Split Thoughts and my experience from before, along with my high understanding of light element, it synchronised with my lunar Chakra, upgrading the Skill. Wood element… well, that’s a lost cause for now. I suppose we should get going…

Before I could declare we were done, everyone insisted on knowing my stats. “Oh well, I can tell you, but promise not to be depressed, all right?” I grinned cheekily. “If Eri’s bother you, you’ll cry when I tell you mine.” I teased Aiko.

“Just shut up and do it. We have to get going soon, right?” she retorted.

“Sure. In that case…”

[Material Statistics]
Might             883 999
Fortitude        885 1001
Intellect       1005 1115
Resilience    1026 1193
Alacrity          931 1050
Precision        901 1019
Aether          2997 3654
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune             24 30
Majesty             18 24
Charm               26 33
League              13 18
Determination   10 16
Foresight           15 19
Fate                      5 8
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 5 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 7 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Aether Combat Technique Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Adherence Manipulation Rank 2 Noble (5) Law (8)
Crude Body Enhancement Rank 2 Rank 4 Sufficient (3) Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 6 Rank 7 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 6 Rank 8 Noble (5) Rule (5) Principle (7)
Spiritually Pure Physique Rank 1 Noble (5) Principle (7)
Split Thoughts Rank 2 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
[Elemental Skills]
Light Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Third Eye Chakra Of Light Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Darkness Manipulation Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Throat Chakra Of Darkness Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Wind Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Wood Manipulation Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Root And Sacral Chakras Of Wood Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Water Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Sacral Chakra Of High Moonlight Spirit Water Rank 3 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Earth Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Lunar Chakra Of Wind, Flame, Earth And Water Four Elements, Light and Darkness Rank 3 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spear Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Sword Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Combat Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Elemental Weapon Technique Rank 3 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
[Practical Skills]
Ether Crafting Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Dvergr Techniques Rank 1 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge Rank 2 Rank 3 Imperious (6) Legendary (7) Law (8)
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 4 Imperious (6) Principle (7)
Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze Rank 5 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Might Of The Furious Earth Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Level] 81 91
[Classes]
Fae-Souled 27/30
Kami-Blessed 6/20 10/20
Conqueror 11/50 12/50
Wielder Of A Mutated Element 1/10 2/10
Wielder Of Elements, Classic Western 1/10 2/10
[Mastered Classes]
Fae-Souled 30/30
[Territory Rank] 3


My lunar Chakra was now a Four Element, Light And Darkness one, and the swirling energies were orbiting it in seeming harmony, generating me significant power. My stats were all around a thousand, barring Aether, and when I integrated the new light element into Body Enhancement, it was possible I might be able to effectively double them for a short time, or run them at a potent but lesser increase for a decent length of time.

“Wow, just …. Wow.” My sis was stunned. “Damn bro, way to make us all look bad!”

“Well, I am a candidate for Astral Emperor, so it’s not fair to compare. Considering everything, you and Eri have done wonders. And now Kana, Marika-chan, Chiaki-san, Chiasa-san, Ren-san, you’ve taken the first steps on this path too. The others… we’ll have to bring then up to speed as well, but for now… Conclave.” I exchanged looks with everyone as the privacy barrier dropped again. “Are we ready?”

“We sure are!” Kana declared, hyping herself up. “My father may be the face of Shirohebizumi shrine, but I’ll do my part, as the future heir to the shrine, and your ally, Akio.”

As the others echoed her, Yamato-san and Mine-san returned. “Sounds like you are all pumped for Conclave. I’m like, glad someone is.” Mine-san chortled.

“Don’t be foolish. This is vital to you. To us all.” Yamato-san then addressed Ren-san, the twins and Kana. “As Susanoo faction, I hope you’ll give it your all, even if you are not at the main meeting. I’ll make some time to come and see you, all right?”

Ren-san nodded, excited. Kana hid her expression behind her usual flirty mask when she was trying to dissemble, and nodded as well.

“As for you…” Yamato-san frowned. “My father invited you, don’t forget that.”

True, but… oh well, it doesn’t matter. I’ll do what I need to do, regardless of faction. “Don’t worry, I never forget a favour done to me.” A slight neither. Let’s hope he gets that message.

“Well, we should be going. Thanks for the light element, Yamato-san. I’ll consider it a little payment towards the cost of my help yesterday.” And with those words we returned to the Material, ready for Conclave, though first there was the small matter of my meeting with Saionji-san…


Two Hundred And Seventy


“So, we all know what we need to do?” I asked, looking at our rather large group, standing in a sheltered spot across from the Kyoto Imperial Palace. It was quite the varied one, with a mixture of spiritual beings, Kami, shrine personnel, our families and some American mercenaries, but we all had the same goal. Making Conclave a success for both Japan and us. I can’t just be a lackey, a grunt for one of the three factions. No, I need to be an equal partner at least.

“Of course.” Kana’s grandfather Masaji-san was the first to speak. He could see the change, the confidence, that had come over his daughter, as she finally took the duties of her shrine seriously, and he was delighted and proud of her. “Though our shrine is Susanoo faction… our loyalty is to you, Akio-san. After all, our Kami trusts and serves you.” He looked at Shirohebi, who alongside the Jade Beetle was waiting, ready for their debut before the faiths of Japan.

“I’ll be attending the main meeting.” his son, Daichi-san announced. “So I’ll raise my voice in support. My daughter will attend one of the many smaller side meetings and look for those who might be amenable to listening to her.”

“Leave it to me. I won’t let you down, Akio.” Kana grinned, before unleashing a glowing orb of light on her palm that flickered and bobbled for a few seconds before fading. “I’ll be the talk of the Conclave. No, we will.”

“That’s not fair, Kana-chan, big bro Akio.” Keomi-chan, who was talking to Marika-chan, turned to me, her big, guileless eyes wide. “You forgot to take me! I want to make pretty lights too! And Kana-chan and Marika-chan look so beautiful now. Their skin is as soft as silk!” She poked Marika-chan in the cheek, who flushed.

“It was not very fun.” Marika-chan sighed, remembering. “It was scary and painful at times, but… Chiaki-sama and Chiasa-sama are kind. They helped me…”

“I don’t approve of hurting my precious Marika!” her mother complained loudly. “But even so… I can’t believe it. Gods and spiritual powers. And Marika has them too now. I suppose… I should be grateful.” she said at last, looking at the Palace as groups of shrine maidens, priests and others were going inside, hundreds, thousands gathering for what would likely decide the course of Japan’s religion, and would have a huge impact on its politics.

“I want to be helpful to Chairo-sama. And to everyone.” Marika-chan insisted, and everyone smiled, as seeing a young girl trying her best with such an earnest wish was definitely a heart-warming sight.

“I guess we missed out as well, huh Asami-chan?” Mio-san giggled. “You too, Takagi-chan, Kikuchi-chan.” The girls were closer friends now, and even the standoffish Takagi-san and the shy Maiko-san were opening up. “I hope next time, we’ll get our chance! Kana-chan said it hurt like hell, but for perfect skin, I’d sit in a vat of boiling oil!”

“I’ll be there too, along with my Kami.” Shuta-san added. “My daughter will do her part, with the other members of Amaterasu.” At his words, Maiko-san paled, but she nodded, resolute, and as Takagi-san grasped her hand reassuringly, I could see the tension lift from her. “I will offer my voice in support at Conclave as well, but first… Saionji-sama is waiting.”

“I don’t know just what we can do.” uncle Junpei said, and auntie echoed him. “But your parents and us, we’ll do our best.”

“Just being there and showing off what your Chirurgery can do is what you wanted, right Aki?” my mom asked, enjoying the feeling of being in hakama, and preening under the gazes she was getting from passing tourists and other shrine personnel, being a British woman of excellent looks, wearing such an outfit. “I’ll tell all the pretty girls they can be just like us if they ask you nicely, Aki!”

“I think our son has more than enough girls around him already.” My father shook his head, a little exasperated. “But yes, you can count on us, son. At first I thought you were hiding something when you said you were doing work with the shrine at Chairoakitara. And you were. But to think it would come to this…”

“And we know our role.” Trey pointed out in English, as his sister stifled a yawn. Beside him, Travis and Manx nodded too. “Since we don’t speak Japanese, we are just security. At least your family and the others…” he glanced at Grulgor and Hyacinth. “…speak it too. So we’ll just be suitably intimidating.”

“Good. Because we need to be on high alert.” I had of course shared the warning of my Foresight with everyone. Aliyah and my parents hadn’t really believed it, until Shaeula and Kana supported me, talking about the yakuza attack and the betrayal of Shaeula’s maids. Now everyone was tense, but we had made preparations. Nobody was to go it alone, everyone was to group up with someone capable of fighting.

“Right. Well, don’t forget, we have other allies. Chiyo-san and her neutral shrines, as well as those others we brought in, and Hikawa-Kawagoe. So mingle with our friends and colleagues, and build our support base. I’ll work on those at the top, but even if they won’t play ball, if we win over enough of the shrine maidens and priests who support them, we can pressure them that way.”

“He’s grown up, hasn’t he?” uncle remarked, and my father nodded, approving.

“So, bro. Will we see you in the break after the first session?” my sis asked, and I shook my head.

“Probably not. I dare say I’ll end up having to meet the Diviner, or Takakura-san, or maybe one of the other faction heads. Maybe more than one. If I do get chance, I’ll text you though.”

“Okay, that sucks but… whatever. What about afterwards though? No way you’ll miss out on that concert by Red and White. All of us girls are going, right?” At that they all nodded, Takagi-san looking particularly thrilled.

“Sure, your brother will be there to keep an eye on you.” I smiled. “Anyway… so there’s the first session until four pm, then a two hour break, then another session until ten pm. It’s a long day, so everyone, pace yourselves. Haru-san, Eri, Shaeula, you ready?” I turned to Shuta-san. “I suppose we had better meet with Saionji-san, we don’t have a lot of time before the first session begins, and we don’t want to be late…”

[image: image-placeholder]

The inside of the Imperial Palace was luxurious indeed. Signs were up outside saying it was closed to the public this weekend, and now it was filled with thousands of visitors from all the true shrines and temples of Japan. As we admired the architecture and interior décor, a young priest led the seven of us to a small room, where three people were waiting for us.

The first was a middle-aged man sitting behind an antique desk. He radiated an aura of authority, as if he was used to being obeyed, and his black hair was neatly trimmed and styled, framing an austere face with a sharp nose that gave him the look of a hungry raptor.

His dark eyes surveyed us as we entered, his interest plain to see. Standing behind him was a somewhat older man, a bit tired-looking, and hunched, with his hair going to grey. Still as our eyes met, I could feel power within him. Within both of them. So, Saionji-san is a Chosen too. And quite a powerful one. A match for Yamato-san at least…

It was the third figure that drew my eye though. She was sitting down, seemingly half asleep, her dark chocolate skin a shade lighter than Trey or Aliyah, but her body-line was tight and clean, with a decent chest, accentuated by the deep red sundress she wore, with white detailing around the bust, wrists and hem.

Her long brown hair was covering her face, dangling down, and as I looked at her, one eye flickered open lazily, a brilliant ruby colour, yet her eye held little heat, only a dull exhaustion. She looked past me, to see Shaeula and Haru-san and the Jade Beetle Kami, only to jolt upright, nearly falling out of her chair.

“You… you three are all like me!” The woman gasped, surprised.

I heard Haru-san take a mournful breath, and I couldn’t blame her. After all, she may be an Onryō now, but she’s human at heart still… not some spiritual being.

“Calm yourself, Akai.” the composed man chided, who was surely Saionji-san. “If you are going to be annoying, you can go back to sleep until the Conclave.”

“But… that one is strong.” She eyed Shaeula warily. “I smell fire, and light, wind, a powerful water…” She turned to Haru-san then. “Light from her too.” She wrinkled her nose. “That one…” She pointed at the Jade Beetle Kami triumphantly. “… is a Divinity, though far less potent than I, of course. Stinks of wind.”

She thrust out her ample chest proudly. “Flame, light and darkness… ugh, I dislike the dark.” She glanced at Eri, shuddering. “And you…” She glowered at me with her ruby eyes, before her chocolate skin whitened, quite a feat. A sudden look of fear crossed her face. “No, he’s powerful! I don’t… I don’t think I can fight him! Darkness, light, fire, water, air, earth, wood… even hints of space. Ugh… a monster!” She shrank back in her chair, making herself look small, her hair wrapping around her like wings.

“I said enough, Akai.” Saionji-san sighed, exasperated, as I was unsure of how to respond, slightly offended at being called a monster, but also happy as it meant she recognised my strength. “I told you we were going to meet some fellows of yours, as well as a promising young man who has been doing the rounds of Kyoto since yesterday.”

She didn’t respond, merely hiding herself in her hair, as if that meant we couldn’t see her, so Saionji-san dismissed her with a snort. “I apologise.” He sighed again, though I didn’t miss a gleam of interest in his eyes. “Akai here hasn’t quite mastered the social graces of the human world. Do forgive her. Anyway, I should introduce myself. I am Saionji Gin, master of the Kinkaku-ji, Chosen by Avalokiteśvara, and leader of Amaterasu faction. This is as I said, Akai. A little chick I picked up. My adjunct here is Yasaka-san. He is also Chosen by a God, though not from these sacred shores.” He looked at Shuta-san and Maiko-san then. “Your son not with you today, Shuta-san?”

“No, he has little taste for these matters.” He was the one sighing now. “He’s making the most of his time to sightsee.”

“I see. Then won’t you introduce me? You told me so much about him at our last meeting.” At that, Maiko-san flinched, and that drew Eri’s and Shaeula’s interest.

“I beg your pardon.” Shuta-san spoke in a hurry. “This is my master, Oshiro Moonstone Akio-san. He is a Chosen, his God also not from these lands. His fiancée, Mori Eri.” Eri nodded at that, pleased.

“Suzuki Haru-san. Another Chosen by the Gods. I am unaware of which, though. Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan… uh… Oshiro-san’s fiancée as well. Please do not ask.” He looked a little embarrassed, which tickled Shaeula, causing her to grin, and strangely enough, Maiko-san looked a little amused as well. “She is as you can see, not a human. And lastly… my Kami, the Jade Beetle of Hisuikomushi.”

“Charmed to meet you.” The Kami greeted them regally, his jade-green priestly vestments and jewellery we had secured for him making the Jade Beetle seem noble and patrician.

“Well, now introductions are out of the way…” Saionji-san gestured to the seats set up, and we all took them, while Yasaka-san started making tea. “…this is quite the gathering. Five Chosen by the Gods, and three spiritual beings walking the earth once more. As well as…” he frowned at Eri. “… well, you are not ordinary, are you, Mori-san?” he asked, certain of her value. “After all, Akai could smell elemental power on you. A triumph of this training school I have heard of, no doubt?”

Eri held in her dislike of talking to other people, knowing she needed to help me here. “Yes. In fact, I would say I was the test case, the first. So it’s only natural I’m furthest along.” she disclosed, implying others could reach her level. “I can demonstrate, if you wish?” She eyed a rather heavy-looking statue in the corner of the room.

“No, I think that won’t be necessary.” Saionji-san said mildly. “I can feel a decent level of strength from you. You are stronger than some of the Chosen who have come to Kyoto, I’d wager.”

Eri looked proud at that, grinning, and Saionji-san nodded politely to her, before turning to me. “Now, I shall be blunt, Akio-san. I can call you that, right? I have no wish to be too formal with someone that I hope will work with me.”

I nodded, not being a particularly formal person myself due to my upbringing, so he continued. “Shuta-san here has been forthcoming about your merits. It was quite educational.”

“…Dad didn’t say anything he shouldn’t. I promise.” Maiko-san spoke in barely a whisper, trusting my ears to pick it up. “…but he’s weak to pressure, so… I’m sorry.”

“I see. So why don’t we get to the point? I wouldn’t want us to miss the start of the first session, yeah?”

“No. After all, Uchida Ren will be counting on your voice, I am sure?” Saionji-san probed slyly, and I returned his insinuation with one of my own.

“Oh? That’s an interesting thing to say. Yes, my invite came from Uchida-san, thanks to mediation from Hikawa-san from Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine, but I’m sure you are aware I’ve met with Kudou-san, Bankei-san and also have met Takakura-san previously.”

“Yes, and the Lady Diviner as well, I believe.” Saionji-san agreed, not rising to my bait. “I’ll get to the point then. I don’t know what promises you’ve made with the other factions, but it is clear that Amaterasu is the only true path for the faithful moving forwards. When ours was just a legacy of bloodlines with some small spiritual gifts that went against what science, the true God of the current would, could explain… well, I can understand the reluctance of Susanoo and Tsukuyomi, even if I hate the cowardice of it. But now…”

He gestured to Akai and Shaeula, Akai flinching under her blanket of long, dark hair. “…fears such as being experimented on, or the shrines and temples being taken over by the men of science and their ungodly tools… would you let that happen to those under your protection, Akio-san?”

Shaeula snorted loudly. “I do not-not think so. Nobody may harm who Akio wishes to protect.”

“Exactly.” Saionji-san approved. “And that is the Amaterasu way of thinking. The shrines and faith are needed. Not merely needed, but should be instrumental in guiding, leading the country. I don’t want to give all my reasons, as you will have to listen to my speech again in Conclave, but… the Kami, the Gods… they are returning. And if they find their worshippers lost to secular science and their shrines and temples nothing but tourist sites and relics of the past… I suspect they will be far less than pleased.”

As Yasaka-san handed out tea and snacks, I took a sip, gathering my thoughts. Still, it was Eri that spoke first. “You don’t seem to approve of science. But… there’s science behind the spiritual, surely. We just don’t understand it all yet. Everything has a reason. All the training I’ve done, it follows logic, and where it doesn’t, it should, if we just understood it better.”

“A bold claim.” Saionji-san looked interested. “So are you saying…”

“I don’t want to bore you with the details right now, as you’ll have to listen to my speech again in Conclave…” I returned his earlier words. “…but think about it. How many of those Chosen by the Kami will be here at Conclave? Ten? Twenty? A few more?” I let that sink in. “Compared to how many Japan and the wider world has, it’s merely a tiny portion.”

“But, the faith should guide, after all, we speak for the Kami.” Saionji-san disagreed. “Who better than us, who understands the will of the Gods?”

“Do you? Even Kami such as the Jade Beetle here don’t really get what the more important Gods, those that gave us these powers, truly want.” As the Beetle agreed quietly, I continued. “But you aren’t wrong. The faith is important. Guidance… yes. The faith should be involved, and have a powerful role. As should the wider Japan.”

“You mean the nobility. I understand you are close to Takakura-sama.” Saionji-san sighed. “In this modern world, money is power. And they have it all. Surely you don’t mean to let them buy and sell us? Have you no pride in your own…”

“Enough.” Shaeula snapped, and Akai flinched again, letting out a choked squawk. “I think-think you forget yourself, Gin.” As usual Shaeula spoke without any deference or honorifics. “We are on good terms with some of the nobility, it is quite-quite true.” She smiled, no doubt thinking of the other girls. “But we are not-not their lapdogs, far from it. They too must understand that they must come together, compromise. The rulers of the country too-too, this Prime Minister.” Shaeula smirked. “Besides, the world of the spiritual as you call it, the Astral… it has far more-more within than merely your Gods.”

“This is bigger than any one faction.” I stated calmly. “I want us all to work together. Yes, we have our own interests, and we should look after those, but not at the expense of the whole.”

“I see. That is closer to old Kudou and his fence-sitter philosophy.” he complained sourly. “I understand you met with that old man and the Lady Diviner. I hear that she has taken ill. Disturbed by a dark portent, some say.”

“Yes, I did meet Kudou-san, and the Diviner. And yes, she feels some grim times are coming. I expect we’ll hear more at Conclave. I would help her if I could. I’ve already provided a little service to their faction. I gave Yamato-san a hand too, and of course I’ve met with Bankei-san and his neutral group, at the request of Chiyo-san. I want to hear all sides and get a balanced viewpoint. I’m not beholden to anybody.” I grinned. “If anything, they owe me now.”

“If I may ask, what services were these?” Saionji-san leant forwards, curious.

“Power, of course. I helped them consolidate their Territories. Kyoto is rather dangerous, right? What with the Night Parade and other powerful beings. Though to me, it was simply some decent experience.”

“The Night Parade.” Saionji-san shuddered. “They are supposed to roam over the entirety of Japan, yet for the last few months they have stalked Kyoto. Did… did you face them?” he asked, incredulous.

“Just some of their offshoots who picked a fight. They won’t be doing it again.” No way I’m going to fight the whole Parade head-on. Just seeing it was enough to tell me that would be total suicide. “As for dealing with them in the long term… let me just say I have an idea.”

Behind me Shaeula grinned, though there was some nervousness in it, no doubt as she worried her mother wouldn’t be pleased to see her, wouldn’t accept her, so my hand snaked out and grasped hers. Eri took her other hand.

That gave Saionji-san pause. “I see. That aid… I would have given much for it.”

“It isn’t as though I can’t still help you. But I don’t work for free.” I offered mildly.

“I see…” Saionji-san frowned, finishing his tea, so I did the same, drinking down the remaining liquid in my cup. “…I had feared you were determined to support Susanoo. Or was a puppet of the nobility. I see that isn’t the case… well, that allayed my fears a little.” He looked down, checking the time. “It seems it is time. We should be going. Conclave awaits. Akai, I know you aren’t sleeping. Get up.” He chided his spiritual being.

“Sorry, sorry. I don’t like them. They’re strong!” she squawked, nervous, peering at us through her hair.

“I am quite-quite offended.” Shaeula sighed. “What does my strength have to do with being likable? I am quite-quite the charming female, and Akio is very kind, should you not-not threaten him or his loved ones.”

“One last thing.” Saionji-san warned, standing. “I intended to introduce spiritual beings to the faithful at Conclave, but now I know I am not alone in having such a companion. I would ask that you let me raise Akai here first. Surely a small favour like this is nothing?”

“Fine. Although I want time to speak, so make sure you don’t shout me down when it’s my turn, all right?” I conceded.

As we haggled over some details on how we would proceed at Conclave, Maiko-san left to attend one of the smaller meetings. I told her to be careful, and she nodded, a small smile on her face. We reached the grand hall, where Conclave was taking place, and it was already bustling, four blocks of seating arrayed in front of the raised stage that occupied the back of the hall.

A throne was the centrepiece, and it was actually occupied by a girl around my age, wearing a rich red, white and gold hakama, her hair pulled into a pair of brown braids, her face looking pale and nervous, her eyes darting about behind her red-framed glasses. Is that Princess Mikasa? I’m meeting a real Princess. A real human one, anyway…

“I must take my place. Akai, go with Yasaka-san and don’t fall asleep.” Saionji-san ordered her. “Shuta-san, join the others.” He turned to me then. “And where will you sit? With Susanoo?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I think I’ll sit with Chiyo-san in the neutral seating for now. I can always change places later.” I grinned, my smile teasing.

“That is quite a statement. It will annoy that damn Uchida, so I don’t disapprove. I hope when you hear my reasoning, you will see that supporting me and my plans is the only viable path for Japan.”

“Right back at you. My plan shouldn’t totally disappoint you, even if you have to compromise a bit.”

“I shall certainly listen, in deference to you having saved Shuta-san, one of my own, and your honesty during our meeting. Just don’t let fools drag you to their own pace. Susanoo reeks of defeatism, and that old fox Kudou… well, the splinters you’ll get from sitting on the fence will annoy you.” Saionji-san's parting words were an appeal.

With that he headed for the front dais. I could see the veiled form of the Diviner next to the Princess, Kudou-san next to her. Yamato-san’s father was on the other side, and Takakura-san was there too.

As Saionji-san took his own seat, I went past the Susanoo area, drawing a lot of looks, including a searching one from Hikawa-san, who was in the front row of the chairs. I merely nodded back, winking, and he sighed, getting the message.

I’ve talked to each faction, and while before I was begging for this opportunity, now I’m owed it, earned it. Things have changed.

The four of us were attracting a fair number of looks. Shaeula wasn’t in shrine maiden attire, but her kimono, while Haru-san was in a suit. I didn’t look like a priest either. Eri was in hakama, which was a fresh look for her, but even so, we looked out of place. Still, we took seats in the second row of the neutral area, a few people grumbling as they had to move for us, but Chiyo-san, who was sitting directly in front of us, smirked.

“So, sitting with us today, Akio-kun? A good choice. It’s certainly a statement. So, you had a good talk with Gin-kun, the reckless fool, right? That’s everyone then. What did you think?”

“I think you’ll find out when I get to speak.” I replied, earning a raised eyebrow. It was then, as the last of the attendees were taking their seats, over two thousand people filling the hall, that the great doors boomed shut, and the last of the moderators, Bankei-san, took his seat on the stage.

Picking up a microphone, Bankei-san spoke. “Testing, testing. Can everyone hear me, especially at the back? It has been a long time since the last Conclave. Many of us were not even alive for that.” There was some laughter at his joke, an amused ripple that went around the hall, but there was uneasiness too.

“I shall introduce those of us who are key to this. Though I expect you all already know us. This humble one is Bankei, and I shall be chairing this Conclave. So while I expect there will be heated debate, accusations and the usual infighting, please do not forget why they called me Bankei the Hammer. I may be old, but I can still smite you young ones if you step out of line.” More laughter, and the mood lightened a little.

“Saionji-san, Uchida-san and Kudou-san are well known to you all, keeping everybody in line. They will each have their chance to speak, as will any of you who need to, though we only have two days, so try and stick to the point. I do not wish to have to cast any of you out. Everyone should have their chance to hear and be heard.”

I see. Well, it makes sense having a respected and unaffiliated priest like Bankei-san take the reins.

“The Lady Diviner is watching. Do not disgrace yourselves in front of her. As the voice of the Kami, we will of course need her wisdom.” he continued, and she raised a slender hand, though my keen eyes could see it trembling a little. “And as for the representative of the Imperial Family, one of our own, shrine maiden of Amaterasu, of the Grand Shrine at Ise, protecting the country from all spiritual ills, is Princess Mikasa.”

“I am honoured to be here, though I don’t know what wisdom I can impart.” Despite her obvious nerves, she spoke clearly and with elegant diction. I dare say she’s used to public speaking as a Princess, even if she’s kept out of the public eye most of her life.

“Lastly, representing the nobility of Japan, is the friend of the faiths, Takakura-san.”

“I am pleased to be here in these troubling times. As ever, I shall speak freely and fairly, honest to the needs of the wider Japan. I ask only that you listen with an open mind.” he responded, his request seeming more of an order.

“So, now this humble one…” Bankei-san paused, allowing the gravity of the moment to sink in. “…shall open with why we are all gathered here. It is simple. The Kami, the Gods… they are returning. The world lost fifteen hundred years ago… the spiritual, both good and bad, the Yōkai and other beings… soon the world will have to deal with them once again. To that end… we have to make a choice, as to how we shall respond. A choice that affects not just us, but Japan, no, the very world!”

As Bankei-san spoke, I felt a rising tension within me. Here we go, this is it. I planned to be here months ago, and I’ve laid the groundwork for it. Now all I have to do is convince those here of my plans. And it won’t be easy…


Two Hundred And Seventy-One


As Bankei-san spoke, I let my gaze wander around the surrounding crowd. I could see a variety of expressions, some fearful, others hopeful, yet more contemplative. I also spotted several beings like Shirohebi, though none were amongst the Susanoo seats other than Shirohebi.

Well, it’s obvious that others would be able to do what I do. Kikuchi Shuta-san proved that when with my guidance he managed to create a Throne Of Heroes…

“We have carried faith for fifteen hundred long, often bitter years.” Bankei-san’s voice boomed, rich and deep, his oratory crisp and evoking emotions of loss. “Upheavals, wars, the destruction of shrines, the pillaging and rapine that often accompanied such times. Not every Kami is remembered, many are lost to the sands of time, the hourglass ever flowing.”

He sighed, the sound echoing over the speakers. “Though new shrines to new Kami were established, and sometimes a prosperous, fortunate bloodline would split off, dedicating themselves to a new faith.” There were some nods and murmurs of agreement at that, and that answered one of my questions.

Prince Shōtoku, the Kami we met at Tsukuyomi-jinja, the Diviner’s shrine, I remember from my old history lessons that he was born in the late five hundreds, right? That would be after the Gods withdrew and the Astral receded from Earth.

So if the shrines during that and later periods occasionally established branch families, that would explain how later Kami deified by the populace could still have true shrines and temples.

Though more interesting is that Kami can still be created, even when the Boundary is all we had. Though I suppose the Prince and other similar Kami would be like Shirohebi, rather weak compared to the true Divinity that are still distant from us, up in the higher Astral…

As I pondered the mechanism for becoming a Kami, suspecting it was similar to my Fae-Souled class in a way, or perhaps required a lot of adherence, I listened to Bankei-san as he continued to speak. “But as the years, the decades, the centuries marched on, our bloodlines thinned. Perhaps it was the loss of so many families, forcing us to bring in new blood or marry outside the web of faith, or perhaps it was the distance of the Gods from us, but powers we took for granted, the ability to create miracles, to heal the sick and dying, to conjure fire and lightning to smite our enemies, to listen to the wind and the rain, hearing the voices of the Kami… that dwindled to mere flickers of power. Though a power rightfully ours, this humble one says it still was.” he boomed, his talent for speaking impressing me further.

“Unlike other countries, who stood firmly on the altar of science, and purged anything that did not fit their secular dreams, we were isolated, protected. The Tokugawa Shogunate kept our nation isolated for two hundred and sixty-five years. Only in eighteen sixty-eight did we open our borders, and that… well, that was the beginning of our second, more rapid decline.”

It really is like being back at school. Eri and I both studied Sakoku, the isolationist period. But to think it would be relevant here… I could see Shaeula’s eyes glazing over at the talk, and I held in a grin.

“First, Western science and beliefs came in with renewed vigour. The Christian faith, which had first arrived four hundred and fifty years ago, only to dwindle during the Sakoku period, came back, bringing with it danger to our native faiths. There were… incidents, as I am sure many of you know about. But worse was science. With technology and ease of life, faith perishes, and over time belief in the Kami, the Gods, became mere rote tradition. And then… the greatest blow…”

He paused dramatically. “The Second World War! Whether right or wrong, Japan fought and lost, and in the war and the subsequent occupation, more true shrines and temples were despoiled, more bloodlines lost than ever before. And worse… our truest bloodline, the Imperial Family, said to be descended from Amaterasu…”

At that, Princess Mikasa looked down, biting at her lip.

“…they were forced to recant their Divine blood and heritage. And from then on, we have truly been forced to hide our lineage, as with the advent of television, cameras, the internet and more, we would be discovered, studied, worse…”

That was Kana’s reasoning as to why she and her father kept their talents hidden. And it’s a good one. I know internationally there are several rather large prizes for anyone who can demonstrate genuine magical or psychic powers, but… yeah, those are traps, most likely. Science has definitely made the world a better place, no question, but it can be ruthless in search of progress. I bet many scientists wouldn’t think twice about doing horrible deeds to unravel the secrets of magic. I couldn’t help but think of Ixitt then, our own resident mad scientist, no, Mortal Engineer…

“But now, this humble one, and all of you… the times have changed. The past is the past and now we have to decide how to face the future. There are those Chosen by the Gods themselves among us, and the once lost spiritual realm alongside ours, it is now accessible once more. So, we now need to plot a course.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially, through the microphone still made it audible to all.

“We survived fifteen hundred years of war, plague, rebellion, clashes of faith and worse, because we were, if not unified, then of one mind to protect our secrets and our faith as a whole. Those that tried to betray us did exist, though fortunately they were few in number. We made hard choices, and our hands were bloody, but we survived. For this day.” He took a deep breath. “Now, I shall allow a moment to reflect, while Kudou-san prepares to update you on the current nature of the Chosen of the Gods, and what we know.”

He nodded, stepping back, and around the hall people started talking as Kudou-san was discussing something with Saionji-san and Uchida-san. “So, what do you think, Akio-kun?” Chiyo-san asked, turning to me. “How would you proceed from here?”

“That’s obvious. You were at our big meeting. You know my aims. Look, keeping the faith preserved through all these years, and still a secret, it’s an amazing feat, just like Bankei-san said. I think it helps that we Japanese are generally superstitious and if we don’t actually believe in Yōkai and Kami, we don’t disbelieve.” The difference was subtle, but it was there.

“But now, we can’t keep it under wraps much longer, as the number of Chosen outside the faith far outweighs those within, who are used to keeping secrets, hiding their meagre gifts, and generally being wise. All it’ll take is one idiot, and this all gets out. Which is why we need to act fast and bring everyone under one aegis before the inevitable happens.”

“The Ministry, yes?” she responded, and I nodded, though before I could elaborate, Kudou-san had taken the stage, holding another microphone.

“This is all rather dull, is it not-not?” Shaeula yawned. “We already know this.”

“Yes, but they have to bring all the shrines and temples up to date with the same level of knowledge before we can decide on anything, so just bear with it, okay?”

She snorted at my explanation but held her silence, as Kudou-san spoke. “It is unusual for the three of us… well, the four of us, I guess…” he apologised to Bankei-san. “…to agree on much of anything. Yet here we are. The decisions we make here will shape our future, the future of Japan, the future of the world. So, we need to have a grounding on the basic facts. Sadly, most of you will not know, or have never met, any of these new Chosen, as they are rather rare. How rare? Well, Takakura-sama, our old friend, has provided us with information. Some of it from a surprising source.”

I felt his eyes on me for a moment. “It seems that we are fortunate, and rewarded for our faithful service to the Gods, as the rate of the Chosen amongst us is far higher than the average populace. We estimate that out of roughly a hundred and twenty-five million, there is no more than two thousand. That’s one in sixty two thousand, roughly. The Gods scatter their favours but rarely, it seems. Yet amongst us here… the two thousand five hundred of us, there are actually over twenty Chosen. Though a couple are… guests.”

Many in the hall were looking at us, and I let it wash over me, though Eri was shrinking in against me, shy.

“You can do the maths.” Kudou-san continued. “While our numbers are small, the incidences of the Gods choosing us validates our faith. And it also gives us a responsibility. Because… why have the Gods graced us with their powers, after so long? The simple answer is… we do not know.” he warned, and there was silence at the unexpected answer.

“Of course, we have some educated guesses.” Kudou-san continued. “Though we rely a lot on the word of the Gods and those that they chose.”

Yeah, just like I rely on Ortlinde’s word that danger is coming. Or I did, anyway. It’s obvious from seeing the lands of the Fae, and the effect of Territories on the Material, that there’ll be danger and chaos eventually anyway. Besides, it was clearly better to be prepared for the worst, rather than ignoring the possible threat.

“Of course, for us, the true faiths of Japan, what could be more natural?” Kudou-san grinned. “If we do not trust our Gods, who can we trust? So, the reason we have been given is that, with the return of the spiritual, our world will be in danger from other places, other realms. Yes.” He laughed merrily, his smile broadening. “The Americans with all their telescopes and radio dishes, they didn’t find alien life, but it is out there. And it may not be friendly. However…”

He paced the stage, looking over the crowd, separated into four groups, speaking to each faction. “…even if that is not the case, the situation is still troubling. Because it is not Japan alone that has been blessed by the Gods. No, we have proof this phenomenon is occurring worldwide. And if the ratio holds, then countries with much larger populations, such as our neighbour to the west that doesn’t think highly of us…” he scratched his beard, pensive. “…well, we will be quite outnumbered in this new order of things.”

Yes, that’s obvious. Countries with a large population have an advantage, though as our higher ratio here proves, counties with a strong legacy of faith and tradition will be well-served too. A country with both though… I wasn’t an expert on Chinese traditions, but if stories such as Cultivation had any basis in fact… then they could be extremely well-provisioned with Astral Emperor candidates.

“Of course, most of you will wonder why that matters. After all, you are used to the fading sparks of power we have hoarded over the years.” Kudou-san continued. “Tiny flames, healing cuts and scrapes, minor feelings of aversion to danger, other miraculous yet useless feats. But the Chosen are not bound by such. No, they have the power we wielded fifteen hundred years ago. I shall be clear.” Kudou-san declared.

“Until now, the blessed Lady Diviner, who we all venerate, was the only one amongst us with any true power, her visions clearly Divine providence. But now anyone can have such power, be it divination, healing or destruction. We have arranged a demonstration, just to erase all doubt. Yamato-kun, if you would.”

“I see he is going to call on his tin-tin soldier again.” Shaeula scoffed. “Well, I confess it does look impressive, if naught else.”

As Eri snickered at that, Yamato-san stood up from the front row of the Susanoo section, where he was sitting near Hikawa-san, and resplendent in his decorated robes, he took to the stage.

“You all know me. I am Uchida Yamato, son of Uchida Ren, the leader of Susanoo. And now I am so much more. Thanks to my faith, Kannon herself, Goddess of Mercy, has gifted me her power, to call upon Warriors of Gold. Behold!” he declared grandly, making me sigh at his theatrics. Though I concede that everyone else is impressed.

As the golden statue winked into existence seemingly out of nowhere, the female figure nearly seven feet tall, carrying a large golden shield and crescent-headed axe, the hall burst into shocked cries. Men and women were panicking, talking over each other, and some were even standing, rushing over towards it to check if it was real, though they paused in fear as the warrior brandished its axe.

Looks like those who are Chosen or know one aren’t shocked, but everyone else is in an uproar. With my keen eyes though, I noticed that despite his triumphant expression, Yamato-san was rather pale, and his fingers were trembling.

Since no-one was looking at me, I covered my Eye to shield the glow and peeked at him, only to see his aether stocks were dwindling to a minimum. Yeah, without the higher ether density in Kiyomizu-dera, it’s taken a lot out of him manifesting that here, I doubt he could maintain it for long…

“I think that proves our point. My thanks, Yamato-kun, it is quite impressive, and worthy of Kannon.” At Kudou-san's words, Yamato-san dismissed the warrior, bringing more gasps from the audience as it simply vanished, faint sparkles of silver and rainbow light all that remained, which quickly dissipated too. As he strode back to his seat after recovering what energy he could, our eyes met, and he nodded stiffly. What’s that about?

Back on stage, I could see Saionji-san hiding a smirk, and I wondered why that was. I had little time to ponder (and wasn’t going to waste the effort with Split Thoughts to think about it) as Kudou-san pulled everyone’s attention back to him. “As you can see, the Gods have blessed us. There are others with similar, varied gifts. It is simply not possible to hide matters for long, no matter what we decide to do. To that end, I call upon Takakura-sama to speak on what the nobility and the government have decided so far.”

As Takakura-san took the microphone, I realised his eldest granddaughter Katsuki-san was in attendance, sitting not too far from me. Still, my attention was on the elderly Takakura-san, as he stood in front of the crowd, who were still buzzing over the reveal of the Golden Warrior. He waited a while, allowing matters to settle, before he spoke.

“There is little need to introduce myself. The Takakura family has been nobility in Kyoto for as long as the faith has endured. Indeed, we have a legacy of our own, and our own shrines, though our once-proud bloodline has become rather diluted in time.” He glanced apologetically at Katsuki-san. “However, we have never forgotten our roots, and have always acted as the bridge between the secular nobility, the government and the Imperial Family, much as the Priestess of Ise always has.” At those words, the Princess looked down again, tense.

“Now, however, our mediation is needed more than ever. The emergence of these abilities poses a greater threat to the stability of Japan than anything seen since the war. No, it will likely exceed that chaos worldwide, when the populace at large finds out about it. And find out they will, as Kudou-san intimates. Make no mistake…” he warned. “… a secret known to so many cannot be secured for long. Already there have been several near-misses, where only government intervention has stopped the leaks. Imagine it, if a statue such as Uchida-san can summon was called in the middle of a school, crushing and killing pupils and teachers alike. Or…”

He lowered his voice, serious. “… as has already happened, a Chosen blessed by a cruel God used their power to abduct, torture and kill innocent people. Fortunately the perpetrator was stopped and received justice, but such power can surely lead the weak-willed into temptation. He will not be the last monster we have to face.”

Kondou Kazuo. That bastard. I already knew the position of Takakura-san and the government, so I tuned out most of his talk, as he discussed the need for maintaining secrecy as long as possible, and the plans for a Ministry to oversee everything. In fact, a good chunk of it is my plan, anyway.

“…as the shrines and temples of the faith have a long history of managing such abilities, and have many Chosen, we ask your cooperation. In exchange, there will be incentives and protections.” he finished. A bit light on the actual details, but yeah, that’s for later discussion.

“Thank you, Takakura-sama.” Kudou-san clapped lightly as he concluded. “Now, I would call upon the Priestess of Ise, the most honourable and Divine of shrine maidens, Princess Mikasa, who carries the will of the Imperial Family.”

At that the crowd focussed, and under the gaze of more than two thousand people, the Princess gathered herself, managing a wan smile. Taking a microphone, she stood, her red, white and gold hakama shimmering under the lights.

“I… well, this is difficult. I never expected I would ever be called to a Conclave.” She managed a weak laugh. “The Imperial Family, my family… we have always claimed to have the blood of Amaterasu, the Goddess of the Sun, within us. There are those of you here who worship Amaterasu, and yes, even one of the factions here is named in honour of our Goddess.” Saionji-san looked proud at that.

“Even so… Divine blood. I… as the Priestess of Ise, it shames me to admit, but I didn’t really believe. I’m sorry.” She apologised, embarrassed. “I was content to live my life outside the public eye as much as possible. I’m not the most outgoing person, you see.” She laughed a little, nervous.

“And I’m certainly the least bold Princess in the world.” She took a deep breath, steadying herself. “But that choice is gone. For the truth is…” she paused, allowing tension to build, her oratorical skills overwhelming her shyness. “…I was wrong. Whether the Imperial Family has the blood of Amaterasu or not… she does exist. For I am one of the Chosen of the Gods.”

At that moment a bright sun bloomed, shining above her head, and I could feel the heat on my face from here. Some of the cloth and tapestries around the hall started to smoulder, before springing into flame, and she gasped, realising she had gone too far.

The sun winked out of existence, and as several priests and shrine maidens grabbed nearby fire extinguishers and doused the flames, she slumped down in her chair, exhausted. “I am not yet skilled in controlling the power of the Goddess.” she admitted. “Do forgive me.”

I can feel light energy, no, sunlight from that. It makes Ren-san’s look like a candle though. I wonder if Aiko can get as strong as that if she trains hard?

“As to why I have been granted this power… every country has a legend, and ours is, if the Imperial Family does not have a shrine maiden, a Priestess, at the Grand Shrine, then Japan will fall. I am just the latest tasked with the role, yet the burden has fallen to me… I wish it went to someone else, but it didn’t. But that is irrelevant. What matters is… what does the Imperial Family want, how do we wish to deal with the return of the old, the faiths? I have spoken to father and grandfather, grandmother too.”

She took a deep breath, steadying herself. “We want stability, and Japan to remain a country of the old ways, yet adapting to the modern world. Chaos is anathema to us. So… please come to a consensus. We can’t have everyone doing as they please. There is too much at stake.”

With that she bowed, and gentle applause went through the room. As the relieved Princess placed down her microphone, Kudou-san spoke once more. “Our thanks to the Princess, now true heir to Amaterasu! That sun sure was brilliant, wasn’t it?” He grinned, stroking his beard, amused.

“Obviously Princess Mikasa and Takakura-sama will have more to say, once the discussion starts, but finally, before we begin… I would ask our Lady Diviner to speak.” He passed the veiled woman a microphone. “Everyone knows of her, though few have spoken to her. Up until now, she was the one with the truest powers, the like of which has not been seen since the Gods abandoned Japan. We have used her gift to avert disasters both amongst the faith, and the wider country. And now, her guidance is more important than ever!”

He bowed, and the woman stood, her unearthly presence bringing the hall to a hush. Yes, there’s something very special about her. But… she seemed so very sad and afraid.

“I am the Diviner. And I prophesize… Japan, no, the very world itself is facing doom, and will surely be destroyed!”


Two Hundred And Seventy-Two


At her pronouncement, there was chaos. Saionji-san, who was aware of her portents, if not the contents, opened his eyes wide, shocked at the scale of the prophecy, whilst many others were panicking. Even so, the Diviner was unmoved, and she clapped her hands once, the noise quiet, yet seeming to cut through the hubbub, everyone captivated by her. A soft, silver glow seemed to radiate from her, drawing everyone’s eyes.

“Peace. There is no cause for panic. I am the Diviner, I see the future, blessed ripples of light on the surface of a lake, the reflected moon of Tsukuyomi.” Her veil that covered her face moved softly with each of her breaths. “I was perhaps the first. I am not arrogant enough to believe I was the only one in this world gifted the true powers of the Divine. Other countries have other Gods, and I would not dare to say they are any less real than Tsukuyomi.”

She turned and I could feel she was looking at me then, and the gazes of the rest of the hall followed her. “In fact, I now know foreign Gods to be as real as our own.” She took a long breath, steadying herself.

“But ever since I was but a small child, I have been able to see the future. Clouded, wispy fragments, dreams and allegories. Hard to interpret, but over the years I have grown skilled in it. But some may ask, what use is seeing the future? The answer is simple. Not all events are fixed. We have turned disaster aside many times, though we have failed often too. But now…”

She raised her arms, and the silvery glow intensified. Shaeula seemed to find it soothing, as she was leaning into me, her face flushed, and I could feel it resonating within me, the High Moonlight Spirit Water that was trickling from my sacral Chakra responding. “…I, who somehow was reached by Tsukuyomi before this current state of affairs, I have now received his true blessing, and I am one of the Chosen of the Gods.”

At that declaration, further murmurs went around the room. Chiyo-san turned back to me, her expression curious. “I am not surprised that the Lady Diviner was Chosen. What do you think, Akio-kun?”

“Well, from what I know, the Gods choose based on affinity. And I guess nobody has more affinity for Tsukuyomi than the Diviner. So it makes sense. Though if we knew why she had such powers long before anyone else, that might answer a lot of important questions.”

Chiyo-san frowned, thinking. “I see. In any case, we should listen. She is going to speak again.”

Once more her soft clap echoed, drawing all our attention. “Being Chosen is an honour, and a burden. But I am long used to burdens.” Her strange, ageless voice cracked a little, so subtly that likely only the candidates around us could pick up on it. “But with Tsukuyomi reaching down from the silver skies high above to gift me his power, I can see more clearly than ever before. And what I see… six disasters, each one greater than the last. The shadows loom over us, over Japan, yet it is not just Japan alone that is in danger. Should we fall, the Earth will follow, and in the darkness, there will be no moon, no sun, no stars. Only silence and death.”

Her grave pronouncements had captured everyone, and I now understood more of why she was so afraid. Such a heavy burden for anyone to bear, let alone on those slender shoulders. Light, Darkness and Twilight. I had no idea what twilight was, but… well, fuck prophecy. If someone needs to stop it, then I’ll step up. I’m no fatalist. If we grow strong enough, we can fight.

I didn’t believe in that sort of thing, although, just like with my Foresight, which was still blaring an irritating warning at the back of my mind, I wasn’t going to chance ignoring it anymore. As I thought earlier, better to be prepared for no reason than be unprepared and regret it forever…

“I believe it is as Kudou-sama and Bankei-sama say.” she continued, captivating everyone. “The Gods have given us the power to stave off the end. They do love us, their lost, errant children, and though they cannot intervene directly, they have given us the tools to save ourselves. If the end was inevitable…” she mused, a soft whisper, as if to convince herself, that the speakers spread to all corners of the hall. “…then why show me? I believe Tsukuyomi to not be so cruel.”

Yes, I agree. This Red Dragon she talked about… if it’s an actual Dragon, it can die. Duke Myrcolaxriath seemed impossible to defeat, yet with preparation, neutralising his strengths, it was possible. A Dragon is no different. And if it’s a metaphor for something else… well, power is the answer. And we are growing strong.

“So, I ask everyone, put aside your selfishness, your squabbling. This is about more than the return of our gifts, the grace of the Kami and Gods restored to us. No, this is about survival. Of our country. Of the world. Of humanity. I beg of you… come to a decision, and prepare.” She sat down silently, and I could see her shoulders trembling under the silk.

For a long moment there was a hushed quiet around the hall, before Kudou-san nodded at Bankei-san, who stood, taking centre stage. “Powerful words from the noble Lady Diviner. Come to a decision. That is why we are here, and why we do not stand alone. For this humble one, I… I would urge everyone to remember that we serve the Gods, and our faiths lived through fifteen hundred years of hard times. We must not shame those who came before us and the memory of those hardships by becoming careless and selfish when such hardships have finally ended… hmm. Do you have something to say?” he asked, as in the back benches of the Amaterasu faction, one old man was looking furious, talking to his neighbours loudly. Saionji-san seemed annoyed that one of his followers was being disruptive, but he allowed Bankei-san to moderate.

“Of course I do.” The man stood, arms crossed, scowling at everyone around him. “I am not one to dismiss the words of the Lady Diviner.” He nodded, showing her some respect at least. “But… a decision? Why? Those of us who aren’t Chosen, what changes for us? Knowing the Gods are real? We knew that anyway! We are the true faith! Respect, honour? That will go to all the larger shrines as always, and the new Chosen. What can we do, what can we achieve?”

Others from the Amaterasu and Susanoo seats echoed their agreement. As a ripple of unrest spread, Bankei-san tried to calm it down. “Peace. We were going to discuss this shortly, but since you seem so adamant, we can talk a little about it now. Though I am disappointed. Have we not always believed that the strength of one was the strength of all? Our united front has kept us safe all these years.” He shook his head wearily. “Hikawa-san, if you could speak?”

“Of course.” Hikawa-san stood, drawing all eyes. “Now, we have decisions to make about how much we share with everyone here. I am in favour of full disclosure.” He looked at me then, a fleeting glance. “…as I am sure everyone here can be trusted. After all, we have kept our secrets for fifteen hundred years, I’m sure that we can keep the secrets of our Chosen now. And as for your worries… well, I can’t say I’m not disappointed too. After all, did you envy the noble Lady Diviner and hate her for her gifts? I doubt many of us would be able to bear the weight she has over the years. Or is it simply now that it isn’t merely her, you got jealous? Well… fear not.”

“What do you mean?” the man cried, still angry. “And it isn’t envy, I simply feel that our voices will mean nothing, opposed to those who have Divine Favour.”

“Really? I’ll take your word for it, to spare your feelings.” Hikawa-san shrugged. “Instead, let me tell you a story. Hikawa-Kawagoe is an old and powerful shrine, you know that. Our bloodline is strong, and all three of my children inherited some spiritual gifts. Strong ones by the standards of anyone but the noble Lady Diviner.” He nodded to her respectfully. “…but even so, little tricks compared to the distant past. Yet…” he paused dramatically. “…now, thanks to a course of special training, the gifts of my children are flourishing. And many other shrines have taken part as well, across Susanoo and also those of our friends in the unaffiliated seats.” He winked at Chiyo-san, who stood, voicing her agreement.

“Indeed. My troublesome granddaughters went through the same process. They showed great growth. But perhaps words will not suffice, though during the interval, feel free to go seek them out and confirm for yourself.” She snorted, before glancing at Eri, who returned her gaze, puzzled. “It is your time to show off, girl. After all, are you not Akio-kun’s greatest success?”

“Yes, I think it would be quite-quite good for you to bask in the adulation of these people.” Shaeula agreed. “You trained to be of use to Akio, did you not-not? His fame will soar, and many will seek out his aid, should you show your efforts.”

“But…” Eri muttered, shyly, before taking a deep breath, steadying herself. She glanced around with her obsidian eyes, seeing everyone looking at her, before she stood and strode to the front, where Hikawa-san met her. “…you know I don’t like being the centre of attention.” she growled, her voice a whisper only he could hear, or those with exceptional hearing such as myself.

“Yes, but you do want to stand proud as Akio’s fiancée and someone who can help him, am I right?” Hikawa-san was shrewd, he also knew how to cajole her. She sighed and nodded, and he turned back to the crowd, looking at Takeyabashi-san, the priest of Chairoakitara shrine. “You know this girl, don't you?” he asked, and Marika-chan’s grandfather nodded.

“I do indeed. She is a resident of our humble little town in the mountains. Our shrine is a modest one, venerating a minor Kami, and our bloodline has thinned, so we have no gifts left. That doesn’t matter though. Mori-san here is an ordinary girl, unrelated to shrine matters, and yet, she has laboured and now has power. My granddaughter, she too returned this morning able to use gifts that only those of the thicker bloodlines such as Hikawa-san have boasted up until now. And I have seen Hikawa-san’s children. Their strengths have grown, even I could see that.”

“Thank you, Takeyabashi-san. Yes, your granddaughter is a friend of my children, so our shrines are close too. No need to be so humble. Besides… your shrine is the home shrine of someone else, no?” he grinned. “I think your days of being just a little shrine are over.” He turned back to the restless crowd. “But talk is cheap. We all saw the Golden Warrior of Kannon. Mori-san, why not show off?”

“Fine, but I can’t do anything that impressive. Ugh… I hate this.” she complained, before raising her hands. Above her left hand a ball of flame shimmered into existence, the size of a baseball, and in her other hand, a similar, slightly larger ball of light formed, though it was wobbling uncertainly, sparks flickering off it.

Addressing the crowd, her smile was nervous but captivating, and I could see several of the younger men (and even some of the older ones) admiring her in her hakama. Sorry but make a move on Eri and if she doesn’t kill you, I will.

“I’m not very good with light, it doesn’t suit me.” she apologised, bringing the two balls together, merging the elements, creating a glowing, fiery orb, like a miniature sun. She turned to the Princess, and surprised me with her next words. “I may not be able to match your sun, Princess, but…”

She tossed the orb upwards, and as it fell, it struck the floor in front of her and Hikawa-san, before it detonated, punching a smouldering crater in it several feet across. As the crowd panicked, Bankei-san was calling for calm.

“Oh, sit down!” Eri declared, stamping down, putting another hole in the wooden floor with her strength. Damn, I do hope they don’t expect me to pay for repairs. The floor is just wood, but even so, it’s antique…

“That was… impressive, Mori-san.” Hikawa-san spoke finally, as calm returned. “And just to be clear, you have no spiritual gifts at all, no bloodline?”

“No.” Eri shook her head. “I’m just an ordinary girl. But I wanted to be stronger, so… so I can stand beside my fiancée.” She was sure to get that in to ward off other girls. “And now I am, and I get stronger all the time. But I wish I did have some gifts, like Chiaki-san and Chiasa-san. Then I could be more help…”

“I’m sure they’d be pleased to know you respect their talents.” he smiled, before turning to the first protester. “So, I hope that answers your question for now. There is much more to say, but we have to leave that for later. There is hope for the powers in everyone’s bloodlines to be renewed. I would suggest everyone start remembering the stories from their ancestors, to work out what they were. Oh, thank you Mori-san, feel free to take a seat again.”

As Eri took her seat, all eyes on her, I reached over and grasped her hand, and in front of everyone she boldly leaned in and kissed me, her tongue darting into my mouth. Her face was red and her breath hot, but even so, she was determined to show everyone how close we were, so I couldn’t let her down. As we kissed, Shaeula was snickering beside us, and Haru-san looked away, her pale face slightly pink.

“So, back to you, Bankei-san. Hopefully we can continue. It’s a long day, we don’t have time for too many interruptions.” Hikawa-san took his seat at the front once more, while Yamato-san and his father looked at him approvingly. Saionji-san was looking at us, though, his expression thoughtful. He then stood, walking over to the moderator.

“I think it is time. A little earlier than planned, but it follows from here.” He took the microphone. “The size of a shrine matters little. We all worship the Kami, the Gods. And shrines that worship lesser-known or local Kami have one great advantage.” He paused for dramatic effect, knowing how to work a crowd.

“We have shown you a resurgence of spiritual powers, Princess Mikasa has shown you the flaming sun of Amaterasu, while the Lady Diviner has revealed her blessing from Tsukuyomi has deepened immeasurably. We have even seen an ordinary girl display spiritual power the like of which has not been seen for centuries.” He nodded at Eri. “But all this is circumstantial. What if… what if we could ask the Divine itself? Akai, it’s time.”

There was a long moment of silence, and with a sigh of exasperation, he repeated himself. “Wake up Akai, this isn’t the time to be sleeping!”

“What… I wasn’t sleeping!” a languid voice came from the Amaterasu seats, and up popped Akai, her hair across her face. She wobbled towards the front, staggering unsteadily. “I’m here, I’m here. What the…” She stepped in the hole Eri had gouged in the floor and stumbled, falling on her face. “Ouch, why is there a hole here?” she pouted, her ruby eyes tearing up.

“Try and have some dignity.” Saionji-san sighed, and I couldn’t help but agree. She’s a spiritual being, but she seems a bit… scatter-brained.

“Sorry, sorry” she apologised, joining him up on stage. “Oh, so many people, and… they are here.” She glowered at me and Shaeula, nervous.

“This is Akai. You may wonder why she is here. But the answer is simple.” He paused once more, a slight smile on his face showing he was enjoying holding everyone’s attention. “I too am a Chosen of the Gods. And during my wandering in the lost spiritual realm, I did happen upon something fascinating.”

At that Uchida-san looked rather perturbed, as did his son Yamato-san, but Kudou-san was giving a knowing nod.

“Kinkaku-ji has an ornament on the roof, as I am sure you are all aware. A Phoenix. So imagine my surprise when I stumbled across a young Phoenix chick, sleeping amidst the splendour that is my temple in that realm. Initially she was wary, aggressive, but… we soon came to an agreement. And here she is. Akai, do it.” He nodded at her, and she gulped, before suddenly she too was ablaze, her dark brown hair fluttering out behind her like flaming wings.

“I think my father and grandfather are going to be annoyed…” Princess Mikasa muttered. “This is the third time we’ve set the hall on fire in only a few minutes…”

“Yes, I have no wish to burn this sacred place.” Saionji-san agreed. “That will do, Akai.” And with that the phoenix let her flames die down, her hair returning to cover her shy face. The ground under her was charred and glowing, so after another round of extinguishers, he was ready to confront the uproar. Everyone was talking about spiritual beings and their ability to walk the earth.

“Now Akai may not be a worshipped Kami at Kinkaku-ji…” he began, only for Akai to interrupt.

“All Phoenix are Divine. I am no exception!” she pouted, cheeks puffed.

“Yes, I know.” he agreed, a touch exasperated. “Let me finish. Just go back to sleep for now.”

“I wasn’t sleeping!” she complained, scuttling off the stage and back to her seat, shooting Shaeula and I wary glances as she went.

“But there are Kami too. Those of you who tend to minor shrines will likely find your own, should you be so fortunate as to enter the spiritual realm.”

“But how can we? We aren’t blessed by the Gods!” one woman cried, and Saionji-san grinned.

“Shuta-san, can you advise her?” he asked, and over on the Amaterasu side, he stood, the Jade Beetle beside him. His nerves were showing, but even so, he bowed and spoke.

“I am Kikuchi Shuta, priest of Hisuikomushi shrine. I am a Chosen of the Gods, though not a God of these sacred shores.” There were murmurs of discontent from the crowd at that, causing him to swallow reflexively before continuing. “And this… this is my Kami. A true, genuine Kami of Japan, walking the mortal realm, the Material.”

He was using my terminology, as was becoming the habit of my allies. “And to answer your question… my daughter, Maiko, she has little spiritual talent, though now she has undergone some of the same training as Mori-san over there…” he nodded at us. “…she too has entered the spiritual realm at Hisuikomushi. Anyone can, with the proper assistance.”

“So you mean…” the woman opened her eyes wide in realisation, and Saionji-san took over.

“Thank you, Shuta-san. And he is not alone. Look around, and you might see other out-of-place figures. Most are Kami and others like Akai, here today to prove the truth. The world has changed, and it is ours! Faith will once more be accepted as being as true as science!”

At his declaration, the applause from the Amaterasu faction was deafening. Even a number from the other factions were joining in.

Yeah, it’s hard to argue with that. Real, demonstrable power is back, and since many wielders are now strong enough to defend themselves, and it is no longer just a mere few, the dangers of being used as test subjects and lab rats is reduced. But there are other dangers…

“Yes, not only will we be accepted, we will blaze the path humanity will follow!” Saionji-san declared arrogantly, only for Bankei-san to speak up.

“I fear we need to decide what path we will follow first, which is why this Conclave is called. Everyone, take five minutes to cool your heads from these revelations, and then… the leaders of Amaterasu, Susanoo and Tsukuyomi will outline their wishes and plans for the future. Judge them wisely, not blindly, for this humble one would hate for us to be led astray by hysteria and wonder, when so much is at stake.”

“Yes.” the Diviner intoned gravely, taking her cue from his words. “Deciding unwisely may not just doom us, but all of humanity. Take time to pause, to think, and to pray…”

Shaeula, Eri, Haru-san and I exchanged glances. Yes, for the ordinary members of faith it’s been one shocking event after another. The Golden Warrior, The Princess, The Diviner, Eri, Akai, more… the mood was changing, and I needed to decide how best to chart our own course through the political intrigue, to achieve the results we wanted…


Two Hundred And Seventy-Three / Side Eighty-Nine – Kudou Yasuhide


The first to take the stage was Uchida-san, and he addressed everyone with a benevolent smile. “I am speaking to those of you in Amaterasu and Tsukuyomi, and of course those of you who have no connection to the other factions.” he began, radiating confidence.

“We in Susanoo favoured keeping hold of what we had. Making aggressive moves when we had little power was considered risky and foolish, and so…” As he reiterated the stance of Susanoo, I started to think about what I wanted from this Conclave. Really, I thought I wanted the support of the shrines and temples, that it would be necessary. But…

There were definitely reasons to have their support. Shrines in the Boundary could provide lesser Kami who could bless us, increasing the Level of Kami-Blessed, giving more bonus Statistics, and now that we had worked out the way to grant that Class to others, it was a ready source of power, even for those who couldn’t Level up. In addition, some of them might be worthwhile candidates for a Throne Of Heroes, although I guess I’d rather bring more Fae to the Material first.

“…so I would implore you to support my goals, our goals. My son Yamato is blessed by Kannon, and mercy is sorely needed in this hard world. It is time for the shrines and temples to take back their place as the source of spiritual guidance for all of Japan.” he was continuing, his words impassioned.

As Saionji-san smirked again, I continued my own line of thinking. Kiyomizu-dera also had a wonderful supply of light element, as well as a unique Building. Plus it could allow the construction of better Defensive Emplacements, though I did have my hopes Haru-san could build them for me now, though without a source of light element I imagined it would be impossible.

So the shrines are valuable in that regard, and there are more Chosen here… Yamato-san’s Golden Warriors would make excellent tanks, for one. Still, what matters, what makes one powerful in the world has changed…

It didn’t really matter how strong a person was before. A truly mighty fighter could be a boxer, martial artist, or some sort of gangster or yakuza, and they might make a decent living, be famous, but any thug with a gun could still kill them. And if there were those with powers like the shrines possessed before the advent of the recent changes, then they must have been far weaker than Chosen, else the world would surely have known about them.

But now… My stats can resist a lot of weapons, but there are limits. Anti-tank rockets, missiles, bombs… all of those would still finish me… although, my League… Fortune, Foresight, Fate… those stats seemed the most mysterious, but one towered above them all. League. Mine had been steadily growing, and as it had massively jumped recently, I now felt… different.

“…we are grateful to Takakura-sama for supporting us through the nobility, and for the Imperial Family.” Uchida-san nodded to the Princess. “We needed the stability having the Imperial Family provides Japan, and without the nobility to protect our country financially and our traditions, more and more shrines would have been lost, especially during the occupation. They have their roles. But… those chosen by Japanese Gods to save Japan should be under our aegis, be they part of an already established shrine or temple, or not. After all, we allowed the nobility control when it was purely a matter of money stabilising and protecting Japan, so now times have changed, it should be us…”

With my current League, it was as if some of the laws of the Material applied to me noticeably more loosely. I suspected now that small arms or being struck by a speeding car wouldn’t even damage me, never mind my current stats. And perhaps…

I could likely survive attacks that should kill me, even with the defences my body could muster, though I wasn’t eager to test that, as I would surely still incur significant damage, and if I was wrong I could easily die. What was true though was before, financial and military might were the supreme powers in the world. But now a single person could match that.

Personal power, political power, money, Territory. Vassals and Heroes, troops and resources. Everything together makes true power… and those that don’t keep up… I returned my full attention to the speech Uchida-san was wrapping up.

“...so if you agree that we should be taking the lead, a strong, powerful pillar amongst the three, then I urge you…” he eyed the opposition seats. “Stand behind Susanoo. And with your support, we shall lead Japan through faith!”

At that there was some gentle applause from the Susanoo benches, but only two people actually stood and moved, both from the neutral seats behind us. Chiyo-san and Bankei-san looked at them with some disdain, but even so, they joined the back of the Susanoo group.

“Well then, a… surprising opening.” Bankei-san announced. “Next, Saionji-san will speak.”
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“I see my good friend and long-time rival Uchida-san…” There was some snickering from the crowd as he called Uchida-san a friend, and Yasuhide had to agree. The three of them had fought over their ideology for years, and there was little love, if some grudging respect, between them.

“…has decided to join Amaterasu at last. That was the sort of speech I’d have liked to give myself.”

He’s not wrong. Susanoo were all about remaining hidden and quiet, continuing to preserve what we had. A noble goal, though sometimes I would have liked to go further, leaving a better legacy for my children and grandchildren.

His son was at the front of the Tsukuyomi benches, as he ran his own smaller temple in Kyoto, and also Shiori was there. Shiori, my precious granddaughter. His son and daughter-in-law always mocked him about how he doted on the girl, but if an old man couldn’t cherish his cute granddaughter, what could he do?

Gin continued, his tone slightly mocking. “So it would be churlish of me to pick apart what he has said, considering it aligns so neatly with my own interests. Although… why would anyone wish to be led by someone who has done such an about-face in their ideology, merely because circumstances have changed?”

His smile warped to a triumphant grin. “Surely Amaterasu is the wisest course, considering we have advocated for this even when the situation wasn’t favourable. We are no flighty weathervanes, but true believers!”

Ren looked furious at the mockery from Gin, but it was hardly unwarranted. He’s right. If both sides are the same, then what separates them? Logically it makes more sense to support Amaterasu, just looking at it like that, but… His gaze strayed back to his granddaughter, who was also at Conclave, though he had to bend the rules a little to include her. I want her to be a part of everything that takes place here. After all, this is monumental, it will shape the future of everything. And now…

“But of course, if it simply comes down to being Chosen, then as you now know, I am as well.” Gin’s smile turned vicious. “And with Akai, who is far more impressive than those Golden Statues…” he paused for dramatic effect. “…and with the fact that I am Chosen by Avalokiteśvara, of which Kannon is but another facet or Avatar…” At that there was a muted buzz around the room, and Ren's boy, Yamato-kun, he looked shocked and angry. “…well, I would be picking up those chairs and moving them over to my side.”

Some did move then, a handful of Susanoo from the rear of their block, as well as a number of his own supporters. Holding in his disquiet, Yasuhide knew it was to be expected. The time of neutrality is over, I suppose. Before, checks and balances were needed, but the situation has changed. But what is still needed is a voice of restraint, to not let power overcome our good sense.

As Gin basked in the pleasure of starting to win over his opponents, even if only a barest handful had joined him, Yasuhide had his thoughts and attention elsewhere, on the group in the neutral seats. Akio-kun, huh? He is a wildcard indeed. Perhaps his support will be enough to overturn the disadvantage Susanoo has, trying to take Amaterasu’s position. If he were so inclined to give it… Though judging by his position in the neutral seats, that was hardly a foregone conclusion.

I’ve spoken to Shiori at length, of course. It seems he is a hard man to grasp. Apparently he is quite close to the nobles, and is even pledged to marry some of their daughters. And from what she has heard, he was rather pushed into it, and struggles to say no. Yet…

Engetsu-san and the others who had ventured into the realm of the spiritual with him painted an entirely different picture of him. He was confident, aggressive and eager to profit. Through to be fair to the boy, he did make sure to benefit us as well. That speaks well of him.

Hearing about how he had destroyed a powerful Yōkai with ease, Yasuhide realised his strength was abnormal. None of the other Chosen of the Gods he knew of were able to produce such feats, though the showing from the boy Yamato-kun and that Phoenix of Gin’s was certainly very impressive. Coupled with his ability to strengthen others… it is no wonder he is confident to the point of bordering on arrogance, yet he seems to have not lost all reason… the Night Parade…

To think that it had been seen so clearly. The description, and knowing it was roaming Kyoto even now, was enough to make Yasuhide shiver. To think, my son and Shiori will have to face this eventually, as the world of the spiritual grows…

“Uchida-san has so eloquently…” more mocking words flowed from Gin. “…explained as to why we need to control those the Gods of Japan have selected to bear their favour. This Ministry Takakura-sama is invested in sounds a good idea, though I do believe it should be us running it, as it matches our expertise. With support from our good friends in nobility and business, of course. After all, if the Lady Diviner…”

He bowed to the silently watching woman politely. “…warns us of disaster, it would be a betrayal of the Gods and Kami we have served for more than a millennium to squabble long enough for disaster to reach us. So, let me be plain as to why it should be me in charge of directing us all.”

He's reaching. Takakura-sama looks rather displeased. He favours a mix of heavyweight political figures, nobility, faithful and a representative from the Imperial Family, perhaps even Princess Mikasa herself. And I find it hard to find fault with that. But again…

Takakura-sama was very keen that Akio-kun was involved in a high position, and a lot of the ideas had been apparently been provided by the boy, although obviously they were preliminary and subject to change.

“To stave off disaster, and other countries, who will no doubt eye our protected and still standing legacy of faith, we need strength!” Gin declared boldly. “You saw the display of might from Yamato-kun.” At the way he was addressed by Gin, Ren's boy Yamato-kun frowned, displeased, but that expression was nothing compared to how he looked a moment later, as Gin continued.

“It was not pathetic, that is certain. However, can you imagine what I can do, as a Chosen of Avalokiteśvara, who stands above and encompasses Kannon? Now, I’m not claiming they are the… same.” Gin continued to push his advantage. “After all, I am quite knowledgeable on matters of faith, and some Greek and Roman Gods who are technically the same being, seem to be separate entities, able to offer their Divine Favour. So likely Kannon is too.” He looked at Yamato-kun with mocking kindness. “But there are hierarchies, are there not?”

I am not Chosen, probably as the Kami do not wish to waste their precious blessings on an old man like me, but… I know those in my faction. And from looking around… There could still be those who hadn’t revealed themselves, but those that had were smiling wryly or shaking their heads in denial.

I have heard that a strong God doesn’t necessarily give the strongest blessings. It depends on the person and other hidden factors. And if one should know… He turned his attention to Akio-kun once more, using his experience as a way to gauge the truth of such things…
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“So, how does it feel-feel to be the same as that male?” Shaeula teased Haru-san as Saionji-san spoke about his own God.

“Don’t be mean, Shaeula.” Eri whispered. “He is very annoying though.” she conceded. Eri had been embarrassed about going up in front of such a huge audience, and when she had returned, she had worried over ruining such an old building. Now she was directing her anger elsewhere. “Power. Hierarchies. He’s just a frog in a well.” Eri sniffed, getting a cackle from Shaeula, loud and drawing attention.

Yes, Kudou-san is looking at me. I’ve noticed his gaze a few times. I had a reasonably good impression of Kudou-san and his faction, they seemed quite willing to work with others. Of course, thanks to Hikawa-san I was close to Susanoo, but Yamato-san was a bit… well, arrogant.

Just like Saionji-san. They are quite similar. Power, huh? That aligned with my thoughts from earlier. Power, personal and spiritual, it was definitely a factor in the new world that was coming. But if we let power decide alone, then that bastard Kondou Kazuo would have been an important figure. No, power and wisdom, character too. All are important. Besides…

My Eye flared orange, and this time I made no effort to hide the glow. I could see the level of aether within Saionji-san, and I had to admit it wasn’t any weaker than Yamato-san’s. Depending on what Skill his Divine Favour gives, he can’t be dismissed, but…

Haru-san shook her head beside me. “I may be chosen by Kannon, but… I don’t think I’m like the others. I’m weak, I know it. Scared. But…” She clenched one fist to steel herself. “…I’m not alone. And I’m stronger than I was. And I’ll continue to grow.”

“That’s right.” Eri affirmed. “That’s why you should lead, Akio. You don‘t just care about your own strength, you want us all to be strong too, and can make that happen.”

“Indeed. Though I suspect that you would feel-feel Akio should rule, even were he weak, would you not-not?” Shaeula laughed loudly again, drawing more eyes. Eri flushed, yet she still nodded boldly.

“But he isn’t, so why bring that up? You’re the same, aren't you Shaeula?” As they bickered, I could see amusement on the features of Kudou-san and Bankei-san, though the others up there were either unreadable or annoyed.

One thing is true though. I do feel I’m qualified, if not to lead, then to be heavily involved. That’s why I’ve been working with the Ministry, in setting new laws. After all, I have a lot of knowledge through Shaeula and others… I was no politician, but I had allies who were. I met the eyes of Takakura-san, who nodded, reassuring me.

“I am strong, my faction is strong, and we have the greatest number of those like Akai with us, as well as more of those blessed by the Kami.” Saionji-san continued. “It isn’t just a matter of which shrines are influential, which temples are wealthy. No, now any shrine can become a place of wonder, the centre of the new world. But earlier, a true point was made. There are many more Chosen out there in Japan than are here. We have some honoured guests.”

He nodded at us, and I returned a slight, non-committal smile, as he continued his speech. “All of us leaders have had the opportunity to meet with Oshiro-san, who has come to the meeting today. His insights have been valuable in understanding those who do not have a background of faith. We saw the girl, did we not?” He nodded at Eri too. “She has grown through his assistance. So let me say this. If you all support me, I will endeavour to bring in Oshiro-san to our side, and all of you will be able to regain the powers you once possessed, and can all grow like that girl has.”

I was stunned for a moment. What? I never agreed to that. We never even discussed it. The cheeky bastard…

Beside me, Eri frowned, her hand opening and closing, as if she wished she was holding her axe, and Shaeula looked ready to unleash some wind-weasels, so I needed to do something, before the situation took a problematic turn…
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Yasuhide was watching Gin speak, impressed by his persuasive power. He has always been a decent speaker, but now… it is as if his words resonate with me. Everything just seems so persuasive. A small number of people were slowly, shyly moving seats, quietly so as not to be noticed, peeling off from the back of their factions, including his own.

It makes sense, unfortunately. Our factions are not a monolith, and there are plenty of shrines and temples that are only in a faction for that feeling of belonging, or are even dissatisfied with us.

Listening to Gin talk about the strength of Amaterasu, it was undeniable. They were the strongest, if you simply took their Chosen and spiritual beings at face value. However… One of his and one of Ren’s is under Akio-kun. And I am aware of another, from Takakura-sama.

Knowing that a daughter of one of the most powerful nobles in Japan was Chosen was a huge shock, but to find that she was actually under Akio-kun… that girl beside him is another. Alone, he commands almost as many as Susanoo does, and as for his spiritual beings…

The girl in the kimono was powerful. Yasuhide could feel it even without being Chosen, relying purely on his experience, and there was the maid, a giant Troll, and more. As Gin talked about power being the surest reason for him to be preferred over Ren, he found himself agreeing, until his mouth dropped open in surprise, as Gin made a final pitch to everyone.

Wait, I know Akio-kun met with Gin before this meeting, and I know how powerful his ability to strengthen others is. Did he come to an agreement with Gin? If so, Amaterasu would be… His racing thoughts were halted as he noticed Akio-kun looking rather stunned, and the angry faces of the women with him.

No, it seems that he is as surprised as we are. Even so… The hall was erupting into another uproar, with many people talking over each other. Gin watched with a keen eye, before clapping his hands, a halo of glimmering violet energies forming around him, almost seeming to look at everyone, piercing through them, and Yasuhide was no exception, shivering at the intrusive yet rapturous sensation. Is… is this the touch of Avalokiteśvara?

“Everyone should be calm.” Gin declared, and it was hard not to listen to his words, they had a powerful persuasiveness. “I confess to not having finished my negotiations with Oshiro-san yet, but it isn’t a bad deal, is it?” He smiled, confident, and Yasuhide found himself nodding. Yes, it seems Amaterasu can offer the most…

It was then Akio-kun stood, striding to the front. Murmurs went around at his insolence for the interruption, but the look in his eyes was cold and hard, as steely as the grey colour they were. He looked at Takakura-sama, who managed a nod of approval after shaking his head slowly to clear it.

The Diviner, his dear friend of many years, shifted as well, and suddenly Yasuhide found his mind clearing, as though moonlight was washing away his confusion. He turned, only to see her incline her head in acknowledgement, her veil shifting slightly.

This old man is ashamed. Fancy letting myself get swayed by his honeyed words. The halo of deep violet light was still sparkling above, glimmering stars within, and it was drawing the gaze of many, but Akio-kun barely spared it a glance, before he stood next to Takakura-sama, taking his microphone. He drew in a deep breath, then spoke, and his words echoed over the hall, pulling everyone’s attention to him instantly.

“I am Oshiro Moonstone Akio, and I felt it important to speak. After all, it seems like my aid is being requested. It would have been nice to know about this beforehand.” His voice was cold, yet even so, it was captivating. The Diviner drew in a long breath, and Princess Mikasa was hiding her face. He seems angry. I see…

“Well, we did not have long to talk, did we?” Gin said reasonably. “But tell me, Oshiro-san. It isn’t a bad deal, is it? And together, we can easily chart the best path for the faith.”

“Oh? You think so? Well, perhaps that’s the case.” Akio-kun nodded, and Gin seemed to relax a little, before he continued. “…but, let me tell you what I think…”


Two Hundred And Seventy-Four / Side Ninety – Saionji Gin


“Ithink…” I began, as my Eye assessed the information on the vivid purple halo around Saionji-san. His Charm and Majesty had spiked alarmingly, and I estimated it was higher than mine currently, which was surprising to say the least, as Fae-Souled was a Class that gave me a ton of those stats.

I don’t think it’s that simple, but… even with my own Majesty, his words had made a significant amount of sense to me, but then my League surely overpowered his, as moments later the effect of his Majesty was gone. His words still made sense, as the arguments were somewhat solid, but there was no feeling of it.

Now I know what it feels like to be hit by Charm and Majesty, it’s no wonder I’ve been getting my own way lately. Although I don’t think it can make the impossible or stupid into an argument people will accept. There needs to be good, plausible ideas at the core. That wasn’t the current problem though.

Affectionate Gaze Of Avalokiteśvara – A rift in space to a higher realm, allowing energy to leak down, bestowing favour on the watched, creation and all within it looking on favourably. ??????????.


The description was troubling. Not about the favour, which did explain the sudden huge spike in Charm and Majesty. After all, it would be hypocritical of me to complain about the use of Statistics to get ahead, considering how I’d used my own Fortune and Charm at times.

No, it was the spatial rift. The ether my Eye could see filtering through the rift, which looked like glimmering stars, I couldn’t identify it, meaning it was a higher-level, purer ether, so wherever it was connected to was not the Boundary or the lower reaches of the Astral, but higher. It was strong enough I could feel the density of ether in the surrounding area increasing little by little as time passed.

“…that you should release your ability.” I warned firmly. Saionji-san looked at me, a little surprised that I was resisting his sudden elevated stats, but what I said next shocked him more. “If you want your words to resonate, well, I get it. But… that ability is dangerous. Messing around with spatial element recklessly could put the whole world in danger.”

Imagine a God like Avalokiteśvara being so careless… although… The ability was powerful, and I had a feeling that other Gazes were possible too, not just Affection. Perhaps it was considered worth the risk for such a decent ability?

Mutters went around the room at that, people still shaking off the effects of the Affectionate Gaze Of Avalokiteśvara. Beside us on the podium, Kudou-san spoke, stroking his beard, his eyes clear, and a faint silver-indigo light lingering on him, a stronger aura around the Diviner. “I see. And just what do you mean, Oshiro-san?” he asked respectfully.

“Didn’t whoever you met on behalf of Avalokiteśvara explain it to you, Saionji-san?” I asked. “The Boundary is limiting us, sure, but it also protects us. I can't imagine there are many gamers here, but those of you who play might have heard of newbie protection. But a more easy-to-understand explanation is... essentially, I was advised that the Gods that granted us their abilities have agreed not to immediately compete over us, giving us time to grow. However, that only applies to them, but it also prevents Earth being exposed to other threats, from what I gather.”

I glanced over the audience, but only a few seemed to understand. “It will take time before we are fully vulnerable and exposed to the wider Astral, the multiverse. Which is why I agree we need to take steps to sort out leadership and direction now. But… I’ve played enough mobile games and MMO’s to know…” I fixed my gaze on the Diviner then, who seemed to tremble, as if she knew something. Which I expect she does…

“…that certain events and thresholds can suddenly break that protection, even if the player isn’t ready. And we aren’t ready, are we? Look at the trouble everyone has been having in the Boundary here in Kyoto. And this is no game, but life and death for us all.” I snorted sarcastically.

“Who is this man?” I heard the Princess whisper to the Diviner, who waved away her question, her veil shifting with her breath as she addressed me.

“Are you merely speculating, or do you have any proof to back up your claims?” she asked, her voice soft yet carrying to everyone.

“Yes, I would ask the same. If someone told you to stop using what power you were given, would you, Akio-san?” Saionji-san snorted, trying to regain the initiative. “The Avatar of Avalokiteśvara that brought me this power told me that I would be instrumental in saving the world. Yet you say I am putting it in danger?”

Did nobody bother talking this through? Maybe Ortlinde just really liked explaining? To think I called her Exposition-san, looks like I was spot-on with that. Sure, this was largely my speculation, but it was educated speculation. “Look at it this way. You are poking a small needle through the Boundary each time you use that ability. Sure, the hole is small, and I don’t know if it heals up or not, but I still don’t think damaging what protects us is a good idea. And if something we weren’t able to handle could find such a hole…” I didn’t need to say the rest. At that, the Diviner spoke up again.

“The wounded pink bird, followed by stone pillars…” she breathed out, shocked. “Oh Tsukuyomi…” As she shuddered, the Princess was asking her if she was all right, and on seeing that, Saionji-san released his ability, the ring bursting apart into a shower of deep violet sparks.

“I’m listening.” Saionji-san promised. “Tell me what you know.”

“Very well then. Yes, I think we all need to know just what is truly at stake before we decide anything…” I agreed, preparing to make my case…
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“So, it makes sense to sort out leadership before charting a course, as the leader will have the biggest say.” Akio-san proclaimed, and his words were ringing in Gin’s ears, grabbing his attention. It was almost as if Akio-san had his own Affectionate Gaze, and Gin held in a slightly bitter smile. So this is what it feels like to be on the receiving end? He never does cease to surprise me.

Gin had good reason to believe Akio-san would be amenable to his sudden request for alliance he had sprung on him in front of everyone, as Yasaka-san had been giving his all, asking the Book Of Providence many questions, based on information from his meeting, as well as what Kikuchi Shuta-san had told him. It paints a picture of someone who tries almost too hard to be fair, and is weak to pressure, especially when it comes from girls who resemble the one over there… Mori Eri-san, right?

He considered the information he had obtained, plus the feats she had shown. Sure, Gin was confident he could defeat her without much issue, after all, were he to call upon the Benevolent Gaze or the Compassionate Gaze, he would be able to win, just as he had defeated Akai and obtained her submission. Even so, for an ordinary person, to have come so far…

“But I think before that, we should be clear on what we face, as a nation, as a world.” Akio-san continued, his words reasonable, and the hall was agreeing with him, as were those on the dais. “I’ve already touched on this with those in my faction.” he chuckled wryly. “I’m always told I like to overshare, and so I’m not going to go into any mechanical details. You want those, well… only my allies get the full picture. Else Hinata would kill me.” The girls he had brought with him smiled at that.

It was then that the girl in the kimono stood up, picking up her chair with a broad grin on her beautiful, doll-like features. The two girls with her tried to stop her, but she shrugged them off, speaking loud enough for everyone to hear. “These seats do not-not suit us. Akio is as worthy as any here, his numbers small, but his powers and knowledge quite-quite great.” Her amber gaze went to those on stage, and the old bastard Kudou inclined his head, conceding, followed by old man Bankei. “Therefore, we should not-not be here, but there.”

She moved her chair to an open space, followed by the other two girls. Chiyo-san let out a hearty laugh, and with the scrape of metal on wood, she led a number of the neutral seats over too. Furtively, Shuta-san also moved, not before shooting Gin an embarrassed look.

Annoying, but it can’t be helped. He’s a Vassal, and the information he told me and that Yasaka-san confirmed with the Book Of Providence… he has little choice. He gave me more than enough information to stay in my good graces. And it isn’t as though Akio-san and I are at odds…

Surprisingly enough, Hikawa Hiroto-san and the members from Susanoo didn’t move, with the exception of the head of Shirohebizumi shrine, and he was followed by the Kami he served. Hikawa-san had the grace to look embarrassed from beside the Uchida whelp, and Gin didn’t fail to notice there was a blonde, punk-looking girl who seemed like she wanted to move, but was unable to do so, merely shooting a helpless, longing glance at the Uchida boy. One of Susanoo’s Chosen. He works quickly, that’s for sure.

As the small but potent block of seats arrayed themselves, Akio-san shrugged. “I can’t say I expected that, but… well, we know that the Gods granted gifts to those of us they want to save the world, and yet…”

As he talked, outlining the basics, Gin was surprised. His information on the lower Astral and the civilisations that dwelt there, such as the Night Parade, Seelie Court and more, was fascinating, and explained a lot. And moreover, above them were supposedly numerous, near infinite worlds, where the Gods and their subordinate civilisations dwelt. Obviously I suspected that the Gods were separate from us. Nothing else made any sense. Even so…

“…so I am not alone in feeling a sense of doom approaching.” Akio-san frowned at that, his expression momentarily grave, but few noticed. “Your Lady Diviner does as well. So we need to be cautious. We need to work together to grow stronger and protect the Boundary that shields us. It isn’t a role anyone can do. And it seems Saionji-san knows that.” His gaze sharpened, and Gin felt a little nervous, surprising himself.

“I suppose I can’t blame him for wanting my ability to improve people, allowing more to enter the Boundary and fight and work. Even without great strength people can still be useful, I’m sure. And if I am being extremely charitable…” He was suddenly exuding a heavy pressure, incomparable to before, and as Akai woke up again, squawking in shock and falling from her seat, Gin felt as if he was facing the might of a storm alone, buffeted by a mental gale. Those around him were faring worse, except for the Lady Diviner and the Princess, and oddly enough that old fox Kudou.

“…I did say I was prepared to offer some Chirurgery to the factions as a sign of goodwill, a taste of what I can do. After all, I’m an outsider. At least I was.” He glanced at his own small, fifth area of seats. “Perhaps you misinterpreted what Shuta-san said I was offering, Saionji-san? I’ll have to have stern words with him later.”

Shuta-san blanched at that, the Kami beside him patting his shoulder gently. Even so, Akio-san continued without much pause. “To expect me to expend my effort on the entirety of the faith… such a commitment would be far too great. After all, first I prioritise those I love, such as Eri.” The girl blushed at that, and the kimono-clad spiritual being cackled at her embarrassment.

“I then…” Akio-san continued. “…have my commitments to the nobility.” He nodded to Takakura-sama. “I get why you want to keep the nobles at a distance, but… you made an error. After all, one of my allies is a noble Chosen. I asked for leave to invite her and some others, and was denied. Disappointing.” He gestured to the sparse seating area. “Were I to be allowed that, my seats would look a lot less empty.”

True, but this is our chance to if not take the lead, at least return to being on par with the nobility, as the mightiest of the three pillars. If the nobility take the lead in this too…

“I guess you are all thinking that this is your preserve, that the nobility should keep their distance?” Akio-san echoed his thoughts. “That’s foolish. When everything is at stake, when your own Diviner has prophesied doom… you need to focus on what matters. Survival. Hence why the Ministry. I’ll also be using my abilities on their staff, and also the elite Special Forces of this country. After all, who better to fight than the army, and our enemies will not all come crossing the Boundary, no, they’ll cross the seas, or be internal threats. Police will need training and Chirurgery too. I may be skilled, but my time is finite. I can’t grant everyone this blessing. So…” he continued, and once more the storm of his personality sharpened, forcing everyone to heed his words, the males captivated, the females looking star-struck. No, some of the men have a disgusting expression too. He’s beating me at my own game…
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“So…” I paused for dramatic effect, my League fully unveiled, feeding into my Majesty and Charm, reaching the levels, perhaps even exceeding, those that Saionji-san had reached. With one of my Split Thoughts I re-examined the description of League, trying to understand it, to utilise it better.

League- The calibre of one’s existence. League is a measure of the force of your existence, and perhaps can even be considered the true measure of the Spirit and ???????? itself. League adds positive benefits to every action one undertakes, and if one’s League is higher than an opponent it will suppress their actions. If this difference is significantly greater, then they will be unable to resist your Rules, Principles and Laws. As one’s League increases, mundane Rules, Principles and Laws will restrict you less, and you gain greater progress towards ????????? and loosening the restrictions of ??????????.
League Classification:
0-2 Dull: You have little to no comprehension of the mysteries of true higher existence.
3-7 Spark: Your existence exceeds the mundane. You have a higher grasp of Rules and Principles.
8-20 Candle: Your existence is a match for Divine creations and other spiritual beings who dwell within the shallow depths of the Astral. Understanding of the lower Laws opens to you.
21-40 Torch: Your existence has reached the highest level of beings that lack true Divinity. Your existence is a Rule in itself, so only greater Principles and Laws can easily destroy it. The bindings of the Material affect you but weakly.
41-75 Flare: Your existence has reached the level that can kindle true Divinity. No mere Divine Spark but ?????????????. Your existence is a Principle, thus only those who wield true Laws can affect you. You are not bound to the Material or the Astral, but can exist freely in both as you will it, and can ??????????? and also ???????????.
76- ???????: ?????????????. ???????????????. ????????????????.


There were less annoying question marks and more information. Positive benefits to actions, huh? I had felt the opposite against Shaeraggo, back in our first duel, where my attacks were affecting him less than they should have, and I also seemed to take less injury from being shot at and stabbed by the yakuza, even considering my high stats.

My Fortune also seemed to be giving me better results than my initial projections, thinking abut it. Duke Myrcolaxriath too. We had neutralised all his dangerous abilities, but he still was significantly harder to defeat than we had expected. Was it his League to blame?

It seemed a lot of my rise had been the fortunate increases in my League that I had gained through Classes. Fae-Souled and Kami-Blessed are both great for raising League, but then, Conqueror specialises in it as well, tying in with my Kodoku theory…

“…I am indeed offering what Saionji-san wanted. Though not at his behest. There doesn’t have to be only one leader, does there?” I pointed out, voicing the truly reasonable point, which meant my Majesty should amplify my persuasiveness, forcing them to consider it. It’s not brainwashing, they can still disagree, but… it certainly felt a little dirty.

“Hence my proposal of the Ministry. After all, the country has a Prime Minister, but also the Diet and various Ministries. We aren’t a dictatorship. So those that agree to support the Ministry, I can offer some slots to receive Chirurgery. Obviously I’m going to prioritise those that support all our interests. So my apologies, Saionji-san, but you overreached. Unless of course you have a counter-offer I find worth my time?”

It would have been easy to take my anger out on him, and to be honest I was rather irritated at his presumption, but I understood his intent. He believed he was the strongest and best-placed to lead, and that Amaterasu ideals were what the faith needed.

And to an extent they do. Once the inevitable happens and the knowledge of the Boundary and Chosen spreads, Susanoo ideals of secrecy and preservation become irrelevant, hence why Uchida-san and Yamato-san have changed their stance…

Uchida-san looked rather unhappy at my continued monopolising of the Conclave, since I was a guest he technically invited, but he did seem viciously pleased when I shot down Saionji-san. I then continued with my proposal. “I understand that there are issues, but there is one thing I don’t think I can compromise on.” I warned, drawing everyone’s attention. “And that’s the safety of the Boundary…”
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So, not only one can lead, huh? Well, that’s true, but too many voices lead to waste and a mire of inadequacy. Gin pondered as Akio-san spoke passionately. After all, if that fence-sitter Kudou, old man Bankei and his fools, and that arrogant bastard Uchida had fallen into line, we would be in a much stronger, more united position. And now…

Gin could see some people in the rear seats of all the factions looking restlessly at the smaller area occupied by Akio-san’s allies. He had been persuasive, certainly. With the support of Takakura-sama and the nobility, as well as some shrines and temples, the military and politicians, it was hard to argue that the new Ministry wouldn’t dominate Japan.

“…the safety of the Boundary.” Akio-san was saying, no, demanding. “Before you decide on anything further, you need to agree on this, else I am leaving, and I’ll offer no further help to the faiths of Japan that don’t support me. If you think you can manage without me, go right ahead. After all, my God isn’t a Japanese one.” Akio-san snorted.

“What will you do with those that don’t follow your faiths, or those overseas blessed by Japanese Gods? There are no simple answers. I don’t have to play this game, but I do believe in working together for mutual benefit. So, firstly, anyone that has powers that might cause the Boundary to break..” Gin shuddered under his hard gaze. “…should be careful about using them. I won’t say you can’t, after all, that’s unreasonable, in life or death situations, I’m not asking anyone to sacrifice themselves.” He clenched his fists. “I hate sacrifices. But think of the dangers.”

Gin signalled to Yasaka-san, and he received a nod. I knew he would check out the claims made by Akio-san. It seems like the Book Of Providence has validated some of his claims. Yasaka-san looked truly awful from overusing his Book, dark circles under his eyes, and drying blood under his nostrils, but it was necessary.

“Very well. I shall refrain from carelessly calling upon Avalokiteśvara.” Time to use what we’ve learned. He’s a fair man, so I should be able to get a favour for a favour. “However, that weakens me significantly. And you yourself are an expert in the spiritual realm that you call the Boundary. An apt name. I like it. But… should I not be compensated for my efforts towards the greater good? Wouldn’t that be fair?”

Akio-san hesitated, before agreeing. “Yes, depending on what you want. I’m not going to support you blindly just for that.”

“I wouldn’t expect so much.” Gin bowed, reversing his earlier position, conceding defeat graciously, making an effort to impress everyone else in attendance, and soothe his earlier misstep. “Though I still believe working together is the best way. You said it yourself, there doesn’t need to be one leader. I have few objections to you having a position of honour equal to mine.” I can’t make him a subordinate. That seems a foolish dream. Though I see Uchida hasn’t given up on that, the damn idiot.

“Well, I’ll work with what you all decide. I’m not in charge of you all. Neither is Takakura-san. But what I am in charge of is defending those I love, and I won’t let anyone’s recklessness endanger them. So… the Boundary must be protected. To that end, as one of the founding principles of the Ministry, if you declare your Territory, then as long as you don’t commit any punishable crimes, it will be against the law to attack and destroy the Territory of others.”

There were some who reacted at that, most noticeably the Uchida whelp. “Of course, if you choose to keep your Territory a secret, you can’t expect people not to expand. And if you do commit crimes… well, I’ve destroyed several Territories of those evildoers, and I will train a force to enforce these laws.” Akio-san's expression was grim, and once more it was as if he was at the centre of a storm, his words thunderous and powerful. Akai was hiding under her chair, her bottom sticking out, and the sight was so amusing, that Gin had to laugh uproariously.

“What’s so entertaining?” Akio-san asked mildly, and Gin snorted, wiping at his streaming eyes.

“You think you can, Akio-san? I’ve seen her power.” He nodded at Mori-san. “But one man alone, even if you train forces, I can’t see how you can oppose everyone. Kyoto is dangerous, isn’t it? And we may be hiding powers you can’t comprehend.”

“I know I can. Right Mine-san? Yamato-san?” He addressed those from Susanoo, before turning to those from Tsukuyomi. “Taishakama-san, Engetsu-san, do you think I can’t?” As they shook their heads, he turned to Takakura-sama. “The nobility knows what I can do, so does the military. I’ve fought alongside their Chosen.” He then turned to the Diviner, and said something puzzling.

“I still don’t know what twilight is… but here is light and darkness.” And with that two orbs formed over his palms, similar to what the Mori girl had done earlier. One was a glowing ball of blue darkness, seeming to draw in the light, while the other was a brilliant vivid indigo, illuminating everyone’s shocked faces. “So, Diviner. You seem to carry a lot of weight, both in terms of here… and also on your shoulders. So, why not lay some down and let me carry it for you?”

Wait, is he… propositioning the Diviner? That… that can’t be right? As Gin thought that, his mind racing, the Diviner spoke, puzzled.

“You… would carry the burden of the uncertain future with me?” she asked, and he nodded, bringing the two balls together, trying to merge them, only for them to become unstable and start to fizz alarmingly.

“Uh… damn.” He quickly spun up a sphere of some sort of jade energies, the clothing of everyone in the room rustling, before tossing the orbs inside. There was a soundless explosion, and the jade winds dissipated, leaving a puzzled-looking Akio-san untouched.

“You know, I was really sure that would give me some twilight. Not that it matters. Why wait for some hero, when I think I’ll do just fine? I’ll be honest with you. My premonitions are getting worse, and I’m not prepared to risk it… so, I’ll be firm if I have to be.”

Firm indeed. That was… quite the display…
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I was sure that would be twilight. Light and darkness definitely do have some sort of composite element, I’m sure of it, but my ability to control and understand darkness is far inferior to light. Oh well… I reached out to the Diviner, knowing if she supported me, then that would go a long way, but she seemed rather confused.

“So, I know talk is cheap, and I don’t like relying on power rather than diplomacy.” I stated, looking at the leaders on stage with me, and then at the crowd. “But without law, there is only chaos, and I’ve dealt with a monster who used his abilities for great evil.” At that Haru-san shuddered, remembering. “I’ll not let that happen again. By the way, Hikawa-san, you others…” I warned. “Shouldn’t you be thinking about where you are sitting?”

Yamato-san glared at me, and Hikawa-san looked a little embarrassed. “I think it’s a bit early for that, isn’t it? Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten all you’ve done for me and my children.” he promised, so I shrugged.

“Suit yourself. This is a long Conclave. Speaking of…” I considered. “…there’s a recess soon. I believe I’ve already adequately demonstrated my strength to you.” I addressed the faction leaders. “…but perhaps those of you who don’t understand…” I looked at the Diviner, who was hesitating. “…can see for yourself. Maybe then you’ll decide to trust me. And realise I’m not to be taken lightly. To be honest, I’ve been working all night and all morning, but I can still manage a little Chirurgery. So, how about it? Uchida-san, Kudou-san, Bankei-san, would you like to see the world your priests and shrine maidens do? Takakura-san, you too. And of course, I couldn’t possibly leave out the Princess. Nor you other Chosen.” I bowed elegantly, surprising her.

Well, I’m used to Shaeula, so it’s no big deal… Damn, I’m drained, but Shaeula can supply me with aether, so… I can make this work… and if I display a might so strong as to cow them all, then getting them to accept the Ministry is going to be a lot easier. Plus to be honest, some of them are pretty annoying, it’d be fun to cut loose and show them something terrifying…

As I waited for their answer, smiling at the thought of terrorising them, all for the greater good, of course, I pondered two things. It looks like Shaeula has decided I need to start my own faction here. It wasn’t something I planned for, but it’s certainly one option. And if I am to make headway, I need to truly demonstrate without a shadow of a doubt to all of them that I’m serious in my demands about the Boundary and the Ministry. But then…

When I had made my declaration that known Territories should be respected, my Foresight had responded, the threat becoming heavier and closer. I’m not an idiot. With the yakuza the threads were hard to pull, but with Shaeula’s maids the timing made it clear the mansion was the danger. So now… something is going to happen here in Kyoto, not to me, but those close to me. And it’s going to happen soon…

“Very well.” the Diviner agreed after a long pause. “I shall see your light and darkness first-hand. Demonstrate to me that you have the will to change what cannot be changed, the diamond-hard strands of Definite futures…”


Two Hundred And Seventy-Five / Side Ninety-One – Yukiko, Princess Mikasa


As the Diviner responded to me at last, even though her words were a little defensive and perhaps a touch defeatist, I couldn’t help but grin victoriously. “You seem a little confused. Either the future is certain or uncertain, it can’t be both, can it? And if it’s uncertain, well… we don’t all have your gifts, so everyone sees the future as uncertain. We hope, we wish, some of us pray…”

I got nods at that, considering I was at a Conclave of those who worshipped the Gods and Kami. “…but I’m done with hopes and wishes, and I’ll leave the prayers to those who are best suited for it.” Damn, I wasn’t really expected to speak until after they’d sorted out all their issues, but I guess this way is better. I don’t have time for them to make a mess of things. There can be more than one leader, but one of them is going to have to be me.

No, my resolve which had been firming up, ever since the idea to form the Ministry, was now peaking. Everyone looked out for their own interests, that was natural, and I did as well. Otherwise I wouldn’t be such a bastard getting the law changed just so I can be a harem protagonist…

The difference was, I was prepared to think wider, deeper. After all, Eri, Aiko, my family… even if I could protect them during the apocalypse, take them to safety as the world burned, they wouldn’t be happy. Motoko, Natsumi, Hinata… they all cherished Japan and the traditions nobility protected. If I just saved them and their families, but Japan burned…

No, I can’t let that happen, no more than I could let Shaeula lose her family and the Seelie Court, or Shiro die breaking her oaths to that fucking Raven. I still had a score to settle with him.

Taking a moment to prepare what to say next for maximum impact, my Majesty and Charm were at their peak, for this was the crux of the matter. “…instead, I’ll plan, prepare, calculate, lay contingencies, make allies, grow strong. Protect what needs to be protected.” My voice carried to the whole room, and I could feel all eyes on me.

This should be less stressful than speaking to the Prime Minister, or big-shots like Fujiwara-san and Ichijou-san, but somehow it isn’t. I guess that might be because there are so many Chosen present, as well as a mixture of those who support me fully… my gaze went to the small cluster of seats, where my allies sat.

Those who support me but also have other concerns… That was Hikawa-san and the other members of Susanoo who were still sitting there, though Marika-chan’s Grandfather had followed Shaeula’s will and was in my seats, along with Kana’s grandfather

…and lastly, those who have reason to oppose me. Uchida-san, Yamato-san, Saionji-san and others. They were used to being top dogs, being in charge, and so seeing an upstart like me come in must surely annoy them.

“Lady Diviner.” I spoke, using the honorific that those from the faith did. I strode up to her, close enough that she flinched back a little, and bent down, so my eyes were level with her face behind the silken veil that obscured her features. It was sheer enough for her to see through, yet covered her from view. “The only certainty is that even were you to tell me that we have ten minutes until the end of the world, I’d spend nine of those minutes planning and preparing, the best I could.”

“Why not all ten minutes?” the Princess asked from beside us, tilting her head curiously, her mousy brown braids and red-rimmed glasses she wore giving her the sort of prim, secretarial look that was totally at odds with the flashy way Shaeula presented herself.

I’m glad somebody took the bait. With an alluring smile, I spoke…
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Perhaps heroes are made, not born. Her friend, the nameless Diviner, had said that to her recently, as she had fretted and struggled at the Grand Shrine at Ise, her blessing from Amaterasu weighing heavily on her. After all, it was Great-Grandfather who had to repudiate our links to Amaterasu after the War. It broke his heart, killed him. But then, who could have imagined it was actually true?

Yukiko remembered little of the time Amaterasu’s servant descended, to bestow on her a fragment of the Sun, saying her bloodline was of the purest, and her temperament was a perfect fit for the power. My temperament? I know I’m shy and gloomy, no match for the sun, but… She remembered setting the hall on fire an hour ago, and she flinched at the memory, all eyes on her, making her wish she was anywhere else. Even so...

It was impossible not to ask him that question. The way he had quizzed the Diviner about light, darkness and twilight, it was as if… her train of though shut off as he smiled, and she felt her face heating up.

“Why nine minutes? A great question, Princess Mikasa. I’ll do all I can to face our end, even if it’s impossible. After all, I’d like to think most of us would choose to fight rather than blindly wait for death. But… that last minute is because I don’t want to miss a single second I could spend with those I love. If the world ends despite our best efforts, if the Red Dragon…”

At those words she felt her flushed face cool, blood draining from her as she remembered the prophecy of her death. “…manages to devour us all, well, at least I’ll have the pride to know I faced it down first, and that it’ll never touch those I love until I’m dead and gone. We fight better for what we cherish, right?”

He turned away, and Yukiko bit down on a sigh, glad his cool yet passionate gaze was off her. “Everyone here must have family, lovers, friends, siblings, children. This isn’t a game. As close as it seems to one.” Yukiko couldn’t see his face as he had turned away, but from the trembling of his shoulders she could tell he was holding in wry laughter.

“This also isn’t your politics of old. The shrines and temples are rising to prominence. I promise you that. Be it a week, a month, a year… no, I doubt it’ll be a year. It’s been miraculous that the world doesn’t know about us already.”

Yes, that’s obvious. No secret can be kept when so many know it. She looked at the Diviner, who was also trembling, though she could tell not from suppressed mirth, but from uncertainly, doubt… maybe even fear. Yukiko realised the Diviner had never spoken of her own fate. If Kyoto was attacked, then the Diviner, in Tsukuyomi-jinja, would surely be forced to battle…

“Uchida-san here has realised that. Keeping hidden won’t serve much purpose for long. And well, Saionji-san has made his stance clear. But what won’t change is the mathematics. Perhaps one in a hundred are from the shrines and temples. You’ll never be able to monopolise the Gods and Kami, not anymore. After all, I’ve been blessed by a God not of this land. Tyr, God of Heroes. I find that a bit ironic, considering the kanji in my name means hero…”

He chuckled, with good humour. “Bright hero of the moon. It’s laughable, but it doesn’t matter.” He was back looking at the Diviner. “Before that day, I was a nobody, a freelancer doing enough work to get by, the only life-or-death struggle I ever had facing off against a dog to protect my sister and her friend. Tyr and I have that in common, we both hate dogs.”

Yukiko let out a gasp, and he turned, puzzled. “Sorry Princess, is there something wrong?”

I’m so embarrassed. As a member of the Imperial Family, I’ve had lessons to keep my cool, but… “My apologies. I just wondered something. You called yourself bright hero of the moon. Why?”

“Yeah, it’s lame, I know. But since my middle name is moonstone… I’m a half, by the way.” he answered, embarrassed. “The kanji my mother chose for it, well, combined with Akio it reads that way. Besides, the moon seems to be a lucky omen for me these days.” He turned, smiling at the beautiful, petite doll-like girl in a kimono, who had gorgeous golden-amber hair and eyes.

“So you’d say the moon favours you then?” she asked, and he nodded.

“Oh yes. I would say so. But this is a bit off-topic. Is there a reason you are asking?”

'He shall be blessed by a God not of this land, yet hold the favour of the Kami that dwell here, and the favour of the Moon shall be with him.' That’s what the Diviner told me about the one who she prophesied, and the Six Princesses of the Six Paths. Is she…

Shaking her head, Yukiko was suddenly overwhelmed by feelings she didn’t quite understand. “No. I’m… please do carry on.” she muttered quietly, and after a searching look from his grey eyes, he turned back to the Diviner.

“All I’m saying is, sure, some things are certain. But we never give up. If the hero with a magical sword is needed to defeat the Demon Lord, and there’s no magical sword around, well, we find one. Or if we can’t, we make one. And if that fails, try a gun, a missile, hell, a bloody nuke. What we don’t do is give in and call it inevitable, stop trying. Because then the Demon Lord wins, right?” His voice was compelling, and Yukiko found herself nodding, and she wasn’t alone.

Make one. Heroes are made, not born. Could… she felt an urge to speak out, but held it in, as the Diviner was radiating an atmosphere of solemnity. “You seem confident you… you are the one.”

“Hell no.” He shook his head at the question the Diviner had asked, almost accusingly. “Like I said, I was a nobody. But just like anyone, when the situation called for it, I could act. Just like I did when Aiko and Eri were in danger. And I’m acting now. Just on a grander scale. Tell me. The Hungry Ghost… her fate changed, didn’t it?”

The Hungry Ghost? Another like me? Yukiko concentrated fiercely on the discussion that had no meaning to most of the people in the Conclave, although Kudou-san seemed to understand. No, not just him. That girl, the amber-haired one, she is smirking proudly.

“It did, but that is but one chain, one link in the tangled thread of fate, and to break them all…”

“If I don’t have a magic sword, I’ll look for one, or make one. I didn’t have light element when we spoke, did I? Now I do.” More glowing azure energy radiated outwards, momentarily blinding. “And if I can’t find this twilight, well, if it’s what’s needed to save Shaeula, Shiro…”

He then turned to Yukiko, and his expression was resolute, heroic. “…and you, Princess of Heaven. Then I’ll push through until I have it, or if not, then I’ll find something better. I’ve fought more battles against the odds than anyone here, and though I’ve bled, my friends, my lovers, they’ve bled too, we are still standing. As long as nobody dies, we win. No Red Dragon will be eating Japan while I draw breath.”

Amaterasu above, you must be shining on me, I feel so hot… Yukiko gaped at the man who declared he would protect her so boldly from her fate. “Really, you know…” she trailed off, unsure how to proceed.

“I met with the Diviner, but… she didn’t tell me the truth. I get the impression she believes she is going to die.” His quiet words were grim.

“Really?” Yukiko gasped, shocked, forgetting her own worries. She stood, her chair falling loudly to the ground behind her. “Diviner… you too? Are you sure?”

The hall erupted into chaos, and as she questioned her friend whose face she had never seen, she forgot all about her own destined fate…
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This has derailed rapidly, hasn’t it? I felt a little guilty at turning the meeting into chaos, but it was all related to the goal I wished to pursue, of bringing the faiths into line under the Ministry. Also, if the Diviner is right, Princess Mikasa will be needed to save the world, but someone is needed to save her first. Well, if this hero won’t show up, I don’t mind filling in for him.

“…I fear my fate is certain.” The veiled woman sighed, before standing, addressing the Conclave once more, quelling them to silence with the force of her presence. “I am the Diviner, Chosen by Tsukuyomi. And the God spoke to me. I will die, that is certain. And soon. A danger approaches us, errant scales of the Red Dragon I see in my dreams, an army of fiery ants spawned from the blood and scales. The danger is real.”

Her voice softened then. “Yukiko, I have a task too, though mine perhaps is easier than yours. I must not let the blessings of Tsukuyomi pass from the world. Perhaps it was why I was born…”

“Bullshit.” I declared, breaking the solemn mood and silence that had descended over Conclave. “You were born to live your life. Don’t just surrender now. Shiro didn’t, she fought her fate and won. It cost her, it cost her badly, but… well, that’s why she has a friend like me, to help her pay those bills.”

I forced a smile, bitter memories of her lost arm and eye and horrible scarring fresh in my memory, unable to be forgotten. “Don’t just give in. Aren’t you trying to change Princess Mikasa’s fate, and that of Japan? Well then, stand up and fight for it!”

“Yes, that’s right!” Eri had stomped forwards, her face pale with anger. “Giving in gets you nothing but regrets. I know, because I lived it for years. I never reached out for what I wanted…” She looked at me, her gaze softening, before she turned to address the crowds below, surprising me.

“Some of you know me, such as you Takeyabashi-san. I loved Akio so much, but I never said, and he went away. And on his return, I nearly missed my chance again. But with help…” she smiled at Shaeula, who waved back. “…I changed my fate. I reached out and grasped Akio’s hand. I don’t know what you’ve seen, whether it’ll come true or not, but don’t just sit here waiting to die!”

She was frustrated, words cascading from her. “Why not take a trip abroad for a few months, or move out of Kyoto at least? If you aren’t here, danger can’t find you, can it?”

“It is hardly that simple.” the Diviner began, only for Shaeula to leap up on stage, surprising everyone with her incredible speed and power, her grace, even restricted by the kimono, utterly inhuman.

“Oh, I think it is very-very simple indeed.” Shaeula snorted. “This white princess, Shiro. I, who you so rudely called the Princess of Beasts…” she sniffed, irritated. “Our fates were to die. I was impaled by my enemy, my life-life bleeding out, and I had no-no reason to believe I would ever be spared, but in desperation I asked, eager to do anything, to try-try anything to extend my life but a moment longer, and…” She spread her arms, long, decorated sleeves flapping. “…I am still here, am I not-not?”

“Even death isn’t the end… of hope.” Haru-san agreed with a sigh, joining us. “I wondered why I was Chosen. I thought I was crazy. After all…” she smiled bitterly. “Kannon gave me her blessing, but it was nothing but a burden that led to my death.”

At her words, Saionji-san, Uchida-san and most of all Yamato-san reacted. Saionji-san seemed amused, while Uchida-san was calculative. There was anger in Yamato-san’s face though. Well, I guess it dilutes the impact of being Kannon’s Chosen if there is more than one of you…

Haru-san floated through the stage and up onto it, drawing gasps. “Even in death, I was a slave to a terribly sad yet evil Yōkai, Kiku, the Widow of Nails, who served the man who killed me. You may have watched the news. Kondou Kazuo. He was like us. Blessed by the Gods. My fate was surely to suffer. But…”

She shook her head, denying it. “I struggled, and reached out, and now I can even go home, see my family, go back to my career.” Haru-san smiled, sad, shy but still captivating, and I felt so proud of her.

“I’ll be working in the Ministry. I hope to work with you all soon.” She bowed politely, before turning to the Diviner. “I could tell you other stories I’ve heard. How they freed the stolen lands of the Fae from their millenniums’ old usurpers, a feat deemed impossible, or a simpler one, how his sister fought to the end against a Fae prince in a battle of archery, despite having not been Chosen like I was. I began to think… nothing is impossible. But only… only if you believe, and reach out!”

Everyone said exactly what I wanted to say. I’m tearing up a little here. I was going to speak, but Shaeula was first. “I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. I am a princess of the fair folk, the Fae, the Seelie Court. I have seen-seen Akio go from a puny weakling who could barely defeat one of my weaselkin, to a wielder of wind-wind, to mastering fire as well, which I feared was just-just barely possible. To defeating my brother, making him relent, to facing off against that abominable Kazuo fool-fool and defeating him. He has grown and grown-grown, all because he must. If he does not-not, how can he keep those such as I safe?” She puffed out her chest proudly, and Eri took up the mantle.

“We were poor as children. Akio scrimped and saved half a year of his allowance towards a bow his sister wanted. He put himself through uni by working hard at part-time jobs. He lived in Tokyo… well, the dingy outskirts…” She smiled, remembering the time she visited my old, pokey apartment. “Then he was offered this chance. He took it. He knows, we know, what it’s like to not have your dreams come true, to be scared to fight for them. But we also know that what seems out of reach can be yours, if only you ask for it.”

She glared at the Diviner then. “So open your stupid mouth and ask. For. Help. Don’t rely on the Gods. Don’t get me wrong, Shirohebi, the Jade Beetle, this Tyr who blessed Akio, Tsukuyomi, Amaterasu, Kannon… sure, I respect them. They’ve given us a chance. But will they do everything for us? I don’t think they even can, can they? But together we can.”

Wow, Eri. That was… powerful. I inwardly applauded. She was red-faced and embarrassed by the attention, but her obsidian gaze was hard, determined. “Yes. Eri is right.” I pulled her into a hug, only for Shaeula to get jealous and grab my other arm.

“This Conclave is about more than just who is in charge, what direction we’ll go. After all… even if you all decided now to sequester yourselves, work together separate from us all, the Ministry will still form, laws will still pass, the world will still find out. Break the laws and you’ll still find me waiting at the end for you, and you won’t like it…”
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Yukiko was stunned by the sudden invasion on stage, but knowing that two of the other Princesses the Diviner spoke of apparently were with Oshiro-san, as well as the fact that the Diviner was going to die… her mind was reeling. Even so, she listened to the speeches given, and found them resonating with her.

I’ve always been trapped by a series of destinies I can’t avoid as well. Imperial Princess, Priestess of Ise. Now the Chosen of Amaterasu. Some, perhaps many would envy me, but… her newest destiny was to die. I suppose in the end everybody dies. But I wanted to live my life on my own terms, impossible though that was. Although…

Yukiko looked at the woman who proclaimed herself dead. She had nearly fainted when the woman had passed through the stage, ethereal just like the ghost she claimed she was. …maybe death isn’t truly the end. Even so, I still don’t want to die, and I don’t want the Diviner to die either.

“Diviner.” She spoke up once Oshiro-san finished his speech, which made a lot of sense to her. Even the Imperial Family had to answer to the law now. The faith would be no different, even in these changed times. “You know, I hate that I don’t know your name or what you look like. I hate that you’ve seemingly erased yourself from existence. It isn’t fair. And it’s not fair that you have to die. If the Gods are so powerful, why can’t they stop these unfair tragedies?”

“The Gods are simply beings beyond our comprehension. After all, are we not Gods to the animals and plants of this world, able to change the world to our whims, crushing them carelessly should they be in our way?” the Diviner retorted gently. “They are worthy of our worship and respect, and they have given us some shards of hope. That will suffice. To ask for more…”

“…is perfectly fine.” Oshiro-san declared, interrupting her. He ignored the scowls around him at his rudeness. “Be greedy. Be demanding. You might not get everything you want, but if you don’t ask, you’ll get nothing. You don’t want to die, I get that. You don’t want a life where nobody sees your face or knows your name. So I’m offering to help…” He held out a hand to her, drawing gasps from those around him.

“…take my hand, and I’ll see what I can do. And as the girls have said, I can do quite a lot. I’d love to have you as an adjunct to me at the Ministry.” His smile was kind, excited. “After all, your gift, or curse, perhaps, is really great. Although I can see why years of it has worn down your spirit. Time to take a break. Why not shrug off that veil, and come out for a drink with me? There’s a concert on later too, I hear. Some shrine maiden idols. My sis and some of the girls are very excited.”

He asks the Diviner to go drinking with him? To show her face? Yukiko was shocked. How can any man be so brazen? But… I’ve longed to do the same. Not the drinking, but to see her, know her. Talk about something other than the sad future.

“From the day my gifts flowered, I was simply the Diviner. None can know my name, nor gaze upon me, for I died then, to become the Diviner. Like a Phoenix.” Perhaps she was smiling under the veil, though her tone was bitter. On hearing Phoenix, the strange young girl Saionji-san had brought with him crawled out from under her chair, curious.

“Well, screw that. I know your name, Matsumuro Tsukiko.” As he stated her name to the hall, everyone froze. Before anyone could respond, there was a brilliant, warm amber glow spreading from his eye, and as Yukiko was looking she caught sight of brilliant amber flecks sparkling like stars in his grey iris.

“I can see your face too. Uh… a bit more as well, sorry. But damn.” He whistled, clearly impressed. “You and Shiro could be sisters. I mean, you don’t look much alike, but you both have that too perfect to be real look going on. Those ruby eyes are pretty as hell. You have a cute nose, too. You seem younger than I thought. What are you? Twenty? Damn, that underrobe really has to hurt though, it makes a medieval corset look kind.”

“Ak-i-o!” the dark-haired girl with him rumbled, annoyed, punching him in the arm a few times. “You can’t go doing that! Peeking on a girl is the worst thing you can do! Besides, I know how this ends…” She puffed out her cheeks, before scowling at the self-proclaimed Fae.

“As for you Shaeula, stop laughing! I know you know what’ll happen next too! It’s inevitable.” She snorted sourly. “Matsumuro-san…” She used the forbidden name, which judging by the frozen Diviner was indeed hers. “…if you want to know something that can’t be changed, it’s that Akio seems to get involved with the problems of every girl and woman he knows. So you might as well just give up. He’s going to help you whether you want it or not. And then…”

“No way, I told you Eri, Shiro was the last!” he said, panicking, and the Fae girl denied him.

“Hardly. You have me, you have this white princess. I think it only natural to assume other Princesses should-should be yours too. As for this one…” She gazed at the Diviner, who suddenly fell to her knees, shaking, trembling uncontrollably. “…why not-not? Your heart ached for her, when you realised her life, her fate, did it not-not?”

“No, we’ve had this discussion, and now, in front of two thousand people, is not the time to revisit it!” Oshiro-san shook his head, flustered. “I’ll help them, sure, but I’ve my hands full and…”

“I shall die. My first prophecy was that if anyone gazed upon my face, my body, spoke my name, my time was up.” she said softly. “To think it would come… huh?” She cried out as she was pulled to her feet, the dark-haired girl and Oshiro-san each grabbing one of her hands and hauling her up.

They touched her! She’s been named, seen, touched! That’s… blasphemous! Yukiko was shocked, frightened, but a little spark within her was happy. At least… at least somebody will remember what she looks like, and now we can all speak her name.

The crowd was turning angry at the situation, but Oshiro-san cowed them with a glare. Still holding the Diviner’s, no, Tsukiko-san’s hand, he addressed her kindly, yet firmly, his eye still glowing.

“I can see you crying. You shouldn’t ruin your beautiful face like that. Besides, it’s stupid. You were dying anyway, you were very sure of that, yeah? So what, are you going to die twice? That’s crap. Look. Now I have to take responsibility, right? If my words and actions are going to kill you, then I have to save you, and I won’t take no for an answer.”

“He’s right.” Yukiko found herself speaking. “Heroes are made, not born. And if we need a hero to stave off the Red Dragon, well…” She turned to Oshiro-san, eyes holding a pleading light. “You’ll have to do. Can you do it? Seriously?”

“If I can’t, then Shaeula will help. If we still can’t, Grulgor and Hyacinth can join in, and everyone else too. If it’s still tough, well, shit, I’ll go crawling to Shaeula’s family and the military for help. Still no good and… well, you’ll help your friend, won’t you?” Their eyes met, Oshiro-san’s burning deep into hers, and she looked down, feeling a tension in her chest.

“I… will.” Yukiko admitted. “I’m scared, I never asked for this, for Amaterasu to bless me. But the Diviner… she never asked for it either. Nor did you, did you?”

“Nope. But if I’d have been given the choice, I’d have taken it in a heartbeat.” He suddenly tossed off his jacket and started unbuttoning his shirt. Yukiko squeaked in shock, embarrassed.

“What are you doing?” she gasped, covering her face with her hands, though she couldn’t help but peek as his toned torso came into view.

“See here?” he showed her, and then the angry crowd, who had forgotten the purpose of the Conclave and were furious at his treatment of the holy Lady Diviner. “All my battles since, I’ve healed my wounds without scars. Ether Healing is great for that. But these remain.”

He tapped a faded set of bites around his abdomen. “I never asked to fight a dog, but fight it I did, and would do a million, a billion, a trillion times again, because there’s no world in which I want them to get hurt. So yeah, you win, Diviner. Some things are inevitable”

Ignoring the black-haired girl who was blushing fiercely, her eyes damp, Oshiro-san turned to address the crowd. “So here’s what I stand for. We kind of derailed everything, and I’m sorry. But… the Ministry is happening. Nothing you agree here will change that. You can choose to take part, or simply do your own thing. But I stand for full integration. That way, like the nobility, you get to decide what’s important, what matters, what’s a treasure of faith that Japan can’t lose. And we can take steps to protect it. I’m doing that now. Matsumuro-san, stop your tears. I’ll punch that Dragon square in the face and render it down to some tasty experience points. You’ve worked hard all these years. Harder than anyone. So now it’s time to reach out a hand for help. How is it? Aren’t our hands warm? There’s no need to bear the weight all alone.”

My eyes feel hot. Am.. am I crying too? Her gaze was blurry, as though she was looking through fog. Still, Yukiko managed a smile. Yukiko and Tsukiko. Quite the coincidence. It is as if we could be sisters… “Tsukiko-san…” Even saying a real name made her chest feel hot and tight. “…please. You told me I could be saved. Believe that you can be too. Clasp onto the hand that’s offered to you.”

“You as well, Princess.” Shaeula grinned, grabbing her hand. She nearly fainted from the shock of being suddenly touched, but the small hand was warm, just like he said. “Our policy is to protect you too-too. After all, this female believes you are needed to save the world. But before that… us princesses should stick together, should we not-not? I am rather jealous though.” She puffed out her cheeks in a pout.

“Why?” Yukiko was confused.

“Princess of Heaven! It sounds so much-much more noble that Princess of Beasts.”

With that Yukiko gaped, shocked at such a… banal… complaint, despite the heavy weight of the Conclave and the Diviner’s, Tsukiko-san's revelations, and she made no resistance as the girl pulled her off the stage, and towards their small area of seats…
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Pulling the stunned Diviner along with us, Shaeula bringing the Princess, I smiled apologetically at Kudou-san. “Sorry, looks like I ate into your turn quite a bit. You should probably go next, all right? Sorry to you all as well.” I bowed to the amused Saionji-san and the glowering Uchida-san, then Bankei-san, who despite being the moderator had let our ten minutes of chaos happen. I then turned to Takakura-san, only to find he had followed us down, also going towards our seats.

“You sum up the noble point of view very well. We choose what to save, and we wish to work with the faith, the government, the army, business and the Chosen of the Gods. Nobility supports the Ministry, and as a family of faith, I believe we should as well. Better to shape the laws rather than be bound by them.”

Yeah. That’s what I’ve been saying. By stepping in first, I’m going to have an advantage in that the laws are advantageous to me, even stupid ones like the polygamy amendment.

The Diviner was still crying, I could see through her veil, though the tears were silent, and her ruby eyes were staring unblinking at me like a doll. I let her sit down, mechanically, and beside her sat Eri, and beside her… Yeah, it’s the Princess. Uh… she should still be up there, she’ll be needed for the debate…

“Well then, it’s your turn to speak, Kudou-san.” Bankei-san coughed. “The revelations have been shocking indeed. This humble one prays… that the ill-winds of death that hover over you may be averted, Princess Mikasa, Lady Diviner.”

“All right then. Well, this old man…” Kudou-san began, taking the microphone. “…has said enough.” With a smile he hopped off the stage, having said effectively nothing, and strode over to his faction. As Saionji-san and Uchida-san watched their wily opponent concede, they weren’t prepared for what happened next, as instead of sitting, he grabbed a chair, before strolling over towards us and sitting down beside us.

“I guess you do have the favour of the moon after all, Akio-san.” He grinned, as if he was a grandfather pulling a prank on his grandkids.

What the hell?


Two Hundred And Seventy-Six / Side Ninety-Two – The Diviner, Matsumuro Tsukiko


“Just what are you doing, you sly old fox?” Saionji-san asked, clearly a bit puzzled by the move.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Kudou-san grinned, stroking at his long white beard regally, clearly enjoying the discomfort of his political opponents. “I’m putting my weight behind Akio-kun here.” The way he addressed me changed, as if to show his new closeness to me.

“Tsukuyomi was the balance between the extremes, and now the reason for that has finished.” He addressed his own faction. “Now, I’m not saying you have to join me, you can make up your own minds, but Akio-kun is right. It’s no longer a choice between trying to reclaim past glories or protect what we had. It’s a choice between whether we try and stand alone, or join the new order.”

“I think, having seen you in action, I can agree with Kudou-sama.” Taishakama-san, one of the Tsukuyomi faction Chosen I had taken through the Kyoto Boundary stated. He was followed by Engetsu-san, and Kinkawa-san then got up too.

“You know, I’m not so fixated on being a priest as these others.” He grinned broadly. “But I know you’re strong, man. So I’ll follow you.” I guess his gangster look matches his personality. With that the exodus started, and soon around a third of the Tsukuyomi faction had joined behind us, though the majority was uncertain, hesitant. Even so, it’s quite the haul.

“Why would you do this?” Uchida-san grated. “Letting an outsider come in and make a mockery of the Conclave…”

“Who invited him, eh?” Saionji-san broke in, to much laughter from the crowd, enjoying his discomfort. Uchida-san turned red with anger, but seeing the situation, he swallowed it down, keeping himself as calm as he could.

“I did, yes. And I stand by it, as clearly he has some influence and power. However… are you really satisfied to be a lapdog to the government and the nobility, Kudou? And to this boy who disrespected the noble Lady Diviner, and even the Priestess of Ise!”

Well, there is that. I glanced at them. The Diviner was still next to me, still, silent and yet my gaze could pick out the minute tremors that shook her. The Princess, however, merely looked confused, as if she wasn’t sure how she had come to be sitting there.

“Disrespect? It certainly was shocking, but…” Kudou-san frowned, looking at the Diviner as I had. “…I knew. The noble Lady Diviner had informed me of the upcoming disaster and her death. I grieved, but what could I do? I’ve always felt…” he continued. “…that you are like a daughter to me.”

He turned back to me with a sly smile on his face. “She’s not twenty though, not even close. Though I shouldn’t speak of a woman’s age so carelessly. To think she looks so young still. That or you are a dangerous flatterer, Akio-kun.” He glanced at Eri and Shaeula. “Well, perhaps both are true. But… I too wish for the Lady Diviner to survive. And perhaps live a life she has earned. Even were I opposed to this Ministry, I would be thankful for your consideration, Akio-kun.”

He then addressed the Conclave once more. “The ten minutes of chaos with Akio-kun and his women may have seemed to derail everything, but those of us with sharp political minds gleaned much. Do you deny it, Bankei, my old friend?”

The nominal head of the neutral shrines and temples agreed. “Why else would I have allowed it? This humble one is hardly senile yet, Yasuhide-san.” He addressed everyone in his role as moderator. “This first session was to establish a leader, before we moved on to other matters. Perhaps we should have decided on our course first, as the young man and Yasuhide-san are right, there really are only two paths before us now. But… you all know us. We have stood at the head of the faiths for years. But… his character is a mystery.” He pointed to me. “Therefore we needed to see it. After all, power without the wisdom to use it properly is dangerous.”

“Hence why we were checking him out, yeah?” Kinkawa-san cried triumphantly. “I knew it wasn’t just to grab a few bits of Kyoto.”

From the Susanoo benches, Mine-san spoke up, a female mirror to Kinkawa-san. “Well, like yeah, totally! He was pretty badass, I’m not going to lie, but… he shared his water with a Kami so I could get a blessing. There was like, nothing in it for him, but he did it.”

On hearing that, Shaeula eyed Mine-san appraisingly, causing her to look away, face red. Still, she continued. “He helped Yamato-sama too. I don’t think he’s a bad guy, and the girls obviously like him. I don’t think they’d be so taken with him if he was a selfish man.”

Well, that’s not true, I’m plenty selfish. Even so, I like to be fair when I can be.

“Most of us have had the opportunity for our factions to see him in action.” Bankei-san opined. “And those that have not have at least a favourable impression, if this humble one is not mistaken?”

Saionji-san shrugged. “I wouldn’t have invited him to be my ally if I didn’t. Yes, I get it. The chaos was insightful to his character. A self-made man, rags to riches in both financial and power terms. Yet one who is looking to work with others.” He paused, thinking a moment, before continuing.

“Though somewhat reckless, the way you rode over the objections of our Lady Diviner. You might want to think a bit more, Akio-san, lest you get yourself into trouble you can’t get out of. But then, you’re ruthless too. Kondou Kazuo. I expect everyone has heard of him. After all, he is Japan’s most prolific serial killer. There was a story in the news that he fell into a deep coma and is likely to die when the machines keeping him alive are switched off.”

Haru-san flinched at that, but Shaeula whispered to her reassuringly. Saionji-san didn’t miss that nuance. “I expect you had something to do with that, am I right, Akio-san?”

“Those who do terrible things will find that this new world isn’t kind to them. And now we know there’s an afterlife of sorts. I’m not sure if there’s a Yomi or a Western-style Hell, but if there is, he’ll be enjoying a nice, eternal vacation there soon enough.” I declared, not confirming, but not denying either.

“I see. Abusing powers given by the Kami is certainly something we would disapprove of.” Bankei-san agreed with me mildly. “So, having said all that, you support him, Yasuhide-san?”

“I want a future where my granddaughter Shiori, the Lady Diviner and everyone associated with the shrines and temples of this land can live happily, with honour and respect, and the Gods have the worship and adoration they deserve. It seems to me that Akio-kun is aiming for a similar goal. But…” he frowned. “…the danger coming is likely to be significant. And looking at the girls around him…” he nodded at Eri. “…as well as the aid he has offered my Shiori with this Chirurgery… Akio-kun is best placed to make us stronger.”

He turned to Takakura-san then. “Takakura-sama, if the nobility and also mainstream politicians support this Ministry, then I shall as well.”

“Can I just say a few last words?” I asked, as Kudou-san came to a conclusion. “It’s true. I want a world where we can all live in peace. But to do that, we need to make sure that power isn’t abused. And we need to make sure that whatever threats are coming, be it this Red Dragon, or anything else, we are strong enough to defeat it. And the best way is to work together. That’s what the Ministry is for. Sure, there’ll be some inconveniences, some concessions…” I frowned then.

Concessions, not sacrifices. I don’t want people like the Diviner to have to suffer. But in life there is always compromise. “…but working together is the best way. I didn’t get this strong alone.” I declared. “And even this morning, with the help of Yamato-san…” I nodded at him as he looked back at me, his face an expressionless mask. “…and your children, Hikawa-san, we were able to grow stronger still.”

“I have my commitments.” Hikawa-san apologised. “But were my son and the twins here, I would allow them to sit behind you.”

“Great, because the twins are actually amazingly helpful. Their gift is something special. And Ren-san can improve everyone’s light element. I’ll be working them hard, but in exchange, I’ll make sure they are always protected. That goes for everyone else.” I finished my pitch strongly. “Those of you who have gifts within your bloodlines, or have family who do, please get in touch with Haru-san here.”

At that she looked at me, before nodding, understanding I was giving her secretarial work, as well as work the Ministry would find helpful. “Chirurgery is a limited resource, but I intend to prioritise those prepared to work with us, and those of you with talents, we should help them to flourish, as even seemingly useless ones might turn out to be the key to strengthening others. If I had to sum up my position in one go, it would be…” I took a deep breath, as this was my slogan that would form the basis of my support.

“One twig is easily snapped, but a bundle tied together cannot be broken by human hands. And bundles tied together, strengthening each other, well, even fate and destiny will not break them. What one cannot do alone, five can. When five are not enough, then fifty. If someone is facing inevitable death, then five thousand will oppose it. Preserve what is good, crush what is evil, and together make the future a shining one, where nobody has to stand alone.”
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“…if someone is facing inevitable death, then five thousand will oppose it. Preserve what…” The Diviner, her mind in turmoil, processed the words that Oshiro-san spoke, trying to stop the tremors that afflicted her, the tears that constantly flowed.

Five thousand cannot turn aside my destiny. Even so… I do not want to die. If there was only a way, someone that could avert my death, then of course I would take it. The visions were a constant burning in her mind. Before, her gift had been sporadic, but since Tsukuyomi had given his true blessing, they had been her constant companion, eating into her psyche like poison.

“Those are indeed fascinating sentiments, and this humble one approves.” Bankei, the leader of the neutral shrines and temples was saying, but the Diviner could barely hear him, so wrapped up In her own troubles she was.

Even so… if I must die to avert disaster, then I shall. I have that much pride left in me. She had struggled her whole life, since she first awakened as a young child, and though the path had been hard, and she had given up much, all the hopes and dreams of an ordinary girl, living nameless and unseen under her veils, she had resolved to do her duty and serve Tsukuyomi, fighting fate and leaving her mark on the world through that.

Nameless and unseen. I… barely remembered my true name. Where… how… her thoughts were scattering, as she could feel the touch of others for the first time in… well, as long as she could remember.

It… is warm. He was holding her hand, Oshiro-san, the one that had sheltered the Princess of Beasts, who even now was grinning proudly as he was praised, alongside Yukiko, the Princess of Heaven, one of her few friends. He has turned aside the fate of the Princess of Hungry Ghosts too, if he is to be believed, and I have no reason to doubt him. Even so, she will still have to face a terrible threat, and somehow triumph, despite being far weaker now that her hunger has been curtailed. Was that change for the better?

She bit down on her lip, ruby blood trickling, to match the red of her eyes nobody had seen until he claimed to. In her other hand a simple young girl was holding her, and it felt like her youth that she had never had. Perhaps if I was born ordinary, I would have held hands like this with a friend, walking through Kyoto, buying charms for success in academics, love, money…

“So, I think that we should decide.” Saionji Gin-san was saying to his rival Uchida Ren-san, trying to assert his position. Meaningless. Much like foolish charms. Even the Gods cannot turn aside Definite futures, so what can a humble charm do? Still, if I was born ordinary…

She considered the hands that held her again, shivering at their touch. Perhaps someone would call my name. Tsukiko-chan, they might have said. Perhaps a nickname. Tsuki, maybe. Perhaps I would have held hands like this with a boy, kissed, seen fireworks at a festival, wore a beautiful kimono like the Princess of Beasts… no. I cannot be weak. Not now. I have come too far. Given so much.

There had been too many visions, too many shocks, and she was worn down. Yukiko was her friend, and she had no wish for the Red Dragon, or the dark jaws with eyes of gold, to snuff her out. She is a little like me. A role thrust on her, a blessing she did not ask for, but the duty to carry the burdens. I must be strong, for her, if not for myself. Quelling her shudders, she realised that the girl, Mori-san, was looking at her, a trace of concern on her features, her dark onyx eyes sympathetic.

“I’m sorry.” she spoke, her voice barely a whisper, as if she knew that the Diviner would hear her. I suppose she would know, considering. “Akio didn’t mean to cause you trouble. He didn’t know that you’d die if… really? You’ll die if someone sees your face?” She seemed shocked by it, but also accepting.

“I shall. I knew it from the first moment my gifts stirred. I am not hidden for religious reasons, like those from some other countries.” she murmured back, her words barely audible. “But… he was right. I surely cannot die twice. And as my death is Definite, if his actions are to be the cause, then I suppose I cannot blame him, for they were already predestined.”

She then looked up in surprise as the grip on her hand from the girl had tightened uncomfortably, and if she was not blessed by Tsukuyomi, perhaps her hand would have bruised, bones cracked.

“Don’t say that. Haven’t you listened to us at all?” Mori-san breathed, annoyed. “Matsumuro-san…” She said the name deliberately, it seemed. “…Akio has a terrible habit of wanting to help people in trouble. Well, it seems to mostly be girls…” she sighed. “…but he wouldn’t overlook anyone he can help. It’s not like he’s a saint or anything. He doesn’t go out of his way to find people in trouble, and if left alone he can be lazy, but… when someone enters his sight, he won’t be able to forget it. So just give up. He’s going to help you, whether you want help or not. I am too.”

Really, this girl. I can see in her eyes she is jealous of me. It is quite the fascinating experience. I am used to reverence or fear, but never jealousy of me. Perhaps my gift, my connection to the Gods, but never me. As a woman. She has not even seen my face and yet…

A soft giggle escaped her lips, the tension loosening up, and Mori-san tilted her head questioningly.

“It is nothing. I… I do not wish to die, but I do not wish to abandon all I have struggled for all these years, averting cruel Destinies. I would rather die proud of what I have accomplished, than throw it all away and cower. I cannot leave Kyoto, as you asked. Though I do appreciate the suggestion.” Her lips curved into an unseen smile.

“I get that. Well, kind of.” she replied with a quiet sigh. “I admit, I’m a shallow girl. I was only happy when with Aiko or Akio, I only yearned for their company and friendship. And love. But now … I can count others as friends, rivals. It’s honestly surprising to me. But if I think of Aiko… she’s dedicated a lot of her life to learning Kyūdō. It’d be like giving it all up at this late stage, right? But you are thinking about it all wrong.”

“Oh, how so?” Her trembling and tears had stopped, the conversation restoring her inner equilibrium for the first time in a while.

“Well, isn’t death a cruel destiny for you? And if you want to avert the fates of others, than you can’t criticise Akio for wanting to turn away yours, can you? He learnt light element since you said he needed it to be the one you are looking for, but… does it matter if he’s the one you are waiting for? You could wait and wait, and he might never come. But Akio is here now, Matsumuro-san, offering a hand. So what if he’s not perfect, a match for whatever vision you’ve seen? He’ll do his best, isn’t that enough? You aren’t alone. Kudou-san worries about you too, so much so that he came to us because we want to help you. Princess Mikasa too.” Mori-san gestured, and the Diviner turned to see Yukiko eyeing her worriedly.

Yes, people do worry about me. I am lonely yes, but… not alone. Inclining her head in reassurance, she turned back to Mori-san. “I see. I have thought along the same lines. But to save Yukiko. Oshiro-san… he does fit much of the person in the visions. After all, he has two Princesses by his side. But much is not all.”

“Damn, you’re frustrating.” Mori-san squeezed her hand again. “What have you got to lose? You’ll die if you are right, and you might die if you are wrong, but you’ll live if Akio can save you. There’s no reason to turn him down. And if this prince on a white horse you are waiting for comes charging in, well, I’ll be glad to see the back of you, he can take it from there and whisk you away to safety.”

Her smile turned bitter. “Otherwise I see how this will go.” She groaned then, clearly frustrated. “I hate this. But… I know what it is to feel that the world is shit, grey and lifeless, that only bad things are coming ahead. So… if you help Akio, try your best, well, miracles do happen. Shaeula said so, right?”

I have nothing to lose. It is true. Though… it is likely that if they get involved with me, they will share my fate. But… who am I to tell them not to try? She is right. I have been doing this for nearly thirty years. It would be hypocrisy to turn them away now. And… I do wish to live. I wish it dearly…
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That was a tough conversation to hear. Even though Eri and the Diviner were whispering to each other quietly as mosquitos, I could hear them over the noise of the crowd with ease, and when I started hearing it, I couldn’t stop myself from listening, Split Thoughts easily allowing me to process the conversation as well as the Conclave.

I’m glad though. Eri’s really grown up. To think she’d admit to having other friends than Aiko. I expected she meant Yae and Rika-san. They were good girls, despite being flashy and outgoing, unlike the shy and plain Eri. Though Eri isn’t so plain anymore.

After all, she looked gorgeous in her shrine maiden attire, and was even wearing some makeup to accentuate her pretty face. I’m glad she realises it isn’t just girls I help though! I helped Shuta-san too! It just seems that everyone I run into in trouble lately are girls…

“I don’t disagree.” Saionji-san was saying. “And yes, those with talents should be prioritised. But those of you in minor shrines where your bloodlines have thinned should not be forgotten. After all, there might be some hidden gems.”

“But surely those in the faith should be prioritised above soldiers or the nobility?” Uchida-san argued back. “You said so yourself only twenty minutes ago!”

“Yes, well, I’ve seen the error of my ways.” Saionji-san was controlling the flow, keeping Uchida-san on the back foot in the debate. “Akio-san, if I may ask…”

“Go ahead.” I gave my agreement.

“Assuming that you continue your commitments to the nobility and the Ministry, how many of our priests and shrine maidens can you perform Chirurgery on? Is it a flat number, or is there hope for growth? Can others learn it?”

All good questions. “As I grow more skilled, I can do more, though I have many other things I have to do as well. And Shaeula can do it too, though she insists on only performing it on females for… cultural reasons, I guess? As for can it be learned, yes, in theory, although it is a rather challenging ability. I doubt that many will have the aptitude.” Without a sight-based ability or some other sense of a person’s network, it’s fumbling blind and can easily do more harm than good.

“I see. And would you be prepared to share such prerequisites, and perhaps offer teaching? It would go a long way to establishing cooperation, and it would take some of the burden off your shoulders.” Saionji-san asked.

That’s sly. But it isn’t unreasonable. “I can agree to that. Though I would have to insist that the Ministry keeps a list of everyone that Chirurgery is performed on. I don’t want to accuse anyone of impropriety, but the last thing we want is for yakuza and organised crime gangs to start powering up.”

It’ll happen sooner or later. In fact, odds are there are a couple of yakuza families with Astral Emperor candidates already. Even so, keeping a handle on things from the start will prevent problems later.

“You heard him, Uchida.” Saionji-san smiled. “Really, I see little choice. He’s right. Working with the Ministry from the start is the best course of action.”

Wait, Saionji-san is falling into line with my plans now? That’s… quite the turnaround.

“It seems so.” Uchida-san relented. “Yamato, what do you think?” he addressed his son, who had seen me in action.

“I think it’s inevitable too. Even so, we should have a position of authority equal to Oshiro-san at the least. In fact, in matters of faith and the Gods, our voice should be heard loudest, as we have taken care of Japan’s faith for fifteen hundred years, and to go unrewarded for that spits in our faces, and those of the Gods themselves.”

Well, looks like the major decision is reached, although now we are arguing shares and roles, I expect things to get very messy next session after the break. “Well, I’m not speaking for the Gods, so I can certainly allow other voices.” I conceded. “However, I also can’t make any decisions on that, and neither can Takakura-san, without the other participants…”

As I detailed in-depth more of the planned structure of the Ministry, Saionji-san declared a branch should be placed in Kyoto, and that sparked fresh discussion…
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“It seems clear to me that as the heart of the faith, a branch of the Ministry should be in Kyoto.” Saionji-san declared, and the Diviner, as she still thought of herself as, pondered that.

It does make sense. From what Oshiro-san has described, there will be bureaucracy, military, law enforcement, political, legal legislative and research elements. Faith should definitely be included too. And likely the Imperial Family.

She looked at Yukiko, her veil shifting as she moved. I do not need my gift of prophecy to see work there in your future, should you survive. No, you will survive! Her hands were still being held, otherwise she would have clenched her fists determinedly. It was annoying, but she knew they were holding on to reassure her. But I am fine now! My mind is clear. Although…

She pulled at her hands, and they released her. She nodded politely, placing them in her lap, while she listened to the arguments of Amaterasu and Susanoo, unable to tell the difference between them now. And Yasuhide has effectively disbanded Tsukuyomi, throwing in his lot with Oshiro-san. He has the favour of the moon indeed…

“Perhaps we can compromise.” Saionji-san was grinning. "A Ministry needs vice-ministers. One of us, as the most worthy, should surely take up such a post. Although..” he assumed a look of pity. “As a Chosen of Avalokiteśvara, I have Divine qualifications. And as I made a promise to Akio-san, for the good of all…” he was laying it on thick. “…to not abuse my gifts, I should not only be compensated, but I would have the time and leisure to devote myself to keeping the faith in order.”

Uchida-san was thrown off by that, but rapidly countered. “No, it would be a waste. Your gifts, much as my son's, should be put to defending Kyoto. After all…” he turned to the crowd, looking at her. “The noble Lady Diviner has foreseen her death, and as she never leaves Kyoto, that means some disaster here. You would be better served in the defence of Kyoto, rather than playing at politics. I should be vice-minister, and my son Yamato could head up the local branch here.”

“Ah, but those mighty Golden Warriors should be at the forefront of any line of defence. If I am too useful for leadership, then surely your son…”

As usual, they seek power, influence. It is always so tiresome. One blessing is Yasuhide sheltered me from that as much as he could. Power. I must… make a choice. Tsukuyomi bade me find someone to accept his blessing. Doing so will remove much of my strength, though doubtless what I already possessed will remain. But… it is the most important task I have been entrusted. But there was no guidance given to me, no visions. Does that mean… I am free to choose?

As she pondered that, the argument was coming to a head. The old monk Bankei was trying to moderate, but they were going in circles, and just listening to them was giving her a headache. I am trying to think about something more important than these petty squabbles. I will likely be dead soon, and all they can argue about is this? Feeling rather irritated, she stood, drawing all eyes.

“Lady Diviner, do you have something to add?” Bankei asked solemnly.

“I do.” she declared. “This squabble is unseemly. A disaster is coming, one that will surely take my life, leaving my work undone, but do you think I shall perish alone? Those of you who argue over who shall be in charge of what, would do well to consider that soon you may be dead.” At her words there was a shocked silence, only for the Princess of Beasts to burst out laughing.

“That is quite-quite true. Fools divide the spoils before the battle is even won, do they not-not? I like you, Tsukiko. I think you will be a fine-fine ally for Akio and I. Your death? Bah…” she spat, annoyed. “I have no wish to see you die, and nor-nor does Akio. You like the moon, yes-yes? Well, the Moon in the lands of the Fae is quite-quite the sight to see, so huge that it can cover much of the skies above. Until you have seen such, I shall not-not allow you to surrender…”

“I am not giving up!” she declared, surprising herself. “Though I am not so foolish enough to believe I can turn aside a fate that Tsukuyomi has decreed inevitable, I shall not turn my face away. Until the last minute I shall strive and struggle.”

“Oh, Diviner…” Yukiko cried, her eyes behind her glasses tearing up. “…you gave me confidence, a little hope, so I’ll stand by you. After all..” she swallowed. “The flames of Amaterasu burn within me. I’ll blaze until anything that threatens you is ashes!”

“I like this much better.” Oshiro-san declared with a bright grin. As he looked at Yukiko and I with his grey eyes, he nodded, as if pleased with something. “Yes, I’m not asking you to deny your fears, I’m just asking that you don’t give up until the end. And we have more than ten minutes until the end of your world, right? If you’ve resolved to fight, then we’ll help you.”

“Right.” Mori-san agreed. “I’m still weak, but… I’ll do my best.”

“I too. I have died. It is… unpleasant.” Haru-san echoed mournfully. “I would like others to avoid that fate if they can.”

“Well now.” Bankei declared. “I think this is as good a time for our recess as any. It is somewhat early, but we shall resume as planned. I suggest that for our next session, you all prepare your thoughts on what concessions the faith would require from this Ministry, as well as those we are prepared to give in return. We shall open the floor to all speakers, though do try and be brief and not repeat previously raised points, as our time is finite.”

“I’m hoping I don’t have to waste my time demonstrating my abilities since things went a bit different to how it seemed to be going, thanks to Kudou-san here.” Oshiro-san nodded at Yasuhide. “So, we have some time. Matsumuro-san, Princess Mikasa. We should talk. If we are going to fight fate, we need a solid plan, and I need to know precisely what we are up against.”

Seeing his confidence, the Diviner found herself nodding. “Very well. Yukiko, come. We have much to talk about. Much that is frightening and little that is hopeful. But…” she smiled under her veil. “…little is not nothing.”


Two Hundred And Seventy-Seven


As we were about to leave for a private room in the Palace, Uchida-san came over, followed by Yamato-san and Hikawa-san, who at least had the grace to look somewhat ashamed. Kudou-san raised one eyebrow sardonically as they approached.

“What brings you here? Going to make more complaints about my stance?” he asked, a little mockingly.

“Hardly. I understand it.” Uchida-san sighed. “No, you saw it the earliest. There isn’t another way. It might be different if most of the Chosen rather than a few were from the shrines and temples, or you were…” he looked at me then. “…but we have to accept that we will be unable to control everyone. Though that does not diminish our expertise. I still believe we should have the most influential voice on these matters.”

“Right, right!” I felt sudden slaps on my back. I had sensed Mine-san approaching, but as she meant no harm I let it pass. As she clutched her hand, shaking it weakly, she muttered. “Damn, are you made of, like, granite? No wonder you can fight.”

Eri shot her a harsh look, while Shaeula merely cackled. It was then several people I didn’t recognise, two men my age and an older woman wearing hakama that looked a bit out of place on her, came over to us, going to Haru-san directly.

“Excuse me.” the first man greeted her. “I would like to tell you the bloodline of our shrine. I’ve thought it useless, but…”

Haru-san exchanged a glance with me, before pulling out a tablet computer from her handbag. “All right. I’ll collect your information and put you forwards, but he’ll make the final decision on your priority, all right?”

“I’ll leave you to it.” I agreed. “It’ll be good practice for later, so do your best. Haru-san.”

“You don’t have to tell me that.” She grimaced, more animated than I usually saw her. She must be happy to do something normal, like she used to. “I’ve got experience. I’ll do it right.” More were coming over, a line forming, so she moved to the side. That gave me an idea.

“Hey, Eri. Can you stay here with Haru-san and organise the queue and keep people in check? You did say you wanted to learn, so consider it some work experience.”

She stared at me for a moment, before nodding. “Fine. But you have to tell me everything later.” She glanced sideways at the Diviner then. “I’m worried about Matsumuro-san.”

“You are a kind girl.” The Diviner inclined her head, embarrassing her.

“No, no… I just don’t want Akio to be sad if you die. That’s all. For all I care you could go live in Antarctica or somewhere far away. I just don’t like it when Akio is upset.” Eri then turned to the Princess. “You be safe as well, Princess Mikasa. I don’t know what Princess of Heaven means or anything, but… I think you’ll have it hard.” She looked at Shaeula warningly then. “No causing trouble, all right?”

“I’m hoping I don’t need to display my power anymore, to get you all to fall in line.” I said to Uchida-san, who shook his head.

“No, but I am still interested in this Chirurgery you mentioned. I would still very much like to take you up on your offer. My son can show me this Boundary you speak of afterwards.”

Figures. I was using it to browbeat them in the heat of the moment. “What about you?” I asked Kudou-san and Takakura-san, who both declined.

“I am an old man, I do not need it.” Takakura-san demurred, while Kudou-san merely chuckled heartily.

“Maybe some other time. I’m grateful enough you did it for Shiori. I am too busy managing issues here in Kyoto to play around with the Kami.”

“And I have no need of it.” A third voice said, and I could see Saionji-san, followed by Akai who was hiding behind his back, peering at Shaeula and I as if we were dangerous animals, her hair sticking up as if it was a cat’s tail bristling at a rival. Next to him was the man who had been with him at our meeting, and he looked incredibly unhealthy, with grey skin, dark bags under his eyes, and streaks of blood beside his nose and ears.

“Damn, is he all right?” I asked, and Saionji-san shrugged.

“Yasaka-san here has been overusing his gift. Normally I would keep such a thing to myself, but… cooperation.” His words were mildly teasing. “Sharing information is key, is it not?”

“What about Bankei-san?” I asked, and Kudou-san assured me he was on good terms with the old monk and would fill him in later.

“All right. So, we need some privacy.” I sighed as Shaeula grabbed my hand, flowing some of her aether into me, making sure I was topped up. I had recovered a decent amount of energy while Conclave was going on, but doing it this way we could both recover aether, helping me reach full significantly quicker.

“Do I have to go?” Akai whined. “I could stay out here…”

“For a mythical firebird you are quite-quite the coward.” Shaeula snapped as we walked, still holding my hand, now for pleasure, not work. “Are you sure-sure you are not a chicken?”

Akai hissed at her, before realising what she was doing and cowering again. Shaeula’s laughter was joined by Mine-san, who had somehow inveigled herself into the group, behind Yamato-san, who she was glancing at often. “Well, I, like… was kind of moved by your speech. And I do owe you, for your help with, like, that Kami that gave me her blessing. So… I thought I’d come along, right?” she suggested, as if it was a question.

“Well, as long as nobody else objects?” As there were none, we entered a smaller, richly appointed side room, led there by Princess Mikasa, whose family owned the Palace, even if they seldom used it due to the move of the Imperial Family to Tokyo.

“All right then. I suppose we should clarify our objectives. That is… to avert the threat of this Red Dragon, and make sure that Matsumuro-san and Princess Mikasa stay alive, right?” I opened the conversation.

“Yes, I don’t want my friend to die.” Princess Mikasa agreed. “I… I obviously don’t want to die either.”

“Since this is a matter concerning Kyoto and the faith, I think you should share the details in full with everyone here. After all, it looks like the consensus is that we’ll all be working with the Ministry, even if some details need to be worked out.” It’s going better than I had planned for, which is always nice.

“I know this already. The Lady Diviner is of my faction, no, she was. I guess Tsukuyomi has served its purpose.” Kudou-san mused, taking a seat.

“Susanoo shall do what it takes to prevent disaster befalling our sacred Kyoto.” Uchida-san declared, and his son echoed him.

“And as for me, what better way for the Chosen of Avalokiteśvara to display compassion? Besides, it will show why I am the best person to be the voice of the faith in this new Ministry.” Saionji-san mocked his political opponent.

“So, first I’ll get the Chirurgery out of the way. Consider it a demonstration, though some of you have seen what those worked on can do, first hand.” All of them saw Eri at Conclave, but seeing her in the Boundary gives a better impression. She does look powerful, wearing that dress armour and swinging her axe.

“I would appreciate it.” Uchida-san nodded, and I shook my head.

“You can say that after the pain. It hurts a great deal and then takes a few days for the prickling and aches to stop. Oh well…” My Eye blazed, and as people were getting a closer look at the amber glow they were impressed. “…Interesting. Yeah, your bloodline is rather strong, I can see why Yamato-san was selected by Kannon. Chances are some sort of ability will be usable when you get used to the supply of aether. Oh well, here goes…”
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“So how was it?” Saionji-san grinned maliciously, revelling in the pain his rival had endured. “It sounded delightful.”

The pale Uchida-san, who was being comforted by his son, shook his head. “It felt like fire was boiling through my veins. Still… I do feel… sharper. Though the itching is infernal.”

“That should wear off in due-due time.” Shaeula smirked.

“So, my children, they went though this too?” Hikawa-san sighed. “Brave little tykes. I think I’ll pass for now. We have more pressing matters.”

“First up…” I turned my gaze on the adjunct to Saionji-san. “Your network is suffering wear and tear, especially around the crown Chakra. I’m not sure what your ability is, but it’s hard on your body. You need to gain some Levels, get higher Statistics, if you are going to keep using it. For now…” I began Ether Healing, and the man yelped, though it shouldn’t be painful, quite the opposite, in fact.

“You like, mention Statistics and Levels and Classes a lot, Akio-kun.” Mine-san had changed her way of speaking to me too, following Kudou-san. It was a bit embarrassing having a woman around my age address me with -kun, but I let it slide. “This isn’t a game, but… I definitely feel stronger after I got that blessing. So, like… what’s it all about?”

Yamato-san, who had been there when my sis got her new Class, was looking eager as well, so I touched on it briefly.

“Well, my Eye gives me the ability to rationalise things that way. It helps for analytical purposes. Obviously the Ministry will put together all the information we know and share it with those who join with us.” I promised, as I worked on Yasaka-san. His complexion was improving, and his Chakras stabilising. “…one reason I’m having Haru-san gather up people and their bloodlines is for the Ministry, though of course I will give Chirurgery to the ones with promise as I discussed.”

“Thank you. I feel a lot better.” The man said, and Saionji-san urged him to speak, even as Akai was still cowering in one corner.

“My ability is an informational one too.” Yasaka-san explained, after properly introducing himself to everyone. “I think… a demonstration. Book Of Providence, tell me what Level Oshiro-san is.” I could feel a surge of aether, and my Eye caught an invisible book forming in his hands. Shaeula could see it too, her own eyes glowing.

“I see. It tells me you are Level ninety-one, whatever that means.” Spot on. Fascinating. Before I could agree, he noticed I seemed to be able to see his book. “You can see this?”

I nodded. “Ask it what my Eye Skill is, I’m curious.”

More aether surged, and I could see his crown Chakra starting to be damaged, sparks of deep purple light flickering in and out of the Material. Some sort of spatial Skill too, I see. In that case, my Eye, which measures things against a certain standard, it has to have a spatial element to it as well?

“Mystic Eye Of The Tree of Knowledge…” he answered.

I see. He just asked for the name. One last test. “Can you ask it about any other details regarding my Eye? Don’t worry, I’ll Heal you up and resupply you.”

“Rank three, Legendary Law.” came back the answer from his weary voice.

“Damn, okay. Yeah, you have a great Skill.” I was impressed. “It seems very similar to my Eye. What else can it do?”

Saionji-san answered for him. “Sadly, it won’t answer questions that he has no understanding of, and it won’t answer questions used for ill purposes. After all, his Book Of Providence was gifted to him by Minerva, Roman Goddess of Wisdom.”

The Diviner was frowning. “That ability… it shares some little similarity with mine. Tell me… can it foresee the future?”

Yasaka-san shuddered, perhaps remembering prior attempts. “It can a little, but… it leaves me very drained, and if I try and reach too far, or be too exacting… well, I suffer horribly.”

“I see. Even so… Minerva, huh?” The Roman Gods are basically the Greek ones repackaged, aren't they? No wonder Saionji-san was confident when he talked about Avalokiteśvara and Kannon the way he did…

“Hang on a minute, Gin you bastard!” The weary Uchida-san complained suddenly. “With an ability like that at your disposal, you could find out any secret and spy on people easily. Have you been…”

“Perish the thought.” He shook his head. “I have only used it to verify some claims. Such as yours, Akio-san. Apparently I can damage this Boundary, it seems. How very problematic.”

“This is another reason we need the Ministry. Powers such as that can be abused easily. Though of course restricting the information from being stolen or leaked to foreign powers is going to be a hard but necessary task. Well, there was a binding power of Contracts that existed, but that was destroyed, as it… well, let’s just say the side effects were too severe for my taste. But where there’s one, they may be others. But we are getting off topic, although your ability might help us here, Yasaka-san.”

I turned to the Diviner, Matsumuro-san. “So, you’ve told me some of it, about Shaeula and Shiro. But… time to tell us everything. With all of us gathered here, there must be something we can do.”

“Very well then.” The Diviner agreed slowly, letting out a long sigh, quite unlike her usual temperament. “You are remarkably bossy.”

“He simply does not-not wish you to die, Tsukiko.” Shaeula reiterated. “Nor do I. Your gift is too-too precious. It is not-not merely the mortal realm in danger, the Seelie Court, the Astral, my home… that will be imperilled too. I shall not-not stand for that. So we shall aid you. But we must-must know what we fight against!”

“I think you should tell them.” Kudou-san agreed.

“Master Kudou, you too?” she seemed shocked, and he frowned.

“I know you like to call me that when you are speaking on behalf of Tsukuyomi, but… it feels inappropriate now.”

“Very well.” Another long sigh followed. “Yasuhide, you think I should speak of it? I do respect your opinion, and you know what awaits us.”

“Yes, I wish for you to live. If Akio-kun can help, then take his hand. Oh, you already did.” He grinned, and Matsumuro-san shifted uncomfortably at the memory. Princess Mikasa likewise urged her to speak, saying she could reveal her own destiny.

“I see. Very well then. My gift has been strengthened greatly of late, since I received Tsukuyomi’s blessing. And in the reflected light of the moon, a moon omen, the most powerful kind, I received a revelation. Six Princesses, each conforming to a Buddhist Realm. You, Yukiko, of Heaven. This girl here, of Beasts.”

Once more Shaeula pouted at that.

“A third, dangerous, thirsty, of Hungry Ghosts. I am led to believe it is an acquaintance of yours.”

I nodded. “Yes, she is.”

“Fourth… a foreign Princess. The fifth is a pink bird, wounded and afraid, from elsewhere. And the sixth, she has long been slumbering, but has been awakened. Each faces a threat of grave danger, that will see their end.” She looked at Shaeula. “I have told you of the Black Giant that seeks your life.”

“Vile Fomorians.” Shaeula sniffed. “Well, if they come I shall-shall defeat them. I am not-not afraid.” Even so, her hand sought mine, and the watching Mine-san giggled at that, despite the tension, earning her exasperated looks from Hikawa-san and Yamato-san.

“For Yukiko, it is the Red Dragon, though not directly. The Red Dragon will waken and lure in something darker, worse, of golden eyes and dark fangs, seeking her silver lifeline to the Gods.”

Shaeula and I exchanged glances at that. “Her Silver Cord then. Some type of creature that can see and attack it, like Duke Myrcolaxriath. The Red Dragon, that’s what is coming for you, right?” I asked, and the Diviner nodded.

“But we do not speak of me yet. These Six Princesses, if even one falls, even those such as the Hungry Ghost, the Demon or the Asura, who will, or would have…” she remembered the changed fate of Shiro. “…caused us much grief, then Japan is doomed, and the world will follow.”

“I see. So, you have, like, two under your protection then?” Mine-san asked. “That’s badass.”

“No, I have three.” I disagreed. “Princess Mikasa, will you work with me?”

“I will. After all…” she replied shyly, looking down, her glasses reflecting the light. “…you hold darkness in one hand, and light in the other. Twilight will be within you. Isn’t that what you said, Diviner, no… Tsukiko-chan.” She shook her head, braids bouncing. “I can say it now. After all, the harm is done. Though I think it’ll be your good fortune rather than ill. Why not… take off your veil? After all, he’s seen your face.”

“No, I am… not ready for that. It has been nearly thirty years since anyone has seen me without my veil. Even my maids… no. No. But you are correct. I foresaw one who could save the Princesses. But none has matched what I have seen.”

“We’ve been over this, Diviner… no, Tsukiko-chan.” Kudou-san struggled to speak the name, but at last he did. “As I said, I see you as a precious daughter to me. I would not want you to wait for someone that might never come.”

“I am not waiting, my death is certain. But Yukiko, the Princesses, and the world, they can still be saved. Hence why the vision. Tsukuyomi is a benevolent God, he sends me visions only for what I can possibly change, even if it is hard, near impossible.”

I see the flaw in that argument. “Then surely you can change your death too. It isn’t definite!” I declared, and others echoed me.

“I wish that were so. Sadly, I was given the vision of my death for another reason, not to change what cannot be, but to do something first.” She shook her head sadly. “Regardless, the Princesses face their own disasters. Masked Figures, the Red Dragon, the Black Giant, more. But that is not the end. The true threat comes later. On the first sunrise of a new year, reality will shudder and something foul will break through and ravage the earth. If even one of these Princesses has fallen, then… our chances of victory dwindle away…”

“A new year? That’s less than three months away!” Saionji-san complained, alarmed. “And you kept this to yourselves?”

“Peace. It is not this year. I am certain of that. The threat felt distant. But it is also near. I doubt we have ten years. Maybe not even five. And I advised Yasuhide to delay Conclave, as it was needed to find the one who could stave off the Red Dragon, and its opposite, the Divine White Dragon Of The West.”

“Two Dragons huh? Well, that’s twice the experience points for us.” I tried to remain positive, though one question had been answered.

“So that’s why you supported me in my request to hold off on Conclave, huh, you old fox?” Saionji-san grimaced. “Damn, having access to the future is rather helpful.”

“You can talk, what with him.” Yamato-san spoke up, glaring at Yasaka-san, who flinched under his regard.

“Well, here’s a question. Yasaka-san, can you tell when this will happen, or find out the identity of this Human Princess?”

He nodded, and as the book flipped open, only visible to him, Shaeula and me, I was surprised. “Really? Princess Eleanor Windsor? She’s from the UK, right? My mom talks about her sometimes, being a Brit herself.”

Yasaka-san nodded, before asking the second question, only to stagger, his crown Chakra starting to fracture. The book vanished in a spray of aether, and I leapt to him, flooding him with healing energies. “Shit, your ability is a damn death-trap.” I complained as I rapidly worked Chirurgery and Ether Healing, patching up the rather brutal damage.

“You very-very nearly died there. I fear asking questions related to this is quite-quite impossible.” Shaeula observed. “Though you did name the Princess, I wonder…”

“I had identified her already.” Matsumuro-san sighed. “Perhaps that is why he could find an answer.”

Seems likely. “Well, for now it’s too risky to try and find out more. But… did you get anything?” I asked, and he nodded, sweat still streaming from him, body twitching with remembered pain.

“Not five years.” He gasped hoarsely, trembling with remembered torment. “Then as I tried to concentrate on the answer something inside my head exploded.”

“That was your crown Chakra. If that completely broke you’d likely not only lose your ability, but your life. Okay, so best case we have just over four years. Worst case, just over a year. Well shit. I’d hoped for a lot longer before the apocalypse. I guess it’s time to step up my game.”

“You seem rather calm?” Saionji-san observed, but it was Hikawa-san who answered.

“I doubt he is. But he’s been planning and making alliances for this very moment, yes?”

“I have indeed. Okay, first step, I might need to take a trip to Britain. I wonder if Fujiwara-san might be able to get me into a party with the Princess. Mom was saying some pictures of her at a gala ball came out recently…”

“I see. So not only the white one, but you wish to claim two more-more.” Shaeula grinned. “I see one princess is not-not enough for you!”

“Yeah, you know you and Shiro are the only princesses I need.” I laughed, squeezing her hand. “But we need them all to live. But still… this is all stuff we need to know, but what about your death, Matsumuro-san? We haven’t heard about that.”

“The slumbering Red Dragon, it will shed scales, which will turn into ravenous ants, seeking prey. They will swarm over Tsukuyomi-jinja Shrine, and devour me, spreading filth and death across Kyoto. And it will happen soon. Very soon. I know not when, precisely, but I suspect I will not live to offer greetings to the new year.”

Princess Mikasa bit down a sob at that. “Oh, Tsukiko-chan…” She suddenly reached out and pulled the Diviner into a hug, shocking her. At first she struggled, but after a moment, she relaxed, her fatalistic sigh shifting her veil.

“I suppose it does not matter. My hands have been touched, what does a hug do further? I have one task to do before my end, that Tsukuyomi has charged me with, and I would like to find the one who can change the fate of my dear friend Yukiko, who understands my burdens.” I could hear tears in her voice, and Princess Mikasa was shedding them freely too.

“The one with light, darkness and twilight, right? And the favour of the moon?”

“Yes, and blessed by a God not of this land, but favoured by the Kami of Japan.” Princess Mikasa sniffled. “That’s what she told me.”

“It sort of fits you.” Hikawa-san pointed out. “Tyr isn’t from this land, but plenty of shrines and Kami support you. As for the favour of the moon…”

“You could argue Shaeula is a princess of the moon, a Fae version of Kaguya-sama from the legends. Hey, I wonder if she really exists too… no, stupid thought. I also have Moonlight Spirit Water flowing through me… no twilight though. But hey, screw waiting around, if some hero shows up wanting to save the world, more power to him, but I guess I’ll have to do for now.”

At the agreeing nods from everyone except Matsumuro-san and the scared Akai, I started brainstorming.

“So yeah, Eri was right, you could leave Kyoto and that would break the vision, although… you have your Territory here. These ants… if they attacked the Boundary, well, even with the defences of Taishakama-san’s territory, I would imagine it could fall. And you don’t want that.” I remembered the fate of Kondou Kazuo. “I’m not sure what these ants are, but if they can rip your blessings from your Anchor…”

“That is why I cannot leave. For Tsukuyomi has tasked me to find a suitable person to carry the blessing, before I die. I cannot and will not abandon Kyoto!” she declared firmly.

“And you can’t move your Anchor? Well, I couldn’t until Rank three, so… shit. I guess the easy plan is out. But then, it wouldn’t be inevitable if that was all it took.”

“You can not-not remain in Kyoto either. You have your own Territory to manage.” Shaeula warned. “And many-many other commitments.”

“True, but… okay, so these Dragons… are they actual Dragons or just metaphors? I’ve fought a Wyrm before, but a real Dragon? Would the Material even be able to support one? I doubt it. And as for the Boundary… sure, Kyoto is very close to the lower Astral, but even so…” I was dubious.

“I often see in metaphors. The Dragon itself contains many dangers within. These scales that become ants are but a part of it.”

“If they are scales…” Kudou-san mused, thinking deeply. “…then they are but part of the whole, and so we will be facing numerous smaller opponents, rather than one huge one. An army, perhaps? What of the Night Parade?”

At that Shaeula flinched, but once more I held her hand. “Don’t worry. We hope to do something about the Night Parade, I don’t think it’s them.”

“So in that case, what can we do?” Saionji-san asked. “I am loathe to let Yasaka-san risk his Book again so soon.”

“First up… if I can’t be in Kyoto all the time, then… I just have to make it so I can get here quickly when I’m needed.” I took out my mobile phone and made a call. It rang several times and I thought he wasn’t going to pick up, until finally someone answered.

“Good afternoon, you just caught me, I was going to train the troops. So, do you need something?”

“Major Sasaki, yes, I do. I guess I could have called Tsumura-san directly, but I figured I’d come to you first…” Why have connections and people who owe me favours, if I can’t call them in when I’m in need? “…I need some military hardware, so…”
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“Yes, the fastest helicopter we have. Fully fuelled. Yes, I know I don’t know how to fly it, arrange an instructor. I hear it takes a few hundred hours to learn how to fly a helicopter. I should be able to do it in a day.” I was discussing with the Major.

Let’s see, it’s two hundred and thirty miles from Central Tokyo to Kyoto, I’m on the outskirts so call it two hundred and twenty… the absolute best speed a Japanese military helicopter can do is around two hundred and forty miles an hour so… Damn, it would still be around an hour to Kyoto.

“It would be faster if I could just run there…” I muttered, before quickly giving up on that idea. Sure, it was possible I could make it faster than an hour, as with burst speed using Body Enhancement I could exceed the speed of the helicopter, but sustaining it over more than two hundred miles would likely still elude me. There are other problems too…

The Boundary was less restrictive about matters like this, and I still was struggling to fully understand the rules, such as why we still seemed to breathe there, but issues like air resistance seemed far less problematic. If I tried to run to Kyoto, I’d end up arriving exhausted and in no fit state to battle dangerous foes. And I’d be seen. I can’t afford to be the one who leaks the existence of Chosen to the world…

“You see, there is no way to turn aside the Definite fate that is my immediate future.” The Diviner breathed sadly, seeing the look on my face as I was on the phone. “Something will always conspire to prevent your aid.”

“Well, if you are so certain, then what does it matter if I try? You don’t lose anything.” I retorted, rather annoyed at her fatalism. It isn’t like she doesn’t want to live, so why not struggle harder…

“He has you there.” Kudou-san agreed with a wry chuckle.

“I… I understand.” Matsumuro-san agreed, her head dipping under her veil, probably looking down.

“Okay, Major Sasaki, we have credible intelligence that someone or something is likely to attack Kyoto in the very near future. Do you think we can get some JSDF presence here?”

“Well, that’ll be something the top brass need to agree to. We are stretched rather thinly at the moment. What with the complicated situation with China, as well as training and other logistical issues.”

“I see. Yeah, can you let Tsumura-san know I’ll be needing a meeting with him on my return then? Oh, and…” I rattled off a few last instructions. Once I hung up, I took a deep breath, gathering my thoughts.

“Right. So we know that an attack is coming in the next three months, if you are to be believed, Matsumuro-san, and I have no reason not to believe you.” I clarified. “It will strike Kyoto, and will envelop your shrine at Tsukuyomi-jinja. Am I clear so far?”

She nodded. “That is correct. And I shall perish there.”

“So you say.” I nodded slowly, unwilling to concede. “Now, there can only be two attack vectors, right? Here in the Material, and the Boundary. So if we protect the Material, by stationing soldiers here…”

“But can the army stand up to whatever threat these ants are?” Kudou-san asked.

“If they are as strong as Akio or me, then surely not-not.” Shaeula shook her head. “However, I do not-not believe that there are many as strong as us. Could you-you survive engaging your mortal army, Gin, Yamato?” she asked pointedly.

“No, I doubt it. I could likely kill a fair few with Avalokiteśvara’s Gaze, but I am hardly immune to bullets.” Saionji-san admitted.

“My Golden Warriors would reap a bloody toll.” Yamato-san postured proudly. “I don’t fear them, as the chosen of Kannon, I will be victorious.” At his bold words Mine-san let out an amused, happy giggle.

“Okay…” I shrugged, surprised at his vehemence. “It’s true your warriors would be excellent at surviving small-arms fire and tanking, but… well, my point stands. I think we can take precautions to secure the Material Kyoto. See, this is another reason the Ministry is needed. Coordinating various branches of government such as the Military is necessary.”

“So if the attack happens in the spiritual realm, then… that would be harder to defend against.” Kudou-san mused. “I haven’t been there, but Taishakama-san and the others talk. Kyoto is a very dangerous place.”

“It definitely is.” I didn’t disagree. “But we have advantages there. Don’t forget, the attack will end up striking Tsukuyomi-jinja, right? If we know that, we can prepare. But first, we need to take stock of our assets. We have Prince Shōtoku there, right?” I pointed out, surprising everyone, especially the Diviner.

“How do you know of the Prince?” she asked.

“I met him when I was helping Kudou-san’s people secure their Territory. How else do you think I got your name, Matsumuro-san?”

She looked startled by my answer, so I carried on. “Saionji-san, you have Akai, right? She’s a Phoenix, so even as a chick, she must be damn strong, right?”

Akai hissed at me, before realising who she was cursing at, shrinking down, eyes spinning wildly. I don’t get why she dislikes Shaeula and me so much. It can’t just be that we are strong, right? It isn’t like we threatened her or anything…

“I do, but, what’s your point?” he asked.

“Simple. Bodyguard work.” I grinned. “Also, the neutral shrines have their own spiritual being who walks the Material as well. Kofuku Jizo. I would have him also guard the Diviner.”

“Should you be spilling their secrets, Akio-kun?” Kudou-san asked.

“I think this is the time for it. Besides, I’m hoping the neutral shrines will decide like you did, Kudou-san, and support my aims. And right now, my aim is to not let the Diviner die. I hate all that fatalistic bullshit.” Ironically, my own Foresight was still ringing, which I would have to deal with as well, but one problem at a time. “We have an advantage, we know a target. Which means we can prepare.”

Pulling out the map of Kyoto I had, I started making some annotations to the map. “These are the Territories I know of, and their rough extent. As you can see, the Matsunoo-Taisha Grand Shrine Territory surrounds Tsukuyomi-jinja now, since our efforts. That allows us the opportunity to fortify, although there isn’t much time.” I also drew in the other nearby Territories. “I know that the neutral shrines have one around Kegon-ji, yet not the extent of it. So… am I missing any of your factions, Kudou-san, Uchida-san, Saionji-san?”

“Well, that information is rather… sensitive.” Saionji-san mused. “However… in light of your proposal that known Territories shouldn’t be infringed upon…” He gave me a smile then, sly and knowing. “There are some others. Like mine, here.” He drew in an area around Kinkaku-ji. “I’m right on your borders, old man.” He grinned mockingly at Kudou-san.

“You think I don’t know that? I have Chosen too.” Kudou-san scoffed.

Uchida-san, who was still weak from the Chirurgery, exchanged a look with his son and Hikawa-san. Hikawa-san nodded confidently, while Yamato-san seemed troubled, but in the end conceded.

“We also have one here.” He pointed at a pair of temples towards northern Kyoto, near the sister temple to Kinkaku-ji. “Shisendo and Konpuki-ji are under our control.”

“Such a shame.” Saionji-san laughed. “It seems Amaterasu is far more favoured by the Gods. We have multiple other areas we control. Here at Kozan-ji, a minor shrine here…” He pointed to a small area in the south-west near the river. “…as well as Shimogamo-jinja by the botanical gardens, and…”

His face fell then, sadness palpable. “Well, we did have more, here and here…” He made two black marks, one near Tofuku-ji, just south of Kiyomizu-dera, and another in a modest area of Kyoto. “…but unfortunately, they died. Fools.”

“We lost one as well.” Kudou-san fiddled with his voluminous white beard, an expression of grief on his features. “Not too far from Ryōan-ji.” He made another black mark. “Three who should be with us now lost. A tragedy.”

“I see. Well, large parts of Kyoto are undefended, but that’s to be expected.” I observed, looking at the newly upgraded map. “Luckily, there is a concentration near Tsukuyomi-jinja.”
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“There might still be others hiding from our scrutiny.” Kudou-san mused, but Saionji-san shook his head.

“I’m no fool, you old fence-sitter… no, I suppose you finally got off the fence, didn’t you?” He shook his head, a touch bitterly. “It might not be possible to tell if just anyone has one of these… Territories, you called them?” he asked me, and I nodded.

“I see. A Ministry-approved lexicon of terminology will make discussions so much easier.” Saionji-san muttered, before continuing. “But if one of the shrines and temples has a Chosen, since they are all owned by the relevant families, you can tell the difference. You can somehow feel them. So of course, I dispatched some of my own Chosen to comb Kyoto. I’m no fool.”

“Yes, if you have a Territory that you own in both the Material and Boundary worlds, then the ether density of the Material increases, and other Chosen are slightly inhibited. So it’s impossible to hide them. However, areas you don’t control in both remain unaffected.” I clarified.

“I see.” Yamato-san mused. “You do know a lot, don’t you?”

“He does. His depth of knowledge was part of what won me over.” Hikawa-san agreed. “You’d do well to trust him.”

Even so, you decided to stick with Susanoo… Putting that aside, I agreed. “Right, well, it’s a shame that most of Kyoto is open, but in a way that’s not a bad thing. What is dangerous to us, might be dangerous to these ants. Hmm… Yasaka-san?” I asked suddenly.

“Yes?” he answered warily.

“You seem to get hurt asking questions about the future, which makes sense.” I nodded, understanding. “If divination does work as Matsumuro-san says, like a Laplace’s Demon, then you’d have to process a ton of data, which would surely be bad for your brain. But if it’s something in the present…”

“I’m getting a bad feeling right now…” he muttered.

“Can you ascertain where these ants are now?” I asked.

He swallowed nervously, looking at Saionji-san, who nodded.

“Do not-not be such a coward. Akio shall Heal you should you suffer harm.” Shaeula chided him, and after a moment he queried his Book.

“They… ugh, I … think this question still… touches on the future.” He mumbled, nose starting to bleed. “But… the ants are part of a hive of a billion, pursued, scattering, yet nearby… ouch…”

“You can stop now.” I allowed, applying more Ether Healing as the flow of aether dissipated. “…hive of a billion, nearby, huh?”

“And a Red Dragon…” Kudou-san mused.

“That sounds…” Princess Mikasa began, before shaking her head. “No, it couldn’t be. That would be insane…”

“Do not-not leave me as the only one who does not-not know.” Shaeula looked around sourly. ”I see you all have some-some idea.”

“It could be an attack from China. Though they are west of us, so Red Dragon Of The East seems not to fit…” Saionji-san pointed out.

“If it is in comparison to a White Dragon Of The West…” Matsumuro-san disagreed, troubled. “…then it would fit. Visions are allegorical, seldom clear, but… it does fit. But why would China seek my life? And the cost would be…”

“Damn, yeah, it could start a world war easily, if Chinese forces were to attack Kyoto. Unless… well, if it happened in the Boundary, it isn’t like we could admit to it, could we? Not at this stage…” I considered it. “…I still think we should post military forces here just in case, and I wonder if we can increase naval patrols without stoking international tensions. Though with China making threatening moves recently… Shit.” I ran a hand through my hair, abashed. “This is why no matter how strong one person gets, they can’t do everything.”

Yamato-san frowned sourly at that, so I decided to explain further. “Look, you know I’m strong, yes? But even so, I can’t be everywhere at once. I’d love nothing more than to remain here and make sure that Matsumuro-san gets safely through whatever trial she is facing, but I have my own Territory, the Seelie Court, commitments to the Ministry and more… this is why we need to come together. So… while we can’t be certain, thanks to the limitations of Yasaka-san’s abilities, it seems the attack is from people, likely other Chosen. But if that’s so, how can there be a swarm of them? There’s still a lot we don’t know…”

“If there are many, then we should not-not neglect caution.” Shaeula agreed, thinking. “We do not-not know what abilities they might have. Some may be powerful indeed.”

“Right. The aim is to buy enough time for me to arrive, with what reinforcements I can. I could try running through the Boundary to Kyoto, it’d be easier, but who knows what I’d run into on the way, and without GPS I’d likely get way off course… fine. Here’s what I suggest. Firstly, we pump resources into setting up Defensive Emplacements and Barracks around Tsukuyomi-jinja. I doubt that can hold off a swarm of Chosen, but it can definitely buy some time.”

“Defensive Emplacements?” Matsumuro-san asked, and I realised that her Territory was fairly empty, and she likely knew little about the workings of it.

“Okay, just let me explain…” I went into some detail about how a Territory was developed, mentioning Yamato-san’s Hands Of Forgiveness as an example of a decent defence. “…so in conclusion, we focus all our efforts into defending there. If it can take out the enemy, great. But all it has to do is buy enough time for us to be notified and bring aid.”

“You think you can take on a number of powerful enemies?” Saionji-san asked, and I grinned.

“I’m quite certain. I struggled with Kondou Kazuo, true, but that was then. I’m many times stronger now. And if we are lucky, the Night Parade or the other denizens of Kyoto should thin them out as well.”

“But if we do that, then the rest of us will be vulnerable!” Yamato-san protested. “The attack will be on Kyoto, surely we can’t risk ourselves to save one person?”

Really? That’s the kind of man you are, Yamato-san? Before I could answer, Shaeula snorted with amusement, and his face went red with annoyance and embarrassment.

“Well, you do-do have a point, Yamato.” she agreed, shrugging. “Though what male would not-not be willing to impress a female, even at the risk of his own-own life? Akio would have no-no such hesitation.”

“It isn’t about that!” Yamato-san spat, incensed by her mockery. “We’re talking about the safety of Kyoto, the centre of our faith! One life, even a noble one such as Lady Diviner, isn’t worth risking that!”

“I get what you mean, Yamato-sama…” Mine-san broke in, after having been silent for a while due to the tense and high-level conversations. “…but, like, if you say it that way, girls won’t be impressed.” She did indeed seem rather crestfallen at his attitude.

“I think we are all getting heated. We need to calm down.” Hikawa-san spoke calmly. “We still only have the barest idea of what will happen. This is why we are discussing it now.”

“If you aren’t prepared to leave your Territory and protect the Diviner, why should we risk ourselves?” Yamato-san pressed, and I had to admit it was a fair point. Although if you’re a man the answer should be obvious…

“I’m also not telling you to risk your own Territory, only to spend time and effort protecting Matsumuro-san.” I shot back. “Look, we have one thing going for us. We may not know the enemy numbers or strengths, but we do know at some point they’ll attack Matsumuro-san at Tsukuyomi-jinja. That means we have the advantage, it’s easier to defend than attack. Even the relatively weak Territory there will have an effect, and we can use it to thin them out, slow them… as for me not being prepared… I’ve already said one man can’t do everything. But I’ll do what I can. After all…” I looked at Matsumuro-san. “…you’ve given up a lot for the world, you shouldn’t have to give up your life as well.”

“Can I help? I don’t want Tsukiko-chan to suffer any more.” Princess Mikasa asked. As we looked at her in surprise she bowed her head. “Besides, if I too am to face this Red Dragon, I’d like to do all I can to learn about it. Maybe even weaken it here?”

“True. If it is China, well, based on population they should have a lot of Astral Emperor candidates. Obviously I’d hope to avoid war and work together with them, as we all share the same boat in the end. Hmm, the way Yasaka-san said pursued…” That gave me pause. I wonder if perhaps they are dissidents, something similar… no, I can’t get fixated on it being China. That’s only our guess…

“My suggestion is… well, I promised my sister and the other girls that I would be attending some sort of concert tonight, so after that, how about we all gather and enter the Boundary together near Tsukuyomi-jinja. Yasaka-san, Matsumuro-san, getting you a few Levels certainly can’t hurt, and we can start some construction. I have a few Etherites to spare.” I don’t want to use the blue one, I want to keep that for Ixitt, but even so, I gained plenty of others… “I can craft some gear too…” My mind was whirling with ideas.

“A concert? You never change, Oshiro-san.” Hikawa-san chuckled. “The world is falling to pieces and you are going on dates.”

“Hey, it’s not a date.” I sighed. “But yeah, I don‘t know how much longer I can enjoy myself. If we have between one and four years left to get prepared… time is obviously precious. But it’s like I said. Nine minutes to plan, one minute to spend time with those I love. That way works best for me.”

“Well said. That’s, like, touching!” Mine-san agreed. “So, you mean Red and White, yeah? The centre is a shrine maiden from Kanda-myōjin shrine, right?”

“That’s one of ours.” Kudou-san grinned. “Well, one of yours now, I guess, Akio-kun.” His smile broadened. “The head of the shrine was sitting on your chairs. Maybe you can even get her autograph.”

“My sis would like that, I’m sure.” I nodded, shrugging. “But anyway… after that, we can dive in. Any objections?”

“You do not have to go so far for me…” Matsumuro-san began, but surprisingly enough it was her friend the Princess who told her to shut up.

“Don’t be stupid, Tsukiko-chan! If someone wants to help, let them! Especially a capable man like Akio-san…”

Oh shit, an Imperial Princess of this country just called me by my first name. it shouldn’t bother me, as Shaeula’s a princess too, but it seems more real, somehow… no, no time for this.

“After all…” she continued. “You did say I should hope for that person carrying the light, the darkness and twilight to help save me. I don’t know if it’s him, but I don’t care. Tsukiko-chan… if you survive, we can… we can be real friends! You’ll have no reason to hide your name or face! And you’ll have fulfilled your purpose! You can be normal again!”

“No, I still have one final purpose, I must…” she began, only for the Princess to stamp her foot in annoyance.

“…listen to me! Kudou-san, please tell her!”

“Look.” I broke in. “Even when this is over and we’ve beaten off these ants, she’ll not be normal. Every Chosen is precious, and with her gift, she’s even more so. But Princess, you can still do normal things, go out, have fun. After all…”

I turned back to the silent Diviner. “…that’s how I saved Shiro from her thirst, right? We aren’t machines. If all we do is train and fight and worry, we’ll break down. And if we know, feel, what we have to protect, then we can fight harder.”

“Indeed. We never-never would have been able to defeat Duke Myrcolaxriath unless we were together, fighting for each other.” Shaeula agreed.

“Damn, I like, want to know the story behind that. It’s been mentioned a few times. Is it, like, heroic and shit?” Mine-san asked, bright eyed.

“I don’t want to know, it’ll be scary.” Akai muttered.

“Those who are interested, do-do gather around.” Shaeula began, Mine-san and the Princess going to her. “…the Myconids are a terrible race…”

As we finalised the details, Yamato-san spoke up. “So, what about… this morning. Your sister, the others… they learned to control the light, didn’t they?”

“Yes. Your daughters too, Hikawa-san. They were very brave, and integral in smoothing the process. Ren-san helped a lot too.” I praised them, earning a proud, fatherly smile from him. “That was a good thought, Yamato-san. Matsumuro-san, why wait for someone who can wield light, darkness and twilight when you can learn it yourself? I’ll put it on the agenda…”

Yes, we should be able to set things up so that Matsumuro-san can buy enough time for reinforcements. Damn, If only we could set up Ring Gates between… huh… wait, is it that simple? It was like a bolt of lightning flashed through me. Faerie Ring Gates…


Two Hundred And Seventy-Nine


Ihad a lot to think about, but since there was still some time until the second session of the Conclave, I decided to go and see if I could find my sister and the others, as they were involved in a series of smaller, less formal events for shrines and temples to mingle.

Leaving behind the Diviner, Matsumuro-san, who was fending off the Imperial Princess, who was trying to cling to her, which was an endearing image and not one I thought I would ever see only a few months ago, I was followed out by Shaeula, and also by Mine-san. On seeing I had noticed, she shrugged.

“Well, like, it’s a bit overbearing for me in there, right? Too many important people. And well, I do know you a little, right?”

“Important? Are you saying I, a princess of the Seelie Court, am not-not important?” Shaeula sniffed, and Mine-san hastily apologised, not realising Shaeula was teasing her. Putting that aside, I made my way through the Imperial Palace, still a bit surprised at the flock of shrine maidens and priests everywhere, a sight few people would ever see.

It wasn’t long until I was able to find some familiar faces, with my sis, Kana and Marika-chan, being escorted by Hyacinth, in amidst a group of people around their age. On seeing us, my sis brightened, waving us over.

“Hey bro, what kept you?” she called over. “How’d things go? Where’s Eri?”

As exuberant as ever. “Eri’s helping Haru-san take care of some admin for me. She’s quite enthusiastic about learning things right now, so it makes sense.”

“I see. Yeah, Eri-chan worries that she’s not being useful. She sure does like you a lot, Akio.” Kana chimed in. “So, you still following him around?” She looked at Mine-san, who looked away quickly, her piercings chiming softly.

“Well, I’ve got, like, nothing better to do right now, right?”

“Sure, sure.” Kana laughed. “By the way, these are some people from various shrines in Tokyo and the surrounds we haven’t dealt with yet. Don’t worry Akio, we’ve been busy. Though…” She grinned impishly. “… Aiko-chan surely is popular. The girls think she’s cool, and the boys…” A few of the younger priest apprentices were blushing at her words, and I raised an eyebrow in surprise.

“Wow, gee Kana-chan, don’t be a pain! Sure, a few guys were interested in me, why not? I’m beautiful, and when they heard our stories about the Boundary… besides, Kana-chan is pretty popular too.” She was grinning now. “Jealous much, bro?”

“Why would I be jealous of my sis getting the attention she deserves?” I patted her on the head gently, causing her to flush and giggles to spread through the watching crowd.

“Hey bro, quit it!” She knocked away my hands, embarrassed. “And you know I meant of Kana-chan, right? Don’t pretend to be a dense harem protagonist, someone with as many girls as you doesn’t get to pull that crap!”

“Of course Kana would be popular. She’s pretty and has a bright future.” I looked at the young people around us. “Of course I’ll be happy if you are popular. Though any boy that treats you poorly will regret it.” I warned, and my sis sighed, while Kana turned pink.

“You know, I really want to punch you now, but I know it’ll only hurt me.” Kana sighed. “You must be doing that on purpose. Besides, what are you, my dad? Seriously, sometimes I wonder just why I like you, Akio…”

“I’m just messing with you.” I grinned, but Hyacinth chimed in then, and the faces of those around us went pale.

“Hyacinth was watching, sooo you do not have to worry!” she proclaimed proudly. She certainly attracted attention, her looks and her flashy maid outfit were in great contrast to the hakama and robes most of the attendees were wearing, including Kana, Marika-chan and my sis, of course. Even so, the more perceptive were acting wary around her, for good reason.

“I did cooonsider strangling those pests who were bothering them to death, but I dooo remember I am not supposed to do that, unless they are in danger. It is annoooying, though. She should nooot be bothered by these fools!”

“I keep telling you it isn’t like that. Sure, I like Akio, but I’m not going to chase him like a loser!” Kana protested, and Hyacinth went into a long rant about how it was obvious she should be mine. The grim atmosphere dispersed, although I couldn’t help but notice a few of the boys looking disappointed. Including…

“Hey Ren-san, Chiaki-san, Chiasa-san.” I spotted Hikawa-san’s children at the back of the crowds. Ren-san was looking at Kana. Well, they are similar ages, and Kana is very cute. “Have you recovered from this morning?”

Ren-san scowled a little, but his ever-polite sisters bowed, like mirror images of each other. “Yes, thank you Akio-sama. It was hard and painful, but we have recovered.” the first replied, before the second agreed. “We spread the word amongst other suitable people as you wished, Akio-sama. If we… have to assist you again, we will. Though I do wish the pain was less.”

“Well, I won’t ask you to overuse your abilities.” I consoled them. “Anyway, if you are looking for your father, he’s in a meeting with the heads of the three factions.”

“All three?” Ren-san asked, his sullenness forgotten. “But we are Susanoo faction…” I could see a lot of the other people in the room listening intently for my answer.

“Things have changed. Uh… well, it looks like Tsukuyomi is disbanded, as Kudou-san has decided to throw his weight behind me and the Ministry. So there’s a lot to discuss.”

“Way to go, bro!” my sis declared, puffing out her chest proudly, as if it was her own achievements. Which of course has boys and girls alike eyeing her. Damn, she’s full of energy since she got her new Classes this morning. I can’t say I blame her though. “Already making the big moves!”

“Can you expect anything less-less?” Shaeula was also proud. “Akio is clearly the most experienced there, and his power has been-been demonstrated clearly to them, as well as his foresight.”

Speaking of Foresight… ugh, the disaster seems a little stronger now, but I don’t see what’s changed. It’s imminent too. I have to have Hyacinth and the others on high alert. Though surely nothing could happen here at Conclave, right? Even so, I can’t take chances… I looked at Hyacinth and she nodded, interpreting my caution, as expected from someone who prided herself on serving.

“So, Akio-sama, if I may ask…” Marika-chan spoke shyly, tugging gently at my arm. “…what did grandfather decide?”

“Yeah, I need to know as well. I don’t think my grandfather would be stupid enough to forsake you, but he does honour his commitments.” Kana agreed.

“Don’t worry.” I reassured them. “Both of them decided to stand with me.” I looked at Ren-san and the twins. “Your father is still in Susanoo, but it isn’t like we are at odds or anything, and he said he’d let you decide yourselves and sit behind me.”

“I see.” Ren-san muttered, pensive.

“Enough with the gloom. Leave the politics to my bro, it’s boring!” my sis declared brightly. “Bro, these are the people I want to introduce you to. And get this… one is a shrine maiden at Kanda-myōjin shrine, and she knows the centre of Red and White! She reckons she might even be able to get us in to meet her afterwards…”

As my sister gushed with enthusiasm, I put on a smile and started my meet and greet of the various apprentices and shrine maidens, knowing expanding my support base would be vital in the long term…
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“You look tired. Must be, like, hard being a big-shot.” Mine-san commiserated, still with me. I had indeed exchanged a lot of greetings with various young people, a lot of whom were very interested in the stories Kana and my sis had told them. Shaeula had stayed behind with them and was going to join me for the second session of Conclave, but Mine-san said she had nothing better to do.

“Well, it isn’t what I originally planned for my life.” I agreed, heading for where Kana told me her friends likely were, and possibly our parents. “Before this I was just a freelancer, working on various IT and gaming projects. It was a living, but hardly luxurious. Still, working for yourself has its charms. Less pressure!”

“Well if you ask me, you look like you are handling the pressure just fine.” She sighed loudly. “I wish I was, like, half as composed as you are. I mean, I have enough trouble playing it cool with Yamato-sama, not that he gives me much attention, which is like, annoying. If I hadn’t been Chosen, I’d never even have bothered turning up for Conclave. And here’s you, basically, like, capturing the Diviner. I mean, even I’d heard of her, and I don’t give two shits about the faith. Uh… guess I shouldn’t say that now, in case they’re listening, right?”

She grinned weakly, looking younger than she was. “I guess blaspheming now is bad, right? Still, you, like… were talking to the faction leaders and even the damn Imperial Princess like they were your equals, no… like you were above them. That takes some serious stones.” She giggled. “That girl… Kana-chan. You really pissed her off though.”

“It’s complicated. I like Kana, she’s fun and charming and cheeky. She reminds me of Eri, a bit, though she’s way more outgoing. But… again, it’s complicated.”

“It sure is.” Mine-san laughed. “Oh man, like, talking to you is fun. I can calm down, you know? Fighting, I may have a delinquent haircut…” She touched her shorn, bleached blonde hair on one side. “…but I’m actually, like, kind of a wuss. So it was reassuring to be with someone who knows what they’re doing, you know?”

“That’s understandable, I think. At the start… well, to be honest, it’s a miracle I’m still alive. In the beginning, all I could do was…” I regaled her with some stories of my early fumbling through the Boundary, earning some laughs and more gasps, before we reached a room where some familiar faces were standing outside, in their black suits. On seeing me, Aliyah waved, looking relieved.

“Well, hey boss. With another woman I see?” Aliyah looked at Mine-san appraisingly. “Bit old for your taste, right?” she snorted, only for her brother to attempt to cuff her around the head, but she swayed aside gracefully. “Stop that, jackass. I’m just saying…”

“Excuse her, she’s been doing her job properly.” Trey apologised on her behalf, earning him a glare from her frosty blue eyes. “She’s just relieved to see you. Other than your family, nearly nobody here speaks decent English. It’s stressful.”

“I think you should learn Japanese. You’ll be working for me for a long time.” I advised, and Aliyah snorted.

“Good luck with that. Trey was supposed to learn Russian, but he can barely say a few words.” Aliyah shook her head.

“So you speak Russian?” I asked, interested, and she nodded.

“I’m not fluent, but I can get by. Shit, a lot of jobs involve Russia or China nowadays. Although I guess that’s over.”

China, huh? “Maybe not. Well, I’m learning Chinese at the moment, and I guess Russian would be handy too. Maybe I’ll get you to give me some lessons.”

“You? I’d much rather teach your sister…” Aliyah sighed. “At least she’s cute…”

Mine-san giggled. “You do have a lot of troubles.”

“What did she say?” Aliyah asked sourly, and I shook my head.

“Nothing offensive. Anyway, can either of you fly helicopters? And do you have any contacts in China?”

“That’s a strange tangent.” Trey asked. “Well, we have dedicated pilots in the Black Wolf, who should be coming to Japan as soon as the clearance from your government is finished. Not all of them quit. As for us… yeah, we can, though don’t expect a smooth ride.”

“Trey handles the stick worse than his stick, if you know what I mean.” Aliyah rolled her eyes.

“Well, maybe if you had some experience with sticks yourself, you wouldn’t fly like a drunken moron…” he shot back, and as they bickered, I sighed. I mean, I can tell they are close siblings, which I definitely approve of, but they could do with fighting a bit less…

“All right. that gives me some options. Anyway, China?” I reminded them.

“Like everyone, we know a few guys. Why?” Aliyah asked.

“Oh, nothing I want to discuss here.” I cautioned them, and being seasoned professionals they both understood. “But later. Oh, and one last thing, have you noticed anything suspicious around here? I know you don’t speak Japanese, but I trust your instincts. I have a bad feeling, and last time I had that, shit went south, as I believe you Americans say.”

“You have to trust your instincts.” Aliyah agreed. “I knew you were bad news the first time I saw you. You were checking me out, too…” she sniffed, crossing her arms under her ample chest, which was odd as she didn’t like being looked at, yet it certainly drew attention to her assets. I’m definitely not looking though. Definitely. Ignoring the urge to use aether to widen my field of view, I nodded, listening to their report.

“Nothing leaps out. Since we don’t speak the language, we rely on universal tells, body language, tone, sweating, that sort of thing.” Trey jumped in. “As far as I can see, everything is normal. Well, not normal, but…”

“Yeah, everyone seems excited, tense. But nobody seems out of place or particularly suspicious, although there do seem to be some smaller meetings happening. Since the main session broke up, there’s been a bit of a change in the demeanour of a lot of people.” Aliyah observed. “A sense of urgency seems to be spreading, though it isn’t affecting everyone. You’d know better than us what went on in there.”

“Yeah, there were big changes to the status quo already. It’s only natural for the factions to communicate with their members who weren’t able to attend the main meeting. Keep up the good work, and if you find anything suspicious, you can link in with Grulgor or Hyacinth. Speaking of…”

I exchanged some final words with my newly-recruited mercenaries, before heading in to find the others, Mine-san still in tow…
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“So is she your new girl, Aki?” my mom cried, embarrassingly loud, peering at Mine-san. “How cool! You look very punk-rock!” She gave a thumbs-up, and I could hear people around us sniggering. As usual, my father, and uncle and auntie didn’t look pleased, so I hurriedly denied it.

“No way, Mine-san here is just a colleague. She’s like me, a Chosen, and we went to the Boundary here together. She’s just tagging along as she wanted to get out from the meeting we were having. Too many higher-ups for her taste.”

“Aww, such a shame. You don’t have any girls like her, Aki. That’s a niche you need to fill!” my mom giggled, until father told her off. Mine-san shrugged, before her own smile turned malicious.

“I don’t think he’d be interested in me, when he, like… totally has the Lady Diviner eating out of his hand, and the Imperial Princess Mikasa called him Akio-san.” she mimicked, amused.

Oh great, mom is going to just eat that up… “I know we are in the old Imperial Palace, but to think a Princess…. Wait, should I be surprised? After all, Shaeula is…” mom burst out, confirming my expectations. I guess we are never too old to be embarrassed by our parents…

“Emi, do contain yourself.” auntie Hana sighed. “Don’t you feel sorry for my little Eri when you go on like that…”

“Sorry, father, uncle.” I nodded apologetically. “As I said, I have no intention of chasing after women. Shiro was the last.”

“So you say.” My father sighed, giving me a stern glare. “In any case, putting aside whoever this Lady Diviner is, I doubt very much that an Imperial Princess, even a rather reclusive one such as Princess Mikasa, would be interested in you. Now, our report.” He glanced at uncle Junpei.

“It’s been interesting, definitely.” He sighed, exhausted. “There are a lot of priests and priestesses here who are unable to attend the main Conclave. They tend to stick with their own factions, but with assistance from some of those you have gathered, we mingled. There were a lot of people interested in Chirurgery. I can see why…” Uncle clenched a fist for emphasis. “I’ve felt great ever since the irritating itching and pain wore off. But for them I guess it’s more spiritual.”

“Indeed.” My father agreed. Mine-san was talking with mom and auntie, so I gave my full attention to this talk. “I still find it near-impossible to believe any of this, and I have seen it with my own eyes. Those of the old faith… well, it still surprises me that they have carried on such traditions, and that Chairoakitara shrine is one of them. They of course want to be able to see the world where their Kami reside themselves.”

“Yes, though they are very wary of committing to anyone outside of their faction.” uncle Junpei confirmed. “Although some were less reluctant than others.” He pulled out a notebook with a list of names, shrines and numbers. “I think there might be some profit in contacting these people. Huh, why are you smiling?” he asked me.

“Oh, it’s just Eri is currently doing something similar, helping out Haru-san gather information. Having you do it as well just struck me as funny, uncle.”

“My little girl…” He shook his head, amazed. “She’s definitely grown up. Though…” He glanced at Mine-san, who was still bantering with mom. “…she has a lot of troubles ahead.”

“Don’t we all? But seriously, nothing’s going on with Mine-san. I’ve only met her recently, and she feels she owes me, as I did her a favour in the Boundary last night. Besides, I think she's got her eyes on someone different.” She’s a nice girl, sure, and kind of fun. Being as she’s a candidate for Astral Emperor, we’ll likely be working together too, but… well, I don't envy her, trying to catch Yamato-san's eye. he's a bit... too prideful, if you ask me.

“You seem to be doing a lot of favours for women recently, son.” my father warned. “As your mother would tell you, you should be careful of that. Women are always reading things into what men do. It would not do to lead them on.”

“I’ll be careful. Though it’s hardly like women are going to throw themselves at me just because of that.” I shrugged. “Oh, isn’t that Marika-chan’s mother over there?” I noticed her talking to a group of older women.

“Yes, she wanted to speak to other shrines, so that she might understand what her daughter is involved in. I suppose it is hard for those not from the shrine side of the family to comprehend.” father agreed. “I think her stance is softening, hearing others talk about it so candidly.”

“Speaking of… uncle. Eri’s been telling me you’ve been complaining about the money I send to you.”

“We have enough.” he grumbled, scratching his cheek, a sign of nerves. “I know we are family, but even so, it feels bad. Sometimes too much kindness hurts, son-in-law.”

“I get that. But… well, how about you work for me? I’m going to need more and more people, and who can I trust more than family?” I’ve been thinking about it for a while. When Eri and Aiko move to Tokyo, our parents… they could move too… As uncle expressed some shock, I started outlining my plans. It’d also be better to keep our families close. That way, if danger threatens, I can respond more easily…
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Time was running out before the next session of Conclave. After speaking to my father and uncle for a while, I had ducked out, leaving Mine-san still bantering with my mother and auntie. Towards the end there Mine-san was looking rather henpecked. I hope they weren’t too hard on her. Poor woman.

It didn’t take me too long to find my last group. Kana’s friends, Asami-san and Mio-san, along with Takagi-san, Maiko-san and several apprentices and shrine maidens from my allied Susanoo shrines were in a big group, the hulking figure of Grulgor watching over them in his suit, looking like a nightclub bouncer. On seeing me he nodded reassuringly, and I was reassured, as if there was any trouble here Grulgor should be able to handle it.

“Oh hey, it’s Akio-san!” Mio-san declared, and I was relieved that they weren’t calling me -kun at least. “Did you come to see how we were doing?”

“How was your meeting?” Asami-san asked. “It went well, I hope? Kana-chan will be gutted if not.” She smiled wickedly at her absent friend's expense.

“Yeah, pretty good.” I admitted. I saw that Maiko-san looked a little uncomfortable, so I decided to check on her. “It must be rough, being in a different faction to the others. Are you managing all right?”

Maiko-san managed a nod. “Everyone is kind, and I have Hisano-san here.”

Takagi-san reacted at that, looking pleased, and it was heart-warming to see them get along.

“That’s good. But don’t worry, things have changed. I’ve kind of got my own faction now. Tsukuyomi, well… finished, and a good chunk of them joined me, as did your father.”

“Hey, is that true?” a young man asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah, I daresay that this evening you’ll hear more, we are hashing out the final details.” A muted buzz went around at that, people talking excitedly about the shift in shrine politics.

“So, enough of that.” Mio-san declared, excited. “Everyone our age is talking about Red and White! I hear the centre is here somewhere, but we haven’t seen her, and we sure have been looking!”

“That’s right!” Takagi-san agreed, suddenly animated. “I can hardly wait for the concert. It isn’t every day that we get to see something so amazing!”

“Well, Kana actually met someone from her shrine. She thinks we might get to meet this girl afterwards, and…”

“Seriously?” Takagi-san grabbed my hands, shocked. “That would be amazing!” She then yelped and released me, flushing and looking down, her lenses covering her eyes, Maiko-san giggling at her shock.

“Hisano-san really is an idol fan. Not that I blame her…” Asami-san sniggered, having warmed to the shy girl and classmate over the time they had spent training together.

“Well excuse me.” she protested weakly. “I can’t help it. She’s so cool, and I couldn’t get tickets to the Christmas Eve concert… I didn’t win the lottery…”

Watching them chat away, Maiko-san seeming a little relieved, I held in a smile. I was a bit worried about Maiko-san and Shuta-san, being as they were the only Amaterasu shrine in my group, but it seems my worries were unfounded. And now Saionji-san seems to be more reasonable than I’ve been told, that problem should hopefully disappear. I’ll never eliminate factions entirely, that’s human nature, but with the Ministry, my support and the hard work of everyone… I watched as more people I didn’t know joined in the conversation about the idols… I should be able to get everyone on the same page.

Smiling, I slipped away, leaving them to it. So, what’s going to happen at this session of Conclave? Hopefully it’ll be less dramatic than the last…


Two Hundred And Eighty


On returning to the main Conclave hall the first thing I noticed was that as the seats were filling up there had been a definite shift in the numbers, a large group forming behind Kudou-san, who must have finished his meeting, and Haru-san and Eri, who both looked rather tired. On seeing me, Eri smiled in relief, mopping sweat from her brow. Oh, so the Diviner and Princess Mikasa are back on the stage, but Kudou-san remained here, huh?

“You’re back?” Eri asked. “Where’s Shaeula?”

“Hanging out with the others. She’ll return in time for the start.” I explained. “So, how was it, doing some adult work?” I asked teasingly. “Does my old school even allow part-time jobs?”

“Yeah, very funny.” Eri pouted adorably, and Haru-san smiled a little at our banter. “You know they do, our school isn’t that strict. Besides, it isn’t like I’m getting paid.” I made a quip about paying her in hugs, so she rolled her eyes at my lame humour before continuing. “Still, it was… interesting, I guess? I thought I’d be more wary of speaking to people, but when it’s for work, it doesn’t seem so hard.”

Haru-san nodded, flourishing her tablet which now had pages and pages of data. “Yes, I’m… not the outgoing person I used to be. Well, I’m not even a person now, I’m a ghost.” she deadpanned, and I was beginning to realise that sort of grim humour might be one way she was coping with her trauma and guilt. “Although…” She let out a long sigh.

“…I was never really that outgoing. Sure, I had friends and went to the usual drinking parties with my colleagues, but I was always a daddy’s girl, I guess. I liked spending time at home. But…” She looked at Eri, a touch fondly. “…when it’s for work, all business, it’s a lot easier. You know what to expect, what you have to do. Although…”

Her smile changed, as she tapped at her head. “…I do have an advantage in that. See the notes in purple here?” She showed me the tablet, and I could see she had made annotations based on reading their thoughts via Telepathy.

“That’s damn shrewd.” I remarked, impressed. “So, your control, is it improving?”

“I still get leakage. But I can largely turn it off, and I can focus on a person now, though again I can hear other thoughts nearby.” Haru-san's voice dropped to a faint whisper at that, before she glanced at Eri. “I think you did well, considering your worries. I’d hire you at the Ministry with how committed you are, well, to helping Akio-san, anyway.”

Eri blushed a little at that. “Reading what I’m thinking isn’t fair. But, you did give me pointers and advice as I was helping, so I forgive you!”

“Ah, to be young again.” Kudou-san laughed, and from beside him, Chiyo-san agreed.

“Indeed. I never thought I’d be sitting here on the same side as you.”

“Well, us elderly folk have to stick together. I dare say Bankei will come around as well? What we are aiming for is very much in line with his desires, no?”

As the two continued their discussion, that reminded me. “So, Haru-san…” I began, serious, and as Shaeula came into the hall and sat down beside us, I raised the next stage of my plan. “I was thinking, your Territory… I know you were planning to establish it in Tokyo, which makes sense, but… perhaps instead, if we could find a place with suitable earth or water element here in Kyoto, we could set up a Ring Gate linking it to Shirohebizumi Shrine…”

If the upcoming threat from these ‘ants’ is in the Boundary, then via Ring Gate we could respond in minutes, and it offers other possibilities. We can station troops here, prepare defences…

Shaeula scowled, thinking. “Well, that-that would be one idea. The plentiful earth element thanks to Asha’s Rhyming Tree should be able to support another Ring Gate without much-much issue, but Primal Forest, the ruler of the Treekin and Plantkin, is a greedy one indeed.” She frowned, her brows furrowing.

“My useless brother often-often complains about the price he had to pay to secure the Gates he did-did. Though… well, it is not-not as though we do not-not have leverage. Though he may demand a price that you are unwilling to pay.” It seemed she had some idea of what he would charge.

“As long as it’s not too onerous, we can consider it. I really don’t want to let the Diviner die. It isn’t fair.”

“Always with the girls in trouble. No, well, she’s not a girl is she? An older woman for a change.” Eri sighed. “You should have more tact, I’m sitting right here.”

“I know you don’t want her to die either.” I ruffled her hair to stop her pouting. “Besides, she’s a bit like you in a way. She’s never had that much of a life. At least you had Aiko by your side. All she had was her visions. It’d be nice to show her that fate isn’t absolute, and that life holds a lot of fun, happy things.”

“I get it, damn, I get it.” Eri sighed. “It was the same with Shaeula. Why did I have to fall in love with such a playboy?” She sighed yet again, louder and longer. “Well, one or two more… I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

Yeah, I’ve denied it a lot, but I suppose after Shiro, there’s no reason for them to believe me. Giving up on that, I turned to Haru-san again, who was looking on, her pale face amused. “So yeah. I know you have the Ministry job, and I think this can be a part of that, in a way. It’s a bit cheeky of me telling you where to place your own Territory, but this way you can commute to it through mine when needed, and I can support you. You might have to spend some nights at Shirohebizumi, which I’m sorry about. I know you want to live at home with your father, but… well, at least until we stave off the upcoming threat…”

“There’s no need for that.” Haru-san shook her head. “After all, I’m your Vassal, aren't I? Not just that… if you dismissed me, I’d lose my body and I’d be back to being a sad little Onryō, drifting though that Boundary, just crying all the time.” She smiled then, her melancholy somehow beautiful, like a sad work of art.

“This… this is satisfying.” She gestured to the tablet, with all its data. “It’s work with dignity and meaning. And I’ve been around your Territory enough to know that matters too. So I’ll do it. Though making me work at the Ministry by day and in Kyoto at night…” She winked at Eri and Shaeula, surprising me. “…Akio-san sure is a slavedriver, right? Talk about the boss of a black company!”

“Well, he does-does work this princess hard.” Shaeula admitted. “Yet he does not-not spare himself, so I forgive him. I am rather magnanimous after all.”

“I want Akio to rely on me.” Eri agreed happily. “As long as we have time for each other, I don’t mind!”

Kudou-san burst out laughing at that. “Lucky, a flower in each hand. More, if Takakura-san is to be believed. I’d better watch you don’t sink your claws into my precious Shiori!” he joked. “Anyway, it’s nearly time.” He gestured to the stage, where Uchida-san and the others were seated. “You should head up. Take my place. After all, you have some support.”

I do. The seats behind me have faces I saw on the Susanoo and Amaterasu benches before. I guess people have talked during the recess. Oh well… With one last nod to my allies, I strode confidently to the stage and sat down beside Matsumuro-san and the Princess. “How was she?” I asked the Princess, who seemed shocked I had addressed her, before she managed a shy smile.

“Tsukiko-chan is as she always is. Stubborn.” She managed a small chuckle. “But… I think she’s happy you are so vehemently defending her, Akio-san. Oh, I can call you that, right?”

“Don’t mind it. I get that’s just how Princesses are, my own is rather forward.” She followed my gaze, before nodding, her braids swaying.

“Well, I won’t mind it then.” She let out a tired sigh. “But… you do have a plan, right? It seemed to me our talk during the break was left unfinished.”

“I do.” I turned to the Diviner, Matsumuro-san, who was listening impassively. “So when you hear it, I hope you’ll see how serious I am.”

My only answer was a slight inclination of her head, and resisting the urge to use my Eye to check her facial expression behind the veil, I waited for Bankei-san to start the next stage of the Conclave, which had moved away from a debate on leadership or the Ministry itself, to what faith sought as a whole from this new order, and could contribute.

As the old monk stood up to speak, I readied myself for another battle of wits, hoping it would go as well as the first one, despite the craziness and personal revelations that had required…
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“…a lot of shrines have been lost over the centuries.” The middle-aged man in priestly robes was saying from near the front of the Amaterasu benches. “I think that since we have proof that is undeniable that the Gods are real and that they favour Japan, we should be helped to restore our old, crumbling shrines, and for those that have lost the land over the years due to poverty or duplicity to be offered restitution and helped to reclaim it.”

I mean, yes, he raises a decent point. I had been listening patiently to the people who had submitted a request to speak, and we had decided to split the debate into two sides, one focusing on the Material, and one the Boundary. It largely comes down to money, respect and influence. Which is what I was looking for, so I do understand it.

“From the standpoint of nobility…” Takakura-san fielded this question first. “…the true noble families have always safeguarded the shrines and temples on their lands. Though I do suspect that some shrine property might be in their portfolios. It isn’t unreasonable to negotiate for their return, and scrape together finance for shrine renovations…” His gaze shifted to me, as he could see I wished to speak.

“Yes, ownership of the shrine is an important issue. I myself, despite not coming from a shrine background, own one. Shirohebizumi.” I nodded to Shirohebi and Kana’s grandfather.

That caused a stir. “And why is that, Akio-san?” Saionji-san asked mildly, though I was aware he knew, as I had told him prior to this, and he had already deduced much of it himself anyway. I guess he wants to use it as a talking point?

“It’s simple. We’ve talked a little about the benefits of controlling both the Material and the Boundary. I control the Boundary around Shirohebizumi, and by gaining ownership of it in this world too, the ether density has increased and there are other gains as well.”

“But shrines should stay in the hands of the faithful! I appreciate that you have brought a Kami into this world, but even so…” another priest complained, from the Susanoo side.

“If I may.” Masaji-san spoke, looking uncomfortable at both the attention and being away from Susanoo, as he had joined my nascent group. “I too was somewhat wary and offended that Oshiro-san would ask for ownership of what our family has so zealously protected over the years. At first, all we had to go on was an oracle from the White Snake, which was ambiguous. But in time, we saw that he was earnest and that he was not acting purely out of selfish interests. We have a contract that is legally binding, so despite ownership resting with Oshiro-san, the shrine is still our responsibility, and he cannot betray us.”

“Indeed, it isss necessssssary.” Shirohebi agreed, drawing everyone’s eyes. “The ssspiritual and the physssical are intrinsssically linked. Both mussst work together, ssshould we wisssh to prosssper.”

“Yes. So, to answer your question, I think we should be making sure all the shrines and temples are restored. But I think that if your shrine comes under the Territory of a candidate, or Chosen, as we are calling them here….” Ugh, I know we need universal terminology, but I am so used to saying candidate, I don't always remember. I'll make more of an effort to align with the standard terms of the Ministry… “…then a contract of the sort I have with Shirohebizumi is warranted. Although… that would only apply to Chosen who register with the Ministry.”

“In terms of funding, the Ministry will have a budget pulled from the national one, as well as some voluntary support from upper nobility. That means that expenditure has to be rigorously audited, and stand up to public scrutiny. After all, we serve this country.” Takakura-san warned. “Money will be available, but we have a lot of demands for it.”

“If I may…” I interrupted. “This is something I’ve been thinking about. The Boundary offers numerous opportunities for making money. I intend to work with some of the nobility, such as Ichijou House, to see what novel applications aether can bring to Japan. Whether it will pan out in the short-term remains to be seen, but if it does, I’ll naturally invest in buying up land further strengthening my own Territory. If there are shrines and temples within those, naturally I’ll be offering them the same deal as Shirohebizumi. Perhaps this could be a standard sort of thing. For those of you whose Chosen are also part of the owning family…”

I nodded at Yamato-san, who nodded back, face stiff. “…then you have other concerns, but looking around, maybe only one in a hundred will be that fortunate. In terms of restoring disused, abandoned and otherwise defunct shrines, bringing in new priests and shrine maidens… well, that strikes me as a good idea, with one caveat.”

“And what would that be?” Uchida-san asked. He was still pale from the Chirurgery, but even so, he was deftly navigating the political tides.

“Well, non-Japanese Gods. I do agree that we shouldn’t abandon our traditions.” I shrugged. “I’m a half, so I’ve been brought up a little differently, but even so. I believe that Japan has always been very accepting of other faiths, so long as they don’t assert themselves too boldly. It strikes me as unfair that for example… well, I’m a Chosen of Tyr.”

I reiterated a point I had made in the first session. “So while I pay homage to Gods such as Tsukuyomi…” The Diviner reacted to that. “…or Amaterasu.” Now the Princess looked pensive. “Or Kannon. I also want to give thanks to Tyr.”

“The Eight Million Kami, and the great Gods of Japan, they should be the ones to deliver us from these dangers.” Yamato-san insisted.

“I know what you mean, Yamato-kun.” Saionji-san addressed him a touch mockingly, causing Yamato-san to frown angrily. “After all, Kannon is effectively one of mine.” He again pointed that out, further annoying him.

“But Akio-san does have a point. I don’t believe it would be too much of a stretch to allow shrines to foreign Gods. We have churches, mosques and other such, do we not? Though again, it should not come at the expense of the Eight Million.”

True. Japan wouldn’t be Japan without all our traditions. Well, some could use a bit of a clear-out, like some outdated attitudes to women, and the overtime culture and black companies, but the religion here doesn’t persecute and doesn’t assert, so…

“Indeed. I don’t worship Tyr, and while I would look positively on any request he or his Valkyrie makes in the future, if it went against my beliefs or morals, I’d refuse. But I would like to honour them a bit.” Maybe I’ll set up a shrine to Ortlinde and Tyr. I can see why some wouldn’t want to disclose who gave them their Divine Favour, as it might reveal weaknesses, but according to Taṇhā I am not even using Tyr’s Favour, so…

“What about education?” Bankei-san asked, surprising everyone. “Kudou-san, your granddaughter was dispatched to the school for noble daughters in Tokyo, yes? There were some sons sent to the academy for males as well. Your branch family too, Takakura-san, if I am not mistaken.”

“Indeed, Bankei, my old friend.” he agreed. “They have been teaching courses on faith to them. Strengthening the ties between us.”

“Perhaps that could be extended nationwide. It is all very well having religious rituals and holidays. But to truly understand and appreciate faith, further work is needed. And with tangible proof of the Divine eventually being revealed, it will be a subject few can question.”

I see. That makes sense. Maybe we need to fold some Education staff and resources into the Ministry as well, form a section for specifically religious studies. Though we would have to learn about other subject matters too. Yōkai, foreign Gods and monsters…

As the conversation continued, it became clear their concerns were tied into the Boundary and what it would offer. It was refreshing to see people so eager for the changes the return of the Gods could bring, and several put questions to me regarding Chirurgery, though I said I would have to review the details that Haru-san and Eri had collected. I was then asked whether I would be prepared to accept money for Chirurgery, which was a good question.

“Actually, in a way I already am, as I am being compensated by the Government for my work on their behalf. However, I’d rather focus on supporting those who have great potential, who will work with the Ministry. Leaving aside those in positions of authority…” Uchida-san and Saionji-san both looked at each other. “…faith liaisons will likely be needed. The Ministry is very much a work in progress, but I’m pleased that everyone seems to accept the need for it.”

Well, not everyone does I’m sure, but they’ll follow the prevailing winds… As the conversation continued, I cast my eyes over to Shaeula, who was yawning and looking bored, while Haru-san was taking notes on her tablet, Eri beside her asking questions. Yeah, I get it, Shaeula. But the next part might be more interesting for you…
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“…so in review, a standard contract, based on the one Oshiro-san has with Shirohebizumi shrine will be established, and a law pushed through to give additional protection to those families whose shrines and temples are under the Territory of another. If these are under the influence of a Chosen employed by the Military or Government, then a stipend will be paid as compensation, yearly, and…”

As we finished up with the Material matters, it was time to turn to the Boundary, where Yamato-san and I would be talking. People had largely given up shifting between factions for now, though I had gathered a number more, and had absorbed a further chunk of Tsukuyomi, and now rivalled the numbers Susanoo had.

Though it still is a little annoying Hikawa-san and the other heads of the Susanoo-faction shrines I have allied with are still sitting with their original power bloc.

“All right then. I hope you aren’t bored of my voice.” I joked. “They've been some serious topics, but I think we’ve made some headway. But now we need to talk about the other side of the coin, one equally important.” I nodded at Yamato-san, who had come up to the stage.

“You saw my Golden Warrior. I know that Oshiro-san here can perform similar feats.” he said, though his expression wasn’t that complimentary. “Others of you have similar abilities, and we have seen what that girl can do, even without being Chosen.” He nodded at Eri, who returned the attention with a stiff bow of her own. “But there is more to the realm of the spiritual, this Boundary, than that. Not only do the Kami dwell there, but there are also creatures out of myth and legend, Yōkai and more.”

Yamato went on to describe the Night Parade, Taishakama-san and the others who saw it with me shuddering in remembrance, and Shaeula was now fully alert and listening. Once he was done, I briefly mentioned about those I had encountered, such as the Fae, Orcs, Gnolls and more.

“They are sapient, intelligent beings, just like us.” I stated in conclusion. “Well, most of them. There are plenty of giant insects and other nasties, as well as the unquiet dead. I don’t feel bad about sending them to their rest.” I made sure my Charm, Majesty and League were at their highest, as what I was going to say was crucial. “…others I’ve killed, I feel rather bad about. My hands are bloody. It does feel less real than killing a human.”

I should know, after all, I’ve killed those too. “And some I don’t regret, such as the Myconids, who only wanted to reduce everything around them to a plague-filled hell where only they can live. But I think we need to be cautious. After all, these creatures once roamed the mortal world we live in, hard as it is to believe. I’ve heard too many tell me that for it to be a lie. And I think it likely they will again.”

“Kyoto is especially full of powerful beings. There are other sacred sites too. Mount Fuji, Mount Kurama, Mount Atago, Mount Tateyama, Mount Hakusan, Ise Grand Shrine, so many others. I expect they too will have their dwellers.”

“Yes.” Princess Mikasa agreed, standing and quailing a little under the expectant gazes the large crowd gave her. “Ise Grand Shrine is surrounded by numerous groups of Yōkai and other beings. I’ve tried to leave them alone, and those that didn’t return that favour…” She swallowed gingerly, remembering. “...the Light of Amaterasu purified them.”

“We need to secure as much Territory in these areas, as well as major population centres such as Tokyo, as we can.” I finished for her. “Peaceful alliance is possible, and I think that should be our first option. Those we can coexist with, we should.”

“Though those we cannot, we should show no mercy.” Yamato-san declared, talking over me. “Especially creatures such as Orcs. After all, are they not myths imported from other lands? We have no use for such immigrants.”

Wow, harsh. I echoed my sister in my thoughts. “Well, we have to remember that while the Boundary might seem a bit like a game, like a trapped-in-a-VRMMO story…” Mine-san and a few of the younger people reacted to that. “…it isn’t NPCs we are fighting, but living beings. And the danger is very real too.”

“Indeed. People have died, and even a shrine has now fallen, deconsecrated, the enshrined Kami slain. All because the idiots within took unnecessary risks.” Saionji-san declared. Kudou-san let out a long sigh, signalling his agreement, even if I thought the sentiments were harsh. After all, it could easily have been me dead enough times, though lately I finally seem to be getting ahead of the curve…

“Protecting a Territory is hard work. In mine, I have a lot of Fae and other creatures I’ve allied with. A mutually beneficial agreement. Look, we can’t regulate everything that happens in the Boundary, in someone’s Territory, but I do suggest making allies, there are other benefits as well. But generally, a Territory is ruled by the one who holds power over the Anchor. And I firmly believe that we shouldn’t attack each other recklessly. Chosen are a finite resource, and the Diviner, Matsumuro-san, has predicted we don’t have a lot of time, which tracks with what I and some others have been told. We can’t predict what will happen, but we can prepare. To that end…” I grinned. “I was hoping to be able to have one of my companions set up a Territory in Kyoto, so I can make good on my promise of protecting Matsumuro-san, as we can provide support and expertise.”

“But if Territories declared to the Ministry are inviolate, then that means you would effectively be claiming a chunk of Kyoto for your own.” Yamato-san pointed out, suspicion radiating from him. He really needs to learn how to mask his emotions better, not that I’m an expert at it…

“That’s true. Obviously any shrines that fell under that area, I would offer the same deal as I did to Shirohebizumi shrine, and I would hope anyone affected would talk to Izumi-san and Shirohebi to understand the implications of that. I would also need an area rich in earth or water elements.”

“Elements, hmm. I believe we should explain, as only those who have been Chosen will understand.” Bankei-san suggested, still moderating the discussion, which was far more peaceful than this morning’s.

“That’s simple. The Boundary contains a wealth of mysterious things. One resource that can be exploited is elemental energies. They can be used by those with talent, and though it is difficult, people can learn to manipulate them, just like Eri did. Kiyomizu-dera has an abundance of light element, for example. Obviously, one can control who uses the elements of their own Territory, but I foresee a future where elements and other such things are taxed by the Ministry and government, and the tax can be used to benefit the country and other worthy causes….”

I launched into my idea. While I wouldn’t welcome any reduction, longer-term we had to think as a country, as a world, as a whole. “…so I need access to that element here to link up a travel gate, which is Fae technology. Just another reason to try being friendly with others.” I concluded, after explaining to the rapt crowd.

“Excuse me, Akio-san.” Saionji-san had a rather scary expression on his face. “Didn’t you chide me for using the Gaze of Avalokiteśvara recklessly, when now I find you messing with spatial abilities yourself?”

Oh. Yes. That’s true. But… “Yes, I can see why you might be a bit upset. However, I am being cautious and not overusing them.” The cost, for one. I wonder what this Primal Forest is going to ask for… “The ability is different too. Shaeula could move between the lands of the Fae and Japan’s Boundary without a Gate, so they are already connected, and it is a single, fixed point. So while I won’t say the risk is none, it is far less problematic…”

“I’ll let you convince me. This time.” Saionji-san smiled, though it wasn’t a pleasant one.

“That still sidesteps the main issue.” Uchida-san said then. “I applaud your willingness to safeguard the noble Lady Diviner.” He stubbornly wasn’t using her name. “However, the end result is you will claim a chunk of Kyoto, and under the laws proposed, it will remain yours forever.” Yamato-san echoed him, agreeing with his father.

“Well, obviously there can be trades done.” I sighed. “One can offer Territory to another, or even break down the Territory completely and relocate elsewhere. Moving it seems to take a higher-Ranked Territory, but breaking it down and starting a new one should work. Obviously to prevent issues, it should require the consent of all parties, and be mediated by the Ministry, another duty it should take on, that way we can avoid power harassment, extortion and other underhanded means. But trading for favours, money or resources, that should be fair game.”

“I see. That seems… reasonable. So once the threat has passed to the Lady Diviner…” Uchida-san mused.

“It’s definitely wasteful breaking down a Territory, but certainly, my goal is to safeguard Matsumuro-san. Anything else is secondary.”

The Princess giggled at that, whispering that I was a 'dangerous man'.

“So, the Boundary has an influence on the Material, and is filled with beings and resources, that even if they don’t bear fruit now, in a year, five or ten, we might well see a paradigm shift in science and diplomacy.” I summed up. “Working with the Ministry, politicians, scientists and the nobility, I hope to bring a revolution to this country. Imagine if we could make transport gates that worked here in the Material. Wouldn’t that hold infinite possibilities? Medicine, energy, material science… who knows what we could achieve?”

At that, Haru-san and Eri started to applaud me, and a few others joined in, though it died a bit of a death. Still, I’d said my piece. Nothing would be decided today, there were still the two sessions tomorrow, but it definitely looked like people were taken with the ideas I had presented. Leaning back in my chair, I listened as another member of the audience asked their question…
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Well, that was lengthy. As the closing remarks of the day were made by Bankei-san, I headed back towards my seats. I passed by Akai, who shrank back in her own chair as I passed, hissing, but I was starting to get used to that by now so I paid her no mind.

“That was very well-well done, Akio.” Shaeula approved. “You sounded rather regal. I do so hope you can be as eloquent when you meet-meet the rulers of the Seelie Court.”

“I’ll do my best. So, Eri, Haru-san, ready to meet up with Aiko and the others? They’ll kill us if we miss the concert.”

“Not me.” Haru-san shook her head. “I’m not much into popular music. Besides…” She looked a bit embarrassed, her pale skin flushing slightly. “…Your parents asked me to join them for a meal, along with some of the other adults.”

Really? I guess it’s all good. It’s nice to see her socialising. “In that case…” I turned to see Mine-san there, looking expectant. “…did you want to come with us, Mine-san? You don’t look like an idol fan, but…”

Before she could speak, Yamato-san had arrived, grabbing her arm. “You have no time for playing around. We have a meeting to go to.” Behind him, an apologetic Hikawa-san shrugged.

“Aw, that’s totally lame. I was like, looking forward to having some fun.” She sighed, though she rapidly perked up, seemingly realising Yamato-san had sought her out, her eyes sparkling, cheeks a little pink. “Oh well, see you later, Akio-kun. Girls.” She puffed out her cheeks, piercings glittering. “Have some fun for me!”

“Sure thing.” I agreed, watching as Yamato-san gathered up more of his faction, including most of the shrines I was involved with, as well as Susanoo’s other Chosen. Susanoo is bleeding numbers to Amaterasu and whatever the hell my faction would be called? Tsukuyomi still? Or Tyr? No, Ortlinde sounds cooler…

“I don’t like him very much. He has cold eyes.” Eri grumbled, pouting.

“Well, he’s a bit arrogant, sure. He does have some talent to back it up though. Those Golden Warriors are a very nice Skill, and his Territory is great for a Rank two. Oh well, let’s go meet up with the others. I can hear my phone pinging constantly.”

“Mine too.” Eri agreed, as did Shaeula. “Aiko is going crazy with anticipation.”

“Fine then. Although…” Hopefully the concert will distract me from the ever-increasing bad feeling my Foresight is giving me. Well, Haru-san will be with my parents, that’s good. Eri's parents should be there too. And I’ll be with my sis and the shrine maidens, so I can protect them… even so…

Taking no chances, I sent a message to Grulgor and our mercenaries, giving them some instructions. Conclave’s been going well, so… No, there’s no way I’m letting disaster strike…


Two Hundred And Eighty-One


“Bro, bro, what the hell kept you? Eri, Shaeula, hurry!” My sis was literally bouncing with excitement, a very strange sight as she was wearing red and white hakama. Kana was beside her, along with her friends Asami-san and Mio-san.

Takagi-san, normally the shiest of the group, was pink-cheeked and as excited as my sis, badgering her friend Maiko-san and the slightly bemused looking Marika-chan about the upcoming concert.

There were several girls I didn’t recognise there, one my sister’s age, with short brown hair and brown eyes, freckles all over her face giving her a slightly cute look, while there was a younger girl too, her dark hair pulled into twin-tails, reminding me a bit of Keomi-chan. Speaking of, where’s Keomi-chan? I haven’t seen her since this morning.

“You know we were busy.” I chided her. “You should behave more dignified in front of other people.”

She shot me a flat look. “Oh really bro? Sure, sure. You don’t get to tell me that! Besides, if I’m not excited now, when can I be? First I managed to get some Classes this morning, and now I’m going to see Red and White live, and even get to meet them afterwards!” She was bubbling with happiness. “Oh yeah, these two are Ito-san…” the older girl nodded politely. “… and Tamura-san.”

“Hello there, pleased to meet you.” Ito-san greeted us, her eyes a little wide looking at the kimono-clad Shaeula.

“These two are from Kanda-myōjin shrine, just like the lead for Red and White, Tamami-sama!” My sis continued to gush, and I felt second-hand embarrassment just by watching her.

“Sorry about my sister.” I apologised to the two girls I didn’t know. “She isn’t normally this bad, she must really like this idol group. Tamami-sama… heh.”

“We don’t mind. To be honest, everybody loves Tamami-chan!” the younger girl, Tamura-san cried. “She’s so cool, and yet she still works as a shrine maiden at our shrine, despite being so busy!”

“Yeah.” Ito-san agreed. “Big sis Tamami, you wouldn’t think she’s an idol, she’s very down-to-earth. The other two as well, they come to train at the shrine sometimes. Ugh, the crowds then though…”

“So have you been to Kanda-myōjin shrine, big brother?” Tamura-san asked me, and the way she addressed me made me a little uncomfortable, but as the adult here I let it go. On seeing the look of mild discomfort on my face, Kana burst out laughing, followed by my hyperactive sis.

“See, I told you he’d react like that! You want to be careful, Tamura-san. He’s a major siscon, don’t trigger his flags!”

“Well, now we’ve all had a laugh at my expense…” I changed the subject. “As it happens, yes, I’ve been to the shrine a few times. I visit Akihabara on occasion, and the shrine steps are pretty famous in certain circles, right?”

“You mean in anime, don't you?” Ito-san agreed. “They’ve been featured in a few, yes. And we get a lot of tourists, foreign ones too. So, if you go to Akihabara, are you an otaku?” Her smile was gently mocking.

“I do not-not know why that term is so insulting.” Shaeula mused, interjecting. “I find your anime most-most entertaining.”

“Oh God, she’s as cute as Tamami-chan!” Ito-san squealed then, and Tamura-san agreed. As they fussed over Shaeula, marvelling at her hair and eyes, I looked for someone who could give me an answer as to why they were with us.

“Seems like we are a little bit like celebrities around here.” Kana explained, a touch proud, and her friends giggled in agreement. “Word went around about the training school and us being part of it, and what we can do, and then…”

“It’s not fair. You always favour Kana-chan!” Mio-san teased me. “Now she can throw balls of light out of her hands! I mean, I don’t know what it is useful for…”

“… but it’s not fair that Kana-chan gets to and we don’t!” Asami-san came in close, grabbing my arm teasingly.

“Yes, why always Kana-chan?” Mio-san grabbed my other arm, only for Eri to haul them both off, lifting them easily one-handed.

“No, not happening. Kana-san I can just about tolerate, but not you pair!” she declared.

“That’s discrimination, Eri-chan!” “Yes, discrimination!” they replied in unison, laughing.

“It’s always… very lively.” Takagi-san observed, for once her presence front and centre. “But we don’t have time for this! We need to get good spots, or we won’t be able to see everything!”

“Hey, Marika-chan.” I asked the youngest girl there, who was still a bit nervous being in a group of older, loud girls. “Do you know where Keomi-chan is? I would have thought that she’d want to be here for this.” They get on quite well at Shirohebizumi shrine, so she might know.

“No, I believe she was with a number of the other girls from the training school.” Marika-chan shook her head, looking stern. “She is not answering her messages, but that is nothing new. Keomi-san is… well, I do not like to be rude, and she is very nice to me, but she can be a little careless at times.” Damn, that’s adorable. She’s always so serious.

“Yeah, Keomi-chan is the sort that would forget her head if it wasn’t screwed on.” Kana sighed. “I did ask the other girls from the training school if they wanted to tag along, but seems like most of them had plans. We’re meeting a few over there though.”

“Yes, come on, come on! Let’s go!” my sis declared, and with that I let them lead me towards the park opposite the Imperial Palace, where a temporary stage had been set up…
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That’s surprisingly impressive. I looked at the large stage, complete with coloured spotlights and festival speaker towers. I’ve heard of guerrilla concerts, but this seems a step above the normal type of thing you see in Akiba.

The crowd was already quite large, and tourists and residents of Kyoto seemed to have been attracted too, though the majority were the younger shrine personnel who had come for Conclave.

“Over here, here!” my sis ordered, leading us to near the front of the stage. Hyacinth was waiting there, along with some more of the trainees from my school. I had asked her to make sure they got here safely, unable to shake my bad premonitions, but now they were here I could be relieved.

Grulgor, Shirohebi, the Jade Beetle and the mercenaries under Treyvon are on alert, and I’ve told the adults to gather together, so everyone should be safe, even so…

“Master…” Hyacinth began, drawing nearly as many looks from the crowd as the large stage that had been erected. Well, she is pretty eye-catching, with that streaked hair and… the outfit. “I have escorted everyooone safely, though these were all there were.”

Chiyo-san’s granddaughters were there, along with the four from Hachisen shrine and Akaiwashi, the older priest apprentice from the latter reminding me of Mine-san and Kinkawa-san, what with his bleached blonde hair and piercings. Is it me, or are there way too many who like delinquent fashion amongst the shrines and temples?

As we exchanged greetings, I noticed there were a number of others in the group as well, new acquaintances of my students they had met during the smaller Conclave sessions they attended. I made sure to give everyone my greetings, while Kana, looking annoyed, was on her phone trying to call Keomi-chan. After a while she gave up, shaking her head, irritated.

“The little airhead. It’s just ringing out. I wouldn’t have put it past her leaving it back at the ryokan.” She let out a long, peevish sigh.

“It doesn't look like anybody from Susanoo faction is here, from our group, anyway?” I asked. “Maybe she’s with them?”

“Aren’t we Susanoo?” Kana asked, and Marika-chan nodded.

“Kind of?” I answered. “I think you’re whatever I am now. Well, I'm still a bit worried. Although I'm sure it isn't like Keomi-chan should be in any trouble." Taking no chances, I asked for aid. "Hyacinth, can you go look for her? I don't think she'll have wandered off anywhere, she's probably still in the Imperial Palace."

As Hyacinth agreed and pushed her way through the growing crowd, I watched her go, pensive. The premonition feels too strong for it to just be Keomi-chan in danger. Kana's right, she's probably just hanging out with new friends, like we are, but... no, everyone's accounted for and has guards, and I warned everyone about the potential dangers, and everyone is under strict safety protocols...

“That reminds me…” Eri interjected, speaking up. It didn’t look like she was too interested in idols, but she had been paying attention. “Which faction is Kanda-myōjin?”

“Tsukuyomi, or they might have been…” I replied, realising what she meant. “Yeah, I don’t know, maybe they are under our faction now.”

“If that’s true, you should ask her to the training school!” Takagi-san declared suddenly. “To think we’d be able to train with Tamami-sama from Red and White!” She had a dreamy expression on her face at that thought.

“I know, right!” Mio-san agreed. “Damn, why wouldn’t she want to? After all, being an idol is brutal, gruelling work. The endless repetition, exercise and dieting. I bet having Chirurgery would make her an even better idol!”

Uh, the school isn’t for that sort of thing, although… my faction had just formed, so maybe putting in some effort to gain solid support from the bigger shrines would pay off. I can’t help but feel a bit disappointed in Hikawa-san and the Susanoo faction shrines. Sure, they’ve backed me, but they still seem to want to support Uchida-san over me, having their cake and still eating it…

“Damn, that makes me wonder, do you think I could be an idol, bro? That’d be awesome!” Aiko enthused, getting caught up in the moment.

“Why would you want to? I thought you wanted to be some sort of personal trainer and sports scientist?” Eri sighed.

“Besides…” Kana grinned. “Your brother would be all upset and jealous if you were an idol, all those boys and girls sending you love letters and going to handshake sessions. Though I bet he’d buy all your photobooks, especially the lewd ones!”

“Hey, Tamami-chan doesn’t do those!” Ito-san protested. “Red and White have done some swimsuit issues, but they were all tasteful!”

“She’s right!” Takagi-san added her own voice of complaint. “I have their most recent one. It’s not dirty, just cute!”

“There’s no way I’d buy lewd photos of my sister.” I shut that down.

“Yes, he’d get them for free…” Kana giggled, only for Aiko to strike back.

“Well, you should be an idol then, Kana-chan. You could do it with your school friends there. You’re all decently cute.”

“I’m not cute.” Takagi-san disagreed, as my sis included her in the conversation.

“Maybe not on Kana-chan’s level, no, but you’re hardly ugly. Have some confidence. A bit of makeup, a different hairstyle, change your glasses a bit… and again, confidence. Besides, all the big groups need variety.” my sis advised her seriously. “Anyway, Kana-chan, maybe my bro would look at you more if you were dancing around in a frilly costume…”

As the girls bantered, the few boys with us embarrassed but also pleased to be in such attractive company, I gestured to the stage. “Looks like they are about to start.” The various technical staff required for the lighting rigs and speakers had left the stage, and moments later two machines on either side started spewing artificial fog, while the back floodlights came on, casting a deep shadow over the crowd.

“Oh God, here we go! Shit, pinch me Eri! I want… ouch, that hurt!” my sis babbled, while Eri looked satisfied, her fingers twitching as if she wished to do it again.

Well, I suppose I might as well see what all the fuss is about. I’ve seen a few idol events back in my university days, though nothing too big. It might be fun. Though… It was hard to be relaxed, considering my ominous feelings, but I had taken precautions, so… It wouldn’t be Keomi-chan, right? Surely not… but if she's in trouble, Hyacinth can certainly handle the perpetrator.

Three shadows could be seen in the fog, and the growing crowd was getting restless. It was then that red, green and blue lights shone, the spotlights piercing the dispersing fog, to reveal three girls on stage. Front and centre must have been Tamami-san.

She was tall for a Japanese girl, and had reddish-brown hair pulled back into a sporty ponytail. She was wearing a headset and a long, flowing red dress with a white gradation on her skirt, and white ruffles around her decently-sized chest. Okay, yeah, she’s cute. I can see why she’s popular, assuming she can sing and dance well too.

The backing members were wearing similar dresses, just with the colours reversed, white with red accents. One was short and slender, with long legs, her dark hair pulled into twin-tail braids, while the other was of average height, again with a decent chest, and her hair was in a more traditional hime-cut, the bangs straight over her eyes.

“Hello everybody!” Tamami-chan called, and after a wave of cheers there was silence. She waved, winking cheerfully at the audience. “I’m Tamami!”

“I’m Kanako!” the short girl shouted.

“And I’m Tsubame!” the last said. “Together, we are…”

All three of them finished together. “Red and White, Shrine maiden idols who serve the Gods, as well as the fans!”

“Right, let’s go! This is our first song, and our most recent single, Arrow to the Heart! Girls, let’s do this!”

With that music started blaring from the speaker towers, and the three of them started a perfectly choreographed dance routine, while Tamami-san was singing, the lyrics about making sure to strike first in love, a perfect shot to the heart.

… Draw back the bowstring, notching my arrow…

… I’ve got my target in sight, got to get it right…

… if I miss I’ll pick myself up and try again…

… I want to pierce your heart, so you’ll look at me…

I found my foot tapping along to the beat. They were good, Tamami-san especially, and the joy she had on her face as she sung was contagious. As the first song came to an end there was a brief pause as the idols started talking to the crowd, mentioning a bit about themselves and the reason they were doing a concert there today.

“She went to a shrine-affiliated school in Tokyo.” Kana whispered to me. “Not ours, more’s the pity. Unlike those noble girls and their Hanafubuki, we just have schools that have a bit of knowledge and a few extra lessons. Anyway, she started being an idol in high school with her two friends, and they are carrying it on now they are at university.”

“I see. I confess I enjoyed the first song.” I admitted. “So… is that the sort of life you wanted?”

She shook her head. “No, too hard. Being an idol is really difficult. Although…” she frowned, thinking. “…now I’ve decided to give being a shrine maiden my all, maybe I’m not so afraid of hard work anymore.”

“Well, you certainly have the beauty and the charm for it.” I agreed, and the annoyed look she gave me in return made me smile.

“Look, that’s so damn annoying. If you are going to keep complimenting me like that, why not ask me out? Otherwise it’s just frustrating.”

“Sorry Kana, but… whatever my feelings, it’s undeniable you’re beautiful. And getting more so every day. I’m not going to lie and play down your good sides.”

“Ugh, I never thought I’d feel sorry for Eri-chan, but… I do. Okay, just shut up and listen, the next song is starting!”

“You can not-not expect Akio to be forward with his feelings, Kana. He is still rather shy. Though why, I do not-not know. Now, let us enjoy this. It is quite-quite different seeing it in person!” Shaeula was clinging to my arm, her amber eyes wide as she took in the show.

The second song was a bit slower, and followed by a third song which was more upbeat. When it was done, the girls on stage took a moment to rest and interact with the crowd, and surprisingly enough Tamami-san talked a bit about Kanda-myōjin shrine and the history behind it, which was quite interesting.

“…all right then, I’ve talked enough. We know what you are here for, so… it’s time for that song you’ve all been waiting for! It’s Red and White Paradise!”

At that the crowd cheered, the girls around me, especially my sister and Takagi-san, joining in, and suddenly the crowd was a sea of glowsticks around us, in red and white colours, naturally. Hey, even my sis has one… On seeing my look she stuck out her tongue and winked, before turning her attention back to the band.

…. See you watching, sitting on the benches…

… dreaming of me, in red and white…

… the day’s as hot as your heart, sweat clinging to me…

… watching with a fiery gaze, my transparent shirt…

Suddenly the music and dancing paused, the spotlights converging over the dancing girls. “Are you ready? Are your hearts burning red and white?” Tamami-san called to the crowd, and as they roared back, I felt myself getting sucked further into the spectacle.

“I can’t hear you! We can’t hear you!” the idols cried, and as the crowd shouted louder, glowsticks flailing, the girls reached down and…

Whoa, seriously? Tamami-san had torn off the white part of her dress, the longer skirt and the lacy material around her chest, and now she was dancing in a low-cut form-fitting red minidress with a little white detailing. Kanako-san and Tsubame-san were in the reverse, white on red, and the crowd was going wild.

Uh, those dresses are so short, it’s amazing that you can’t see their underwear. They must have practised hard for that… As their singing and dancing picked up in tempo and intensity, under the lights of the stage and the many glowsticks the crowd was swaying, it was quite a surreal experience.

“So, what do you think?” Kana whispered to me as the idols finished their song. “Are you a fan now? You seem to be of their legs, anyway. Hoping for a glimpse of something not normally seen? Too bad, professionals don’t make mistakes like that.” She winked at me playfully.

“I’d say I like them.” I admitted. “Besides, you are all having fun, which we need right now, as we have a lot of hard work ahead of us.”

“Yeah. Just where is that idiot Keomi-chan? She’s missing out.” Kana quickly checked her phone. “Everyone is having a good time and she’s probably been lured off somewhere by free cake. Let’s hope no kidnapper bundled her into a van or something like that…”

“And now for a new song, never played before…” Tamami-san cried, elated by the crowd reaction to their set. “This one is new, and it’s called Under the Moonlight!”

…. The moon watches you like an unblinking eye…

… but I’m always watching you, not just at night…

… so please, I beg you, just as the moon reflects your eyes…

… won’t your eyes reflect mine?

“An auspicious song.” Shaeula approved, glancing around. “It seems-seems rather popular.”

As I looked around, I could see that. It seemed even foreigners were enjoying it, as I spotted one young girl not too far from us. She was wearing a black and blue gothic lolita-style dress, similar to the armour I had made for Eri, and a black parasol was put down beside her. Despite the press of the crowd, she had a bit of space around her, possibly because she was clearly not Japanese, but Western in appearance.

Or maybe because of her hair. Seriously, I’ve never seen such perfect drill twin-tails outside of anime… It must have been a great effort to get her long blonde hair to stay curled like that, and as she danced energetically, her blue eyes gleaming with excitement, both hands holding glowsticks, her hair swung and danced with her. It was almost mesmerising, in a way.

“What are you looking at?” Kana asked, following my gaze. “Oh, she’s cute. Is that your type, huh?”

“Kana, just because I am looking doesn’t mean I’m planning on making a move.” I hissed back, feeling slightly wronged. “I was just admiring her hair. I’m not a girl, but I imagine that would be a nightmare to style.”

“No kidding. It’s why I leave mine loose most of the time.” Kana agreed. “I bet she goes through cans of hairspray and styling wax each day. But enough about her, leave the tourist to enjoy the concert. You should as well…”

“Right. I should.” I agreed, turning my attention back to the three university students who were giving their all on stage. Idols, huh? You know… maybe idols could be useful, in the longer term, for raising awareness… as I pondered that idea, they started another song, this time Kanako-san at the front, the mood changing…
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“You’ve been a great audience! On behalf of Red and White, let me just say, we love you all!” Tamami-san declared.

“We sure do! It’s been a real honour to be able to perform here in Kyoto!” Kanako-san followed up.

“Especially on such an important weekend.” Tsubame-san agreed. “Well, if you don’t know what we mean, don’t worry about it.”

“But this weekend is special!” Tamami-san continued. “So, may the light of the moon shine down on you, and may the Kami bless you!”

They then took a bow and headed backstage, the fog machines pumping out more smoke over the stage, the lights dimming, but not going out.

“Shit bro, that was awesome!” my sis bounded over. “Just the encore to go now, I guess. Ugh, I really want to go to the Christmas Eve concert in Tokyo now, but the tickets are already allocated…” At her pouting face, I sighed.

“If it really means that much to you, maybe we can talk to her? After all, Ito-san and Tamura-san said they could introduce you. If their shrine has come under me, maybe I can get you in somehow… no promises though.”

“Way to be the best big brother ever!” My sis hugged me, to laughter from those that knew us, and bemusement from the surrounding crowd. I could feel the gazes of Kana’s classmates, and I silently conceded I would have to try and get them some tickets too.

“Do calm down, Aiko. People are looking!” Eri hissed, embarrassed, and I could see people were, including the foreign girl, who was giggling at my sis and her antics.

“If I don’t let bro know I appreciate him, he might start taking me for granted. Why, jealous? You can give him a hug too!” she teased, and Eri soon began to pull her cheeks a little. “Ouch, quit it!”

Kana was checking her phone during the interlude, and there was still nothing from Keomi-chan. I checked mine, and I had reports from Treyvon and Travis, all detailing that everything was normal, and there were no issues on their end.

I split them into two teams, for extra coverage. Our parents and the older adults of the shrines should be safe, Grulgor is watching them. Even so, this bad feeling isn’t going away… I was starting to get very worried about Keomi-chan, and while I didn’t think my bad feeling could be just about her, if she was part of the event…

Shit, where the hell is she? There's only here in Kyoto... well, there's the Boundary, but there's no way she'd go in unaccompanied. From the start we teach them it's dangerous, and never to go in without me, Shaeula or one of the others present. We reiterated that repeatedly since coming to Kyoto...

Suddenly the light flashed up, and Red and White were back on stage, this time wearing flashy mini-skirted shrine maiden hakama, with gold and silver decorations and accessories. “All right, you knew we weren’t done!” Tamami-san shouted into her microphone. “Like we said, this weekend is special, so just for tonight, we have an extra-long encore for you! We’ll start with our second single, you might remember it from way back then…”

The music started, and they began to dance, and the three of them flourished sets of kagura bells, swaying them in time to the music, filling the air with tinkling sounds.

“I love this one!” Asami-san cheered, and my sis and Takagi-san seemed to agree, as they were dancing happily along with the crowd. Our foreign tourist seems to love it too… Shaeula as well. Both of them were watching with wide eyes, blue and amber respectively.

“…and now, another new song, one a bit slower.” Tamami-san was grinning, her smile tired yet contagious, and I couldn’t help but admire her dedication, and think a little of Miyu, who was also a dancer, though of a very different sort. Yeah, no way she’d ever perform at a concert like this.

… see the future, it’s looking bright…

… every day, I’m smiling, feel my delight…

… if you can’t see, then I’ll shine a light…

The lyrics were hopeful, and I found myself swaying along with the rapturous crowd. They resonated with me a bit, as after all, I was trying to be one of those lighting our path towards the future. It was dark and unknown, and many dangers lurked, but just like the moon in my name, I could be a beacon, and…

Suddenly I could hear a disturbance at the back of the throng, and people were panicking. The crowd was parting, and up on stage the girls had noticed it, the music grinding to a halt, much to the dismay of those who hadn’t noticed yet, like the rest of our group.

“Huh, the music stopped. Was it a power cut, or…” Takagi-san asked, puzzled.

“Sorry, there seems to be some sort of commotion.” Tamami-san used her microphone to talk to the crowd. “Is someone hurt or fainted? It does happen sometimes, so please make room and get them out of the crush. Medical professionals know what to… uh…” her jaw dropped in surprise, as an unusual sight greeted her.

What the hell is going on? Fuck! As the crowd parted, some people were screaming, others shouting, and panic was starting to spread.

“Please keep calm everyone.” Tamami-san recovered her poise. “I’m sure he’ll be all right, so…”

What the hell, is that Ren-san? Forcing his way through the crowd, which was parting before him, I could see him now. His face was covered in blood, numerous deep cuts and gashes on his flesh, as though something sharp had cut him.

Neither of his arms seemed to be working properly, hanging limply, blood dripping to the floor, and his black hakama was torn, dreadful cuts visible below, not deep, but still nasty. On seeing us through the packed field, he brightened, rushing our way, breathing heavily.

“Oh shit, that’s Ren-san, right?” My sis cried, spotting him now amidst the chaos. “What… what the hell happened?”

The more ordinary girls were panicking, Maiko-san and Takagi-san holding each other tightly, while Asami-san and Mio-san looked on in dumb astonishment. Marika-chan was being consoled by Kana, as the scene was triggering her memories of the Yakuza attack, and everyone else was looking on dumbly or crying out. No, not everyone. The foreign girl had retrieved her parasol and was watching with some interest.

I moved towards Ren-san, Eri and Shaeula flanking me. As he reached me he collapsed with relief, and I caught him, heedless of the blood that was soaking me.

“Ren-san, what happened?” I asked, an ominous feeling within me.

“It’s… my sisters. That dumb girl. The others. We… it’s bad, awful!” He coughed, a little blood spilling from his mouth. “We can’t get away, we’re trapped! I only got out by feigning I…” more coughing, more blood. “…was dead.”

I immediately started Ether Healing to heal the worst of his internal injuries. “Calm down, take a breath. What’s happened?”

“They’re trapped.” he groaned, tears spilling down his cheeks. “It was a miracle I got out.” His words were becoming less laboured as my aether flowed into him. “Even so… it’s too late. So many are dead already, and it took me… too long… to get here.” He wailed. “Please, do something! Save them! My sisters, the others… do something! Please!”


Two Hundred And Eighty-Two


“Do something about what?” I asked urgently. Around us the crowd was in turmoil, so I asked Eri, Shaeula and my sis to clear a path.

“It’s all right, we’ll take him to a hospital.” Eri shouted, glaring at the panicked, yet inquisitive crowd.

“Yeah, back off, back off.” Aiko agreed. “Look, we’ll take care of this, so you might as well finish your show. I’d hate for this to end on a sour note, it’s been great, no, not great, incredible!.”

“Be reasonable!” Tamami-san declared, a troubled expression on her face as she saw me pulling the ravaged Ren-san into a princess-carry. There was no time for him to be worried about being shamed, we needed to act fast. “You think we can continue now?” She spotted her fellow shrine maidens in our group. “Hey, Ito-chan? Do you know what’s going on?”

“Sorry folks, I guess the encore is finished.” Kanako-san called out apologetically. “Give them some room. Come on, fans of Red and White wouldn’t be troublemakers, would they?” She struck a cutesy pose.

“I don’t know…” Itou-san was saying, as Tamami-san hopped down off the stage and hurried over. Ordinarily, mingling with the crowd would be unthinkable for an idol, but the situation was grim. “…uh, anyway, these… well, these are the girls from that training school Susanoo faction was boasting about, and…”

I was barely listening to what was around me, as I raced through the crowd, Ren-san gasping out pained words in my arms.

“This… it’s bad. We… all went to the Boundary.” he managed. “All of the Susanoo students from your school. Well… other than those with you.” He coughed, groaning, as I was working Ether Healing quickly, not caring that it was painful, only that it was effective. Yeah, these wounds are sharp and cruel, but worse, they seem to be tainted with some sort of darkness element. It’s making repairing the wounds difficult…

“Why would you do that?” I was angry, and worse, the premonition wasn’t decreasing. It was as if the danger was spreading. “This isn’t my Territory at Shirohebizumi! Kyoto is dangerous, you should know that! I warned everyone not to go to the Boundary carelessly! Repeatedly and emphatically! Everyone agreed! This shouldn't have happened!”

“Do not-not shout at the fool.” Shaeula warned sharply, a hand on my arm, knowing I was furious and worried. “I dare say he had little-little choice. Do continue.”

Ren-san managed a limp nod, thanking her. “Yes, we should… ugh, it’s your fault anyway! Yours and your sister and Mori-san!” he declared, shocking me.

How can that be true? I’ve not done anything but warn people of the dangers, and I sent out guards for everyone...

“Yamato-sama… he thinks we are all as strong as Mori-san or your sister, so that we’d be useful. My sisters did try to tell him, but…” His eyes slid shut, still leaking tears. “I’m... I’m sorry. I wanted to boast a bit. After all, I’m the son of Hikawa-Kawagoe, and I have a special gift, you said so yourself!” he wailed, mortified, filled with self-loathing at his part in this, whatever it was. “So I said I was strong too. Besides, Yamato-sama wanted the mirror.”

“The mirror?” At Shaeula’s grim tone, he flinched, and it was a good thing his eyes were shut as her expression was cold enough to freeze one’s spirit. “That was lent to you, it is not-not yours to give away…”

“I know!” he gasped. The crowd was thinning now, and there was an ambulance standing by. As I leapt into the back to have some privacy, Shaeula unleashed her befuddling winds, causing the paramedics to ignore us and get in the front.

“I told Yamato-sama that, and he said he just wanted to borrow it. He wanted to strengthen his own light element.” As more and more of the darkness element was ejected from his body, his laboured breathing grew quieter. I’m actually impressed, Ren-san is quite weak to pain, but he’s barely complaining at all, despite his injuries.

Shaeula pulled the doors of the ambulance shut, Kana hopping in with us, Eri and Aiko guarding the outside. As it shut I could see the worried faces of our friends, as well as the pale Tamami-san, and also… that foreigner, she seems to have followed along. Perhaps she’s curious. I know Westerners tend to be less polite and more inquisitive than us Japanese. Though, just to be safe…

My Eye flared amber, and her blue eyes went wide as she was looking directly at me. The door shut, but it was little barrier to my vision, and I could see that she was brimming with aether. Another Chosen? Is she related to this?

“Shaeula, I’ll handle Ren-san. You go catch her, she might be unrelated, but that might be a coincidence too far right now.”

“I shall-shall bring her to you, have no fear. And she shall tell us what she knows-knows.” Shaeula crashed through the doors, kicking them shut behind her.

“Okay, Ren-san, keep talking. Where is everyone? We don’t have much time.”

“Yes, you said that dumb girl, right?” Kana inquired desperately, worried for her cousin. “You mean Keomi-chan, yeah? She’s been missing all day.”

“She’s not missing. She was with my sisters and some girls from Hoeruokami shrine, and then Yamato-sama scooped them all up. He wanted everyone for the Boundary, he… no, there’s no time!” he suddenly remembered. “You have to go to the Boundary now!”

His face twisted into a bitter mask of despair. “I’ve seen them die…” he muttered. “A severed head, right in front of me, and… Chiaki, she was hurt badly…” More tears fell. “They were toying with us, and we couldn’t escape, they had some sort of luminous barrier, even when we emptied out our aether like you taught us, we were stuck.”

“Who? Who was?” Kana asked, terrified by the talk of dead people, her voice rising in pitch as she panicked.

“Calm down.” I pulled her into a hug. “Just… I’ll do something.” I handed her my phone. “Call everyone. Get them here to the Imperial Palace. I’ll find out where to go. That’s the real question. Ren-san, where did Yamato-san go with you all?”

“We dived into the Boundary from the Imperial Palace, Yamato-sama borrowed a room. It was while Uchida-sama was meeting with dad and the others…” He coughed up blood which was leaking deep blue darkness under the glow of my Eye. Still, I’ve extracted most of it now. Soon it’ll be safe to leave him to the paramedics.

“…at first it went fine. Yamato-sama borrowed the mirror and I showed him how to fill it. There was that girl, the punk one, she was there too, as well as a couple of others like you. So we didn’t…” He coughed more gore, speckled with fading darkness. “…struggle to start with. Apparently you told Yamato-sama that any Territory claimed would be his forever, so he thought… that he could capture the Amaterasu shrines above Kiyomizu-dera, and Saionji-sama wouldn’t be able to do anything but… rage.”

“So that’s where they are now?” I asked. “Kana, you look after him. I’ve done enough so that you’ll live, Ren-san. I’ll fix you properly later.” Shit, Yamato-san is being so petty? He did look interested when that law was proposed, but how is he planning on doing it? His Territory won’t reach that far. Wait, Mine-san and the other Astral Emperor candidates… I mentioned relinquishing Anchors. Did they….? Did he make them do it?

As I opened the door, Kana tossed me my phone back. “I’ll go with Ren-san. I’ve spoken to my dad and yours, as well as Grulgor and that crazy black lady. They’ll all be here soon. Just… just save Keomi-chan and the others, all right? I believe in you!”

“I’ve got this. Keep pumping Ren-san for info and text it to me as soon as you get it. I don’t have much time to waste so any scrap of information can help.”

“They… they are toying with us.” Ren-san’s parting words were grim, yet offered a fragment of hope. “They enjoy it, taking their time.” He sobbed at the memories. “They want us to feel fear, terror. But… it means some of them might still be alive… Chiaki, Chiasa… I’m so sorry…”

I landed outside to see Shaeula had grabbed the foreign Chosen by the arm, and during the scuffle it seemed that she had suffered some bruising, as the cheek of the blonde woman was swelling, and her dress was a bit scuffed and dirty.

Even so, she seemed cheerful, and was trying to talk to Tamami-san, who was attempting to calm the situation. Shaeula was unleashing her befuddling winds to support her, but doing it on so many in so public a setting while restraining a potentially hostile opponent was taxing her greatly, and her already pale skin was even whiter from effort.

“… look, it’s just a special concert surprise, all right? An event, yeah, that’s it.” Tamami-san lied, striking a pose. “…it wasn’t our idea, but… well, we’re professionals, you know! Red and White can do anything if it’s for the fans! So… uh, the show’s over.”

“This is such a good day!” the blonde girl said in decent Japanese, only her accent giving away she wasn’t a native speaker. Ignoring the vice-grip Shaeula had on her arm, she was giggling with happiness. “To think I’d get to meet the Tamami from Red and White up close like this! I’m a little bit scared, but… can I have your autograph? And a handshake? Maybe a hug? Oh no, too forward. I’m going to be an idol myself, you know, so I should know better! Idols have to be pure after all! No hugging! A chaste handshake only! Although, we’re both girls, beautiful young shoujo…” she giggled.

As the idiotic words tumbled from her lips, I spoke to Shaeula. “You heard, right?”

She nodded, her hearing good enough to pick up our conversation from through the ambulance door. “The situation is most-most grave. And my winds will not-not calm the situation here indefinitely, though I am encouraging everyone to forget, which is the easiest of tasks.”

“Mio-san, Asami-san, get in the ambulance and go with Kana and Ren-san. Get Kana to call for backup. Get her father to bring Shirohebi, he should deter most threats. The rest of you, stay inside the Imperial Palace until everyone else arrives. Oh, Tamami-san, thanks for your help.”

I waved one hand politely, before Shaeula and I sprinted across the park towards the palace, where Hyacinth would be waiting, Shaeula dragging the protesting blonde behind her.

“No, no, I want to talk to Tamami!” she protested. “Oh, I suppose at least you’re quite cute too. Are you an idol as well?” She turned her attention to Shaeula innocently, taking out a lollipop with her free hand. “Want one?” at Shaeula’s flinty scowl, she merely giggled again, before popping it in her mouth, sucking at it.

“You are with my juniors, Ito-chan and Tamura-chan, so I don’t mind. Besides, I’ve heard about you.” Tamami-san called after us. “Still, I want to know just what this is all about, later. You owe me for ruining the encore!”

“No time for that now.” Eri cried, racing after us, able to keep up as we were keeping our speed to merely Olympic level due to the numerous witnesses. “Later. This is an emergency!”

“Wow, yeah wow.” My sister agreed, waving at the rest of the group as she ran alongside us. “If you want to know, I’ll take you and your idol group out for dessert, Tamami-sama! My treat, promise!”

Her overexuberant mood then dissipated, and just like in competition, Aiko had switched to a disciplined, calm state. “I need something to look forward to. Keomi-chan, Chiasa-chan, Chiaki-chan… I hope they are all still alive…” Her face was grave, and her eyes glittered with tears, but she was holding them in so as not to worry us, not now.

I hope so too, but Ren-san said Chiaki-san was already badly hurt… As we reached the palace my phone was beeping, and I quickly read the data Kana was sending me.

'It went fine at first, and they pushed up towards Heian-jingu shrine. There were some enemies, but that Yamato guy called his Golden Warriors, whatever they are, and the others like you helped out. Then one of them started trying to take the Territory. Ren-san and the others from the school didn’t have to really do anything, and at that point everyone was enjoying themselves, finding it fun and amazing…'

Some priests were guarding the entrance to the Imperial Palace, but they recognised us and moved aside, shooting the foreign girl with us some curious glances. She was babbling some nonsense about Red and White, and I wondered if it was a cover for her part in this. My phone beeped again, Kana sending me more of Ren-san’s story.

'Once they cleared the area of the monsters that lurked in Kyoto, they pushed on further towards Ginkaku-ji. That was the one Yamato really wanted, and apparently putting down an Anchor there would have allowed Susanoo to control a broad, unbroken stretch of Kyoto from Shisendo temple down to Chishaku-in.'

I had to will myself not to crush the phone in my hand. From a tactical standpoint, yes, a move like that would definitely have benefits, but Yamato-san knew the dangers of Kyoto better than anyone, it was why he had been pinned in Kiyomizu-dera for so long. Was it a mistake, helping him and defeating that Kodoku Pot…

“It’ll be all right.” Eri promised, breathing heavily. “And if not… it isn’t your fault.” Her dark eyes were serious. “You’re strong, and you take on a lot of burdens but…”

“Yeah, you aren’t a God, bro. You’re still only human. Well, mostly, I guess?” Aiko sighed. “Shaeula, this is where you console my bro too. You know how hard he takes things like this.”

“So, I don’t know what’s going on…” the blonde girl said suddenly, not even seeming to care at the bruises Shaeula’s small hand was leaving on her arm. “…but it sounds like something bad is happening? You’re all like me, right? Amazing!” She grinned around the stick of her lollipop, blue eyes bright with excitement, inappropriate for the grim circumstances.

“Yes.” I agreed, facing her, my expression cold. “And just what are you doing here? Do you think I’ll believe it’s a coincidence that all this shit goes down just as you turned up?”

The girl tilted her head, looking confused. “Me? When I heard that Red and White were doing a guerrilla concert where you didn’t need a ticket, there was no way I could stay away, so I hopped on the Bullet Train. I’m not here for a fight, if I get in trouble, the boss won’t be happy, especially after what happened to poor Daizen and…”

She paused suddenly, her expression changing. “Oh wow, a maid! She’s better than the ones in Akihabara, though they are awesome too! Hey, hey, over here!” She waved her free hand, nearly hitting my sis with her parasol. Seriously, what’s up with this girl? Is she all right in the head?

“Master, I have nooot been able to find the girl. Though there are places they will nooot let me search, and though I could quite easily have crushed and strangled them, I did nooot think you would want me to cause trouble.”

“Oh, those long vowels. It’s like she’s a character from a manga!” the blonde girl gushed. “Hey, what’s your name? Awesome, awesome! You know the Tamami, and this beauty who is crushing my arm right now. It hurts by the way, you’re being kind of mean.” She pouted, unhappy with being manhandled, though she didn't resist.

“And now this maid! I wanted to work as a maid while I audition, I’m going to be an idol, just like Red and White, you know! I’ve seen them all, AKB0048, Babymetal, all of the groups from Love Live!, and more. But…” Her face fell, and her rapidly changing moods were confusing. “…well, let’s just say nobody would employ me.”

Enough with this. It seems implausible, but I doubt this idiot has anything to do with the mess in the Boundary. After all, if she was involved, she wouldn’t be here talking to us, I guess… As if to answer my question, my phone pinged again, with more information.

'They ran into trouble. A group of powerful monsters. Oni, maybe. At first Yamato and the others managed to take down a few, but they quickly found themselves outmatched. Yamato ordered the trainees to help, and then it all went to hell. One… one died, beheaded, and Chiaki-chan was caught and tortured. They tried to flee, return to the Material, but… one of them created some sort of barrier using talismans, and all emptying out their aether did was leave them weak and powerless. More died, and… Ren-san was knocked near the barrier, breaking his arms. He played dead, and when attention was off him, he managed to crawl out and return…'

“Fuck.” I cursed, reading the message. Assuming Ren-san had ran as fast as he could and found us immediately, time had still passed, and it went quicker in the Boundary as well, even now that a calm seemed to be approaching. I can’t do anything about the dead, but…

“There’s no time.” I opened a door into a room, and inside was a group of Amaterasu priests, holding some sort of meeting. “Out. Now!” I growled, and my face must have been terrifying, as they quickly fled from the room.

“I’m going in. Shaeula, you come too, I don’t think I can do it alone. As for you…” I glared at the foreign girl, whose name I still didn’t know, who met my gaze boldly, unintimidated. “…shit, I can’t just let you go until this situation is resolved. Hyacinth, Eri, Aiko, stay here and watch her. When Grulgor and the others get here, send Grulgor in after us.”

“No.” Eri insisted, shaking her head. “I’m coming too!”

We don’t have time for this. “No you aren’t. Ren-san says they have some sort of barrier that you can’t retreat from. You’ve worked hard, Eri, but…”

“But nothing!” Her face screwed up as if she was going to cry. “I’m not letting you go off alone, when you might die! Not you, not Shaeula! Why else do you think I’ve been pushing myself? Do you think I want to fight? I just want to be useful, to be with you!”

There was the sound of clapping, and I turned to see the blonde woman applauding, her eyes sparkling. “That sounds like a love confession! Amazing! First a wonderful concert, now this! It was worth the scolding I’ll get from the boss when I get back to Tokyo! There’s no way you can deny her after that heartfelt plea, right? Right?”

Damn, she’s annoying, and every second counts. “I don’t know if we can protect you in there…”

“She knows that.” my sis grumbled, fed up. “Shit bro, you don’t think I want to come along? Of course I do. Keomi-chan, the twins, the other girls. I’ve not spent much time with them, but I don’t want them to die! I’m not strong enough, even with my new Classes. I know that. I’d only hold you back…”

She bit her lip, troubled. “Even so, Eri, she’s not weak. Sure, she’s not anywhere near as strong as you bro, but… she’s right. If Ren-san got out, Eri can at least help evacuate the survivors while you fight.”

“Hyacinth wishes she cooould go too, I should be with you, Akiooo, mistress Eri, mistress Shaeula. But… Hyacinth knows she needs to protect you here, and watch this ooone.” Hyacinth glared at her, her violet eyes glowing silver. “Cause trouble and I will wring yooour neck. Understand?”

“Hey, I don’t know why you are picking on me! Is it just because I’m blonde and blue eyed? That girl, she has blue eyes too!” She talked more nonsense. “I’ll stay here and wait quietly. You promised to tell Tamami about this later, I was there, right? Introduce me!” She paused then, thinking. “Or… I mean, I suppose…” She tossed her head, blonde drill-curls bouncing. “…I could come with you? I don’t mind.”

“No way. I don’t know you, I don’t trust you.” I denied her. “Shit, there’s no damn time. Come on.” With that I closed my eyes, heedless of the fact I was going to end up in a heap on the ground, and as my consciousness faded I could hear some last words.

“…so, can I ask you something, uh… I never caught your name?”

“Aiko.”

“Oh, Aiko. Right, did… did he say her name was…”
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The Imperial Palace in the Boundary was a riotous sight. The roof was open to the heavens, silvery lightning flickering in the skies overhead. The walls around us were draped with chains of coloured paper lanterns, which burned with unearthly colours. The floors were tiled in stunning mosaics, and unlike many places in the Boundary which looked strange and hideous, the Palace had a beauty all of its own.

Beside me Shaeula and Eri had appeared. I still had grave misgivings about allowing Eri to come along, but she was so adamant and determined, that I had been unable to refuse, especially as my sis and Hyacinth had supported her. “Eri…” I spoke, my tone serious, and she looked at me, a trace of guilt warring with resolve in her onyx eyes.

“I know. I won’t take any unnecessary risks. But… do you think I could be happy if I stayed behind and more people died?” She hefted her axe. “Sure, I’m not a good person, I’m selfish, I don’t really care about other people, except those I like, but… I care about you, Akio. I know how hard you must be taking this.”

“Indeed. Well said, Eri.” Shaeula approved, admiring the scenery. Numerous balls of flame were drifting around the skies, and my Eye identified them as an assortment of Yōkai, such as Hitodama, the souls of the deceased. Around each of them clustered hundreds of lesser spirits, foggy, milky orbs, fragments of animal and human appearances jumbled together in haphazard constellations.

“We should not-not tarry here. I sense a powerful presence deeper in the palace, it would not-not do to provoke it.” She raised her voice then. “Ruler of this place, forgive our intrusion. We shall-shall be leaving!”

Yes, this is definitely a Territory controlled by something. It felt strong, perhaps as strong as my own, although there wasn’t the oppressive resistance one felt when pressing through an Anchored one. Even so, faint wisps of aether and elemental essence were leaving us, drifting into the air to be absorbed, and Eri was finding it especially hard, her face pale and her movements slow.

I think the Palace is a dungeon too, it seems noticeably bigger than it should. My Eye glowed, and I could see a faint violet tinge in the air, the space around us distorted.

“There’s no time. We have to run.” I snatched Eri up in my arms, in the same manner I had carried Ren-san. Eri blushed, despite the seriousness of the situation.

“That looks quite-quite fun. I should like that in the future, Akio.” Shaeula teased, her pinwheels ready on hand. “But for now, we should make haste-haste. Grulgor, I would find his presence reassuring now, but he is not-not the fool he once was, he should be-be able to understand when Aiko explains the situation.”

Racing out of the magnificent palace, the Hitodama and other Yōkai making a path for us, the ruler of the place obviously unwilling to fight, we bounded out into the streets of Kyoto, the riot of colours and lights feeling quite different to the suburbs of Tokyo or the mountains of my hometown.

There were groups of Yōkai, though most scattered when we passed, perhaps sensing our power, unwilling to engage us. One foolish group did try, a gaggle of wizened humanoids with bird legs instead of human ones, as well as gaping mouths filled with lamprey-like teeth, but Shaeula quickly swept her pinwheels across them, the thrumming wires wreathed in jade energies slicing them to ribbons.

We didn’t even pause for the ether, continuing to head for the area Ren-san had told us of, Ginkaku-ji. Now we were in the Boundary there was no more need to hide our abilities, so we were running at a speed only top sportscars could reach.

Eri was clinging tightly to me, her face pale, but we crossed the three kilometres like lightning, the massive silver edifice of Ginkaku-ji towering overhead, a colossal silver pagoda-style tower shimmering with rainbow reflections, mirroring the skies overhead.

I hear that on the Material Ginkaku-ji isn’t actually silver, unlike Kinkaku-ji, which is covered in gold. Now, where… where are they? I concentrated aether into my Eye, as well as expanding and strengthening my already impressive vision.

The riotous lights and sea of lesser spirits and Yōkai that flooded Kyoto were distracting, but I quickly located something out-of-place, a faceted dome-shaped barrier of glowing reddish-violet energy, comprised of hexagons anchored by what looked like paper talismans, strange kanji-like symbols daubed on them in a reddish ink that looked like dried blood.

Kijo Occultist Restraint Talisman Barrier – This Barrier uses Yōkai Arts, a modified form of Onmyōdō, to create an area where the Spiritual body and the Material body are separated. Those trapped within may not return to their Material bodies, instead being sustained by the latent Aether and other energies within the Barrier.


That’s it! There! “Are you two ready?” I asked, changing course towards the glowing prison. “Eri, once inside, you can’t just flee the Boundary until you leave the barrier, so… be careful, all right? I know you want to help them, but I can’t lose you, not even for them!”

“I want to fight.” she declared stoutly. “I wanted to be your strength, like Shaeula and Hyacinth. I can’t bring you noble connections or money like the other girls, but… I can fight!”

“Well said!” Shaeula approved as we approached the barrier. It seemed to mute sound as well, all we could hear from within dull noises, as though it was deep under the ocean, a different realm.

“I shall be sure-sure to keep an eye on you, Eri. After all, you would not-not want to die, leaving Akio to us?” Her smile was mischievous, and I could see she was trying to calm the tense Eri down, as this fight would likely be more brutal and intense than any she had faced before.

The barrier offered little physical resistance to us, and I could see how Ren-san had managed to escape. Once inside, my eyes instantly adjusted to the ruddy light within, and I lowered Eri to the ground, drawing my blades, Shaeula beside me, her eyes two brilliant stars of amber in the gloom.

And what greeted us was a vision from our nightmares… fucking hell! This is… I felt my stomach sink, bile rising, and Eri did indeed throw up, a mess of silver and grey splattering the floor. A vision of Hell indeed…

The first thing was the smell. Just like the fact we seemed to need to breathe in the Boundary, the fact that we could smell was strange, but then, thinking about it, was there any reason to be surprised? We could see, why was that different? My mind was trying to shy away from the scene with these useless, scattered ruminations, but since I had Split Thoughts, the other half of my mind was clear, taking in the situation, calculating.

The stench of blood, terror, sweat, and the cloying smell of fermented rice wine… it all mixed together into a hellish musk that dulled the senses. My feet were wet with smeared ruby blood, and silver vapours were rising from it, streamers of metallic mist drifting upwards. And there was… what once was a person, leaking aether. That’s Shiba-san, from… Kashima shrine.

The woman was only a few years younger than me, a university student, quite fashionable and flirty, but now… now she’s nothing. Just… meat and whatever our Astral body is made of… The body that had been torn in half was cradling a severed head, her young nephew, who was only just in middle school. His eyes were frozen open, staring sightlessly, and the skin was already turning transparent, beginning to fade away…

“Oh… oh… uh…” Eri cried, lost for words, seeing another severed head, one of the dark-skinned girls from Hoeruokami shrine lying in a puddle of drying blood. There were several other bodies too, the sisters who were shrine maidens of Benten lying mangled and broken, a hideous foot pressed down on top of one of them, the possessor of such a monstrous humanoid nearly eight feet tall, with ruddy, leathery skin, piggish, dark eyes and a pair of impressive horns jutting from his brow.

There were others too, perhaps two dozen more Oni, and also a rag-wearing female creature, with long talons and blazing crimson eyes. She was holding a staff in one hand, the long wooden stake hung with talismans and fetishes.

On seeing us, she gave us a toothy grin, even as she unleashed a shimmering bolt of energy, which hammered into a cracked Golden Warrior which was fighting her desperately, wielding a long flail. The Golden Warrior staggered, crumbling, golden dust cascading as it dissolved.

“Bastard creatures!” Shaeula roared, her pinwheels darting out, forming a barrier ahead of a group of huddled people. It’s Keomi-chan, and the twins… the other girl from Hoeruokami shrine too.

As the shimmering barrier of wires drove back several Oni, I moved, darting forwards. I could see that there was a dead man I didn’t recognise too, surrounded by several dead and dying Oni, but in a final indignity, his broken corpse had been stuffed into a barrel filled with sake, an expression of terror on his lifeless face, his limbs squashed and crushed.

“Yamato, you mother fucker!” I roared, incensed. So… so horrible, so tragic! Nine Golden Warriors were circling him and Naruhito-san, the priest Astral Emperor candidate who had accompanied us on our first foray to the Boundary.

They were battling the Oni, but even as I watched, several Golden Warriors were shattered by brutal clubs and long cleavers, only for the fallen warriors to reappear, though to my Eye Yamato was drained of aether, his reserves bottoming out. So he lied about being able to call on six, the fucking rat… no, that’s unfair to Ixitt.

“You… you…” My Resilience suddenly calmed me, dousing my rage as if it was plunged into icy water. Even so, I was still furious. “As for you…” I glared at the Oni that staggered back from the pinwheels, bright blood dripping from its cut arms. “...killing is one thing, my hands aren’t clean, but you fuckers are enjoying it!”

Brandishing the Twin Fangs, I struck out at the callous, monstrous Oni, his mouth twisted into a joyful grin. I was faster, massively so, as I was running Body Enhancement, but even so, it was like striking a wall. Skin tore and bones cracked, but the Oni did not fall. Pulling my earth element into Might rather than my usual Fortitude, I flooded my body with strength.

“Stop grinning, you bastard!” I snapped, my next blows biting through the armoured flesh, severing his arms. The Oni gaped at me, only for my fist to slam into the open mouth, shattering his teeth. “Foehn.”

“Behind you!” Eri cried, but I was already turning, even as the Oni’s head behind me exploded into flames. Shaeula’s pinwheels darted around me expertly, tangling the charging Oni, biting deep into warty flesh. Eri, her face still soiled with her vomit, was racing towards another survivor, one of the girls from Aoikaeru shrine.

One of her arms was gone, and the stump was fountaining blood, her life draining away, and several of the smaller Oni were dancing around her, poking at her with bloody spears. “You get away from her, monsters!” Eri shouted, her voice rising into a scream.

“Save me, save me!” the girl wailed. “I don’t want to die!”

“Shaeula, help her!” I cried, space shredding around me as the Fangs discharged, slicing the Oni into three pieces, chunks of meat slamming into the receding cage of wires.

Racing past, I heard a cry of “Growth!” and suddenly the Oni Eri were confronting were caught by growing vines, rippling free of the ground. “Decay!” Mine-san called, and the Oni started to struggle, their flesh blackening, rot starting to sprout from them, reminding me of Hyacinth’s abilities.

“I’ve got you!” Eri grabbed the screaming girl, throwing her over her shoulder, before using her axe to fend off the Oni, though her blows were too weak to do much more than stagger them. Unfortunately, even as Eri did so, I could see the remaining life drain out of the girl, her wounds too grave. Damn you, bastards...

“Keomi-chan, are you…” I paused, my expression grave. Keomi-chan was so pale with fright she resembled Haru-chan, and one of her legs was twisted at a brutal angle, and she had several gashes in her torso, leaking dark light like Ren-san was afflicted with.

Chiaki-san was unconscious, and was as gravely wounded as Ren-san had said, so much blood staining her clothes crimson and silver, to match the red and white of her hakama. Her sister was horribly scarred, her flesh scored deep enough to see bone, yet the blows were not enough to kill, clearly torture, and the last girl, her dark skin was likewise marred, and her eyes were open but empty, a savage cut having robbed her of sight, and she was lying there, mumbling to herself, her mind shattered.

“… oh, Akio-kun…” Keomi-chan managed mechanically. “…are…” With that she fainted, leaving Chiasa-san as the only one able to speak.

“…you came. Did Ren-sama manage to…” she croaked, her face wracked with pain. “…reach you?”

“He’ll be fine.” I assured her. “Now, you just… hold on. I’ll Heal you all as soon as we’ve dealt with this. It’ll be all right, it will!”

“Dealt with? How… amusing!” the Kijo cackled, her staff waving, another flurry of talismans soaring out from it like origami birds. This time they headed towards the Golden Warriors, pasting themselves to their bodies, only to detonate, shards of golden metal flying like shrapnel, cutting into Yamato as he tried to shield himself.

“Letting that one little mouse scarper seemed to have borne fruit, and sweet fruit at that.” She chuckled, her voice sounding dry and desiccated, as though she had barely spoken for years. “I would not have allowed him to flee our fun, but the look in his eyes, the fool was trying to bring help. And help he brought. Troublesome help at that…” An Oni fell headless, Shaeula’s pinwheels thrumming with wind, the bluesteel wires stressed to their limits, now able to cut the tough foes. “…we were getting tired of toying with these weak playthings, anyway.”

“Die! Die! Die! Die!” Eri was crying, tears streaking her pale face, her axe raining blow after blow on an Oni, as she had realised the girl she was carrying on her back to safety had died, and her anger and fury was all that kept her going despite the grief and shock.

Even so, all she could achieve was to bruise the iron skin that was a match for Grulgor. A second Oni rushed her from behind, and I called upon light element, shaping it into a powerful beam. The Oni staggered, face smoking and burning, flesh melting from his skull where it burned him, and my next attack, a volley of droplets of infused Moonlight Spirit Water, pierced the exposed bone, exploding within the skull, popping the head like a balloon.

Sadly, it was too late, as the second struck at Eri with the darkness-infused blade it carried. Her armoured dress tore, slowing the blow, but even so her flesh was cleaved, a cut from her chest down to her waist deep enough to expose her ribs.

The dead girl was thrown from her back, and as a foot from another Oni was raised to stamp on her corpse, laughing disrespectfully at that final insult, Shaeula and I both reacted, wind and flame barraging the brute, driving it back.

“Eri!” I called, panicking, drawing on earth to shape a series of hollow-point rounds filled with Foehn, which I peppered the Oni around her with. As they were engulfed in flame, I heard Yamato-san calling to me, as he was being beset by many foes.

“Do something!” he cried. Naruhito-san had fallen, a long staff one Oni was wielding having shattered his legs, reducing them to a broken mess, and two more were closing in on him. Vines burst out from the ground as Mine-san tried to stop them, but then she groaned in pain, and I could see an Oni larger than all the rest had seized her by both arms, hauling her up, her shoulders dislocating with an audible pop.

Pinwheels danced and more bullets scattered from me, only for paper talismans to fly from the Kijo’s hands, forming several shining barriers that deflected them. Pushing my mind to the absolute limits, using light element to hasten my reflexes and thought speeds, an idea I had thought of but not attempted due to the risk, it was as if time had stopped. No, not stopped. Just.. slowed.

Eri was being menaced by the Oni with the cruel, cursed blade, a second ready to join in the assault on her. I could see her face twisted to an expression of pain, but she was looking at me, her mouth forming words saying she was all right, even as blood spattered the ground and her skirt was turning red.

Behind her, a third giant Oni was moving towards her, kicking aside the corpse of the girl Eri had tried to save. Three more were ready to kill Naruhito-san and that fool Yamato, another one heading towards Keomi-chan and the girls, while the remainder were rushing towards me and Shaeula to block our progress, apart from the Kijo, who was laughing at us, and the biggest brute, holding the limp Mine-san.

How… how does everyone get out of this alive? The situation was worse than even I had feared, and if the Oni were not so intent to toy with and torture their victims, this would have been all over before we even arrived. Even so, so many dead, so much suffering already…

“Fuck!” I roared, my grasp on the light element slipping, a blinding pain searing through my body as my nerves burned.

“Decay…” Mine-san called, the Oni holding her screaming in pain as his hands started to corrode. At the same moment, Shaeula unleashed a beam of concentrated water, focused by her wind, and the Kijo was forced to call upon more talisman barriers to block it.

Her pinwheels swept out in two directions, and the Oni that was creeping up on Eri was cut at the waist, steaming guts falling out as his surprised face gaped in wonder. The wire couldn’t take the huge amount of wind Shaeula was pumping into it, and it snapped, the pinwheel itself whirring like a shuriken, flying into the distance.

Her second pinwheel fared better, and one of the Oni attacking Yamato, the other target she could reach, perished, but it was too late for Naruhito-san, as one Oni stamped down, shattering his head.

“Die!” I roared, Spatial Rending activating as I flung myself at the first one attacking Eri, heedless of the others around me. I warded off one blow, converting my earth energy back to Fortitude, and spikes rose from the ground, filled with boiling Foehn, and it was pierced through the chest.

Flames flared, springing from its eyes and mouth, and it fell. The other foe facing Eri also died, tough skin and bone unable to resist as space distorted in a slashing wave, cutting one arm free and shattering its skull. The amber letters within my vision I dismissed as irrelevant.

That just leaves… I ignored the Oni closing in on me. One Fang was shattered, a massive, spiked club breaking it and bouncing off my ribs, driving the breath from me, while a spear gouged at my thigh. Shaeula was likewise taking injuries, but even so she made sure that the Oni targeting the dying girls perished, wires of wind energy wrapping around its neck, digging into bone and slicing through until the head popped free.

Blood was splattering, her kimono ripped and torn, but she fought back, wind weasels, flame weasels, water weasels and light weasels snaking around her, dozens of them, giving her the look of a sort of strange Hydra…

Earth element exploded in a wave, the ground detonating spectacularly, and it surged towards the Kijo as a distraction, while I focussed my Foehn down to a single, heated orb, condensing it harder than I ever had before. It fought me, so I compressed it with air, and it began to change, the yellow flame first turning orange, then finally shining a baleful blue, the air around me turning to plasma, my exposed flesh hot and starting to smoulder.

The Oni attacking me shied back, protecting their eyes, and I swung my fist, the searing orb melting through the Oni, Foehn burning the life from them. I then hurled it, aiming at the Oni holding Mine-san. She was looking at me, her eyes wide, and the expression on her face was free of pain, and… I don’t like it. It’s… no, she can’t give up!

The Oni grinned, face twisted in torment from his rotting hands, swinging Mine-san into the path of the glowing orb of condensed Foehn. Mine-san squeezed shut her eyes, giving me a small smirk, as if to say 'at least I’ll die quickly and painlessly', but I had other ideas.

Wind threads, so fine as to be essentially invisible, which I was constantly replenishing as Foehn consumed them using half of my Split Thoughts, twisted, and the orb spun, darting to the side before slamming back into the Oni, detonating soundlessly. For a moment shining blue flames bloomed, and then…

“My sister is going to be very angry with me.” The Kijo laughed. “Losing all these Oni, when this should have been nothing but some fun sport, hunting fools who trespass on our Parade. The Red bastard will be furious too, and the Blue bitch. After all, you have just killed his brother. Although…”

The Kijo had mostly shielded herself from my earthen distraction, but some of the surprises inside had hurt her, and blood was running down her face and side. “…at least I shall have your despair to enjoy. Give him a present.” She sneered.

What happened next was horrific, seared into my mind. There was a sickening tearing noise, and a bubbling scream, as the giant Oni, half of him ablaze, Foehn burning deep into his body, consuming his innards and bones alike, had pulled, ripping the arms from Mine-san with his rotting hands.

Eri was screaming too, and Shaeula looked ashen, her face twisted into a scowl of hatred. The Oni gurgled a laugh, flecks of blue Foehn expelled from his burning throat, drifting down onto the now armless Mine-san, setting her short hair and clothes alight.

As one arm disintegrated, he used it to punch through her guts, blasting a hole clean through her, and as Mine-san coughed blood to join the spray fountaining from her missing limbs, the Oni tossed her at me, before he collapsed, Foehn greedily ending his life.

My remaining Fang dropping from my hand, I didn’t even feel the blow to my side one Oni dealt me, staggering me, and as a spear stabbed me again, piercing my flesh, I caught the light, oh so terribly light body of Mine-san, heedless of her gore mingling with mine, and as more orange letters entered my vision, I could barely see, so misted were my eyes with tears…


Side Ninety-Three – Aliyah James


Well isn’t this a fucking tragic shitshow? Keeping her face impassive, Aliyah exchanged a look with Trey, who nodded, showing he agreed with her. Of course he does. Fuck, that worthless shitbag, getting children involved in this mess…

She hadn’t approved of her new boss training such young children, although she agreed it was good to grow strength when young, but even he wasn’t dumb enough to take them anywhere dangerous…

I remember the warnings he gave everyone. Only enter with his supervision, or of the others... so how did we come to this?

After getting frantic calls from that girl Kana, and his sister Aiko, she and Trey had started to organise things. Manx and Travis had accompanied the old man from the shrine and that weird androgynous snake-thing towards the hospital, and she had impressed on them the seriousness of the mission. Apparently another kid is badly hurt. Shit. Anyway, it’s lucky we were all in a restaurant near the Palace so it only took us minutes to get here.

Inside the room, the sister was in conversation with a girl who didn’t seem to be Japanese, and one that Aliyah didn’t recognise. She’s pretty enough, but why is she here? The crazy maid was here too, fussing over the slumped bodies of Akio, Eri and Shaeula, while several other of the trainees were huddled in one corner, terrified.

“Damn, what the hell is my bro doing?” his sister, Aiko declared suddenly. She’s damn cute, but… no time for that now, this is operation time. Contrary to what people thought, when it was time for focus, Aliyah could be as stone-cold as it gets, though somehow not when Akio was involved.

He … annoys me. Smug bastard. I can’t help but feel like I lose every time we clash. Even so… Aiko was kneeling down beside Eri, his woman, as suddenly the strange clothing she was wearing, which was apparently some sort of Japanese religious garb, darkened. It was hard to see her blood on the red cloth, but the white… that turned crimson quickly as a long wound had suddenly opened up on her body.

“Shit, Eri’s hurt. If she scars, I’ll never forgive you bro!” She clenched her fist, emotions surging, enough to force her to swear furiously.

Fuck, it sure is crazy seeing that. It’s been one shock after another recently. Another world, crazy monsters… Her gaze went to the hulking yet oddly handsome bald brute in a suit that had accompanied them back. A Troll, supposedly. A fucking Troll. Worst thing is, my brother thinks he’s hot…

“Hyacinth, Grul needs to know what has happened!” the brute rumbled, his dirty yellow eyes furious. “Why did you call us back?”

“Master Akiooo needs help!” the maid declared, her face twitching, her body trembling with suppressed rage. The orange-haired monster, Shaeula, she too was starting to manifest wounds, and as bruises and cuts opened on her pale skin, the young girls that had come with them, who were watching from one corner, were terrified. This is why kids shouldn’t be involved in stuff like this!

“Marika, my darling, are you all right?” Her mother rushed to her, scooping her into a hug. The young girl was pale-faced with a green, sickly pallor, her usually serious eyes brimming with unshed tears, but she managed a nod. The other adults were likewise coming over.

“Eri, my little Eri… what’s this blood? Ugh! Do something!” Her mother, who was a fine-looking woman, despite her age, Aliyah had to admit, was panicking at the blood leaking from her daughter. Her husband was trying to console her, while the parents of her new boss were looking around with grim expressions.

“I would if I could. Oh damn, I don’t know how to use Ether Healing on anyone but myself.” Aiko muttered, lost, her expression twisted into one of mocking self-loathing. “Do you, Hyacinth?” she asked, desperate for any hope to cling to.

“Ether Healing? What’s that?” the blonde foreigner with the magnificent twin-tails asked curiously, seemingly unbothered by the grim mood of the room and the invisible violence.

“Well, you take aether and pour it into the body.” Aiko explained dully, her hands wet with the blood of her best friend. She blinked at them, before her expression changed, being one of helplessness. “But I can only do it on myself, and even that’s largely instinctive.” She shook her head, blue eyes damp. “Shit. I should have trained harder, better. Hyacinth, can you do any healing?”

The crazy maid shook her head. Aliyah was always wary around her, as the look in her eyes sometimes was … well, I’ve seen those eyes on missions. Eyes that are willing to commit any atrocity if required. Damn, I can barely follow what most of them are saying, though I’ve picked up a little Japanese here and there. But I don’t need to understand to get the gist of it. Fuck, this is grim.

“Nooo, I cannot heal, Hyacinth is useless. I shooould have learned too, but…” The maid changed expression, suddenly showing her teeth in a rage-filled scowl. “If mistress Eri and mistress Shaeula are hurt, then master Akiooo will be furiooous!”

“So, that makes me wonder…” the blonde interrupted, seeming to completely ignore the mood. Aliyah exchanged a look with Trey, and nothing needed to be said. She’s another dangerous one. A girl her age who looks like a sheltered princess shouldn’t be able to remain calm when all this is going on.

“…are you like us, Aiko? That’s cool, I never thought I’d meet any in Kyoto, let alone the one boss was talking about. He’s rather handsome, I agree, but… she’ll be heartbroken when she finds out what a playboy he is, a cheater.” She giggled, tossing her now-spent lollipop stick into the trash. “She can be really scary when mad!”

That girl Eri was manifesting bruises on her face, one cheek laid bare to the bone, and her mother let out another piteous wail, while Emily, the mother of Akio, that smug bastard, was angry, shaking off her husband’s hand, kneeling beside the unconscious girl, heedless of the blood getting on her tight jeans. I have to say, looks run in his damn family…

“I’m going to give Aki a piece of my mind when they get back.” She looked at Eri’s mother, a solemn expression on her face. “…and they will be back. Aki won’t… he won’t let Eri die. But… letting a girl get scarred like this. It’s lucky they are already getting married, or else he’d have to take responsibility.”

“Well, if it’s just scars, bro can fix them. But… he didn’t want Eri to go. We talked him into it.” Aiko shuddered, guilt gnawing at her. “Eri had been training so hard, even though she’s just ordinary, like me. So she wanted to be useful. Even so…”

“It wasn’t your fault.” The foreign girl shook her head, surprising me. “I mean, I get it. It’s just like a storybook, yes? A God comes, gives you power, and you feel like you can do anything. Poor old Daizen thought the same, but…” She shuddered at some old memory. “...anyway, you never answered me.”

“No, Eri and I aren’t like you.” Aiko shook her head in denial. “We’re ordinary schoolgirls you can find anywhere. Well, we’re certainly cuter than average, but…” she continued weakly. “My bro, he and Shaeula can help us reach our full potential. And so Eri… she wanted to prove it’s been worth it. And I wanted her to. We’re both idiots.” Tears were leaking freely from her now, and Aliyah felt sudden anger.

That stupid bastard. Making his sister and his family cry like that. When he comes back I have a good mind to punch the fucker in the mouth. But… not now. Now it’s time to work. Trey and me, we were tasked to keep his family and friends safe. And that we can do. Words aren’t needed for that, instinct and alertness is.

She and Trey, along with Travis and Manx, they had been training ever since the surgery, no… Chirurgery, to grasp the new strength they were given. It wasn’t like she understood the explanation very well, though Trey claimed to, but she guessed he was bullshitting her to look good.

But what she did know was that she had largely mastered the increased speed, strength and reflexes. I have to admit, there aren’t many of those in the business that could match me now… Her capacity to learn had also increased, which was a blessing, being in a country where she didn’t speak the language other than a few basic phrases.

“Grul should go.” he rumbled, looking at the scene with a grim scowl. “Grul will help and crush strong foes.”

“Hyacinth wants to go toooooo, but… I cannot leave them unprotected.” Her expression was flat, her face a mask, and Aliyah could feel her boiling rage. It was then the door burst open, and in came a man with the air of someone important, used to being obeyed.

“Akio-san, you shouldn’t throw your weight…” His words trailed off as he saw the carnage in the room, eyes going wide…
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“This is a grim day.” the man, Gin Saionji, was saying. Other important people had been summoned, including apparently an actual, honest to goodness Princess, who was watching with a sorrowful expression next to a woman who was completely covered in veils and robes like one of those Middle-Eastern women from the desert countries, only in white, not black.

“Yes, to think Yamato-kun would do something so foolish…” Additional bodies had been moved to the room, though calling them bodies was problematic. After all, there are real dead bodies here. Shit, some of those fucking kids are in middle school, what dumb fucker takes kids to a warzone? No, I know the answer to that…

Aliyah made a face of grief, one mirrored by her brother. She and Trey had seen a lot of fucked-up sights in her time in the field, child soldiers, child victims, but for a civilised country like this to… fuck. She clenched a fist, but even so, her other hand was on her combat knife, and her attention was on the whole room, in case anyone attempted to make a hostile move.

As the dead were carried out, the others were being put down alongside the sleeping Akio, Eri and Shaeula. They had all accrued more injuries, though Akio’s body was barely bruised, compared to Eri, who was sporting more cruel wounds. The amount of blood she had lost was worrying, but her strength seemed to be holding out, as she was still breathing steadily. Even so, her mother had fainted, and was being cared for in the corner.

“Where’s Ren? Where’s my son?” Hiroto Hikawa was saying, panicked. And no wonder. His daughters, a pair of young twins, had been brought in, comatose. They were still alive at least, but their wounds were grave, the sort that could cripple a strong soldier, let alone a frail young girl, and even if they survived, it was likely that their lives would be very different in the future.

“And what the hell is Oshiro-san doing? Why isn’t… why…?” He was crying, and a man tried to console him, before he shook the arm angrily off. “Get the fuck off me, this is your son’s fault! Why would he take… take them to such a place?” Yeah, tempers are bound to flare, grief and anger quickly turn to blame and hatred. Trey and me, we've seen it all before, too many times.

“Ren-san’s fine.” Aiko managed with a sigh. “No, not fine, but my bro did first aid, he’s heading to the hospital. He… he can fix…” Her eyes wavered, and she swallowed, seeing the sheet-covered corpses in gruesome states being taken out, blood seeping through the linen. “…well, as long as there’s life, there’s hope. Bro was planning to move Heaven and Earth to improve his Ether Healing for that Shiro girl, anyway, so…”

“Oh, how sweet. To think the boss is so well loved.” The blonde, who had insisted she was a Japanese girl named Suzu, giggled, but Aliyah was sure she was American, a runaway, maybe. “Now I’m really curious. I’d like to see him in action. You want me to go with you?” She gestured to the sleeping figures.

“No. Having an unknown like you in the mix would be insane.” Trey broke in, surprising everyone, as the two of them had been guarding the scene silently, following the conversations via non-verbal cues such as body language, tone and facial expressions. “Unknown elements, even ones with great ability, are more dangerous than an avowed enemy.”

“Oh so you do speak? English, huh?” the girl, Suzu replied in kind, sucking on another lollipop. “Well, I totally get that, but…”

“Wait, they’re waking up!” someone shouted, and one of the twins opened her eyes, a bubbling scream tearing from her ragged throat. She blinked as her father rushed over, reaching for her, but she shied away, blood dripping from ragged flesh.

“Father, no. I… there’s no time.” She coughed, and her spittle was red. “Sister…” She mourned her more-wounded twin, who despite having returned was unconscious from the pain of her grave injuries. “We could get out, Akio-sama, he… he was angry, and the Oni died, the one who imprisoned us there is dead too. Mori-sama…”

She nodded at Eri, the movement bringing her pain. “…finished her off. But the barrier… it broke, and was changed to a curse on them.” Another girl was crying out, her eyes destroyed, beating at the floor with her small, dark fists, heedless of her own injuries.

“They cannot leave, and… the unholy parade, the Parade is coming!” the girl finished, breaths coming fast and painfully. “Send… send help, they… Akio-sama, Shaeula-sama, Mori-sama… and Yamato-sama…” Her expression twisted into one of terrible fear.

“My son, what about my son?” The man who Hiroto had brushed off before rushed to her, only for Aliyah to block him. “Out of my way!” he snarled, words she could understand by their tone alone.

“Calm. The. Fuck. Down.” Aliyah declared, and her tone brooked no argument. “She’s hurt, you jackass. Don’t scare her.”

“I…” he responded in passable English. “…I need to know about my son. Yamato, he’s the hope of Susanoo, the hope of the faith…”

“He’s hope?” she replied incredulously, gesturing to the bodies being taken out, the floor splattered with blood. “He’ll be lucky if I don’t put a bullet in his head for this when he wakes up. Never take kids or uninvolved women to war. It’s the job of adults. Fuck.” She was furious, but her mind was still on the mission. “Now. Sit down. Let her speak.”

“Doctors are on their way.” Aiko promised, confirming. “Kana-chan reached the hospital okay, so…”

“Yamato-sama… he too is trapped there.” the twin muttered, exhausted. “…his foolish pride. I think… he wanted to show… he was as good… as Akio-sama…”

“Don’t speak, my darling daughter! Doctors will be here soon, and… you and your sister will be fine.” Hiroto was sobbing. Other adults dressed in the peculiar clothing that these religious people wore were also arriving, seeing their dead relatives and breaking down. The atmosphere was hellish, and it could spiral out of control at any minute. Wailing, shouting, denials, grief. Someone needs to take charge, before this powder keg blows.

“All right. Shut up!” Aiko clapped her hands, scrubbing at her tear-stained cheeks. “Shut up. Listen to me.” she repeated, this time in English, for her and Trey's benefit, Aliyah imagined.

“My bro, well, looks like he got there a bit too late.” She swallowed, her face grief-stricken, before she forced herself to recover. “So here’s what we do.” Surprisingly, the blonde runaway, Suzu, was translating into English for them, so Aliyah and her brother could follow along.

“My bro asked for Grulgor, but…” She eyed the hulking, oddly-handsome brute. “…I don’t think that’s going to be enough alone. Hyacinth, you…” She lowered her voice, as if afraid to continue, before making up her mind. “…you can do that, right? It might come down to it, so…”

That? I wonder what she’s talking about. Though if that crazy maid can do it, it can’t be anything good.

“I can dooo it, though I promised master I would nooot use it carelessly.” she declared. “Even sooo, Hyacinth wishes to go, but I must proootect you and the others. If you are hurt, master will cry and scooold me!”

“You don’t have to translate that stupid drawling she does with her o’s.” Aliyah grumbled, but Suzu just giggled.

“I still want to go. But since you won’t let me, I can stay here and guard?” Suzu piped up. “It’s a bit silly leaving your body unprotected. He’s rather careless. I wouldn’t want the boss to find out I left her beloved like that.” She giggled at the thought. “She’s gorgeous, but I don’t want her to devour me. It would be the end of my idol career!”

Yes, he is. And this is the result. As for you staying, I don’t think…

“I'll remain too…” the Goddamned Princess offered! As Aliyah and Trey reeled in shock, the robed and veiled woman said something that seemed to be agreement, and others volunteered as well.

“Fine. In that case, Hyacinth, surely these people won’t turn on bro and us, right? Besides…” Aiko called a ball of flame on her hand. “I’ll deal with any problems.”

She’s bluffing, but… Aliyah’s hand was on her combat knife again. In a room like this, they’ll underestimate us, since we don’t have these strange powers. But… If it came down to it, one thrust to the throat or at the base of the ribs, or a cut to the armpits or inner thighs… It might not work on Akio, that tough bastard, but these… It didn’t matter what powers one had, when bleeding out, everyone died, just the same…

Trey nodded, signalling his agreement. The maid protested a little more, before she and the Troll lay down, and their bodies were suddenly empty, lifeless husks, not even breathing. There was a sound like breaking bone, and Aliyah winced as she saw that Shaeula’s still body was now sporting a very brutal broken arm.

Shit. Akio you fucker. You’ve told us you want to protect those you love. So why are you barely hurt and your girls are suffering? If they have any scars, I’m going to find a way to beat you the hell up, I swear it!


Two Hundred And Eighty-Three


This… this isn’t fair. No. Cradling the terribly light Mine-san in my arms I felt another injury as a spear gouged my flesh. It was painful, but no more than an insect bite, and I paid it equally as little mind. Blood was soaking my hands and chest, and a heavy impact rocked me as an Oni slammed a club down on my back.

I heard cries from Shaeula and Eri, but it was as if they were coming from far away. Another stab from a spear, and my fragile patience shattered.

“Fuck off!” I roared, concentrating wind energy onto my fist. I struck out and slammed a punch into the thick skull of the Oni that had stabbed me. For a moment bone resisted, but my fingers jabbed out, plunging into the eyes, and in a welter of gore the Yōkai collapsed, dying, brain minced. The other paused, and since the attacks had ceased, I ignored it, my Ether Healing naturally restoring the minor wounds I had suffered so far.

“Ether Healing, that should work…” I muttered, aether surging from me, trying to repair the grievous wounds Mine-san had suffered. Even as I desperately poured in my reserves, working to repair the shattered Astral body, Mine-san shook her head weakly, her eyes on mine.

“It’s no use. Guess… well, I’m dying, right? It’s, like, really painful, but…”

“No, no!” I protested. I have to heal her quickly, Eri’s hurt too, and the surviving girls from the shrines. Surviving. Just thinking about the dead filled my heart with anger and despair. Yamato, that stupid, stupid fucker… no, I need to focus.

Shaeula was fighting hard, and Eri was doing her best, so I needed to get this done so I could help clean up these Oni. Even with Split Thoughts, it was proving difficult, as she had three brutal injuries, and the wounds were tainted too, darkness energy circulating, inflicting constant damage to her capillaries and Chakras.

“It’s going to be all right. I will… I will Heal you! It’s what I’ve been training hard for!” I declared, continuing to work. An Oni approached me, but wind and flame weasels from Shaeula drove it back, taking an arm from it.

I can’t fix her missing arms for now. Even Ether Healing isn’t a miracle cure. She’d need regeneration like Grulgor. Speaking of, where is he? I need him now! Seal the wounds, then concentrate on the torso wound, though… the heart Chakra is destroyed completely, along with… ugh, what do I do? The wounds were catastrophic.

“No. I’m… not…” She coughed, spraying sparkling silver-crimson blood. Looking down at her I could see her face was wet with tears, and more were falling onto her. Rain, in the Boundary?

“Hush, don’t try to speak, I’ll… do something. Just stay with me!” I protested. Looking down on her, the image in my mind went to Eri and Aiko, imagining them mauled by that dog from our past, dying, or Shaeula, killed by the Bakeneko. Shiro, she too had grievous wounds and could easily have died, but she pulled through, so…

“Nothing you can do.” Mine-san sighed, gurgling. “Damn, I knew, like…” More coughing, more blood, as I desperately poured aether in, though it was like pouring water into a bottomless pit, achieving little. “…I never wanted to do this. Dying sucks, but, like… this ending could be worse.” She managed a smile, which tore at my heart. “Going out in a guy’s arms, him shedding tears for me. Like, that’s pretty… cool. Not... Yamato-sama, but... beggars... can't be, like, choosers, eh?”

“No it isn’t!” I protested. “When you die, it’s over! I… it shouldn’t end like this.”

“It’s not, like, our choice, is it? Stuff happens, that’s life.” she gasped, strangely calm, though the tightness of her facial muscles belied the great pain she was in, though at least my aether was soothing that, if nothing else. “You’re strong, no question. But… you’re not a God, like, are you? Even Gods…” Blood was running down her chin, and her eyes were starting to become unfocused. “…we’ve met that Kami right? They aren’t all powerful. I’m just…”

“Just…?” I echoed desperately.

“Just unlucky, I guess?” Her words were faint now, only my hearing allowing me to pick them up. “I should… have, like, moved to your seats. Guess I’m sorry. You helped me impress that… Kami, and now… what a waste…” Her voice was a quiet mosquito buzz, barely a sound.

There has to be something I can do? Wait, Kin Bonding! If those stupid cats are there, then surely Mine-san… I tried desperately to connect to her spirit, to consider her kin, so that even if she died, she’d be like Haru-san, and eventually I’d be able to upgrade a Throne and bring her back, but… “Why? Why the fuck doesn’t it work? Shaeula could even bond with the maids that betrayed her, so why is Mine-san not…”

I let out a frustrated roar, emotions boiling through me. It wasn’t like with Shiro, where I was terrified she would die, because I loved her. But the pain I felt was still deep, because it was just so unfair, and it triggered bad memories for me, of Shiro, and the dog, and when Shaeula was hurt against Ulfuric.

I only knew Mine-san for a few days, but she was upbeat, cheerful and the sort of woman Shaeula and I would probably have enjoyed going to a bar with, drinking the night away. And now, she’s dying, because she listened to a stupid bastard and got involved in things she had no business with…

“Just, like… stop. You have… to save… the others. There’s some alive still, right?” She forced herself to speak. “Whoa, I can’t, like… see. Guess this… is it. Besides, if you die, or the girls who came to save us… that’s stupid. So… don’t cry. Be strong. And…” She was becoming transparent now, aether leaking from her, as well as shining brownish elemental essence of nature, as her Divine Favour started to shatter.

Shit. I can’t do it. I can’t just accept her as Kin, because I know in my heart she’s only somebody I just met. Why is the Skill so unfair? “And…?” I asked gently, accepting the inevitable, my grief simmering down into cold, dead ashes of anger and fury. But I never received an answer, as a great cloud of aether was released, her life ending, her limp, fragile corpse slipping through my arms.

For a moment I was lost in a horrible vision that it was a girl I cared about hitting the ground, dead and lifeless. Eri. Aiko. My mom. Auntie Hana. Shiro. Shaeula. Hyacinth. Hinata. Motoko. Natsumi. Miyu. Karen-chan. Haru-san. The faces flickered endlessly in my vision.

No. No more. Never again. I have... to learn from this, or else… her death is meaningless. They’ll have all died for nothing. I had made mistakes, somewhere. And some things weren’t in my control. Even so, this was the result. It was heart-breaking, but… Even dying, Mine-san was still brave. And she’s right. There are still people to save, and I can’t let Eri and Shaeula get hurt more…

The tide of aether her death had released was drawn into me, my Chakra network bursting with energy. I expanded my vision to a full three hundred and sixty degrees, the pain in my brain intense, only being mitigated by Split Thoughts.

There were still Oni fighting Eri and Shaeula, and that Kijo bitch was laughing and cursing at us as we fought. You think this is funny? Well… I need an attack. One that shows as much mercy as these Yōkai. Battle was one thing, but they were torturers, as the wounds they inflicted showed. They were doing it because they enjoyed it.

Tyr. In the myths, he lost his hand, as Fenrir took it. Fenrir. Even Odin was destined to die to him, right? Even a God as powerful as him couldn’t survive the jaws… I shaped aether, converting it. The silver rainbow of energy began to change. Red, to orange, then yellow. It shone green, darkening to blue, which in turn shaded indigo, until finally the aether was converted into a series of shimmering violet lights.

That’s so wasteful. Converting aether into an element is hard work… but as my previous experiments showed, it can be done. Now… “You vile bastards. If you find it so funny to be the hunters, toying with your helpless prey, then find out what it’s like to be on the receiving end of the biggest dog, no, wolf of them all!” I howled like one, my fury cold, calculating, burying my grief until later. “Fangs Of Fenrir!”

Spears of indigo energy shot from me, aimed at each Oni, space itself parting, as if the Twin Fangs were discharging. Speaking of… I bent down and picked up the remaining Fang, and idly thought master Bjarki would be furious one of his masterpiece blades was destroyed.

Screams filled the air, as the Oni died, their toughness nothing against the warping of space that sliced and tore them to shreds. I’ll… take stock later. For now, Mine-san was right. If I can save anyone, I have to accept that was a win, to balance the losses, even if just a little. This can’t all be in vain.

“Impressive.” Shaeula breathed, her face a little bloody, but her eyes holding compassion, as she knew what I was feeling. Eri did too, and I… I knew they were grief-stricken as well. After all, we had merged our spirits via our lunar Chakras multiple times, we were… connected. “Now-now hurry, the wounded females need…”

“You trash!” the Kijo howled, somehow still alive, though missing an arm where the Fangs Of Fenrir had pierced her talisman barriers. “You killed them all! Monster! Fiend!”

“Such staggering hypocrisy.” Shaeula sighed. “I must say, I am not-not impressed with the calibre of the Night Parade, if you are an example of it. You can kill and torture as you please-please, but when you become the prey, you whine-whine and cry? Pathetic! Well, I shall one day do something about it. Just as I will-will the Seelie Court. Now die-die!”

Shaeula unleashed her remaining elemental hydras, and the Kijo retaliated, surging clouds of talismans detonating. Shaeula was thrown back, though she called upon wind to deflect the worst of the blows, and the Kijo began to call on more talismans, before she slumped forwards, eyes going wide in shock.

“You… mortal trash.” The Kijo fell face down, an axe embedded in the back of her skull, the edge of the axe white-hot and shimmering with flame energy. Eri was looking down on her through a mask of blood. One of her cheeks was savagely cut to the bone by explosions, and blood was running into her eyes, but she blinked it away, expression cold as she wrenched the axe free, making the Kijo scream.

“Well, this mortal trash just put an axe in your head, bitch!” Eri sneered coldly, and for a moment I paused stunned, before racing back over to the twins, Keomi-chan and the other girl, Shaeula joining me. We started Ether Healing immediately, enough ether around us to absorb due to the slain Oni. I guess… my sis did say Eri can be a bit frightening when angry. But… her anger is justified.

“You did, you did.” The Kijo suddenly changed her tone, giggling, seemingly in good humour, even as she was dying. “My sister… I wonder what she shall say. And the Red bastard… heh…” She hissed a bloody laugh, even as Eri lifted her axe for a finishing blow.

“If you were all to flee when the barrier dissipates, that would be most unfair. Hunted, to hunter, to hunted again. The circle of life.” She called out a word of power, even as Eri’s axe fell, a savage strike. Some of the barrier separated, and talismans sped down, landing on Eri, Shaeula, Yamato and I, unleashing a curse.

“Now you cannot escape. Even with the barrier gone…” the Kijo managed to say, even with a shattered skull, axe embedded in her brain. “…the curse will hold you here long enough… Sister! Come quickly! I am slain!” Her last strength sent a bellow out into the darkness of Kyoto, echoing through the city.

Even in death she was an annoyance. No, there’s no time. “Hang on Chiasa-san, I’ll start Healing you.” I reassured her, working Ether Healing desperately on her and her sister, while Shaeula was working on the blinded girl and Keomi-chan.

Overhead, the barrier was fading, and the ruddy light was becoming see-through, the silver skies overhead shining, clear to see. “When the barrier dissipates, you’ll return to the Material as you are all out of aether. Doctors should be on their way, so… just don’t die and we’ll fix you on our return.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula agreed, calming the sobbing blind girl. “At least you shall-shall survive.” She sighed, eyeing the stunned Yamato, who had watched me decimate the Oni, with disdain and disgust. “A grim day indeed.”

“No, I heard.” Chiasa-san spoke desperately. “That… that thing said it would curse you. You will be trapped here! Hurry and go. We… we cannot be the cause of your death, Akio-sama.”

“Bullshit.” I retorted crudely, surprising the young girl, who was trying to be brave, but was clearly terrified. “I’m the adult here, and more importantly, when I accepted you at my training school, I accepted responsibility for you. A curse? Yeah, sure. But… that does nothing to me. I’ll have it broken before you know it.” I smiled reassuringly, though I didn’t feel happy.

My Spiritually Pure Physique is already working well, I can feel the curse being expelled. It’ll break shortly. The problem is… Eri and that bastard Yamato. Shaeula and I were already leaking black ooze, the curse in physical form, but Eri… If I speak to Yamato now, I’m going to end up snapping his fucking neck. This… this blood is on his hands. If he wants to get himself killed that’s fine, but… so many, so many!

Seeing Eri limping over, her face bloodied and torn, ashen from the pain now the battle was over and her mind had caught up, her dress ripped and covered in blood, her body gouged and battered, I reached out a hand to her, but she shook her head, merely sitting down wearily beside me. “I won’t die. I promise. I’m going nowhere.” She managed to force a smile. “Heal them first. I can wait. I’m pretty tough. Though… not as tough as Oni, it seems.” She let out a bitter laugh.

I nodded. Though my first instinct was to leap towards Eri, fixing her wounds, she was right. She could survive them, after all, that was why she had fought and Levelled so hard. The shrine maidens though, they were fragile, weak… “So, Eri… what…” She silenced me with a kiss, bitter and tasting of iron.

“I know. I think… I think you and Shaeula should go back with the girls. Make sure they survive.” She sighed softly, a barest whisper of breath. “I’ll stay here with him.” She glared at Yamato, who had crept closer to us, even if he was still keeping his distance.

“You know I’m not going to let you do that.” I shook my head. Chiasa-san was watching quietly, her breathing better, and her unconscious sister, while gravely hurt, was out of immediate danger. If they got medical attention back in the Material, they’d survive. Though they’ll never be the same again, not without major treatment. But I’ll make sure they get it.

Shaeula had finished her Healing as well, and she went to Eri, tutting sourly at her injuries. “Eri, you can not-not get your face injured. Akio loves your face. Let-let me fix it.” Eri barely flinched as Shaeula began to Heal her.

“Well, it’s not like I wanted to get hurt. But… that bitch was strong.” Eri complained. “Nishimorioka has nothing like this. I… I was overconfident.” She looked down, despondent. “Aiko and I, we should never have pushed you into letting me come. I’m.. I’m pathetic. I thought I’d grown strong. But no, I’m still just a burden. So… let me stay. I’ll run away, hide. Maybe I can make it to a Territory I can shelter in.” As her colour returned, she sighed bitterly. “Kiyomizu-dera isn’t too far south, right? If I go with Yamato…”

“Mori-sama, to think that due to us, you are in such danger…” Chiasa-san cried, grief-stricken.

“Don’t be stupid. Like I said, I’m the idiot here. and Akio too.” Eri reassured the young, afraid girl. The dome was starting to fully collapse, talismans flaring to ash, and soon she would be returned to the Material, along with her twin sister and fellow shrine maidens. Eri then talked to me, expression serious.

“Seriously, you shouldn’t be so sweet to me. You’re my husband, or… you will be. If… when we survive this.” She looked down at her hand, where an Astral version of her engagement ring lurked, as it was intrinsically part of her mental image of herself now. “So if I’m talking rubbish, you can’t just agree with me. I… I’m clingy, and I get carried away, but…”

“But nothing.” Shaeula stopped her. “I too-too am at fault. Though if we were not-not cursed by that worthless creature, you would-would have proved somewhat useful.” She shrugged. “But it is true. You are still-still too weak. Just a few more months, is it not-not? Then you shall live with us all the time. Then I shall train you until you surely-surely wish you had never asked. You will be strong.”

It was then the dome vanished, the remaining talismans dust, and the four girls vanished. “Well then. At least… they’ll live. Though without Ether Healing they’ll be crippled for life.” I reached out my hands, pulling Eri and Shaeula to their feet.

“I’m at fault. I know it. A series of small mistakes. No, not even mistakes, not all of them. Small words and deeds, overconfidence, and this is the result. Eri, you know I’m not going to leave you here to face the Night Parade alone. So don’t waste your breath.” I am not counting Yamato. Never. “If you die, I die too.”

“And I.” Shaeula agreed. “But for now-now, we should flee.” As we turned to go, Yamato asked me a question.

“What about me? You can’t leave me here!”

“Don’t fucking talk to me, imbecile!” I raged. “Look around you! How many did you get killed with your idiocy? I am sorely tempted to kill you now, and tell your father you died to those Oni.” At my venomous fury, he blanched, but he snapped back, defensive.

“Yes, I made mistakes. But have you never lost anyone? Are you some perfect hero who always saves the day?” he spat, incensed, and my fists clenched, the urge to wring his neck intensifying. He’s right though. Sure, most of the weaselkin we lost have been reborn by Kin Restoration, but… against the Raven Knight we lost Trolls and white snakes, and Kobolds have died too. They’ll never be coming back… even so…

“I’m no hero. Not yet. Not until this never happens again. I have to learn to be better.” I agreed as we ran, Shaeula continuing to fix Eri’s wounds. The darkness inflicting them was being absorbed, though, Eri greedily pulling it into her throat Chakra. “I’ve lost allies, sure. But I’ve never taken children into a warzone.”

“What of her?” he nodded at Eri. “She’s still in school, some would call her a…”

“Fuck off!” Eri cursed, surprising me. “I’m no child, and Akio always made sure I was supported. I chose willingly, you just dragged them along to their deaths. Coward!” she spat furiously.

“Hikawa Ren told me he was strong, like you!” he protested weakly. “Why wouldn’t I believe him? Besides, I… wasn’t really expecting them to fight.” He was defensive, and as we headed southwards towards Kiyomizu-dera, where we could at least use the defences to buy time for Eri to shake off her curse, he tried to excuse himself.

“Sure, I thought they could probably handle a few weak enemies, but Naruhito-san, Mine-san, and the other one… I thought we could deal with matters well enough. I just wanted to make them understand. Is that so wrong?”

“Understand what?” Shaeula asked, amber eyes glittering with curiosity.

“That I was a worthy leader! After all, Kannon has blessed me. The world needs mercy. My father agrees. You said it yourself, that Territory would belong to those who claimed it. Kyoto… it should be ours. We’ve always carried the faith, for this day! Surely we should be rewarded?”

“That reminds me. Mirror. Now.” I snapped, and he gingerly handed it over. I examined it with my Eye, satisfied. Though as I did so, Shaeula gestured, and I nodded. I can hear them. Coming from multiple directions. I don’t think we will reach the edges of his Territory in time…

“Yamato, hard work does deserve reward. And your gifts are great. But… you lack compassion. Haru-san is a far better Chosen of Kannon than you. Now you need to atone. I don’t know if you can, but…” I suddenly seized him by the collar, shocking him. “…make a start. I know you replenished some aether from the dead Oni, so get out your Golden Warriors. You’ll fight until your last breath to make sure Eri can get out safely. I fucking swear, if anyone else dies because of your idiocy here, I’ll kill you!”

“You wouldn’t dare, that’s murder…” he retorted, face ghostly white.

“I wouldn’t? I wonder. My hands are red with blood already. Those who deserved it, and they killed less than you. You killed my students, Yamato. I trained them so they could grow stronger and be safe in the future, instead, you brought them to this hell and got them killed! I told them not to go without me, and yet...”

“Akio, I don’t need…” Eri began, but I shook my head.

“Eri, do shut up, please.” I interrupted, surprising her, before she smiled, realising I had done just what she asked earlier. “My priority is you. And if Yamato has to die for that, well, that would tie things up nicely.”

“I don’t…” he began, before Shaeula flourished her dagger of light at him menacingly, which silenced him.

“But if you die here, Akio… Hyacinth, Motoko, Natsumi, Hinata, this Shiro girl… they’ll grieve. How can you do that to them?” Eri still tried to persuade me.

“I’ll not die here.” I assured Eri. “And nor will you. No. I’ve learned I can’t just say that. But if I’m wrong and the worst happens… well, dying for my fiancée isn’t such a bad ending. Now… enough talk.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Eri agreed. “I can hear them.”

Indeed, the loud, raucous revelry was approaching us swiftly, the sound of bells, drums, trumpets, flutes and unearthly singing and howling closing in on us rapidly. All around us, there were creatures on the strange buildings of Kyoto, cats, snakes, humanoids and more, watching us with eyes of a myriad of colours.

“Looks like the Night Parade is here. This isn’t something we can fight… huh?” An object came flying out of the darkness between buildings, heading for Eri, but Shaeula was faster. She threw up a wall of glittering jade energies, which slowed the projectile enough. She caught it one-handed, her arm bending then breaking, before the object fell to the ground, a sloshing sound heard from within.

“A… gourd?” Yamato muttered dumbly, seeing a massive pottery jug, of the sort used to hold fine sake. It was nearly as tall as Shaeula was, so it was no wonder she had been injured stopping it.

“Tch.” Shaeula clicked her tongue in annoyance, bending her broken arm back into place and beginning to restore it. Eri was frozen, shocked at the sudden attack, and then… out of the shadows from whence it came stepped an Oni.

This one was massive, nearly ten feet tall, and with deep crimson skin and eyes. The horns it sported were huge and majestic, and in one hand it dragged a club the size of a small tree, while the other held another gourd of booze. On seeing us it sniffed angrily.

“I smell my bro’s worthless blood on you, man-thing.” The Oni rumbled. The Red bastard, I presume? “I can’t say I ever liked him, but kin is kin. Even the slow ones have to be cherished.” He showed massive, tusk-like fangs. “A lot of my Oni I can smell on you all as well. A bad day. A bad day indeed. Enough to drive me to drink.” He took a gulp from his gourd, burping noisily. “Well, they’ll all be pissed if I don’t let them watch. We were promised entertainment, so…”

He made no move, neither did the array of Yōkai all around us in the trees, on rooftops and inside buildings. Along the road behind us I could see the massive cavalcade of the Night Parade coming into view, thousands, tens of thousands strong.

Palanquins carried by numerous slaving Yōkai, carriages pulled by strange horses, massive snakes pulling a house on chains, cages being carried by hundreds of flapping birds and Tengu, rolling barrels and pots and other sights of wonder and terror.

“Not going to run?” the Red Oni asked, grinning. “Of course, there’s nowhere to run. Oh, yo. You made it.” He spoke to a smaller but still huge Oni, this one a blue-skinned female, with a colossal chest. She was… oddly attractive, in a feral way, and Eri rolled her eyes at me, even in this desperate situation not liking me looking at other girls.

“Of course I did, ya fool.” Blue snorted. “Ya didn’t have to run off like that. Ya worthless brother, he was dead already, ya get it? Besides, I can smell the curse-stink from here, but…” She wrinkled her brow, thinking.

I’ve nearly expelled the curse, Shaeula too. But Eri… Ether Healing and Chirurgery won’t work, and I don’t know how long it’ll take to diminish. The caster is dead, so I doubt it’s anywhere close to permanent, so every second we can delay is great, but…

“…ya two smell… pleasant.” The Blue Oni eyed Shaeula and I. “Though ya have some strange sweat there.” She observed the black liquid leaking from us before turning to her massive red comrade. “I think ya need to be careful. Looks like the curse is kind of pathetic, these two nearly got rid of it, ya get me?”

The Parade was upon us, thousands of jeering creatures pulling to a halt a dozen or so metres away. Eri reached out for my hand, taking it, and Shaeula faced them boldly. Of course, her mother might be within the Parade. That’s one thing we can try, but…

Yamato was frozen, his mind wavering under the pressure of facing such mighty foes. Tch, useless. Well, Eri comes first. There has to be a way to break the curse, but… will we have the time or the leisure to do so?

“So, everyone’s here?” The Red Oni grinned, ignoring the blue one. “Well, may as well get started. I’m gonna pull off your arms and legs, then give you to whoever wants you. Toys or food, I don’t care. My bro was slow and ugly, but if I let it slide, well, I’ll be facing off challenges from the lower Numbers for months. So, gonna have to make an example.”

“Wait!” Shaeula declared, puffing out her chest, striking a majestic pose. “As the Ninetieth of the Hyakki Yagyō, I demand we talk-talk this out!”

There was a moment of absolute silence, all the instruments and screaming chatter stopping, before pandemonium erupted. Well, yes, that’ll buy us some time, I think, but… I’m not sure that was the time to use our first trump card…

Watching Shaeula, I continued to pour Ether Healing into Eri, the scar in her stomach healing up rapidly. If we have to fight, at least Eri will be able to. But if it comes to Eri fighting, we are already screwed…


Two Hundred And Eighty-Four


“Har. Har. Har.” The Red Oni barked a magnificent laugh, echoed by the jeering host of Yōkai around us. A quick glance revealed many of them had broached barrels of sake and other spirits, and some were roasting meats and strange, misshapen vegetables over fires, as though it was a festival.

Eri shrank in closer to me, the atmosphere intimidating her, and I whispered that it would be all right. It will be… no, I hope it will be. No more naivety. Bad things can happen. But… I’ll not see them, because if Eri dies I’ll be dead first…

Yamato tried to creep closer to us too, but at my glare he faltered, left exposed surrounded by the host on all sides of us. Still, he was a matter of little concern. And no respect. My anger towards him was great, and only by dropping all respect for him could I keep it leashed.

It was the huge Red Oni that was our current problem, and I waited to see how he would respond to Shaeula’s unexpected declaration.

“You are one of us, you say? Ninetieth?” the Red Oni sniffed, taking another gulp from his massive gourd. “Hey, that’s those pair of stupid cats, right?” he addressed the Blue Oni, who nodded, her long hair swaying.

“Ya, that thieving cat and her dumb brother. I remember when they stole that wine from me. Ya, I caught and punished them good.” She snorted, amused. “I know those cats are good at disguise, but ya can’t fool me. Ya certainly aren’t them. Although…” She sniffed the air, large nostrils flaring. “Ya do smell a bit like them.”

Shaeula looked at us, her gleaming amber eyes questioning, and I nodded. I guess it can’t hurt to try diplomacy first. I’ve almost finished Healing and topping up Eri. I’m trying to break down the curse, but my skillset doesn’t lend to it. But with more time, maybe I can at least hasten its dispersal…

“That makes sense, does it not-not?” She let out a fearless laugh. “Those foolish cats did try-try to slay me, and instead, I killed the foolish male.”

“I’m not going to be sorry to see him dead, but ya can’t just kill one of us and take their place, unless ya already…” The Blue Oni paused, mouth hanging open as Shaeula transformed from her human form to that of a Kamaitachi, gleaming golden-amber fur and eyes matched by elegant jade sickle-blades at her wrists and ankles. Yamato was also gaping, shocked at her sudden change in appearance.

“You were-were saying?” Shaeula interrupted proudly, as she always was when she showed off her pure Kamaitachi form.

“Ya be a Kamaitachi?” the Blue Oni mused, puzzled. “Really now? Well, the weasels of wind be Yōkai for sure.” She seemed at a loss. I could see there were other Kamaitachi in the crowd around us, as well as some other types of weasel Yōkai, and a number of them made ribald comments, remarking on her figure, fur and blades. Don’t think I can’t hear you, and that I’m not remembering this…

Eri, despite her stress and fear, whispered to me reassuringly, an impish smile on her face. “Jealous, Akio? Well, shouldn’t you be proud instead? That she chose you?”

“True.” I whispered back. Shaeula was similarly offended though, as she puffed out her cheeks angrily, which I of course found adorable.

“Yes, really now-now.” she snorted. “So I believe that means my conquest should be accepted, should it not-not? I found those Oni killing and torturing those under my protection, and I took-took issue with it. Such-such is simply the way amongst the Yōkai and the Hyakki Yagyō, is it not-not?”

“Under your protection? Humans?” the Red Oni scoffed. “You were going about aping one too. Puzzling.” He gnashed his great fangs, irritated. “I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before. And if I had…”

“Ya would know not to mess with our kin.” the Blue Oni finished for him, and a murmur of agreement went though the raucous crowd. “Should have just let his idiot brother have the humans and be done with it. They were outside hallowed ground at night, ya know. No sanctuary, they had it coming.”

Outside hallowed ground, no sanctuary? Is that why the Night Parade was avoiding the shrines and temples? Is there some sort of agreement we aren’t aware of? As I pondered that, the tense conversation continued.

“Even so, what is mine is mine, and surely you would not-not expect me to overlook it, just like you did not-not overlook the death of your brother, no matter how deserved it was?” Shaeula retorted, her experiences in front of the gentry of the Seelie Court recently giving her a noble poise. “Can we not-not put this behind us, as an unfortunate misunderstanding and clash-clash of ideals?”

“I think… not.” The Red Oni shook his giant head peevishly. “I don’t know you, weasel-thing.” he sneered rudely. “But if you killed those cats, more power to you. I can tell, now I look at you, you are part of the Hyakki Yagyō. It’s strange, but the rules are the rules. Great Nurarihyon likes order within the chaos. But…” He glanced at the Blue Oni knowingly, who took over.

“Ya be what, Ninety? Sure, that might give ya the right to push around his dumb bro, but us, see… you think we are as low as Ninety?” She smirked balefully. “Ya ain’t got no right to talk back, unless ya can beat us?”

She flexed, her massive muscles rippling under her deep azure skin. “Well, ya will get a chance, sure enough. But Red here, he’s plenty mad, so best ya can hope for is a clean death, right?”

This conversation has bought us some time, but even so, I can’t figure out the curse. My Eye was inspecting deep into Eri, and I could see the curse was a combination of darkness and light elements, darkness to bite in, and light to supply the energy that prevented Eri from returning to the Material. It’s surprisingly clever, I’d be impressed if it wasn’t putting Eri in a great deal of danger.

“So then…” Shaeula’s shoulders were shaking a little, and her voice was higher-pitched than normal. I didn’t think it was fear of the Oni or the Parade, not fear of them, but… This is a moment she has longed for since her childhood. And these are not the circumstances she wanted.

“What are we going to do?” Yamato hissed, terrified.

“Shut. Up. Let Shaeula handle this.” I responded, unwilling to talk to the bastard any more than necessary.

“…if I had someone to vouch for me, that would suffice, would it not-not?” she asked, and the Blue Oni sniggered.

“On par with us? Ya be reaching, stranger. None of the other weasels around here have ever seen ya before. Ya think any of them will vouch for ya and help pay ya debts, against us, of all Yōkai?”

“Oh, yes, I have not-not met any of these before.” Shaeula agreed. “However, there is one-one I do know.” Steeling herself, she drew in a long, shuddering breath before calling out, her voice shimmering with jade wind energy, shockingly loud. “Mother, I have come-come back to you! It is I! Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, your daughter! Mother Urakaze, the superior biting winds, I, your daughter am here!”

Yamato was stunned. We had mentioned ways to deal with the Night Parade idly in passing, but he had never expected that Shaeula was going to declare such. Nobody else had expected it either, and the Blue and Red Oni were looking at her dumbly, as the raucous atmosphere exploded around them into chaos. The weasel Yōkai, especially the Kamaitachi, were all thrown into a frenzy, speculating and appraising.

I think that’s the first time she’s named her mother to me. Well, she always used to put more stock in the Seelie bloodline, it makes sense since she felt she was abandoned, but… I promised her she’d meet her mother again. I just wish it was under better circumstances.

“Ya what?” the Blue Oni gaped. “You’re the daughter of that cold bitch? Nah, there’s no way. I know she left a kid behind in some far-off land, pissed off a lot of her suitors, but… that was some half-foreign trash, ya know?”

I clenched my fist at that. “Shaeula’s no trash, Oni. If you say that again, I’ll make you regret it.” I know I shouldn’t be provoking her, I can feel the power radiating from the two of them, they are on par, maybe more powerful, than Duke Myrcolaxriath. Definitely more dangerous if his spores are neutralised. Even so, in front of her mother, I won’t let people insult her.

“Shut your mouth, man-thing. Those of the Hundred are talking here. In time, I’ll take your skull and drink my sake out of it, I’ll even give a toast to my dumb, pathetic fool of a bro. To think he got done in by a man-thing like you. Maybe he wasn’t a true-born Oni. Now, I want to see if she’ll rise to your bait.” I followed his gaze, as well as most of the Parade. A silence was spreading, expectant and tense, waiting to see if an answer would indeed be forthcoming.

Shaeula too was waiting, holding herself tall and proud, though I knew her well enough to interpret the small signals of panic and anticipation that were rocking her. Even so, the imperious gaze she gave, even in her Kamaitachi form, was unwavering. A princess indeed.

One of the numerous carriages rolled out of the throng. A few scattered Yōkai, a turtle-like Kappa and a living pot, a Tsukumogami, were unable to get out of the way in time, and the horses trampled them, the carriage wheels running over their fallen bodies, crushing them without a care.

The carriage then stopped, and the door opened, a blanket of deep blue and green energies spreading out from it like a thick fog. Steps were lowered from the carriage, and a pair of Kamaitachi hopped out, both larger and stronger than the ones back in our Territory, one black-furred, the other white. They stared at Shaeula, their deep blue eyes searching, before stepping aside.

“Is that…?” Eri asked, surprised, and I felt the same. I could feel power from the figure that emerged, similar to the Oni. Without his spores, the Duke would definitely be no match for this creature. No, calling her a creature is rude. This… this surely is her mother. Urakaze, huh? Is that where Ula comes from? We Japanese don’t really differentiate between l’s and r’s.

“She’s very impressive.” Eri conceded, her grip on her axe sweaty. Yamato was looking on, stunned, his eyes darting in all directions, looking for a way out.

Not that there is one, not if we have to fight. I’m not confident taking on even one of the powerful beings around here. I guess this is what it must be like to stand in the Seelie Court, surrounded by their nobles.

“Strangely… beautiful too?” Eri finished. “Maybe I’ve been friends with Shaeula for too long, but her mother seems attractive?”

“I think it’s the aura, the dignity.” I agreed, and I could see Shaeula’s ears twitching in pleasure as we complimented her mother. She had complicated feelings about her abandonment, sure, but she had always wanted to ask why, hoping it wasn’t because she was a disappointment, so hearing Urakaze praised must have pleased her.

As Urakaze strode down the steps, her tail lashing behind her restlessly, I admired her. She did share the same amber fur as Shaeula, though it was more to the golden, and the fur shaded to red at the tips, and her amber eyes were also flecked with ruby sparks.

Her own sickles were a deep green, like Shaeula’s, but threads of black, gold and red wove through them, so they shimmered in the strange unlight of the Boundary as she moved. In terms of clothing, she wore a simple dress of white cloth, yet the fabric hung heavy with ruby and jade chains and brooches, and they tinkled in the constant breeze that surrounded her, barely visible, only the faintest flickers of green energy shining.

“Go on.” Eri whispered. “Shaeula needs us now.” Seeing the resolve in her black eyes, I nodded, and we moved forwards. I stood on her right, Eri on her left, and we both took her small, furred hands. Around us, that seemed to anger many of the Night Parade, especially some of the Kamaitachi, including the black and white ones, who gaped at us, stunned.

“Bold indeed.” The Red Oni snorted loudly, taking another long draught of sake.

Urakaze’s face twitched as she saw her daughter holding hands with two humans, but then she frowned. “Shaeula, daughter. It is you. What a… surprise-shock this is. You have… changed.” She narrowed her gorgeous eyes. “Why, your Kamaitachi blood seems to have become dominant. I do not know what your father would make-see of this. And… yes, you are part of the Hyakki Yagyō. I admit to being rather shocked-stunned. But…”

She turned to the two Oni, her expression relaxed. “…this is a happy-joyous day. My daughter has come home. I will not let-allow you to harm her.”

“Not allow, ya say?” the Blue Oni began, annoyed, but Urakaze shook her head.

“This is a celebration, we should be joyous-merry.” She signalled to the Kamaitachi guarding her wagon. “Break out the offering sake, fill everyone’s cups and bowls. We shall revel-celebrate.” She shrugged at the two Oni. “Why should we clash over this? Your brother is an idiot-fool. You have considered killing him yourself many-lots of times. A clash between us over this would be foolish-stupid!”

As the first barrel was brought out, the white Kamaitachi brought it over. A flash of wind, with incredible precision, and the cask was broached. Sweet-smelling liquid gushed out, and she produced a jade-inlaid bowl, filling it, before passing it to the Red Oni. “My daughter is unaware of the … niceties… of the Hyakki Yagyō, being raised in that court of liars. Our ways are much more honest-fair. So do forgive her, and I shall consider a favour-price owed. She has the Night within her, I can sense it. As can you all, no?”

Seems like it’s going well. At least… she’s welcoming Shaeula. The worst case of Shaeula being rejected seems to be avoided. Even so, Shaeula was squeezing our hands for reassurance and strength. Around us, the celebrations were intensifying, drums, flutes, horns and bells joined by unearthly singing.

Another bowl was passed to the Blue Oni, and as they looked at each other, the Red one shrugged, downing the contents of the bowl messily. Once he was done, he belched. “Well, if it’s you, there’s no profit in a battle. I know how far you’ll go for revenge, you icy wench.”

He sighed, a great, cavernous exhalation of resignation. “My bro, he was always going to piss someone off in the end. I am not prepared to kill your daughter over it, since it seems she is a Numbered. However…”

However? He suddenly swung towards me, eyes glaring, glittering with malice. “He’s the one that actually killed my bro, I can smell the death on him. Killed most of the Oni too. And you should be equally angry, no?” he asked Urakaze. “After all, this man-thing is holding your daughter’s hand like it is nothing. I expect you want to flay his flesh from his bones, letting the wind whistle over his corpse as a lesson to others, yes? But I’d ask you to let me have my revenge. Armless and legless, he’ll suffer and in the end I’ll drink sake from his empty skull.”

“Yes.” Urakaze agreed, fixing us with her fiery stare. “Daughter, I was wondering… just who are these pair-two?” Her words were cold, and I could feel a breeze stirring as she spoke, so thick was the presence of her wind. “Shaetanao was quite-much the possessive father and husband, I doubt very much he approves of you even talking to other-many males. As for me, I am more free, accepting, but even so… for a daughter of mine-ours to consort with a mortal… I am angered-displeased indeed!”

“Oh, my apologies for the late interruption.” I stepped forwards boldly, unwilling to back down in front of Shaeula’s mother. After all, she’ll be my mother-in-law soon. “I am Oshiro Moonstone Akio. And I am Shaeula’s chosen husband. And I do have permission from her father, though I have only met her brother Shaeraggo and sister Shaeranna.”

I turned to the Oni then. “I’m… no, I can’t lie and say I’m sorry your brother died. Fighting and killing is one thing, my hands aren’t clean, but he enjoyed torture and cruelty. Besides, those that live by the sword, die by the sword. They were our people, under our protection. Just as Shaeula is. So while I intend to claim no further retribution for your unprovoked attack on our people, I would be grateful if you’d let it go. Besides…” I smiled slyly. “…I killed Ginneka, that thieving cat.”

I felt the sting in Kin Bonding, where her spirit was stuck, trapped by her own usurpation of the Skill, then her death. “I’m not sure what number she was, if her brother was ninety, but I’m it now.”

Urakaze and the Red Oni gave me long, baleful, appraising looks, while the Blue Oni smirked, still helping herself to Urakaze’s peace offering. “Cheeky little shit aren’t ya? Stupid one too. Surrounded by the Night Parade, cursed and unable to flee… if I were ya, I’d show a little more humility.” Her grin was vicious.

“Besides, unprovoked? Outside of hallowed ground, we can do what we like, ya get it? More fool anyone like ya who is out here all alone. As for killing that bitchy cat who was always stealing our stuff, good luck to ya. Just like Red and I, the pair were both Ninety. But ya don’t have the Darkness inside ya, you’re no Yōkai. Ya don’t get to join the Parade, fool.”

“Yes.” Urakaze hissed. “So, you took my little daughter? Well, all creatures love-lust, I am no prude. But you are not worthy of…”

“Mother! Cease being so rude towards Akio!” Shaeula interrupted, surprising everyone. “I do not-not know why you left the Seelie Court. I hope and pray to the moon that it is not-not because you were ashamed of how pathetic and weak-weak I was. But I have changed. No-no, Akio aided me with my change. See? I stand here before you now, a proud Duchess of the Seelie Court, and proud Kamaitachi of the Night Parade as well. Both-both sides, united as one-one.”

“Duchess?” Urakaze was surprised by that. “But your father… no, he would not disown-disgrace you like that, he dotes on you almost sickeningly. So why-how…?”

“There is much to say, mother. And I would most-most dearly like to spend a long time talking, catching up. I… I have missed you.” Her words were faltering, her eyes tearing up. “But… now is not-not the time. All I will say is, Akio saved my life many-many times, and aided me to my dream of becoming a noble of the Seelie Court through merit, not-not my blood. We reclaimed lost-lost lands from the Unseelie, and slew a Duke. Akio is not-not merely mortal. So… as my husband, who I have shared all-all I am, all a male and a female can, can he not-not also be considered part of the Night Parade as well? He did-did indeed slay that cat. Assassins, who I may add, were dispatched to slay me in my own-own home.”

At the word assassin, Urakaze seemed angry. “Some of the Parade would aim-strike at my daughter, who I left so as to keep her safe-well?” She turned to the black Kamaitachi, who bowed.

“Make queries-entreaties. I must know about this. And if I find out who was behind this…” Her threat went unspoken. “…so, my daughter has grown strong. I am pleased-happy to see it. I too would like to talk, but matters are seldom so simple-easy.” She glared at me. “What can you offer-give my daughter? Why should I not rend your flesh down to dust now, invisible-unknowable death claiming you?”

I glanced at Eri quickly. She was trying to absorb the darkness part of the curse, the darkness congregating around her throat, though it was hurting her noticeably, though she was keeping her face impassive. Even so, the curse was weakening terribly slowly, and it would surely be hours before she was able to flee. We still need more time. Bowing to Urakaze, I put on my best smile.

“Mother-in-law, it is an honour to finally meet you. I have already introduced myself, but let me assure you I love your daughter, and I’ll be sure to protect her, cherish her and support her towards her dreams. One of which came true right now. I would find it an honour if I could join the Parade alongside Shaeula. After all, mortal, Fae, Yōkai … aren’t we all the same in the end? We live and love. I can see there was some dreadful misunderstanding here, caused by an idiot, who will surely pay for his sins.”

I glared at the pale Yamato, who was finding it hard to keep up with the ever-changing conversation and the information presented within. “There’s no need for further bloodshed. In fact, I would be delighted to mediate between the Hyakki Yagyō and humanity, if required, just as I am with the Seelie Court. Well, Shaeula is mostly handling that.” I admitted, praising her, and she grinned, her weasel-face cute. Ugh, still not a furry, but… Shaeula is always pretty, no matter what form she’s in.

“If you try and slay Akio, good Oni, I shall fight you, and if I must-must die, I shall.” Shaeula warned them. “It would grieve me to die-die in front of my mother when we are just reunited, but if needs be, I shall have no-no hesitation.”

“You have indeed changed, daughter. A selfish cry-baby no longer.” Urakaze observed. “I find it somewhat bittersweet-melancholic. It is said that mortals are creatures of process, while us Yōkai and other spiritual beings are creatures of emotion. Obviously mortals have emotion, and we have processes. But emotion changes-shifts and is mercurial, processes are solid, consistent, less prone to change. You have become more like a mortal. I do not know whether to be sad-cry or laugh-weep.”

“Ya think we should drop it, Red?” the Blue Oni asked with a sigh. “Now that I look at him, he’s not really human anymore. He’s no Yōkai, ya get it, but… he’s not entirely unlike us.”

“Fine. As he's the husband of your daughter, I’ll chalk this off to bitter misfortune, Urakaze. Once.” the Red Oni rumbled. “A bit excessive though. Three or four of ours for every one of yours who died. Gonna be one hell of a funeral. Well, since this cold bitch… uh, Urakaze is breaking out her supply of ceremonial liquor, I guess we can hold a wake.”

“I thank you. Perhaps I can return the favour, should you care-care to visit the Seelie Court, one day.” Shaeula offered grandly. “Akio and I will-will be delighted to show you around. The mortal world is delightful too. I do rather-rather enjoy the alcohol there.”

The Blue Oni raised an eyebrow at that. “Ya know what mortal booze tastes like?”

“Of course. Akio brought me to the mortal world. I can come-come and go freely. And I am quite-quite sure any that allied with him would be similarly rewarded in due time. Beer, Wine, Sake, Shochu, Whiskey, Cocktails… so many-many delightful drinks. And the snacks, one must not-not forget the snacks…”

Red and Blue were drooling, and as Shaeula went into the description of Faerie Wine and other Fae delicacies, they broke down.

“Fuck, yeah, my bro… I’m sure he was a bastard, or adopted. Oh well, I’ll pour one out for him anyway.”

I see. Emotion and Process. Yōkai and Fae have great, deep emotions, but they change like the wind or the tides. Shaeula used to be like that, shifting between emotions swiftly, but now she is more grounded, consistent. Fascinating…

“Of course, that does leave one-one issue.” Shaeula warned, having dragged them to her pace. “Eri here. My dear sister and fellow-fellow wife of Akio. She should bear no guilt, and I implore you to allow her to join-join us in the celebration, and leave unharmed.”

“What about me?” Yamato hissed urgently, and Shaeula scoffed.

“What about you, Yamato? This is all-all your fault! The blood is on your hands, and worse, you have wounded Akio’s heart quite-quite deeply. Get yourself out-out of your own mess.” She continued imploring the high-ranking members of the Parade, her mother and the two Oni, as well as several others who had come to watch, radiating power.

There was a voluptuous fox with four bushy, golden tails who radiated even more power than the Oni and Urakaze, a massive white giant with one leg and a pointy head, some sort of snake-creature with a wizened human face, and others too.

“I can not-not allow Eri to be harmed. After all, she has done nothing but defend…”

“This cannot stand!” a shrill, feminine voice screamed, and at the same time, another voice, colder and male, called out a complaint as well.

What now? As we tensed, a female Oni came stomping out of the crowd, dressed in ragged ceremonial robes, every inch of the dirty cloth covered by talismans and fetishes. She carried a huge staff topped with cracked and rusted kagura bells, and her face was similar to one we had seen recently.

“Matriarch of the Kijo, what is this?” Urakaze asked. “Do you object-disagree? Would you fight me over my daughter?”

“No, I would not challenge you!” the ragged woman declared, her hair streaming around her like a halo of writhing snakes, even more talismans in her dirty, matted tresses. “But that mortal wretch killed my sister!” She pointed to Eri. “I would have her spirit as recompense!”

“Ya got like a hundred sisters. Most of them are ugly harlots.” Blue grunted, unhelpfully. “Can’t ya let one go, like Red did?”

“Why should I?” she moaned, enraged. “She is outside hallowed ground at night, so by the compact Lord Nurarihyon agreed, I can take her. A lot can be made from such a spirit. It is not virgin…” Eri blushed at that. “…but even so, there is a purity to it. And it takes to darkness well.” She giggled cruelly, her withered tongue licking over cracked lips.

“I also object! I do not care-care about the mortal…” a massive Kamaitachi, red-furred with bright green eyes, declared, striding forwards. “But aunt, your daughter is well-known as a failure, a disgrace-disgrace. Her words could be all-all lies. How do you know her father approves of this-this mortal, that she has done the deeds she claimed? The cats were strong yes, but fools. I would not-not put it past them to have grown careless. She could have killed them sleeping.”

My bond protested at that insult. Before anyone could speak, Shaeula asked him who he was, and he snorted. “You would not-not know me, half-breed failure. Shame of the weasels. I am your cousin. And I shall show-show everyone here that you are nothing.” He stared at Urakaze. “Give me leave to show you just what-what your daughter truly is!”

“I ask for no leave! My right is to take her life!” the Matriarch howled, pointing at Eri, who was raising her axe, expression grim. “Afterwards, if you choose to make me your enemy, so be it, but even you would not want to oppose all my sisters, you of the biting winds.”

Urakaze remained silent, and I considered the situation. Well, we bought some time, but… it’s not enough, and now we have to fight. Where the hell is Grulgor, although… Strong as he was, adding Grulgor would hardly make a difference when we were outnumbered by so many powerful foes. My only consolation is that Yamato is shitting himself. If we go down, he’ll go to Yomi with us…
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Taking her spirit? Turning my attention from the worthless Yamato to the things that mattered, I felt a sinking feeling in my stomach. There was no way I would accept Eri getting hurt, or worse killed, but there was always the voice in the back of my mind that said that if the worst did happen, there was always Kin Restoration.

We would grieve, but Eri would return to us in time, even if she was limited like Haru-san. But… it isn’t the answer to everything, is it? First Mine-san, and now Eri’s situation. I’ve perhaps been bolder and less careful than I should have been because of having that safety net. Now…

The Skill was still amazing, incredible, and I was sure that having it would save us so much grief and hardship in the future, but not now. At least if the spirits of the poor apprentices from our training school were taken by that Kijo bitch, then they should have been released to go wherever the dead do on her death…

As I pondered this, Shaeula spoke up, addressing her arrogant cousin. “I am not-not a half-breed. I am a pure breed twice over.” She laughed, shocking everyone around her. “Such words did haunt and torment me for long-long years, exposed to mockery and insult in the Seelie Court. But now I know my own-own worth, and my worth in the eyes-eyes of others. Mother…”

“Yes?” Urakaze sighed, looking at her daughter with a complicated expression.

“I can not-not stand for Eri to face battle. I ask that you intercede. Then, though I have nothing to prove, I shall-shall show my foolish cousin his errors.”

The Kijo Matriarch screamed her disapproval, and Urakaze sighed. “I cannot do that-this. She has the right to her anger, and while I am strong-mighty, I am no tyrant. Great Nurarihyon dictates our rules, but essentially we are free spirits. Look-gaze around you, daughter of mine. They are only keeping their peace because entertainment is precious. Well, Red and Blue here are fools-easy, so their anger is mollified by some alcohol and apologies-sorrow, but…”

“Ya really are a cold bitch.” Blue complained, and the Red Oni shook his head, irritated. Even so, they kept their peace.

“I am quite-quite disappointed.” Shaeula sighed softly.

“I do not care-care whether you are…” her cousin began, but Shaeula’s glare made him step back, before he recovered, angry at his own momentary weakness.

“Enough, cousin. Stop your yapping, we shall let our fists and winds talk-talk shortly.” Shaeula continued to speak, and while I had a lot to say myself, and Eri did too, huddling close to us, intimidated by the maddened Kijo, I left it to Shaeula for now.

“Such pointless cruelty. What-what does it serve? We defended ourselves, and thus there was death. Do we not-not have a right to life? If we were all slain, then none-none would have wasted time on such petty things as vengeance.”

Yeah, that’s totally a lie. Hyacinth would be here turning this into a new Myconid Forest, I expect…

“Eri is my dear sister, as dear-dear as Shaeranna or my brothers to me-me. More important than you who I have never met, cousin. Though being family, perhaps we can become close-close in time.” He roared angrily at that, only the circle of watching Yōkai preventing him from losing his mind completely and starting a battle.

“If Eri is forced to fight, then Akio and I shall. This trash too-too.” She nodded at Yamato, a sour expression on her face. “I have little-little hope we can take the entire Hyakki Yagyō, I am not-not such a fool…” Her sour expression had changed to a rueful grin.

“…but the streets of the Boundary Kyoto shall-shall be awash with blood when we are done. I will not-not ask you to stand with me, mother, nor my Kamaitachi kin, after all, I am a stranger to this land, for now-now. But you shall watch our lives blaze out, and the dead will pile to the skies.”

“That’s right.” I agreed. “Eri is Shaeula’s sister in ways thicker than blood. Love binds us, and I’ll harden my heart and send as many of you to Yomi as I can, if she is harmed. There has to be another way. After all… the world has changed. You can’t exist in a vacuum, doing evil deeds, forever. It isn’t just the mortal world that will be swept away with what’s coming, the Boundary and lower Astral will be invaded and destroyed too.”

“Evil? Ya misunderstand.” Blue spoke suddenly, and Red agreed.

“Yeah, evil? That is for you man-things to decide. Back when we roamed the Material, mortals didn’t think it evil to enslave and kill one another for trivial reasons. Killing you for my poor dead, stupid, possibly-illegitimate bro is a noble reason in comparison.”

“Evil is a conceit of the times.” The four-tailed fox woman, her golden-red hair cascading down her voluptuous body, clad in a yukata that was open at the front, revealing vast expanses of her massive, pale bosom, came forwards. In one hand she held a long golden pipe, which smoked with some foul-smelling herbs that made my head hurt. “There are no absolutes.”

Shaeula’s mother and the Oni greeted her respectfully, and the Kijo Matriarch was silenced at her words. She’s a big-shot indeed. I wonder what rank she is in the Parade. Higher than Twenty, that’s for sure.

The fox walked over and reached out, stroking my face, at a speed I would have struggled to avoid. Shaeula narrowed her eyes and Eri hissed like a cat, but the fox-woman merely smiled alluringly. Ugh, she’s beautiful. No, I mustn’t be fooled. Charm, Majesty and League, I released it all, barely fighting off her allure. She gave me a slight grin, before turning to Shaeula.

“Well, are you not just a surprise? Your poor mother, how she was scorned and disdained for falling for a foreign prince, and even more shame when she was forced to return without you, the rumours of your… character and competence… unkind.” The fox smiled, and I had the urge to punch her in the face. Sensing that, she raised an eyebrow at me, amused, tails wagging.

“But just like you humans change what is good and evil as the times change, we all have our own ways. Even the Fae…” She smiled gently at Shaeula’s surprise. “Oh my, yes, I have journeyed amongst them. The Wild Hunt, the Unseelie Court too. I am welcome anywhere. After all, with mother and the rest of the foxes with many tails slain, hiding or imprisoned, I remain the strongest of us all. I know the Fae, even those you would call good, steal children and leave changelings in their place, trick with fools' gold, start fires, lead travellers over cliffs and into swamps… there is no universal good in this land. Only power sets precedent. So do not be children.” She advised us. “You appeased the duo here, but Red and Blue, despite their fearsome appearance, are surprisingly pleasant for Oni. Perhaps because they actually have brains.” She snorted, sucking on her pipe, blowing steam and fog.

“Shut ya mouth, big tits.” Blue complained and the fox laughed.

“I hardly want to hear that from you, melons.” She giggled girlishly, belying her appearance. “Anyway, you could fight and die. Die you would. But… what we long for is entertainment. Make us an offer.”

Urakaze nodded. “Matriarch of the Kijo, I have little-no wish to see my daughter die before me. My fool nephew wishes to fight her, but what mother wishes her own daughter to be hurt, even if she is disappointing-pathetic?” Shaeula's cousin had the grace to look abashed at that.

I see. I get it. Just like the Fae with their Trial of Three. There’s a narrow spiderweb of hope to cling to, if we can just climb it. Shaeula had realised too, and strangely enough, so had Eri, shocking me. But then she always was smart, and being quiet, she looks around and thinks a lot…

“I killed the Kijo.” Eri shouted suddenly, drawing all eyes. She shrank under the gazes, before adopting a haughty expression. “And why not? Even if it wasn’t for vengeance, it was to protect my husband and dear sister Shaeula. Besides… spirit-takers… can’t dead children have peace even in death?”

She scowled, her black eyes hard, her grip shifting nervously on her axe. “I get it though. Listening to your talk.” She nodded to the fox and Urakaze, getting amused looks in return. “You are saying you aren’t evil, just doing what your culture dictates. I guess it’s like how in some countries you can still be imprisoned or executed for adultery and stuff like that. We best never go there.”

Eri managed a smile, forced though it was. “Well, then let me say, I was justified in putting the axe through the head of that bitch. As my culture is that as long as Akio and those he loves and wants to protect are safe, the world can fucking burn for all I care.”

She swore crudely and the Kijo Matriarch was practically gibbering in rage at her insolence. “If you are evil, I’m evil too, the evil of indifference. I was sad when the other girls died. Nobody likes seeing those around them die, and I knew them a little. But I was mostly sad because it hurt Akio. So, if you hate me, then I’ll fight you. But… Akio and Shaeula get to live, and I’d ask… you at least let my spirit remain free to enjoy peace in death. If you do that, I’ll entertain you all.” Eri looked the crowd in the eyes boldly, though I could see her hands and knees shaking.

Clever girl. That way… we can at least use Kin Restoration…

“You think you can bargain, you slayer of my sister?” the Matriarch growled. “I shall tear you limb from…”

“I too will entertain, then.” Shaeula spoke up. “My cousin, whose name I do not-not know, nor care to right now…” She threw a casual insult at him. “…I shall take-take him on as he wishes. If I am defeated I shall suffer a suitable punishment. However…”

She grinned, her smile reminiscent of when she was pulling a prank. “…I rather-rather feel a wager is in order. After all, I am Yōkai, one of the Hyakki Yagyō, but I am also Fae, a Duchess and princess of the Seelie Court. We do so-so love our wagers.”

“A Trial of Three?” the foxwoman smirked. “it’s not our way, but…” She glanced at Urakaze, who nodded.

“You are bold indeed, daughter. So, speak. I know-understand of these traditions. They will not bind-compel us, but I would not cheat my returning child after all these years.”

“If I lose, then from Akio, Eri and I, three prices can-can be demanded. Our lives-lives, spirits, whatever you wish.” she declared, gasps spreading around the crowd. “I care not-not. For we live and die together anyway. Besides, there is no-no way I can lose to this idiot.” She riled him up, getting the crowd excited at her insolence, some impressed, others wishing to see her humbled.

“But if I win, then first, Eri’s…” she began, but the Matriarch roared in rage.

“No, I shall not allow her to escape my fury! My sister cries within me for her blood and suffering!”

“…why is everyone here so rude-rude?” Shaeula sighed magnificently. “…no, I understand your hatred will not-not be quenched so easily. But putting Eri against yourself, one of the Hundred of the Hyakki Yagyō is no fun, is it?” she goaded the crowd. “At least send-send an opponent she will be able to display some sport against.”

Damn, that’s cold, but we are playing poker with no cards, so any result is welcome. Eri understands that. She’s listening intently.

“No, I wish to tear her apart myself!” she cried, only for the foxwoman to shake her head, luxurious locks flowing, bosom heaving.

“Now, do not be like this. Send one of your sisters. That would be far more poetic. She is merely a mortal after all, what can she do against a Kijo alone? Or are you telling me she overpowered your sister all by herself?”

“If so, she’d be pretty pathetic.” The Red Oni laughed as he took a refill of his bowl from Urakaze. “If she was still alive, she could have married my useless adopted bro.”

“However…” she began, only for the fox to fix Shaeula with a glare. “We can even consent to not keeping her spirit for eternity, but…” She gestured languidly, and a disturbingly handsome, almost feminine fox came out. “This Kitsune is interested in you, girl.”

She smirked, teeth biting the inlaid stem of her pipe. “Just death will not satisfy the Matriarch, I am sure. So… a year and a day. He will keep your fallen spirit for that time, girl. Although, should you wish to stay after that… I am quite sure he would hardly mind.”

The grin of the golden-tailed fox was lascivious and disgusting, and I felt the immediate urge to murder him and the damn Kitsune queen or whatever she was. Eri blanched, prepared for death but not for such a fate, and Shaeula bit her lip, looking troubled.

My Foresight is still telling me the danger is intense around those close to me, but not me. Why? Is it because I was destined to not fight here, while everyone else suffered and died? Perhaps the answer is fire… if I blast Foehn in all directions, use Yamato as a distraction, maybe we can… no, it’s hopeless. That would never work. Overhead flocks of Tengu and other aerial Yōkai flew, so there was no escape.

“I don’t want that…” Eri grimaced, clearly terrified. “He looks a pervert, and… nobody should ever touch me but you, Akio. I can face dying, but…” Tears were leaking from her black eyes now, stirring my heart.

“That's why it's a wager, no?” the male Kitsune teased, grinning. “Don't despair, after all, the pleasures of the spirit can often exceed the pleasures of simple flesh. Though maybe…” He smirked at the foxwoman with her four magnificent tails, expression sly. “…could you fashion her a body to house her spirit, you old hag?”

“If the price was right. And you manage to calm your insolence, youngling.” She grinned mockingly.

“Then… only if I lose.” Shaeula declared, panicked. “If I win, then such a punishment can not-not…”

“Ah, no. You are stacking rather too much on this. It ceases to be fun.” she answered, blowing more scented, cloying smoke.

“Then… if Shaeula wins, I get to fight.” I declared suddenly. “I’ll fight the bastard first.” As soon as I said that, from the triumphant grin on the faces of the foxes, I knew this was the result they were looking for. Though strangely, the danger around me personally doesn’t seem to have increased. Well, it’s not that Foresight is actually reliable anyway…

“Daughter, tell your husband to withdraw. That Kitsune is dangerous-trouble. He has risen-soared up the Hundred rapidly of late. He is not-never one to trifle with. His strength…” She raised one furry eyebrow disdainfully. “…well, it is middling-average, but his cunning and trickery has defeated many stronger opponents.”

“You did claim to be Ninety, human.” The male Kitsune smirked, looking annoyingly beautiful in the way men shouldn’t. “Be amazed, I am Seventy-First. And I do believe I can reach higher.”

Still, I have no choice. Eri… she’s prepared to die, but she’s not prepared to be the toy, the plaything of someone else. And I’m not prepared for it either. I’ll die first. Kill first.

Shaeula and Eri were both watching me, and I clenched my fist. “Fine then. Should be entertaining, but… since I can’t claim the rank, when I kill this fox who reached a hand for what he should never have touched, how about you give it to Shaeula?”

“It doesn’t work like that, man-thing.” Red disagreed.

“Why not? All I have is Shaeula’s, after all? And if those cats can both be Ninety, and you can both be whatever number you are, well, I don’t see the issue sharing with Shaeula.”

“Hmm, I doubt very much he can beat our proud Seventy-First here.” the foxwoman teased. “So I see no issue. If the prodigal Kamaitachi who has returned from foreign lands is able, she will keep the rank, if not, challenges will soon reveal that.”

“I don’t mind. Though…” the Kitsune added a condition, egging on the crowd. “I won’t kill you until after our first night.” He sneered, mocking me, before grinning at Eri, who shrank away, and the crowd went wild with amused laughter and catcalls.

“I will kill you though.” I vowed, earning another seductive, repulsive smile.

“Well then.” Urakaze sighed. “Daughter, you could-should have let that one die.” She glanced at Eri sadly. “Now instead your hard-won plea of safety-succour has been squandered.”

“Hardly.” Shaeula shook her head. “Do not-not count us out yet. Now as for my third request. I call on you, my mother.” she declared, surprising everyone. “I am grateful for the Kamaitachi you sent me for-for my exile, without them I would surely-surely have been slain long before I met Akio. Even if they are not-not more than runts of the litter.” She grinned, and at that Urakaze cocked her head, puzzled.

“…but it shames the Hyakki Yagyō that the Fae are providing me with most-most of my army, when I am pure-blooded on both sides.” She emphasised that again. “So I would-would ask, when I triumph, you provide me with further Kamaitachi and weasels to fortify our Territory.”

She looked around, meeting the gaze of the great and the mighty of the Night Parade. “If any of you wish-wish to earn our favour and provide assistance, we will gladly-gladly take them. And for those who wish to walk the mortal world once more-more, the Material… well, if you are strong and willing to be loyal, we shall not-not turn you away.”

Her pitch finished, the Night Parade came to a conclusion, and it was as expected. “Very well then.” Urakaze agreed. “I would ask more about my Kamaitachi, but should you win-defeat your cousin, I shall allow you to select further kin to accompany-follow you. But it is likely you will be going home alone and a widow. You overreached. Greed is poison, daughter. It is a lesson you need to learn-remember.”

She’s right. We’ve taken too many risks and been too greedy at times. But some things aren’t greed, they are necessary. I can lose Territory, lose allies, even lose my powers, but I can’t lose Eri, Shaeula or the other girls who love me. So we have to find a way out of this where we keep those, even if we suffer other losses…

“As for him…” The Kitsune sneered at Yamato, her four bushy tails swishing. “Do you not ask for his safety? I daresay there are many who would love to deal with a fool from hallowed ground who acted so unwisely.”

“Yes, you need to ensure my safety!” Yamato agreed desperately, but we all brushed him off.

“If Eri or Akio are hurt, I will make sure-sure you pay for it too.” Shaeula warned him, and he slumped to his knees in despair, knowing he had no friends here, only those who hated him.

“Very well then. I shall follow the example of our dear Urakaze of the biting winds and offer up libations for the celebrations.” The foxwoman declared, the other Kitsune now eyeing Shaeula as well. Yeah, he’s definitely dead… Cheers erupted, and soon a small arena had been prepared, Shaeula facing off against her cousin.

“I shall show the Parade what-what you are! Aunt Urakaze could be higher than Twentieth, if not for the shame of her dalliances with foreign scum. Father says so. She is strong, yes, but she has shamed the Night Parade, and us Kamaitachi as a whole-whole.”

Shaeula twitched at that, her expression grim. “I do not-not appreciate such slanders. Love knows no boundaries, nor should it. I do not-not know uncle, and I do not-not see him here…”

“He is no doubt causing trouble-strife somewhere near. He is quite the sadist.” Urakaze chimed in, fixing her nephew with her golden glare. “As for you, do not insult-slander me to my face. I am tolerant-kind, but even so…” A blade of nearly invisible wind passed him, and fragments of his red fur scattered, floating to the ground. “…I am Twentieth.”

“…my thanks, mother.” Shaeula bowed to her, earning giggles from the surrounding Night Parade, who were not used to such mortal niceties. “Well, cousin. It seems we must-must talk with our elements and our fists.” She wound up her remaining pinwheel, not believing she needed it. “You may go first. Consider it a gift-gift to the cousin I am meeting for the first time.”

Eri smiled at Shaeula, as did I, reassuring her, and the look she gave me back told me to comfort Eri, so I pulled her into an embrace, shielding her from the eyes of the male Kitsune who was watching her cruelly. “It looks like we managed to get to the endgame betting with no cards in our hands. Now we need a series of miracles to make them fold… but Shaeula…”

“She won’t lose.” Eri affirmed. “But, I’m worried. What about the fox pervert?” She shuddered, trembling in my arms. “He’s strong, right?”

“One worry at a time. For now, we have to support Shaeula. Just like we did against Ulfuric. Déjà vu, I guess?”

“At least this time I’ll need to wield an axe fairly.” She sighed, still afraid. “But you’re right. Come on Shaeula, beat up that jerk!” Her cheer rang out.

Shaeula turned, waving back, and at that moment her cousin attacked. He silently unleashed a blitzing hail of jade blades, and I could tell they were decently compressed and vibrating. He’s good, but…

Shaeula merely raised one hand lazily. “Foehn.” With that, the oncoming wind was consumed by her own emerald energies, and it was returned to the surprised Kamaitachi, strengthened by her own winds, which had grown in intensity and power more than tenfold since we had first met.

The red-furred weasel barely had time to scream before he was pummelled with the cutting blades, the edges manipulated by Shaeula to be finer and sharper, and blood scattered, the same ruby red as the fur that filled the air, silver mist rising as the Kamaitachi screamed.

“That was quick.” Eri remarked, jaw dropping. “I know she’s amazing, I’m always jealous of her, but…”

“Wind doesn’t really work against Shaeula since she has Foehn. For me, it’s flames, but for her, she eats wind.” I grinned, listening to the cheers and boos, curses being slung down on the fallen weasel.

“Daughter, that was…” Urakaze asked, puzzled.

“That was a unique wind. I gained it travelling the world with Akio. Las Vegas was quite-quite fun.” She smirked triumphantly. “I am afraid that wind is useless against me. So, cousin. I won, did I not-not?”

She peered scornfully at her fallen kin, who was struggling to his feet, numerous deep but non-lethal cuts scoring his fur and flesh, and half his face was shaved bald by the blasts. Eri couldn’t help but giggle, and he furiously glared at her, only for a burst of wind to clip his ear.

“You do not-not get to scowl at Eri like that.” Shaeula proclaimed. “Cousin, declare your defeat!”

“No. No!” he insisted. “You cheat-cheat! We are the wind, to fight that way is surely abhorrent to who we are-are! Aunt, do tell your vile daughter!”

“Fine then.” Shaeula agreed, surprising everyone. “I am magnanimous, as all good-good princesses should be. I shall not-not use my Wind-Eating Breath. If you care to try again, I shall face your wind head-on.”

Her cousin spat blood, before sneering at her. “Very well-well. At least you have some honour. But your tricks will not-not save you now.”

He leapt backwards, and unleashed more powerful blasts of wind, drowning out the cheers and carousing around us. As they closed in on Shaeula she merely smiled a little, before a torrent of citrine energy poured from her, swallowing the wind, a cascade of fireballs pelting her cousin and the surrounding areas. He screamed, hopping and dodging as his fur smouldered. “What-what is this?”

“Nothing special. Why-why stay fixated on the wind? Fire is good too. Hmm…” Shaeula smirked again, enjoying bullying her insolent cousin. “Light too. Try this-this. Akio described it to me, and I believe I get the idea. I have seen-seen it used in that Anime with the witch magical girls so… Flashbang!” There was a blinding flash of light and a concussive detonation of sound.

Her cousin was momentarily stunned, only for his consciousness to return finding Shaeula flying at him, fist raised. He tried to lift his cut and burned arms, but he was too slow, and her small fist struck him in the jaw, sending him tumbling to the ground, where she stomped on him ruthlessly.

“Done yet?” she asked, and as he struggled, she conjured more fire and wind in her hands. “I can burn-burn and shave you bald if you do so-so wish.”

“Enough.” Urakaze called. “I think we have our victor-winner.” Her gaze softened as he looked at her triumphant child. “Daughter. Shaeula. You are strong. I believe Ninety might not be your limit-barrier.”

Kicking aside her fallen cousin, she strode over to her mother. “Indeed. And I grow stronger all the time. Because I am with Akio, Eri, Aiko, Hinata, the others. Even idiots like brother Shaeraggo and sister Anna are important to me.”

She turned to her cousin. “You could be too-too, if you end your arrogance and apologise. Kin matters. If not-not…” She glared at him, making him flinch. “I will take your sickles as a lesson.” At her grim words, her mother and the other watching Kamaitachi gasped.

I guess that’s a rather cruel and humiliating punishment. It seemed to have got through to her cousin, who scampered away, acknowledging his defeat. As he left, Shaeula addressed the crowd. “Can we not-not stop this farce? There is no need to fight. Just as I have benefitted from-from meeting and working with mortals, Fae, Yōkai and more, can we not-not all…”

“No, I deny this!” the Matriarch snarled. “My sister cries out for vengeance! Her curse yet lingers!”

“I am afraid not as well.” The Kitsune woman grinned. “After all, that would be quite boring.”

“It’s fine, Shaeula.” I conceded, shaking my head. “There was no way we were getting out of this. You’ve done your part.” I turned to her mother. “Whatever happens, mother-in-law, make sure Shaeula stays safe. I trust you to ensure fairness here.”

She nodded, eyeing me. “In that case, let me warn you. That troublesome fox likes to play tricks-torture on the mind. Be wary-cautious.”

“Now, don’t be giving away all my strategies.” The Kitsune grinned maliciously as he stepped forwards, bushy tail wagging behind him, as he leered at Eri. “Mortal girls are always the best. Yōkai just… don’t have the emotional range. I’m a sensitive spirit, I like my lovers to have depth.” He sneered mockingly at me then. “Don’t worry, I’ll let you see her happy before you die.”

I hate this guy. I know legend says foxes are treacherous and lecherous, but even so…

“For that to happen, Eri and I both have to lose.” I warned him. “I have no intention of losing, and even if I do…” I turned back to Eri. “You worked so hard. I’d like you to be stronger, but… you did your best. So, believe in yourself.”

“How touching.” The foxwoman sniggered, sucking on the inlaid stem of her pipe. “And true. If you want her, you shall have to win, little fox.” She teased the other Kitsune, who shrugged, annoyed.

“Keep laughing, old hag. One day I’ll be the highest rank of the Kitsune, and you, who coast on the strength of your bloodline, you’ll kiss and lick my feet. Effort and skill will always defeat talent!”

“If that day comes, I shall do it gladly. Though... I hardly fancy your chances of success.” She smiled, seemingly unmoved by his insult, though it seemed a little strained somehow, wistful. “But first, this mortal… no, not exactly mortal…” Her smile recovered. “…this being stands in your way.”

“Akio, Eri…” Shaeula declared, coming over. She stretched up to kiss me, and I was surprised, as it was the first time she had done so in her Kamaitachi form. Whoa, strange. Her tongue feels different, rougher, more flexible. And her fur… it tickles. As she parted from me, she hugged Eri, whispering into her ear.

“Do not-not rely on Akio. He will win-win, I have no doubt, but even if he does, you will have to fight. So… know that I am proud of what-what you have achieved. So be proud of it too and do not-not give up.”

“I won’t.” she promised, her dark onyx eyes damp with tears, but her trembling had stopped. “I don’t want that bastard to have my spirit. If it was just death…”

“Just death…? Well, I can see why you would say-say that.” Shaeula sighed. “Anyway. Akio, Eri. May the fortunate winds go with you, leading your way through this trial ahead!” With that, shimmering verdant energies bathed us, and I felt our Fortune increase dramatically. “Now Akio, go. Wipe the smirk off that worthless fox's face. I do-do so hate foxes. It must-must be in my blood.”

“Akio, be careful.” Eri kissed me too, and with that, I was facing the Kitsune, who was still smirking at me.

“How was she? Good? It looked it.” The fox grinned, licking his lips lewdly. “As for the daughter of the Twentieth there, weasels aren’t my type, but that mortalform was sweet. Maybe I’ll console her in my arms when you are dead and gone?”

I merely yawned at his provocation, which was effective in riling him. “Really?” I kept my irritation inside. “Now that will never happen. Even were Eri and I to die, Shaeula would never turn to scum like you. You aren’t even that charming, not like her.” I nodded to the four-tailed woman who was waiting to start the bout.

The fox twitched, enraged. “Well then, we shall soon see. Old hag, get on with it.”

“Why so rude? I helped you get this far. Younglings today… no patience or dignity. Not like the olden days. Ah, I miss them so, my mother and sisters too. But sadly, the past is dust, and the future ashes. So…” She used her pipe to gesture. “…begin.”

The crowd started roaring and cheering as I leapt forwards, Body Enhancement thrumming, Split Thoughts searching for attack vectors. The fox eyed me calmly, and then flourished five talismans, each with a different strange symbol on them, a cross between Chinese and Japanese, archaic and old. Damn, I wish I’d had more time for my studies. That one looks like the character for ‘ear’ maybe, and that one is… a river? No, it’s…

“Five senses stealing. Silence.” the fox declared, leaping backwards, one talisman burning to ashes. Suddenly the noise of the arena fell into silence, and my balance was compromised, my charge missing, darting past him.

“Oh, too bad. It’s amazing how much you rely on your sense of hearing for balance. Well, a true warrior can readjust quickly, but…” I couldn’t hear his words, but I could read his lips and get the gist of it.

“This won’t stop me!” I called out, not hearing what I was saying being an eerie experience. Foehn flickered into being in my hand, and I cursed him, only for a second talisman to burn away, seizing my vocal cords.

“…stop polluting my ears.” I read his lips, his smug grin aggravating.

Foehn scattered as I hurled it at him, and he dodged, though I could see worry in his eyes, as he must have recognised the cruel power of it. I also launched blasts of wind and earth at him, sending him dancing around, only one step ahead of him. With my mental stats, I was getting my balance and accuracy back.

My Spiritually Pure Physique was also fighting against the curses, though the lack of Spirit Water I had within me was hampering it. Despite that, it was only a matter of time before I could break it. I can do this…

Then my world went dark, and I could no longer see or hear…
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“Five senses stealing. Speechless.” the Kitsune declared. I was terrified of him, not because he was strong, though he clearly was, but because of what he would do when I died.

When I die? To think I’m caring about things like that now. I… can’t think about that. Akio is strong. If he beats the Kitsune, even if I die against the Kijo, one day I’ll come back to Akio and the others… but… no, he’ll win, I know it! Akio always stands in front of me, protecting…

I shook my head, bitter that I’d seemingly learned nothing. I begged to come along, and now Akio was in danger, all because I thought I was good enough. I’d worked hard. I’d trained. I’d grown strong. All true. But also lies. I’d worked hard, but I’d avoided things that upset me.

Unlike Aiko, I didn’t talk to those two perverts at school, and because of that she learned how to master fire even before I did. I’d trained, but I could have always done more. I had heard of how Shaeula and Akio had suffered to Rank up their Ether Healing, and I never went that far. I’d grown strong, yes, but compared to the Yōkai here, I might as well still just be an ordinary girl.

Akio threw his nasty flames at the laughing fox, following it with blasts of wind and stone, the ground erupting. Akio had him on the back foot, sure, but… the Kitsune still looks confident…

My fears were confirmed a moment later, as he called out again, another talisman in his hands flaring to black ashes, blowing away as he moved. “Five senses stealing. Darkness.” Akio stumbled, nearly falling, and his attacks were flying wild, going in all sorts of directions.

“Three senses down. Well, sealing your mouth was more for my own pleasure.” The Kitsune laughed melodically, though it set my teeth on edge, the undertone sickening. “But without sight and hearing, what can you do, bug? Have no fear, I’ll take your taste and touch soon enough. I’m very kind, you won’t even feel the pain from your defeat. Until after.”

I was about to cry out when that slutty female fox strolled over, grabbing me by the arm. I was too shocked to protest as she hauled me off. Shaeula was enraged, asking her what she was doing, and the foxwoman merely smiled broadly at us, foul smoke streaming from her pipe making my eyes burn and water.

“It is time for this girl to face her opponent. Why, the Matriarch of the Kijo is desperate for her vengeance. She cannot wait any longer!”

“But you said Akio would go first-first!” Shaeula snarled, and the Kitsune merely shook her head, long hair swaying to match her tails.

“And so he has! He is battling first. Nobody said he would finish before she started!”

“No, that…” Shaeula growled, turning to her mother, who was watching avidly the battle between Akio and the male Kitsune, who had burned a fourth talisman, and was toying with Akio, making little effort to attack, dodging his blind, directionless strikes. Just watching it made me forget my own fear for a moment, my stomach burning with anguish.

“Mother, this is not-not fair! You can not-not allow…” She trailed off at the look in her mother’s eyes, and even as I was being dragged away, looking back, I shivered. It was so cold, detached.

“Why not? Your father is a Fae, is he not? You should understand-comprehend nothing has been done unfairly here. I believe that we have been quite-rather generous. After all, the Matriarch should have rent her limbs from her body, and captured-enslaved her spirit. Instead, she has a small-little chance to save herself. Do not mistake me, Shaeula.” She looked a little proud them, even if still distant. “Your return has pleased me greatly, and your growth-progress also. But… I am Twentieth. I can not let my own petty-selfish desires cause trouble with the others, unless they give me cause. This is still within the bounds-realm of fairness. You must surely see that.”

As Shaeula was cowed by the force of her mother’s will, I called out to her. “It’s fine. She’s right. It’s better than us fighting the whole Night Parade and dying. Whatever happens… Akio doesn’t want you to die. You don’t want him to die either. I…” I couldn’t look at the battlefield, the jeers and mockery telling me all I needed to know about his progress.

“…I’ll take responsibility, for forcing myself into this, when I should have stayed behind with Aiko.” I tried to inject some levity into my voice, but I had a feeling I was failing miserably, judging by the look Shaeula was giving me. “…I’m still not beaten. Maybe I can win, right? It’s not like I’m up against this Matriarch herself.”

“No, indeed that would be no sport.” The foxwoman agreed. “Which is why you are fighting now, rather than waiting. It is the tension of not knowing your fate if you lose that makes it fun.” She grinned, revealing sharp teeth, incongruous in her human face. “We are the Night Parade. You are not in hallowed ground. Consider this grace a favour for the return of a prodigal daughter.”

“See? Nothing we can do.” I spoke cheerfully, my insides knotted with grief and fear. “Just… if I do lose, tell Aiko and my parents I’m sorry, but… don’t tell them the rest. Okay?”

Shaeula returned my gaze with a look of anguish, before nodding. “I shall-shall believe in you, Eri. And in Akio too. Even if you fail, which you will not-not, then Akio will surely triumph. I know it. I do.” She nodded firmly, as if to convince herself, but the situation was grim, I could tell without looking.

“That's quite enough talk.” The Kitsune tossed me out in front of the baying crowd, Tengu, Kappa, Kamaitachi, Oni, and stranger, more aberrant things drunk and capering, cheering and crying for me to be tortured and killed. I clutched my heavy axe, the edge pitted and chipped, and the trembling stopped.

I’m still scared though. I think I’ve just gone so numb I can’t feel it anymore. Oh well… mother, father. Father-in-law, mother-in-law. If you are watching my Material body now, I hope… well, just try not to grieve too much.

My opponent stepped out, the Matriarch of the Kijo instructing her to make me suffer, but not kill me until I had watched the defeat of Akio, my one hope. That… gives me a small chance, right? No, I’m too weak. Why am I even here? I’m such a fool. Too greedy for my own good. I hated the fact that Shaeula and Hyacinth could stand beside him in places like this. I was his first, I should have this too. Well, I got what I wanted, and… it’s too large for my hands to hold.

My opponent strode out under the baying of the drunken crowd of monsters. This was nothing like Akio’s Territory, where things were quiet and largely peaceful, or even Nishimorioka, where the enemies were mostly strange animals and insects, with the occasional undead thrown in.

No, this was a tale as old as Japan itself. The Hyakki Yagyō. Well, I suppose… at least I’ll see out my end as part of a myth. Though nobody will ever speak of me, no doubt…

“I will peel the flesh from your bones and keep you alive even then!” the Kijo called. She was a vile Oni, her horns yellow bone and dripping pus, while her ragged robes were likewise stained and matted. In one hand she carried a long cleaver, dripping with darkness element, an azure blue glow suffusing into the surroundings, and in the other some sort of four-pronged rake, the nails at the end dirtied with dry blood. Just looking at it made me sick.

“Sure, you do whatever you want.” I drew a long shuddering breath, glancing over to where Akio was struggling blindly against that pervert. It seemed there was some commotion towards the back of the Parade as well, but I paid it no mind. I had to focus.

If I can’t win, then why should I be scared? The result is a foregone conclusion, so all that’s left is to go out proudly. I asked to be here, now I have to pay for that. I can’t disgrace Shaeula, not in front of her mother. She said it herself. We’re sisters. And she is, just as much as Aiko is.

Having reassured myself, I swung my axe a few times, loosening up my tense, tired muscles. “But don’t you think it’s pathetic? You Yōkai sure aren’t as frightening as I heard, you are just petty children, throwing tantrums and picking on those weaker than you. And then you complain when the weak fight back?” I snorted, annoyed, the warm embers of anger starting to push away my fear. “Come on then. Be the big, scary Kijo and take me on!”

Laughter rippled around the audience, and the Kijo roared in rage, spittle flying from between dirty needle-like teeth. It howled some words, but they were incomprehensible, so I readied my axe, channelling flame into it to heat the metal again.

This really was a nice axe. It looks good and it takes to elemental energy really well. The dress… I like it too. I’d never have thought to wear these sort of frilly clothes before. A shame it got ripped. I gnashed my teeth at that, anger staving off dread.

I swung my axe down, but it was blocked by the cleaver, the impact nearly jarring the axe from my stinging palms. It was as if my bones were cracking under the impact. I let out a grunt of pain, before that was driven from my lips by a pained screech as the rake dug into the tear in my dress and pierced my skin. It was a shallow wound, but feeling my skin being ripped away was excruciating.

“Eri, careful!” Shaeula cried, but I didn’t have time to reply as I brought my axe down again.

“Useless. You worm! My sister will have peace knowing her slayer is dead!” The Kijo kicked me and sent me flying. I landed heavily, air driven from my lungs, only to see the brute rushing at me. The cleaver fell, and though I tried to get out of the way I suddenly froze, as the force of her presence stopped my mind for a second.

There was an impact, and a feeling of cold heat, as impossible as that sounded. I reached for my axe, only to look down dumbly, unable to process the sight, as … I had no arm.

“Uh… awa?” I cried, my brain frozen. I could hear Shaeula raging, and I turned my eyes away from the sight, seeing her being held back by the pair of white and black Kamaitachi, who were ignoring the injuries she was inflicting upon them in her anger.

Oh, Shaeula. Don’t worry. I’m fine. I just need to… Blinding pain flared through my arm, my nerves catching up with the injury, and I vomited, only for my back to be ripped open, flayed down to the spine, flesh peeling.

“Feel the agony of my slain sister! Feel the wrath of the Kijo!”

This… yeah, I couldn’t do it after all. I just… My mind was sinking down into darkness. More flesh was flayed from me, and the cleaver hacked down, severing my leg at the thigh. I turned, flapping my broken body so that I could see Akio, but my sight was already dimming, sinking into inky blue darkness, sparks of indigo and green flecking my vision.

Stupid bitch. I thought you were keeping me alive, I’ll… die for sure. There was another impact, but my body couldn’t feel anything anymore. I could see Akio, he was struggling, yet every time the Kitsune approached, he would dart back, avoiding the constant output of attacks Akio was throwing in all directions. Even so, he’ll have to tire soon. He’ll get tired. Like me. I’m… so… tired. More impacts, more numbness. It was as if I was under the same curse as Akio.

If this is the end, I don’t mind. I just… don’t want to come back, if I’m not with you. That’s… not a good ending. Even so… it was fun. Not this dying though. That’s not fun… at all. Regrets? I have some. I’m a greedy girl. I wanted… to be with you… always. Her remaining hand reached out, instinctively, towards Akio. A bond. I have it. Lovers’ Link. That was proof… I loved you, and you… loved me.

It was as if my mind was sinking, now all there was to see was an ocean around me, deep blue and indigo, green lights floating up like seaweed or kelp towers. It was a strangely beautiful way to die. I reached for them, the green lights drawn into me, tingling and buzzing. My consciousness was barely a whisper, and I could feel something terribly cruel happening to my body, but it was like it was happening to someone else, my mind drifting free.

I guess the fortunate winds weren’t with me. Or is this lucky? If I die first, maybe they can’t get my spirit? Or… no, I can’t expect that. My mind cleared, green light all I could see now. I need… I need to get to Akio or Shaeula. Otherwise… The thought of that Kitsune having me nauseated me, even without a stomach.

No, maybe if I pull myself their way, they can take me away. Even if I have to sleep for years, as long as I wake to them one day… so I can wipe away their tears and apologise… I’m too greedy to die now! No, this isn’t me! I wanted Akio, I overcame my fears! I don’t… want… this!

There were strands all around me, threads of thoughts and emotions, a great tangled rope. Instinctively I could feel that some were larger than others, and the whole mess was concentrated around two people. Shaeula. Akio. I can feel them. Feel…

Shaeula was angry, furious. The rage boiling from it was so intense, so full of hatred, that my hand… hah, not my hand, my imaginary one, I guess… recoiled from it as if burnt. Turning to the other, Akio’s strand, I could feel calmness. He still wasn’t panicking. And love. And trust. And faith. In Shaeula? Yes. Of Course. But… deeper, I could feel it in me, as well.

He believed he would win, never letting that fox have me. And that I would somehow find a way to survive, even if I had to die for it. Well, that was my plan, until those Kijo bitches ruined it. But maybe I still can… It would have been safer to reach for Shaeula, but that was impossible currently.

My strength was fading, my consciousness now down only to a dwindling point of green light, so I had but one choice. Reaching out, I grabbed one of the threads and pulled, dragging myself inside. It would take a miracle for something to happen, but I felt a breeze, despite being only consciousness, and then a surprised voice spoke to me, one I had never heard before.

“What do we have here, nya?”

I was surprised to see a figure there, a naked woman, bound in threads. It was pitch black, yet I could still see her clearly, her silver hair and tail glowing, her cat ears twitching. Wait, cat ears?

“Another trapped spirit like me? No, a visitor. The strings bind you, but… something is trying to pull you out, nya. You look dreadful. Must have had a bad time, nya.”

I looked at myself. I was just a deep blue shadow, a torso, head and single arm, missing all my features, an inky blue gash in the deep black void, holding one single string, the thickest one, that wrapped around the catgirl in front of me, faint green lights fading around my touch. Uh… if that’s what my body looks like… I guess I’m better off dead. Still, at least I have someone to talk to in the end. And if I cling on… I tightened my grip on the thread.

“Nya, that smarts. Don’t be so rough. Do you think I want to be trapped here? I can’t reach my brother either. Well, I suppose I was greedy. This Skill… it’s not to be trifled with carelessly, nya. Well, I never guessed that handsome devil would kill me like that. So brutal, nya. So… hot.” She purred, and I wasn’t sure whether she was annoyed or happy. Still, I know I don’t like her.

“You mean Akio? Why else would you be here?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Nya, yes, that’s the one. Well, I really wanted to kill the princess and take her Skill, but then he just had so many perfect ones to take, including the one the princess had that I wanted, nya, so… well, I’m greedy.” She shrugged within her binds. “Guess I got stuck here, trapped by my own greed. I am a thieving cat, after all. But I’ve been here what seems like an eternity. I think I’ll be stuck here forever, and I don’t like it, nya.”

That’d be nice, in a way. With Akio forever. “If you are his enemy, I doubt he’d be willing to bring you back to life. Ugh, the tugging is getting worse. I… I don’t think this will work.” If I could cry I would have, but I wasn’t really here. Was this all my imagination as I was dying? I didn’t know, but if it was, it was a peaceful, if weird end.

“You want to be here, nya?” the catgirl asked, and I sighed.

“I’m dying. I might already be dead. And now some piece of shit whore called the Kijo Matriarch is trying to give my spirit to some perverted Kitsune. Obviously I’d rather sleep inside my Akio, even if I can never come back again. I struggled to come here, feeling my way along the bond, but… I’m weak. Pathetic. I thought I’d grown stronger. But no, I was a burden until the end. Maybe… maybe I should have let Akio go, left him to Shaeula. Stayed alone in Nishimorioka…”

The cat gazed at me, searchingly, her eyes gleaming in the dark light of this place. “You don’t mean that, nya. You’re greedy, I know. As a woman should be, nya.”

“No, I don’t mean it.” I lamented. “But I’m feeling sorry for myself! Wouldn’t you be? I’m dying and someone is taking my spirit! My only mercy is I’m not feeling the pain!”

“Just like me, nya! So I understand you.”

“Well, you were trying to kill Shaeula to steal from her, so I doubt it. I was just trying to protect people. It’s not fair.” I took out my anger on her, as she was the only person around.

“So catty, nya! I’m the thieving cat, of course I steal! It’s like asking a mortal not to breathe!” she protested. “Well, being here is hardly all good. I think I’ll go crazy from the boredom, nya, and he thinks bad things about me and my brother all the time on purpose. Nya, hot guys can be so cruel.”

I surprised myself by laughing. I guess even in the most horrible of circumstances, gallows humour is a thing. But then, I was always strange. Everyone used to say I was too shy and withdrawn, not good at understanding or caring about others. I’m supposed to be a nice girl, but it’s really just an absence of interest in others. Why be mean or cruel when you simply don’t care? Although I have started to care for some others now. Progress, I guess? Though that Kijo… all of them… I’d cheerfully show them what cruelty is.

“Well, sorry to say, I don’t think I am going to be here for much longer, so I can’t keep you company. “ My blue thought-form was unravelling, the mist being dragged away. “I would wish you good luck, but I doubt you’ll ever be reborn, Akio has no reason to. So goodbye, catgirl. Enjoy an eternity of solitude.”

“Nya, I’m Ginneka. The Thieving Cat, Ninetieth of the Hyakki Yagyō. Well I was.” She sighed bitterly. “Now I’m just a fool, trapped in the darkness. So… uh, you’re close to the guy that killed me, right?”

“For now. If that fox has his way I’ll be nothing but a brainwashed toy. Fuck, I wish I could extinguish my spirit right now.” I had accepted my death, but not… not that.

I suppose I could be consoled that I probably won’t care… no, no. There’s no consolation to be found here.

“So, uh… how about you put in a good word for me? If I get out, I promise to kiss his feet or be his toy, or whatever. I can kiss yours too, nya!”

“Disgusting!” I spat. “Why would I or Akio want that? Besides, didn’t you hear me? I’m dying. I can’t beat a Kijo. Even if it’s not the Matriarch, just one of her sisters.”

“Her sisters, nya? Well, they aren’t weak, but… hey, come closer.”

“I can’t, I’m not really here, and I’m being pulled away so hard, it’s all I can do to hold on.” I protested.

“Fine. Then reach out.” Ginneka stretched her tail towards me. I sighed one final time, knowing I had only moments left, grabbing her fluffy silver tail.

“Nya!” she shrieked, blushing, and I gave her a flat look, or would of, if I had a face. “Sorry, nya. Caught me by surprise. The first contact I’ve had in like… forever. And my tail is sensitive. Still… nya, you suck. Even if I ignore the horrible damage to your body, you’re a piece of crap with hardly any ability.”

I had a good mind to let go, but as this might have been my last conversation with someone sane, I let it slide. “Thanks so much. I know I’m weak. Otherwise I wouldn’t be dying, would I?”

“Can’t use Void Motion, no spatial element.” She pursed her lips, frowning. “And your body can’t sustain much. There’s just… hey, what’s your name? I told you mine, nya.”

“I’m Mori Eri. Remember it. If you ever do get out, tell Akio and Shaeula I’m sorry I was pathetic in the end.”

“Well, Mori Eri. You’re lucky. You grabbed two strands, nya.” She looked down, and it was true. I thought I had only pulled one, but it seemed two had become tangled together. “Looks like Heaven smiled on you. You’ve used a lifetime of Fortune in one day, nya. And …if you think that he would be willing to share with you, maybe, just maybe…” Ginneka sighed. “If you think you can double-down on the luck, and I help you… can you promise me, tell him to let me out, nya? My brother too, but… I’d settle for just me! Like I said, I’ll do anything!”

“Help me?” I asked, my grip on her tail loosening. “How?”

“Well, thing is, I’m still tangled up here good with his Skills. The princess's too. I can’t get out, but I’m still conscious, I still exist. And so… well, a cat that can steal can always give back, nya.”

“Even so. Akio’s Skills, Shaeula’s Skills. I’m a limbless husk. Even with those…”

“Got no limbs, huh? Those Kijo bitches, never liked them, nya. Do me a favour and tell them Ginneka says eat shit!” Her tail started to glow, and I felt something invade me, and energy start to be pulled through one of the strings I held, the warm feeling of Akio seeping into my ravaged spirit. “Now, let me tell you, as long as you have a head, who gives a crap? Now, nya… don’t forget your promise.”

“I never promised anything…” I retorted, and her blue eyes gazed at me sorrowfully.

“Are you going to cheat me? I’m giving away my very identity here, nya!”

“…fine. If I live thanks to you, and can see Akio smile again, I’ll call you my damn sister and respect you for life!” I’d worship any Devil if they could give me that now. I don’t… I don’t want it to end like this.

“Nya, cute sister! I like. My brother isn’t cute at all! Now, time to go. I’ll… be waiting, nya!”

I could suddenly see again, opening my eyes. I was being dangled in the air by my arm, my one arm, by the bitch of a Kijo. Below me were puddles of gore and my legs. I felt the urge to be sick, but my stomach was already empty. I caught sight of Shaeula then.

Injured and dying Yōkai were scattered around her, and she was covered in blood, weeping crimson tears, her teeth cracked from the force of her rage, the Red and Blue Oni now restraining her, while Akio was still desperately hurling out attacks against the taunting Kitsune.

Good. Akio hasn’t lost. Nor will he. Shaeula though… My heart ached at the pain in her eyes, and once more I affirmed that letting her love Akio too was no mistake. Perhaps some of the others I wasn’t too fond of, and in future there would likely be girls I hated, but… Shaeula was someone who loved me and I loved back. Now… now I have to step up. I’m done. I’m done being pathetic!

“You returned?” the Kijo leered at me, jaws clashing. “I pride myself on my flaying skills. But you were just so… weak. Oh well, that fox likes submissive women, so…”

I couldn’t look down. If I did and saw my ravaged body, I knew I’d break, my mind unable to take it. But… “Hey, Kijo…” I croaked, my words barely audible.

“What, limbless worm?” she chortled, spittle drenching my face.

Drawing deeply on the threads that I had caught through an incredible, one in a thousand stroke of miraculous luck, aether surged into me, my ruined network shifting and twitching as if it was alive.

“Still got a head, haven’t I?” The pain was… excruciating. My whole body apart from my head basically disintegrated to aether, before reconstituting itself, now with embarrassing cat ears and tail swishing about. I was standing on the Kijo’s arms, looking into her face, and my nails, now sharp talons, like those of a panther, glittered dully, reflected in her eyes.

“Oh, by the way…” I shouted out. “Matriarch of the Kijo, Ginneka says one thing. Eat shit, fuck you, die painfully and go to fucking Hell!” That felt good. I adlibbed a bit, but I got the point across. Now then… Akio, Shaeula, lend me what you can. And in return, I’ll stop being a burden. This time I mean it…

“Foehn!” My fingernails burst into yellow flame, burning me cruelly, but it was only for a moment, as I jammed them right into the eyes of my tormenter, burning claws piercing deep, as the roars of the Yōkai around me changed, boredom becoming wild delight…
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Icould feel the claws sink deep, the agony from the fires of Foehn burning my nails, spreading to my hands, but the pain was a welcome one, reminding me I had arms and legs again. It hurts this Kijo bitch more than it does me, too.

I could feel my mouth twisting into a feral grin, and fangs poked at my lips. “Die, you bitch, just fucking die! Flay me will you? Well I’m not a cruel woman, I’ll give you a merciful death!”

The Kijo flailed, rake scraping my cheek, drawing blood, but repairing that only cost me suffering, so it was trivial. There’s no pain greater than the thought of that fox bastard getting his vile hands on my spirit…

I twisted, and flame shot from the Kijo’s eyes, ears, nose and mouth, the greedy citrine flames eating into dying flesh and bone. Leaping into the air gracefully I landed, watching as the bitch died.

“Eri…” Shaeula called, her voice breaking, and that snapped me out of my rage. I turned, to see her still being restrained, the arm that had been broken by the thrown gourd once more snapped and twisted behind her back by the Red Oni, while the Blue had her other arm locked, and she was dangling in the air, her small feet kicking angrily.

Her fury had been fierce, as around her was a disaster site, flickering flames still burning fitfully, great gouges in the earth where her winds had scoured it soaked with blood and body parts of wounded Yōkai. “Eri…” she managed again. “You… live?”

The pain in my heart then was worse than when I lost my arm. Seeing her so grief-stricken and careworn I felt sick, and once more realised it was my recklessness when I insisted on following Akio and Shaeula here that had caused her so much pain.

Though even through the sick feeling in my heart, I also felt warmth too. That you’d care so much for me, a selfish girl who is so jealous and uncaring… maybe that’s as much a miracle as meeting Ginneka and surviving.

“Sorry Shaeula.” I breathed out, apologetic, but smiling and shedding tears, so happy I was to have survived. “I… guess it must have been hard to watch. But you shouldn’t have done… this.” I gestured at the chaos.

Urakaze, her regal-looking yet frightening mother, was watching her with her cold eyes, and the four-tailed fox was smirking, obviously enjoying herself, blowing more lungfuls of vile smoke. I left behind the dead Kijo, moving towards them, and as I did so, the Kijo Matriarch rushed towards me, talons outstretched, aiming for my throat.

“Another sister cries out for vengeance, you vile creature! Were you Ginneka all this time, fooling me? I shall send your spirit…” Her words were cut off by a glowing golden light, the beam flashing between them. I felt a searing sensation on my skin, and the smell of burning hair and keratin was quite vile, as the fur on my ears and tail smouldered.

The Matriarch reared back, her nails trimmed by the blast, and her head swung to glare at the fox who had cast her beam of golden light between us. “What are you doing? You dare…”

“Of course I dare.” She grinned maliciously. “Have some dignity, Matriarch. You agreed to the terms of the wager. Now abide by them!”

“I had no wish to abide by…” she began, only for the Red Oni to bark a laugh.

“Har. Har. Har. Pathetic. I feel sad that Kijo are considered Oni. You don’t think I wanted to tear them apart? But… things have changed. Although…” He glowered at Shaeula, and I noticed he had a livid burn across one cheek. “...have you calmed down, little weasel? You’re lucky you’re her daughter” He inclined his head at Urakaze.

“Ya, that’s no joke.” Blue agreed. She was bleeding from her arms where blades of wind had cut her skin shallowly. “You agreed too. Ya knew she was going to die, ya had accepted that, I thought.” She released Shaeula, who tumbled to the ground.

“I…” Shaeula bit her lip, apologetic. I raced over to her, pulling her up into a hug, tears spilling from my eyes, and Shaeula sank into my grip. “I… forgot myself. Mother, honoured Yōkai of the Hyakki Yagyō, I do-do apologise. But seeing the cruel torture of Eri, I could not-not stand silent.” Her gaze, her eyes still bloodshot, red within the amber, her face and fur covered in gore, turned to the raging Matriarch. “You Kijo… I shall not-not forgive you.” she spat.

“Oh Shaeula. I’m sorry I worried you.” I ignored the raging Matriarch and her growing band of sisters, who were gathering behind her, as the foxwoman and the Oni were keeping her back. “I… I was a fool. But…”

“No, I was-was the fool. I allowed you to come with us. Akio and I should have ventured here alone. But enough-enough of that.” she declared, stunned and happy, her eyes curiously taking in my ears, and her small hand grabbed my swaying tail, which made me yelp, the sensation uncanny. “What of this-this? And you said Ginneka? That was that harlot Akio killed, just what-what…?”

“That is quite the story I would like-wish to hear myself.” Urakaze interjected. The white and black Kamaitachi had risen, though they were in rather a sorry state after Shaeula’s aborted rampage. “However, are you not forgetting something important-vital, my daughter?”

Shit, Akio! With a curse on my lips I turned my head to see that Akio and that vile Kitsune were still fighting, if you could call it that. Akio was fumbling blind and deaf, his attacks missing the smirking fox, although his expression was strained now, unhappy.

Even as the Kitsune stepped aside from the blasts of wind Akio was throwing out, he glanced at us, his mouth twisted into an expression of disdain.

“It looks like the girl survived her battle. Unexpected.” he remarked with a vile sneer.

“Yes, so you shall not-not ever have Eri in your clutches, fox.” Shaeula spat, once more wrenching her broken arm back into place and working Ether Healing, her expression pained yet happy. All around us the Yōkai Shaeula had felled during her rampage were being tended to by others, the worst, near-dying ones dragged off to Yōkai who could heal, apparently. “You might as well give up, your battle is quite-quite pointless.”

“Pointless?” Even as the Kitsune effortlessly dodged a volley of wind-blades hurled seemingly at random by Akio, he shrugged, golden tail twitching happily. “Hardly. Nothing has changed, not really.” His smile was disgusting and lewd, and I clenched my fist, wishing I could drive my nails into him.

As I did, my body quivered, pain spiking through me, and I barely kept it from my face, forcing the agony down deep inside. Lucky I’ve had practise getting hurt, I guess…

“How so?” Shaeula asked. “Even if you win, Eri shall not-not… oh.” Shaeula raised one eyebrow in understanding.

“Yes, you get it. I’d expect no less from the daughter of the superior biting winds.” The fox darted away from another ring of attacks, this time golden-yellow fireballs, but he slipped easily though the inevitable gaps in the seemingly blind barrage.

“Before, I was just playing around with the poor, senseless fool. Senseless indeed. Without sight, hearing, smell, touch or even taste, I am amazed he is still fighting, even if all he can do is throw out attacks in all directions desperately, hoping for a miracle. Usually they break by now…”

He scowled, clearly frustrated. “Alas, now I will get serious. I wanted him to stay alive to…” He dodged another volley, this time earthen spikes ripping free from the ground in all directions, like a thicket of spears. “…see you in my arms, cute human. But… now I’ll simply kill him. That should entertain the crowd. We Yōkai do so love a sad ending.”

Piece of shit. But… how can Akio beat him without his senses? He’s even worse off than I was…

“Of course, you could agree to become my woman. Seeing you looking like one of the Bakeneko is rather exciting. Shapeshifting… is there a more precious gift a girl can have? Endless possibilities to fulfil male lust.”

The female Yōkai other than the Kitsune with her four tails looked at him with disdain, Blue even going so far as to spit a steaming gobbet of saliva on the floor angrily. I snarled, claws growing from my fingers, though that brought the sudden pain my body was experiencing back into focus, and beside me Shaeula looked ready to leap forwards, though the Red Oni put a hand on her shoulder, stopping her.

“But…” the fox taunted us, sliding through another barrage of wild attacks. “…that would have been enough, yet… now I think you should offer yourself to me too, daughter of Urakaze. Shaeula, was it? I think a pair of up-and-coming Yōkai like us would be good together. I watched your struggles while I was toying with this fool here. You’ve got potential.” He sneered. “Don’t waste your time with this trash.”

“You would reach-grasp for my daughter? Bold indeed.” Urakaze declared, her anger plain to see, and I shivered, glad it wasn’t directed at us. Maybe she’ll get angry enough to do something about this mess?

I wasn’t like Shaeula or Akio, I didn’t have great combat senses, but I could tell Yōkai like that four-tailed fox bitch, the Red and Blue Oni, Urakaze and the Kijo Matriarch were on a different plane of power to the rest of us. She could squash that Kitsune like a bug, I’m sure.

“Why not? Wouldn’t a proud Kitsune like me make a better lover for your darling daughter who has returned to the Parade, than this human I am toying with? I am a generous fox, I will even let her bring her ‘beloved sister’ with her, and cherish them both together. It isn’t a bad deal, is it?”

There was a long silence, before the dangerous aura around Urakaze diminished. “Shaeula can decide for herself. I have no rights-authority to dictate to her. After all, I left her with her father-prince, and have had little-nothing to do with her since.”

“As reasonable as ever. Some old hags could learn from you.” The Kitsune bowed, shooting a gaze at the cackling foxwoman, whose tails were swishing with great joy. “So, what do you think? Will you take my hand and spare your former lover? Or shall I get serious and actually start killing him?”

What… what should we do? I exchanged my own glance with Shaeula, who merely snorted, amused. “Really, Eri, do not-not worry. I told you, I had no concerns over my battle with my cousin, nor-nor Akio’s against this… pathetic fox.” She taunted the Kitsune. “We worried only for you, and somehow you prevailed, although…”

She eyed my tail and ears warily. “I must-must know how.” Her eyes were glowing, and there was a look of worry on her face. Seeing that, the pain that wracked my body returned, and my skin squirmed, a faint mist of silvery aether rising from me. With a great effort I forced the pain down once again, though it was harder than before. “But, how can Akio…” I don’t want to doubt him, but… the Kitsune is toying with him…

“Oh Eri. Look-look closely and you shall see there is nothing at all-all to concern yourself about. Well, you will need-need to show Akio a smile when he can see once more. Do not-not worry him. We can… do something about it.”

As I thought, she’s noticed there’s something very wrong with my body. Still, I’ll take it over being dead or left a limbless husk, even so… Holding back tears was difficult.

“Are you ignoring me? Not a good idea. I think I’ll take inspiration from the Kijo and take one of his limbs to show you just how serious I am…” the Kitsune scum taunted us, perhaps in response to Shaeula's jibes.

“Fool.” Shaeula sighed. “You may have good-good eyes for females, but your skill in battle is lamentable. Seventy-First? If so, the Hyakki Yagyō is not-not what I expected.”

“You bitch, you’ll see, I…” he began to rant angrily, still dodging the attacks from Akio effortlessly.

“Watch closely, Eri, and you shall see.” she whispered, and on looking at the next wild volley of blasts of air that flew in all directions, I narrowed my eyes and stared, wondering what she… oh. I see. Yes. Akio, he’s… he’s still fighting hard.

It was then I noticed something else, flocks of Tengu and other flying Yōkai were heading to the north, looking agitated. “What… what’s going on?” I asked, clutching at my wrist. “The Parade seems disturbed.”

“I wonder why?” Red grinned. His already crimson skin was now nearly dark purple from the amount of alcohol he had drunk. “It’s been one rather eventful night. First you lot go and kill my stupid miserable idiot of a bro, and then it turns out you…” he nodded at Shaeula. “…are the lost daughter of Urakaze here.”

“Then ya go crazy when ya friend here is dying. But even she entertains. Not sure how, but ya remind me of that thieving cat. I almost want to smack ya for that wine the cat stole from me…” Blue chuckled heartily, amused. “Now we have that uppity fox talking big, and some intruders tried to invade the Parade too. Those carousing on the outside were caught out, and a lot died. Rather horribly too. Anyone that gets close to the crazy woman there seems to rot away and turn to some sort of gooey slime.”

Crazy woman? Goo? Uh… Shaeula was obviously thinking what I was thinking, as her expression changed.

“Don’t ya worry.” Blue shrugged, mistaking her expression for fear. “We ain’t stupid, ya know. We’ll just shoot them down from the air. Tengu archers are pretty good, ya know.”

“No, you misunderstand. It is surely Hyacinth, my-my maid.” Shaeula spoke urgently. “She is coming to our-our rescue. Stop your attacks, I shall go placate her at once-once!” She turned to me then. “Eri, remain here-here. Someone must watch Akio put that worthless, arrogant fox-fox in his place.”

She then addressed her mother, after eying the Kijo Matriarch and her large group of angry Kijo that had gathered, glaring murderously at me. “Mother, you must-must keep Eri safe while I am gone. If you do not-not…”

Shaeula showed a bold smile. “I will fight until I am dust and ashes. Even you-you, my mother who I have longed to see for many-many years.” With that she hurried off, chasing the flying Tengu, while many of the crowd who were curious followed her.

“Ya, this is quite the night.” Blue repeated. “What kind of maid can kill so horribly?”

“Hyacinth is strange, but…” I could feel my face heating up. I remembered being there for her first time, and we had served Akio together since as well. Though calling it serving is wrong, it’s making love. Both parties giving and taking. “…she would do anything for Akio and Shaeula.” And me too, though I’m too embarrassed to say it.

“She is a Fae? One of Shaetanao’s?” Urakaze asked, and I shrugged.

“I don’t think so, no. She was… Unseelie? I think that's what they said. Though not anymore, apparently.” I didn’t really understand the difference myself. Only that Unseelie were supposed to be evil, and the Fae good, though it apparently wasn’t anywhere as near clear-cut in reality.

Hyacinth isn’t evil. She’s… well, not quite all there, mentally, and she is quick to resort to violence, but she balances it by being loving and devoted. No, I like her.

Urakaze seemed surprised, but we were interrupted by the extremely angry voice of that Kitsune bastard. “I don’t appreciate being ignored.” He snarled in rage. “And your daughter ran off. How… disrespectful.”

His eyes were now blood-red, and looking at them I felt uncomfortable, my skin prickling, though the sensation was a relief compared to the waves of pain stirring deep within me. “At least you are watching. You can tell her why this one has no arms when she returns!”

His tail stood on end, also glowing a ruddy crimson, the fur changing. “I don’t just… know… curses!” he grimaced, his form changing to a massive, red-furred fox with matching eyes, the size of a family car. “See if you can ignore me when I bite off his arms!” he roared, and cheers erupted from the crowd that was getting bored by the sudden lack of action.

Oh Akio, I hope what Shaeula noticed was right, or else… Clenching my fists, nails digging into my trembling, spasming palms, I watched as the fox rushed forwards rapidly, dodging between the thrown blasts of wind, fire and earth, jaws agape, drool dripping to the scarred and disarrayed ground. “Time to… argh!”

The perverted fox stumbled, barely avoiding several brilliant streaks of bright energy. One leg was pierced through the thigh, blood gouting, while a second blast took an ear, only a hasty dip of the head preventing the lance of light boring into the Kitsune’s brain.

He hopped backwards as spikes reared from the ground below, leg giving way as he landed, stumbling. “What, how… a lucky strike? No, that’s impossible…” he howled, and I realised Shaeula was right. Akio, he…
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Well, this is bad. I couldn’t see or hear, nor even speak apparently, though how could I even tell? The strange thing was, despite this situation, my Foresight was only showing danger to those around me, not myself.

I could feel a pallor of death hanging over Eri, thick and cloying, and that made me desperate to finish this battle. All right then. So I can’t see or hear, but I can still smell the bastard.

The curse on me was slowly being eaten away by my Spiritually Pure Physique and the Spirit Water, but it was constantly being refreshed by the Kitsune, so it was probably a losing battle to hope for that sort of victory quickly. Though if I can injure or kill that bastard, or force him to direct his energies elsewhere…

I unleashed wind and fire in the direction I could smell him. Duels like these were pointless and I didn’t approve of fighting to the death for petty reasons, but that Kitsune… he threatened Eri. That’s not going to stand. For that and that alone he’ll die, or if by some miracle he avoids that, he’ll be begging at her feet for forgiveness, because…

I flared my Eye to see if I could see using it, but unfortunately it did nothing. More attacks, this time earth element, and suddenly my sense of smell was gone too, just leaving taste. Bastard. I have no time for this. Eri was due to fight next, and I needed to finish up here. If I win, then… worst case, Eri should be saved by Kin Restoration. Ugh, even knowing that, the thought of Eri fighting and suffering…

I still had taste. Taste was similar to smell, and though in humans it was weak, mine was twenty times stronger than the best a human could have, such as a wine sommelier, while I was running Body Enhancement. It was faint, but I could still pick up traces of the scent of the Kitsune that way.

My sense of time was slipping with few external stimuli, but I continued to fight, casting a wider net with my attacks to cover for the lack of precise positional data of the enemy. Still, I could at least tell he wasn’t closing in on me, but toying with me from a distance.

Arrogant bastard. If I had those sorts of curses on an opponent, I’d just finish it. I’ll make him regret… huh? Suddenly I couldn’t even taste anything, and all my senses were shut down, a pitch black void surrounding my mind. For a moment I panicked, before my Eye flared, and I could see something, at least internally, my Statistics illuminated in orange flame. Thank the Gods. If not for that, my mind might have shattered.

Though now I had a bigger problem. With no way of tracking my opponent, I was a sitting duck. Yeah, I think I might well be out of my depth here. The only thing I could do was hurl around blasts of elemental energy in all directions, forcing the fox to back off. Though I’ll run dry quickly if I do that. And I can’t use water element and diminish my stock unnecessarily…

This I continued to do, blindly groping in the still, silent darkness, for what could have been seconds or hours, it was impossible to tell without sensory stimulus. It was then my Foresight started screaming, the gloom around Eri even more pronounced, her fate surely tragic.

Shit, this… this is no good. There must be something I can do to win this. Perhaps the Matriarch has gone back on her word and attacked Eri, or… fuck, why can’t I see or hear? Shit…

Panic was rising again, and I continued to attack at random. It was then, as my hysteria, despite even my impressive Resilience, was peaking, that the orange letters that were keeping me company changed, new messages scrolling to replace them, signalling I was still alive, still existed.

Aether was suddenly being pulled from me, sucked into Kin Bonding, Lovers’ Link and more. It was as if I was a drink, and a thirsty child was sucking at me through a long straw, supping deeply. Even so, I know this touch. It’s Eri…
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Eri. Feeling her pulling on me, her bonds with me strengthened, I noticed several oddities. Firstly, I could feel the stirrings of that stupid cat, Ginneka. She had been trapped within me by her own usurpation of my Skill, her brother too, though her brother was a spirit light in a more traditional sense, while Ginneka seemed almost fully conscious. The way Eri was pulling at me, I could feel Foehn and my solar plexus Chakra trembling, some flame being drawn in as well.

Then there were Eri’s emotions. In times of stress or heightened tensions, such feelings sometimes passed though the bonds we shared. The emotions flowing to me were a tangled jumble. Resentment and fear, despair and resignation, then hope and a thirst for vengeance. It was like a rainbow of emotion, from the deep red of doom to the shining purple of hope. But… I can feel that cat mixed in. Why?

As more and more aether was plundered from me, I would have shaken my head if I could feel it. Well, perhaps I did, as I must have been moving my body and attacking. Although to be fair, all I know is I am still alive, so it isn’t impossible that I’m just how the Red Oni declared, missing my arms and legs, helpless. No, there’s no point being defeatist. Eri is struggling desperately, somehow, somewhere… I can’t let this sensory deprivation break my mind. In a way, this was a stroke of good fortune… Fortune. That’s it…

Shaeula had blessed us with the fortunate winds, so right now, I was extremely lucky. If there was no way for skill to suffice, then I could rely on luck. Splitting my thoughts in two, I let half of my mind attack fiercely in one direction at random, while my other half would attack more weakly in various other random directions, preserving my energy and masking what I was doing. Of course, that’s only a stopgap measure. Sooner or later I’ll get unlucky, and leave an opening the Kitsune will exploit. But if it buys me enough time…

I have no taste, touch, smell, hearing or sight. Deprived of senses, it was impossible to fight back. I didn’t even know if I was still fighting, but now I had the constant drawing of aether from Eri to remind me I was still alive. It had diminished significantly but was still present, a trickle leaving me. And while I’m alive, there’s still hope. If my five senses are sealed then… some animals had other senses that humans didn’t.

For example, the ability to sense electrical or magnetic fields. I’d need lightning element for that, though. However… they weren’t the only abilities animals had that people didn’t. Echolocation. It’s technically a type of hearing, so it might not work. Even so, it’s worth a shot. And then… detecting heat, Thermoception, right? Is that a type of sight or touch? I don’t know, but I do know I can do that with flame or light element, I bet…

Splitting my thoughts still further, I added in the multiple gentle, nearly invisible threads of wind I was weaving to my attack rotations, as well as soft cascades of light and heat, trying to discern temperatures. I was running multiple processes at once, many more than I had ever attempted before, and it should have hurt my brain, but again I was unable to feel pain right now.

I guess I should thank that stupid Kitsune for that, if nothing else. I also seemed to have leeway since my brain was not processing any of the myriad of sensory data it usually had to.

Your Skill, Split Thoughts has increased from Rank 2 to Rank 3. You can further process additional information threads, and the performance of each thread increases. Your ability to act under conditions of extreme stress is heightened, and your Resilience has increased significantly. You can better control Aether and Elemental energies.


As I laboured to control the processes and filter the data I was rewarded with more amber letters, again affirming I was still alive, still me. A picture was forming around me. Echolocation failed, as I suspected, and so did Thermoception, as I feared, but it was as if the wind energy was picking up something.

A pattern was forming, shimmering green around me, reminding me of the famous film about the virtual world where the machines locked up all the humans and used them as batteries, which was fairly dumb, as just burning them for heat would have worked better.

It was patches of green of varying sizes and intensity, and from the deeper patches, when I threw attacks that way, I had a good feeling, pleasurable, similar to that feeling when I hit the jackpot on roulette, or other fortunate happenings the winds brought me. No way? Am I… detecting luck right now?

Soundwaves might have been hearing, and thermal imaging sight, but luck, that was a sixth sense, not one that had been stolen from me. Even as more amber letters declared that my Fortune had increased by two, I homed in on several deep green patches, concentrating my efforts that way. After several rounds of those, I could see a deep green outline of a fox.

Wait, has he changed form? He's a proper fox now. Well… I had been saving my light element, so now I knew where to aim, I focused it as intensely as I could and unleashed it as brilliant, searing, concentrated laser beams, aiming for my target. Too bad for you, I ‘see’ you now…
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As the Kitsune staggered, I let out a cheer. Akio was fighting back, just as Shaeula said he would, and while I had always believed in Akio, I did feel a bit scared for him when the fox declared he was going to finally attack him in earnest. But now the tables had turned.

“You won’t get lucky a second… ugh agh!” The boastful, angry words were cut off by more lasers, these ones so blue as to be almost invisible. Another leg was pierced, this one nearly entirely sliced free, and the next bolt furrowed along his back as he twisted, burning flesh and fur, before striking the Kitsune’s tail, severing it with a searing hiss.

As he rolled, desperately biting at the burned, denuded stump of his prized tail, I let out a bright laugh, surprising myself at the malice in it.

“Just who is losing their limbs now, you shitty fox?” I gloated, and for a brief moment I wished Ginneka could be here to see it. Sure, she got killed by Akio, but… there’s no shame in that. She might feel better about her loss after seeing this…

“Har. You look like a Yōkai, smell like a Yōkai. You even hold grudges like a Yōkai.” Red grinned, stamping his foot, entertained, the death of his erstwhile brother and Oni troops forgotten. “This has been one hell of a party.”

“It ain’t over yet, ya idiot.” Blue sighed gustily. “He’s putting up a fight, sure, but ya think that Kitsune got to Seventy-One by being a pushover?”

“True.” The voluptuous leader the of the Kitsune giggled, belying her mature appearance, her tails swinging as if to mock the now-tailless fox, puffing on her pipe. “He has many other curses, he should start using them. He is too used to having his own way. And… now, they would not work on me, but even so, most opponents will panic and break when they lose their senses. Even though that has not happened this time…”

She pursed her luscious lips, and I felt myself drawn to her beauty, before blinking, shaking my head to clear it. Shit, is she bewitching me? Fucking foxes. I can see why Shaeula hates them now…

“I see…” the seductive Kitsune continued, amused at my resistance, or so I thought. “It seems that your man cannot quite strike a killing blow. So if he takes distance and uses more curse talismans, ones that cause actual harm, he should still… oh, no, it looks like that will not be happening. Such a foolish mistake… we Kitsune are sadly prone to overestimating ourselves, and letting our pride lead us into troubles best avoided...”

“I’m going to kill you!” the enraged, tailless Kitsune roared, and I realised that we had never been given his name. Oh well, I don’t care to know it anyway. I’d rather spend time with the two pervert kings from my class at school… “I don’t even care about those stupid bitches anymore, I just… stop that!” he roared, lasers interrupting his angry ranting.

Twisting his body to narrowly avoid the beams he returned to his humanoid form, one furry ear still missing, his fur soaked with blood, and his tail too, a mere stump where it used to protrude from his robes. Well, his arms and legs are healed, but… I guess he isn’t as good at repairing himself when he shifts forms as Ginneka is…

“Hey, you dumb bastard! He can’t hear you, right? Did you forget you took his hearing? I bet you did. You’re vulgar, stupid and lazy! I would call you a fox, but what fox has no tail?” I mocked, venting on him.

“You … whore.” He growled coldly, turning, the talisman he was brandishing in his hand forgotten. “…I’ve changed my mind, I no longer want you. You call me vulgar? I’ll give you to the Kijo and…”

He staggered, three bolts of light piercing his torso, Stumbling, ruby and silver blood scattering, he brandished the talisman. “Four corner barrier!” he declared, and a pyramid of energy flared into existence around him, as he slumped to the ground, gushing blood, panting heavily. More light flashed from Akio, but the gleaming triangular barriers deflected them.

“Such a bad loser.” Red observed, amused, flicking idly at one of his massive fangs as he watched.

“Ya, he’s an enemy of women, to be sure.” Blue agreed, before turning to me. “The grudge between ya and the Kijo Matriarch is her business, not his. Ya fought until the end, so if he tries anything, I’ll give him a smack for ya.”

That surprised me. “Thank you.” I managed, looking down shyly.

“And look, here comes ya friend.” Blue continued. “Well, damn, ya both be right, she is a maid! And who’s the big guy with him?”

Shaeula was pushing her way through the crowd, followed by Hyacinth, her maid outfit torn and her body pierced with numerous arrows which had been snapped off, the shafts still embedded in her.

Even so, her silver-violet eyes were bright, and when she saw me, she giggled happily, before turning her attention to Akio, an expression of grief flashing over her mercurial features.

Behind her was Grulgor, and the massive Troll was missing an arm and half his face, though even now flesh was bubbling and regenerating, and he seemed to be paying it no mind.

“Did I miss-miss much?” Shaeula asked, eyeing the battlefield curiously, before breaking out in a rich laugh. “Oh, so the fox is forced to hide in his den? Akio is robbed of his senses, and he still can-can do nothing but cower in fear. And what happened to his tail? Perhaps he decided to cease being a fox and become something far-far less worthless?”

“My, saying such things, you shall surely wound my feelings.” The Kitsune who had started this mess chuckled. “Not all of us Kitsune are trouble, I assure you.”

“Ya be the most trouble of all.” Blue sighed. “So…” She eyed Hyacinth warily. “…I don’t see how ya can kill so many Yōkai ? Ya don’t look so tough.”

“A maid must be prepared tooo kill the enemies ooof the master and mistress at all times.” Hyacinth declared proudly, heedless of the many injuries she had taken. On seeing Urakaze, she curtsied, her ghastly, bloodied face in stark contrast to her servile demeanour. “You must be the mooother of mistress Shaeula. It is an honooor to meet you!”

“Not Unseelie. But definitely not-never Seelie.” Urakaze muttered. “Well, it seems my daughter has quite the loyal-strong servant.”

As they talked, I looked at Shaeula, who nodded. “It was just-just as we suspected. Grulgor and Hyacinth came to aid us when the twins and the other females woke-woke up. The situation there is grave. You…”

She turned her attention to Yamato-san, who was lurking quietly, trying to be forgotten, numb to the whole chaotic situation. “…have caused much trouble. Covering this disaster up will not-not be possible. To say nothing of the deaths…”

“He has angered the Hyakki Yagyō too.” Red observed. “From what I hear, it was this man-thing that was outside hallowed ground and led to this situation. Sad. Hey, Urakaze? I’m out of sake! Fill me up!”

She shot him a flat look, but did refill his bowl, of which he then took a deep sip. “Ah, that’s good. Well, there is time to talk afterwards. First… the battle will be ending soon.”

That seemed to be the case, as Akio’s attacks could not breach the pyramidical barrier, nor could the Kitsune attack out of it. Even so, he had prepared a half-dozen ominous-looking paper talismans, and he was grinning balefully, face covered in shadows from the golden light of the pyramid making him look terribly evil, as did the blood that soaked his torso and lower body from his deep wounds.

On seeing the crowd looking his way, he sneered. “You all laughed at me when I got hurt. And yes, I was careless. This man is far more trouble than I expected. But then, so was your daughter, Urakaze, and that mortal girl aping that idiotic cat. I should not be mocked alone. After all…” he sneered. “…I shall be the only one to triumph!”

He began a chant, sibilant and tongue-twisting, as if he was reciting multiple sentences in multiple languages at once, and the talismans began to glow in a multitude of dark, angry colours, deep, bloody reds, virulent greens, mouldy yellow, bruised purple and more…

“Six Curses Of The Flesh And Spirit.” The female Kitsune lashed her tails, impressed. “I was not aware he knew such an Art. It is rather excessive…” She sucked on the stem of her pipe, thinking. “…but perhaps now is the time for overkill. After all, he has been humiliated quite enough, poor little boy.”

“Do not-not worry.” Shaeula took my hand, soft and warm. “Akio will not-not be beaten.” She grinned, tapping under her eye, which was now glowing a brilliant amber. “I have seen it. And that is not-not all I have seen.” Her expression changed, and she leaned in to whisper in my ear, serious.

“So, exactly what-what is wrong with your body? Your Chakra network has changed, and it is not-not fixed, but squirms and dances like snakes through long-long grass. Your body itself shudders and twists too. It must-must be quite painful.” She squeezed my hand gently, and I fought the urge to burst into tears. Yes, it does hurt. But pain means I’m alive, right?

“Well, I’m only borrowing Ginneka’s ability to shapeshift and change my body. And apparently I’m a 'weak piece of crap' so I wasn’t even strong enough on my own to do it. I’m draining energy from Akio constantly to stop myself from disintegrating. But… I’m still here. So I can live with it.”

At the invective, Shaeula expression hardened. “That cat, she is lucky she is dead-dead, else I would pull out her fur a strand at a time, insulting you so-so. Here, allow me to aid you.”

Shaeula placed a hand on my belly, reminiscent of when I was first learning the exercises that would help me master my Chakra network, and I felt a warm glow as her aether flooded me, the pain dying down to a dull, quivering ache, my body stabilising.

“Thanks.” I whispered, and she shook her head.

“No thanks is needed between us. After all, you did-did whatever you needed to win, and saved me from the despair of knowing my arrogance and softheartedness had killed you. So, smile. As the Red Oni says, this shall-shall be over soon.”

Hyacinth and Grulgor had taken up positions beside us, and across from us the Kijo had gathered, nigh on two-score of them now, a most intimidating force. Even so, I paid them little mind, as all that mattered was Akio, whose lasers had stopped, and the chanting Kitsune, who was finishing up his baleful sing-song curses, the six talismans arrayed in a ring around him.

Come on, Akio! Win! Please win! I don’t want it to end here, not after I crawled back from death just to see you again! Hyacinth and Shaeula seemed certain Akio would triumph, as did Grulgor, so I wondered if it was just me who had doubts.

It isn’t that I don’t believe in him. Nobody believes in Akio more than me, except maybe Aiko. But… I can feel the evil in that spell from here, and Akio has stopped attacking.

“Very well then!” the Kitsune howled, the barrier around him shattering like glass, shards falling before disintegrating to aether. “Rot. Age. Wither. Be Tormented. Crazed. Extinguished! Flesh is weak, and Spirit fails! I curse…”

Brilliant yellow flames suddenly exploded from below him, talismans doused in the burning fire. On seeing the flames, I felt shivery, as though I too was wielding them. Foehn. One of the Skills Ginneka tried to steal…

“Wait, what… how… impossible…” the Kitsune wailed. Two of the talismans towards the top of the formation were unscathed, so he unleashed them desperately. “Wither, turn to dust and be blown away! Craze, go mad, bite and claw at yourself until you…”

Two beams of energy flared out as the talismans decomposed to ashes, only for Akio to step aside, and a single lance of light punched through the forehead of the Kitsune, whose eyes immediately went glassy, as he slumped into the raging inferno and was consumed.

“It’s hardly impossible.” Akio pointed out, and I realised he could speak again! “I simply finally managed to purify the curses. It was touch and go though. You nearly had me.”

He watched the fox burn away to nothing, grimacing as a huge surge of ether was drawn to him. “But when you stopped moving, sure, you couldn’t be hurt by my attacks thanks to whatever barrier you conjured, but…”

He bent down and tapped the floor. “I could dig through the ground using earth element until I was underneath you, and then I just had to let the Foehn flow through and wait.”

His grin was triumphant, cocky, savage and I loved it. Relief flooded through me and I raced towards him, quickly followed by Shaeula and Hyacinth, but I was first to reach him.

“Akio!” I hurled myself into his arms, in tears, as the watching Parade exploded into furious cheering and exuberant celebration, barring the Kijo, of course. “I was so worried. I thought you were going to die! I thought I was dead!”

“Don’t worry, I was never in any danger from him. I think.” he amended. “Although… Eri, you were the one that saved me in the darkness and silence of my own mind. I could feel you, and feeling you made me realise I was still alive, that the universe held more than just me. Though I’m curious…”

He trailed off, looking at me with an amused expression. “…just when did my Eri become a catgirl? Care to explain? Although… it’s cute…” He grabbed my new cat-ears and ruffled them, and I turned pink with embarrassment, all the pain and discomfort forgotten.

“Well, that’s… quite a story.” I managed to say eventually.

“But it will have-have to wait.” Shaeula agreed, hugging us both. Hyacinth hesitated, not wishing to overstep her bounds in public, before Akio opened an arm to her and Shaeula hauled her into the group hug.

“Akio, congratulations on your victory. And winning me a new-new accolade.” Shaeula snickered, before spitting over at the flaming pile of ashes that was the Kitsune.

The gobbet flew a great distance before landing, and I had to shake my head at the wastefulness of using elemental energy just to insult a dead foe, no matter how much of a hateful, perverted prick he was. He’s dead, it’s just a waste of time to think about him anymore.

“So, Hyacinth. You made it? Grulgor too?” Akio asked, trying to catch up on what he missed. “You look… awful?”

She giggled. “It is ooonly some arrows, master. Hyacinth will live and serve, I prooomise.”

“So, how’s the situation outside?” he continued, and she shook her head, saddened.

“It is bad. Toooooo many dead, and it is distressing your honourable parents.” She sighed mournfully. “And nooow…”

“No, this will not stand!” We were interrupted by the roar of the Kijo Matriarch, who was eyeing us all with baleful fury. “Two of my sisters lie dead, many of the Parade have been slain or maimed, and you all stand here, watching like cowards? No, I shall not accept this! Never!”

As she worked herself up into a rage, her sisters behind her brandishing an assortment of cruel weapons of torture, I felt a chill. I thought it was over, but… well, at least this time we have Hyacinth and Grulgor. Although… that likely meant we would just kill a few more before we finally fell…
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“Ishall kill you all!” the Kijo Matriarch continued to rant. I was mentally exhausted and my reserves of elemental energies were, while not empty, certainly running lower than I would like. At least I replenished my aether by killing that piece of shit Kitsune.

Despite that, there was no way I could allow the situation to escalate. Judging from what I could gather, it seemed that Eri had been forced to fight while I was engaged in battle, and on seeing my aggrieved expression, the four-tailed Kitsune smirked, her steaming pipe dangling from her plump lips.

“Now this is quite the conundrum. Do be silent for a moment, Matriarch.” she warned, and the Kijo howled back imprecations.

“You do not command me, fox! My sisters and I are of one mind…”

“Oh, I do not, do I?” the Kitsune sneered, her tone suddenly low, hard and cold, the exact opposite of the flirty, sultry persona she had projected before. Eri flinched, feeling oppressed, and the League radiating from the Kitsune was powerful, surpassing mine. “Perhaps not, but if you continue being insolent, I will have to teach you the difference between us, Kijo.” At that, the Matriarch paused, eyes wary.

“You no longer hear Red and Blue complaining, do you? We are the Hyakki Yagyō. We fight, we die. Besides…” Her gaze flickered over to me, before it alighted on Shaeula. “It seems that Lord Nurarihyon smiles upon our little returning Kamaitachi here. Her … husband too.”

Her hard, oppressive image vanished almost as soon as it appeared, almost as if it was an illusion, though from the nervous appearance of the Matriarch that wasn’t the case. “After all, you can feel it, yes?” She nodded to Urakaze and the two Oni.

“Ya, I get it. Seventy-First. Bit of a shock, ya know.” Blue agreed, shrugging.

“Yes. Lord Nurarihyon has accepted-recognised your argument.” Urakaze told me, and I was a little surprised. I didn’t really think it would work, it was more me being facetious. But if Shaeula has ranked up in the Night Parade, that might be our ticket to getting out of here. I don’t want to have to fight all those Kijo.

Doing so would likely lead to our deaths, even if the situation didn’t escalate further, unless I chose to rely on a terrible weapon, in which case the Kijo would... well, hopefully it won’t come to that.

Urakaze and the others looked towards the massive house-shaped carriage pulled by the huge snakes, and their gazes were respectful. “Wait…” I asked, having a sudden bad feeling. “Is… is Nurarihyon here?”

“Har. Har. Har.” The Red Oni laughed, amusement plain to see. “Scared, man-thing? Well, you should be. Our lord, the Master of the Hyakki Yagyō, yes, he’s been watching the festivities. The others too, the big-shots.” He laughed again. “Those who run afoul of the Parade, well, there is no escape.”

Eri reached out a trembling hand to me and I took it, only to look at her, puzzled, as there was something off about her, not including the new catgirl stylings, which were rather cute, if not the image I imagined for her. The hands are quivering, and not from nervousness, it’s as though the flesh itself isn’t stable, somehow ephemeral… Before I could use my Eye to investigate it further, Shaeula spoke up, arms crossed, looking rather peevish.

“Threats, Oni? How-how disappointing. Have we not-not surpassed the trials you yourselves have set for us? Are the Hyakki Yagyō so disappointing, as to be-be…”

“Enough of that, ya uppity weasel.” Blue sniffed. “Listen to ya seniors. Maybe ya will learn something.”

Shaeula looked offended at that, but she had grown up, so instead of protesting, she merely shut her mouth, her eyes glittering darkly. On seeing that, Red took over, a satisfied smile on his brutal face. “So, you can keep your cool. I worried you had your mother's temper. Urakaze here can be as sharp as her winds.”

“I do not appreciate your insolence-insults.” Urakaze sneered. “I shall take it from here.” She turned to us, Shaeula on one side of me, Eri on my other, Grulgor and Hyacinth beside me, and the cowering Yamato close by, his eyes darting to and fro, looking for an escape. Good luck with that. Even if Nurarihyon wasn’t here, we are surrounded on all sides.

“Shaeula, my daughter. It is no mistake-error to say you are part of the Hyakki Yagyō. And not merely-simply from my bloodline. You have taken your own place, and all of us can feel that. I am proud of you. Surprised-shocked, but proud. I… am sorry-apologetic that I had to leave you, and we will talk of this later. But for now…” she addressed the Parade. “Shaeula is my daughter. Seventy-First of the Parade. Treat her with the respect-honour she deserves, lest you face my wrath, and the wrath-fury of all the Itachi.”

At her words, words Shaeula longed to hear, her amber eyes began to sparkle with tears, and with my free hand I pulled her into a hug. She seemed surprised and a bit embarrassed, though it was a bit harder to tell in her Kamaitachi form, but even so, I knew her well enough to sense her emotions.

“You did it. Your father, your mother. Both acknowledge you and your hard work. Your dreams, you’ve made them come true. I guess our Oaths have been fulfilled.” My words were fond, and she sniffled softly for a moment, before recovering her poise.

“Hardly.” Shaeula denied, snuggling into my body, heedless of the gazes of the Parade. “This is just-just the start. We have further to go. I shall lead-lead the Seelie Court back to glory, and perhaps…” She eyed the massive house, ambition burning bright in her amber eyes. “…perhaps one day the Night Parade as well. After all, if there are ranks, I should surely be first, should I not-not?”

“She does not lack for ambition, this daughter of yours.” the four-tailed Kitsune smiled, speaking to Urakaze. “But First? Ambition should be combined with reason. Do not reach for the impossible, lest you suffer fatal misfortune.”

“Impossible? Tell-tell that to Duke Myrcolaxriath.” Shaeula shook her head. “Only a few scant months ago, I was rather-rather pathetic. In that short time, I have changed. I shall change further, I have no-no doubt.”

It was then that a Tengu descended, beady eyes glittering in a crimson face with a bizarrely elongated nose. The black-feathered wings it bore reminded me unpleasantly of the Raven Knight, and Shaeula must have thought the same, as she regarded it with some disdain.

“Kamaitachi, I challenge…” it began, only for Urakaze to step forwards. “…no, not you, mighty superior winds, but your…” He then cut off his words as the wind flashed, nigh-invisible, and thin beads of blood leaked from a shallow gouge on his neck. Seeing flesh so red go pale from fright is quite the surreal sight.

“I would never interfere with the right of challenge. Not in front-before of the great abode of Mighty-Majestic Nurarihyon.” Urakaze whispered, her tone dangerous. “But now is not-never the time, is it? Can you not see we have much still to discuss. The Matriarch…” she glared at the mob of Kijo coldly. “…will not be satisfied, and I believe there are many-more others too, who wish this unusual matter resolved-concluded.”

“I… yes. Later.” The Tengu flapped away, relieved to be alive, and several other bizarre Yōkai who looked like they were interested in challenging Shaeula also backed down.

“My daughter, Shaeula. She is one of us. Therefore her dispute-fight with the Oni is merely… one of typical difference of opinion-wills. More bloody and deadly than usual, but who amongst us can say-speak we have not killed other Yōkai for petty reasons or old grudges?”

“Yes, I concede. It was merely bad luck my poor dumb bro got involved. He always was a fool, too proud of his size and meagre strength.” Red gnashed his fangs, lamenting. “Yes, I’m sure he was a bastard, no kin of mine should be so dumb.” He nodded to me. “Fine. I’ll claim price instead of blood. I want alcohol. For my bro and the dead Oni, a barrel apiece. Good stuff too.”

“Why are you … he is just a human! The Parade makes no deals with humans! We are the Hyakki Yagyō, you shame Great Nurarihyon, the Hundred Demons, all Yōkai in this land!” the Kijo Matriarch fumed.

“Ya sure do stop thinking when you are angry. Tch.” Blue clicked her tongue loudly and disdainfully. “Think about it, will ya? He killed that yapping fox. Shit, I’d give him a pass just for that, ya know! All us women hated him. But… the daughter here, she’s now Seventy-First. Ya admit that, right?”

“I do, the ranking is inviolate, but…” she protested.

“But nothing.” The foxwoman interjected. “Think about it. He killed my poor, foolish little Kitsune. Oh, how the loss of even one is so saddening nowadays.” Her words sounded insincere, and she punctuated them by blowing smoke.

“Alas, it is the destiny of this old hag to outlive all the younglings, it seems. But back to the subject at hand… his kill, her rank. That means Great Nurarihyon has accepted his plea that what is his is hers and therefore he is welcomed as a Yōkai.” Her gaze was piercing. “He is no Yōkai, but he is definitely not entirely human. So… again, his deeds are a quarrel between the Parade that has turned bloody.”

“Even so, it is that bitch I want…” The Kijo Matriarch pointed at Eri, who cowered, still remembering being cut apart by the other Kijo. As she did so her body quivered, and I could see her fingers lengthening, shrinking and merging together. My Eye flared, and I could tell her body was a mess. Shit. I’m happy she’s still alive, but what the hell did I miss?

“You shall have to go through Akio and I first-first.” Shaeula promised. “Be a female of pride and honour your word.”

“But I was forced into this, I wanted to rend her myself! Besides, she is a human not on hallowed ground, by Great Nurarihyon’s own laws, we can take her, and none can…”

“Human? Really?” The Kitsune giggled, seemingly enjoying the Kijo’s discomfort. “I see some sort of hilarious… oh, my apologies, I meant unexpected, hybrid of human and Yōkai. You mentioned Ginneka, that thieving cat, if I recall?”

Eri nodded stiffly. “Yes, I did. She gave me her legacy, so that I might be able to fight back, and some… parting words.” She seemed a little satisfied, remembering, while Shaeula snickered.

I see. That explains a lot, but I wonder what I missed. But… Eri doesn’t have the Chakra network to support that, no wonder she’s constantly draining aether from me. Ginneka, huh? I guess… thanks. For saving Eri. It must have been bad. Well, I always pay my debts.

At that thought I felt a touch of amusement and hope tingling through my disarrayed Kin Bonding, quite opposite the usual annoyance and anger.

“So then. It is… quite unprecedented. But she is a Yōkai too, or enough of one to count.” the Kitsune smirked.

“Even so, Yōkai can kill Yōkai ! Just as they killed the Oni and my Kijo!” the Matriarch declared triumphantly. “And none can…”

“I grow tired-bored of this.” Urakaze growled. “True. None can prevent you. But none can prevent-forbid me from standing at the side of my daughter who has returned to me.” She glared at the two Oni. “You will not receive your alcohol-booze if you let them die, correct?”

Red grinned. “True. And I didn’t get to rip apart anyone tonight, so my blood is still up. The booze cooled it a little, but I could still use a fight.”

“You would stand against me, one of your comrades, for these?” the Kijo cried, incensed.

“Shut up. Ya be giving me a headache, ya dumb wench.” Blue sighed. “So ya sister died. It happens. Remember the good old days? We used to fight the followers of the Kami all the time. Blood on the streets of Kyoto every night. Ya forget that? Or perhaps these thousand years or more of relative peace have rotted ya brain? Great Nurarihyon won’t be happy. After all, this girl here…”

She glanced at Shaeula, who had adopted a pose ready for battle, energies shimmering around her jade sickles. “…she’s important. Do ya want to have to fight the Itachi here, as well as those foreign Yōkai? The… Seelie, wasn’t it?”

“Indeed. Eri is my sister, and she fought to save those who we swore-swore to protect. And then ourselves. Dead is dead-dead. We have no need for vengeance. Not-not for the fallen. But if you dare harm my sister, I shall use all my might to see that every Kijo perishes, and none-none remember you.”

“I too.” I promised them. “If you wish to blame anyone, two people are at fault. Eri may have struck the killing blow, but I was the one who wanted to save everyone and so led us to battle, and Yamato…”

“Don’t bring any attention to me…” he hissed, panicked, but I ignored him.

“…was the one that brought them to this place unwisely. I struck the blow that wounded the Kijo savagely as well, Eri merely finished her off. If she didn’t, I would have, easily enough.” I proclaimed.

Now that my Eye was glowing and I was free of my curses, I started using the remaining Spirit Water I had to cleanse Eri, pouring it in to try and erode the curse that prevented her escape. Damn, her body is a mess. The efficiency is lousy right now…

“So what about these intruders?” The Matriarch pointed a withered, pale finger at Hyacinth and the freshly regenerated Grulgor. “They did attack the Parade and…”

“Oh please.” I interjected, putting as much withering contempt in my tone as I could manage. “Hyacinth is the exclusive head maid of Shaeula and I, and Grulgor is our butler.” Grulgor looked startled at that, but wisely held his silence, having a greater capacity for thought nowadays. “When their master and mistress are in danger, it is only natural for them to rush into action. Just as you cherish your sisters, then they cherish us.”

“Well then!” the Matriarch spat, pointing at Yamato. “What of this one?”

Damn. Yeah, here’s the rub. Yamato is human, he caused this whole mess, and I’m not prepared to risk much of anything to protect him. Politically, I’d get capital from Susanoo if I brought him back safely, and my faction is probably shattered by the deaths, but… well, I guess we’ll see how this plays out.

“Oshiro-san, do something!” Yamato hissed, face pale. Five Golden Warriors sprang into existence around him, though the effort left his aether reserves dry. “You can’t let me die here! It was never supposed to be this way, I didn’t want anyone to get hurt, I’m not a monster, I’m a good man, else Kannon wouldn’t have chosen me!” he continued urgently. “I’m going to bring mercy and justice to the world! If not me, then who…”

“You might not be an evil man, just a foolish and arrogant one. But… will that soothe the cries of the parents of the dead? Or cover the losses of Mine-san and the others? Every one of us Chosen are precious. How many people will die as their abilities are lost?” It felt a bit hypocritical to say this, as I had basically destroyed Kondou Kazuo and his ability, but there was a massive difference between him and Mine-san.

“All the more reason to help me!” he hissed, cowering in his ring of Warriors.

Looks like I’m out of options. I didn’t want to do this, but… “So, how about this?” I asked the fuming Matriarch, ignoring Yamato while I considered our options. “I don’t recommend it, but… one more battle. You and as many of your sisters, versus us and any who wish to aid us. After all…”

I peered out over the crowd, who were still enraptured by the tense emotion on display, their craving for entertainment of the most visceral kind being satisfied. “…the Hyakki Yagyō is a place Shaeula can call home too, but if Eri was to die here, she could never feel at peace here. And I’d put all my effort into exterminating every Yōkai in Japan. I’m not Kannon, I don’t forgive that. I may not need vengeance for the slain, but for Eri? The Parade would burn. Even if it took me an eternity!”

“Bold words…” rumbled the hitherto silent one-legged white giant. “…but fair ones. This grows boring, all this talk. Vengeance this, my slain sister that. Fight or forgive.” He looked down with a single, massive eye at Yamato below, licking his lips with a huge, disturbing tongue. “We have other, sweeter matters to attend to. Matriarch of the Kijo. Decide.”

“But…” she eyed the Oni and Urakaze.

“Ya can do this alone.” Blue said to me. “Ya made the suggestion, foolish and arrogant as it is.”

“I shall stand aside.” Urakaze also demurred. “I trust you would not be so foolish-idiotic to have no plan, hmm?” Her gaze flickered to Hyacinth so quickly I doubt many others noticed, though the Kitsune seemed to, her grin sly.

“Well, I’m tempted to swing my fists, I could use a workout, but…” Red also looked at me, and seeing I was confident, he shrugged. “...I’ll stay as a watcher. Don’t die, I want my booze to toast the fallen.”

“I will fight. Shaeula, Eri, Grulgor and Hyacinth too.” I offered, surprising my companions.

“But, Eri, she is not-not in a fit state…” Shaeula began, only for her gaze to fall on a small droplet of water I created. A knowing look crossed her vision, before she nodded. “…but, yes, I see-see. Eri, you should stick close to me. Grulgor, you as well, I shall need-need a defender.”

“All right.” Eri nodded, her head wobbling on a rubbery, unsteady neck.

“This is all so very pointless.” I warned, advising the Kijo Matriarch, and more importantly, the watching Yōkai of the Night Parade. “Needless death won’t benefit anyone. We all need to pull together. Humans, Fae, Yōkai, those chosen by the Gods, and everyone else. We stand or fall together. I’d welcome a non-aggression pact, trade, alliances, and more. But not at the cost of anyone I care about. So let me just say this. Let this finally be an end to it.”

“You think you can win? Kijo are hardly weak-feeble, my daughter.” Urakaze whispered softly. “And the Matriarch is powerful, if not on my level-rank.”

“I am confident. Though Akio is right. This is quite-quite foolish. A pity.” She had begun to pour her own Spirit Water into Eri. Droplets of black ooze were running down her legs and arms, smoking as they hit the floor, and my Eye could see the curse screaming within her. To keep attention off Shaeula and Eri, I talked ostentatiously to Hyacinth.

“We need maximum virulence, right from the start. Don’t worry about me or anyone else, I’ll make sure things work out.” I had wanted to seal this terrible ability, but… it seems to be needed. I’m too tired to take on a mob of Kijo all by myself, and the Matriarch is around about my strength, I’d imagine… if only she would listen to reason, although…

I hated myself for thinking it, but if Aiko died, I too perhaps would have gone mad and demanded vengeance, although I hoped I wouldn’t get anyone else I cared for killed trying to get it, like the foolish Matriarch was about to do.

Hyacinth cocked her head. “Are yooou sure, master? That is quite dangerous. I do not wish to hurt you ooor anyone else.”

I reached out and rubbed her head, stroking her hair softly. “Like I said, don’t worry, I’ll take care of the fallout. Just be ready to nullify them when I give the word, okay?”

She nodded, her face expressionless, darkness back in her eyes. I hated to see it, as I liked the happier, more expressive Hyacinth, but we had been pushed to this. Yamato was torn, even surrounded by his Golden Warriors, he looked afraid, a host of unfriendly Yōkai leering at him, so he didn’t want to leave our protection, but he also didn’t want to fight the Matriarch and her troops.

“Enough talk. I shall tear you apart, bitch!” the Kijo snarled at Eri, before pausing. “Urakaze, if your daughter is slain, you will not hold me responsible? I would prefer if she stands aside. Even though the blood of my sisters is on her hands too, I would not provoke you…” She was starting to realise the position she was in, but was too full of hatred to back down.

“She decides for herself. I have little-no rights to speak, since I left her behind.” She barely answered the Matriarch, instead talking to Shaeula. “Now, I have much to discuss. About your Kamaitachi, and what I promised. And…” She paused, and I actually thought she looked cute, as she fidgeted, embarrassed. “…about your father. So do not die-fall here.”

“He misses you.” Shaeula laughed. “But… yes, let us be done with this. We must-must return to the Material and clean up the bitter mess the fool-fool Yamato has left us with.”

As the crowd separated, the Matriarch gathered her sisters, a mass of the vile females gathering. We were significantly outnumbered, and her smile was malicious. I exchanged a look with Shaeula, who had guessed my intent from the conversation with Hyacinth. She nodded, and I drew my remaining Fang, though it was unlikely I would need it.

“Then let this farce be ended.” The four-tailed Kitsune smirked. “Fun though this has all been, there are other matters we need to attend to. Begin!” She gestured with her pipe, and Hyacinth and I dashed forwards, while Grulgor, Shaeula and Eri moved backwards, away from the battle.

Surprised, the Kijo swarmed towards us, dozens of them brandishing cruel hooks, blades and cleavers. It was then that Shaeula declared “Emerald Wind Prison!” and a whirling barrier of wind sealed us all from view.

I threw my own wind energy into the jade swirls around us, strengthening them, creating a turbulent dome, and as the Matriarch rushed at me, mouth gaping open, talismans sparking to life around her, ready to inflict a host of curses on us, I nodded to Hyacinth. “Do it now. No mercy. Flood the area.”

With a gleeful expression, Hyacinth cackled. “Yes, Akiooo. Only for you, I would kill an army! Die!” A tide of nature element rose from her, and a billowing cloud of spores so dense they were visible rolled from her flesh, mushrooms and fungi sprouting all over her skin, giving her a hideous appearance.

The Kijo were momentarily surprised by the thick mist, before ploughing into it, unaware of its lethality. As it touched me I felt my skin burn, and I immediately started to discolour, my Ether Healing struggling, even with my previous exposures. Yeah, this one is far nastier than the last strain. Either she’s been practising, or her body is evolving them itself…

It was then, my Eye piercing through the deadly soup of toxic spores, revealing the staggering, seemingly drunken enemies, that the screaming began…
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“What… is this?” the closest Kijo screamed in utter torment as fungal growths began consuming flesh from both within and without, tendrils and fronds of malicious growths surging free, fibrous roots spreading down into the soil below, corrupting her and her nearby sisters.

Even as they struggled, Hyacinth let out a harsh giggle, and vines ripped free from the ground, snaring the struggling victims and wringing the fading life from them, the snapping of bones echoing through the barrier, muted by the thick toxic smog of spores.

Ether scattered, most of it being drawn into Hyacinth, but there was enough spare for me to absorb, converting it to aether to accelerate my Ether Healing. I cut free the more corrupted, discoloured patches of my skin, slowing the growths, and was using wind element to fill my lungs, meaning I didn’t have to breathe in the spores.

Once my exposure increases my resistance I should be fine, but… I looked at the carnage around us, which was far worse than even I had expected and once more reaffirmed my decision to keep Hyacinth from using such biological terror wherever possible. But it was the only way to finish off this situation. The Kijo Matriarch was refusing to back down…

“Defences!” the Matriarch cried. “It is some sort of poison! Use detoxifying talismans and set up barriers!” She hacked and coughed, her hair a tangled knot of growing mushrooms and fungi, their caps vivid and virulent, reds and purples speckled with white and grey dots.

Her own curse talismans flared out, and even though she was being consumed by the pestilence, she had the strength of will to cast her attacks. Streaks of dark light flew towards Hyacinth, energy fizzling and throwing off inky sparks, and I reacted instinctively, throwing up barriers of earth, wind and flame using a decent amount of my remaining elemental energies.

“Thank yooou!” Hyacinth declared as the soundless black explosions detonated against my conjured obstructions. “Hyacinth can tell, that wooould have been bad.” She sniffed, more nature element flickering around her, a brownish-red ochre halo surrounding her. “Nasty creatures, unwilling tooo accept the mercy you oooffered them!” More vines and more screams. One Kijo was hoisted up, her ribs showing as the flesh had been eaten away, only to be torn in two.

“My sisters…” the Matriarch half-screamed, half-sobbed. Several of her long, pointed teeth had fallen out of her now-mouldy gums, and she coughed blood and spores. “I shall see you all burn for eternity, your spirits… guh, kah…” More coughing, her flesh starting to bubble. “…my toys for me to torment! I shall not fall so easily!”

She withdrew another talisman, though her hand erupted into corrupted growth and disintegrated, dropping it. Even so, it burst into prismatic light, and through what I could see with my Eye, I was surprised… She’s become a being of pure spirit, a bit like Haru-san?

With no flesh to cling to, the Matriarch was safe from the deadly spores, and other surviving Kijo were likewise shedding their fleshy forms, becoming flickering, pale ghosts, though their translucent visages remained warped and scarred by the savage damage wrought by Hyacinth.

“So many dead, so many within me!” the Matriarch declared. “When I kill you two, I shall then seek vengeance on the others. All will perish to assuage my guilt and grief!” She reached out with her remaining see-through hand, and the dark flames that remained of her attempts to curse Hyacinth formed a sea of twisting serpentine shapes, rearing up as if ready to crush us.

A dozen flittering Kijo were moving to surround us, all that remained of those trapped within our elemental dome. So many died so quickly. No wonder that the Spring was considered impossible to retake. Ghostly balls of flame were appearing around them, flickering and burning, and talismans were clutched in pale hands, or even between the teeth of those whose bodies had already been thoroughly ravaged.

“There's no point in suffering the spores if they can’t be hurt anymore.” I sighed, and Hyacinth nodded, another exhalation of mist leaving her, decomposing and inactivating her first wave of biological terror. I blinked away the amber letters that had crossed my vision, Split Thoughts running rapidly to work out how to counter the incoming wave of curses, and as the agonising pain diminished, mushrooms and fungi digging into my flesh withering and shrivelling up, Ether Healing repairing the damage swiftly, Hyacinth smirked, her violet eyes hard.

“Yooou said you wanted them dead, Akio. I can dooo it. Their petty tricks will nooot…” Even before she could finish her words, the serpents of dark flame crashed down towards us, forcing us to react quickly, evading their cursed maws…
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As I continued to pour Spirit Water into Eri, seeking to guide it to where the curse lingered within her with my Chirurgery, purging the hideous, dark remnants that oozed from her trembling body like filthy black slime, I shook my head in concern. I am of course pleased that Eri survived. When I saw that vile Kijo bitch cut off her limbs and tear the flesh from her, I thought I would die from grief. My rage was so blinding that I lost control of myself.

I did feel somewhat guilty for the injuries I inflicted upon the nearby Yōkai who tried to stop me interfering, though fortunately it seemed even though I had driven many to near-death, none would actually die, as those of the Parade that could heal would take care of them.

Good. I do dislike needless killing. It is a terrible waste, Akio is right. Needful killing, however… My attention flickered over to the Emerald Wind Prison I had cast and Akio had strengthened. We tried to end it without too much bloodshed, but leaving an enemy behind who has no sense of honour or fairness is folly…

“Shaeula, is… is it bad?” Eri asked me, picking up on my discomfort, and I cursed myself for worrying her, though I suppose I did need to talk about it.

“Fear not-not, Eri.” I reached out a hand and patted her head, as Akio did for us. “It is not-not good by any means, but compared to being dead, well, we can manage, can we not-not? However…”

“However?” she asked, wincing as her body quivered and more foul impurities were expelled. The strange state of her Astral body and Chakra network had reduced the effect of the Kijo’s curse on her, so it was likely I could soon break it, allowing Eri to return to the Material, but…

“While your body has healed here, even if it seems quite-quite unstable…” I began, unsure of how to say it. “…you are-are aware damage is transferred between bodies, are you not-not?”

Eri nodded weakly, and I saw the glimmer of understanding in her pretty, dark eyes. As well as resignation. I knew it. She has obviously considered it, she is no fool. “Yes, I’ve seen Akio hurt, and I’ve been hurt myself. I know. My body… it probably isn’t in a good state at all.”

“I can tell.” I agreed, sighing. “Your body certainly did-did heal when you restored yourself through the power of that thieving cat. And I am using Ether Healing to repair what other damage I can-can, while trying to stabilise your ever-changing network via Chirurgery. However… your-your limbs…”

“I see. Well, it makes sense.” Tears glimmered in her eyes. “I thought… well, it isn’t like limbs grow back, do they? I’m not him.” She nodded at Grulgor, who was watching the shimmering dome of wind silently. The wind formed a perfect seal, so we couldn’t see or hear what was taking place within the jade expanse.

“There is no-no need to give up hope.” I promised her. “You know Akio will perform any feat, if it can-can restore you, just as he intends for this white princess of his.”

“Shiro, huh?” Eri managed to say, her tone flat and sorrowful. “Perhaps I should get to know her. Looks like we’ll be in the same boat. Oh well… I made the choice to come here, like an arrogant, selfish fool. I can’t blame Akio for the outcome. Or you.”

“Oh you can-can. Akio is in charge. Even though we pressured him, he could-could and should have denied us. Alas, we have learned. I just hope…” I paused, worried for those left behind on the Material. “…no, I expect your parents and the others are in quite-quite the state of shock and terror now.”

“I know.” Eri looked down. “Aiko, mother and father, auntie and uncle. They must be so scared and sorrowful right now. I’m… I’m not sure how I can make it up to them.” She looked at Yamato then, who was hiding behind his gaudy soldiers, as if they could protect him. “At least I’m not dead like those others, I suppose. And I do have one arm… so I’m not totally helpless.” Her words faltered, and her grief was plain.

“I doubt-doubt you will be left limbless and broken. It seems the legacy of that cat is useful. If all-all else fails, we shall train and strengthen you until you can master it even upon the mortal world. So do-do take heart.” I tried to cheer her up. It was then my mother interrupted.

“Shaeula. Daughter.” It thrilled me to hear my name from my mother. She had left when I was so small, and I barely remembered her, but I had always longed for her. Longed for her approval.

And now I have it. But at the cost of such injuries to Eri… it does make my heart burn with pain.

“Yes?” I asked her, and she let out a long sigh, gesturing to the dome of winds.

“That is quite the impressive-excellent working of wind. You truly are a Kamaitachi, my daughter. Your father had a gift for the wind-sky as well, so I should not be surprised. But… are you not fearful-worried? The two of them, alone against the Matriarch of the Kijo? She is very-much wrathful, and her strength grows as the more of her sisters die. He is a strong one, yes, killing that sly-vile Kitsune was proof of that, but even so, there is a difference between him and the Matriarch of all the Kijo.”

I exchanged a look with Eri, while not stopping my Healing, and I sighed. “Yes, of course-course we are worried, are we not-not, Eri? Akio is strong, there is no question, and Hyacinth has proved herself many-many times. But to be trapped against so many-many powerful foes. What wives would we be if we did not-not fear for our husband's safety? Even so…”

I considered the situation, knowing why the barrier was sealed from the outside. “…this was the only way.” Akio wished to keep Hyacinth’s powers a secret, and I understand why. But compared to protecting Eri, such concerns are secondary.

“That bitch should have let it go.” Eri cursed. “She lost one sister. Just think how many of Akio’s students died. That Chosen girl too.”

“Well, ya know, ya were just unlucky.” The Blue Oni grumbled, and I was once more aware of her great power. If I was to fight her, I would likely have to flee, as my chances of victory would be small. She reminded me of my father, as did the Red one, mother, and that cursed four-tailed fox who was constantly giving Akio sultry looks and flaring her Charm and League. Yes, I do approve of Akio having as many worthy females as he desires and can support, but… not such as she. There is much wicked about her.

“The Hyakki Yagyō isn’t a unified group, ya get me?” Blue continued. “We flock together, we parade, we follow the guidance of Great Nurarihyon and the lowest Numbers. But ya have to understand, mostly we just do what we want, having fun, ya get it? Would ya care if that nephew of yours was put down?” she asked my mother, who frowned.

“It would be annoying-irritating, but I would hardly strain myself seeking vengeance. Yōkai die. It happens. It would be a different-changed story if it was part of a campaign against me or mine. But a fight over … such creatures…” She glared at Yamato, who quailed under her gaze, as well he might. My mother is as impressive as I had dreamed of! “…might makes right, the loser-failure is the one at fault.”

“Yeah.” Red agreed. “Sure I was angry. My bro, I was supposed to be looking out for him. But when I calmed down, I guess he got killed fair and square. As long as I get my booze, I’ll forget about him soon enough.”

“So ya, most of us don’t much care if some other Yōkai die. But the Matriarch is different. Probably because she knows the pain and suffering of her slain sisters. She keeps the spirit, ya know, creepy bitch that she is. So he’s right…”

She nodded at the dome of emerald winds, which was starting to turn slightly brown from the other energies seeping into it. “…even if ya got out of here, she’d hunt ya all down, especially you.” She frowned at Eri. “…and one day she’d find ya, so better to finish it all now. Maybe you’ll be higher than Seventy-First, but more likely ya will be a widow.”

“Such a gloomy subject.” Urakaze sighed. “But if so, I shall comfort you, Shaeula. After all, you have returned in glory-triumph, which was most unexpected. I know the seer said that we should remain-tarry in Kyoto for a certain event to happen, lest the Parade suffer…”

Her adornments on her simple dress rattled as she stretched. “…but the Parade already has suffered. Not the deaths-slain. The Parade is numerous, and Yōkai from all over Japan are eager to be invited, we can replenish well enough. But our honour-pride…”

“Yes, that is the issue.” the Kitsune drawled, knowing her presence annoyed me, so she came in too close, her breath hot on me and Eri, who also shrank back from her. “Assume that your dear husband, the slayer of my poor naïve young fox, triumphs… alas, if he falls and is slain, you will all likely be next, so there is no issue. But if he were to… win…” She giggled, belying her advanced age. “…well then, we would have lost the Seventy-First, the Fortieth, and plenty more besides.”

Fortieth, I see. It was the first time I had heard the rank of the Matriarch. It was a bit lower than I had imagined, but it was still high enough to make me worry. “There is naught to fear-fear, he will surely win.” I declared, mostly to reassure myself.

“I think perhaps he might.” she agreed, surprising me. “You clearly had a plan, and considering your maid and how those around her died… it is hardly impossible. But then, if that was to happen, how can we maintain our dignity? Why, the Parade is not the only force of Yōkai within these sacred lands, and there are foreign groups too, such as the Unseelie Court. Why, we cannot simply lose all face. So… we would need a victory, something priceless…”

With that her gaze went to Yamato, who quivered, his whole body trembling. I could see his curse still lingered, even though it was starting to fade. Akio will not like that, but… is there another way? I do not think so… Putting that thought aside, ignoring the terrified Yamato, who to my mind would deserve any number of cruel fates, I continued to work on Eri, only for my mother to ask a question.

“Now, daughter. About the Kamaitachi. You said they were weak-feeble. But I am quite sure-certain I sent some of my finest to aid you. I would not leave you alone in such a dangerous-troublesome land. So speak. Tell me… what happened?”

[image: image-placeholder]

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from One Hundred One to One Hundred Two. Your…


Another Level. Great, but… I breathed out, my whole body shuddering, as the spectral Kijo I had just slain with a volley of light element, mixed with my remaining stock of moonlight Spirit Water, dissolved with a scream, heralding the amber letters. Even so, the situation was still problematic.

I noticed when I killed that piece of shit Kitsune and reached Level one hundred, I didn’t get the same sort of event that I did at Level fifty. I can still feel the bracelet and the seeds growing stronger, but it seems I haven’t grown enough to trigger another boost… a shame. I could really have used it now.

“Die for my fallen sisters!” the Matriarch was yelling. She was surrounded by glittering orbs of light that flickered and faded, and it reminded me of Kin Restoration, though it seemed that there was no restoration to it, merely an absorption of strength.

My Eye could see glowing strands connecting the dead Kijo to her throat and third eye Chakras, and she was powering her baleful curses through that additional might. Seems like a lot of Yōkai like curses. Which is fortunate for me…

I coughed, a mixture of blood, silvery mist and clumps of spores sodden with blackened corruption leaving my lungs. It seemed Spiritually Pure Physique recognised the spores Hyacinth was creating as impurities, which made sense, so it was magnifying my Ether Healing. Without that, even I might have suffered far more damage…

Purple and black flames sprayed down once more, and I countered with my dregs of Foehn, yellow meeting inky and dark. They exploded, and droplets of fire that burned endlessly, and fire that inflicted damage directly to one’s spirit, began to rain down around us.

Through it all bounded Hyacinth. Her dress, already torn and riddled with arrows, was now little more than rags, matching the Kijo, and her skin was covered by livid burns and she shimmered with the remnants of many curses, ones to cause pain, befuddle the mind and more. Even so, she’s beautiful. Beautiful and terrible.

“You should never have tried tooo harm mistress Eri or disobey Akiooo!” she cried, her violet-silver eyes hard. She was radiating strength, having rapidly grown stronger as her spores reaped a heavy toll of the Kijo, her Levels increasing dramatically.

She had mixed darkness element into the released second wave, and those spores could even attack beings that had no tangible body, such as the Kijo who had shed their flesh and donned ghostly forms. It had hardly gone all our own way, as the few surviving Kijo adapted, and we were discovering weaknesses to her deadly biological cargo, but even so, now only the Matriarch and another couple remained.

“Burn away!” one Kijo brandished talismans with old kanji for ‘flame’ upon them, and a torrent rushed down, detonating. The wind-dome surrounding us shook, as the ignited spores rapidly cooked off and blew up, in a phenomenon likely similar to a dust explosion. The searing wind drove into our bodies, but with our stats we pushed through, and beams of light pierced the Kijo who had woven such an art in multiple places, her wraith-form disintegrating.

Two left. The Matriarch had surrounded herself with a glittering barrier, and though her form too was riddled with damage where she had been forced to cut away her flesh lest she be consumed, now her defences seemed able to keep out the spores and my attacks, whereas the initial barriers they had erected were vulnerable to the microscopic agents of ruin, perhaps not even realising they were within the thick mist.

“First Weal. Rapid Regrowth.” Hyacinth chortled, drawing on the Unseelie arts she possessed. The drifting fireflies that were smouldering spores raining down suddenly sprang back into life, floating back towards the surviving Kijo, and with a scream it began to corrode, translucent flesh blackening. The Matriarch roared as her last sister present was being killed, but with her barrier up, she could not be hurt, but could not interfere too.

Clever. Hyacinth really is a genius when it comes to this sort of thing. A Walking Plague indeed. The few dead spores that were within the barrier also sprang back to life, and the Matriarch screamed again. Despite that, she was not faltering, unwilling to go down into death.

“Vile wretches! I shall surely slay you all! Even should I die, I will send you to Yomi!” With that ominous proclamation, she reached out and grabbed one of the spirits of her dead sisters, before forcing it into her mouth and chomping down with ragged, broken teeth.

There was a sickening slurping sound, and her spectral form shimmered, her fungus-ravaged flesh restoring itself. She reached for another, and another, and her power was growing, a darkness radiating from her that even the drifting spores seemed unable to easily penetrate.

Hyacinth and I exchanged a look. Well, I never thought this would be easy…


Two Hundred And Eighty-Nine


As the Matriarch continued to devour the remains of her sisters' spirits, the darkness around her grew, thick and oily, shimmering with bruised tones of purple, green and blue. More of the serpents of fire were growing from the veil of her darkness, in a disgusting parody of Shaeula’s wind weasels, only comprised of shadowy flames. Still, Hyacinth was undeterred, and she was determined to bring the Kijo who threatened us down.

Even with the curses afflicting her, she is much faster than usual. Well, she has certainly gained enough Levels during this battle. It’s a glut of the sort I had genociding the Myconids… In fact, she had likely gained more strength in one go, though perhaps that was because most of the Myconids died at a distance and indirectly. No, there’s no time to ponder the intricacies of the Levelling system now…

“First Woe!” Hyacinth called, the energy she had received from restoring the dead spores (which was a fascinating use, as the weal had been turned into an attack as well by that method) being converted into a shimmering cloud of polluted nature energy. “Cruelsucking Vines!”

The already burning and furrowed ground exploded upwards, showering us with dirt, and a number of waist-thick, thorny tendrils snaked out, growing rapidly, until they twisted and crawled around the barrier the Kijo was hiding in.

“Uh, Hyacinth…” I asked. “If the Woe doesn’t hurt her, then won’t you face backlash?” I asked, remembering the Raven Knight and the sorry state he was in after the Jaws Of The Questing Beast missed me.

“I am busy right nooow Akio.” Hyacinth grimaced, surprising me, her face twisted into an expression of concentration. “But even if I fail, I will endure, as the Woe… I can pay the backlash. But it…” Her expression turned cruel once more. “...will nooot come to that. I dooo not wish to worry you. Nooor let her escape just punishment!”

Her hand tightened, and the thorns of the vines dug into the barrier. It flexed, groaning, and the Matriarch cried out in her own madness, jeering and mocking Hyacinth's seemingly futile efforts.

“Useless! My barrier is strong! And fuelled by my sisters’ sufferings! Wait there, vile pests, and be consumed by the curses of my slain sisters!” She slurped up another spirit-light, the flames growing in intensity, seeming to draw in the faint light around her.

“We will see whooo is useless, arrogant pest!” Hyacinth shot back, a surge of deep blue darkness element injected into the vines. They shone brilliantly for a moment, before the light was concentrated within the thorns, which suddenly started pulsing, as though they were alive. Well, more… animal than plant, I mean. It looks like the beating of a heart…

The barrier began to crumble, the thorns sucking the energy from the ward, darkness consuming it. Hyacinth was starting to look unwell, perhaps early signs of a backlash, but then a thorn pierced the shoulder of the Matriarch, her ethereal body wounded by the darkness element.

“Second Weal. Dark Moon Blossoming.” Hyacinth intoned the minute the thorn struck home. The vines sprouted pale white flowers, though they were threaded with veins of blue, pulsing similarly to the thorns. As the flowers opened, looking somewhat like strange, distorted full moons, a shining light was radiated from the flowers, surrounding us and the Matriarch, looking eerily pretty yet somehow baleful at the same time.

Pandemonium Curse Flowers – This Light is shed by the wicked flowers that grow around Pandemonium, the Dark Court of the Unseelie. These flowers feed upon Darkness and Light Element, especially energies profane and cursed, as well as beings without physical forms. They then radiate a Light that mitigates the effect of such curses, weakening beings that use them, allowing them to feed unopposed.


Immediately as the light fell on me, I could feel the remaining dregs of Spirit Water within my body react, and my Spiritually Pure Physique was temporarily strengthened. My pores ejected drips of remnant curse energy that had built up during the battle, and with renewed vigour I glared up at the hovering Matriarch, who seemed to be struggling, her translucent face somehow appearing paler than before.

The spirit-lights of her dead sisters were suffering more though, starting to smoke and shrink under the light, and as one drifted too close to a thorn it was pierced, the flower greedily drinking it away to nothing as the Matriarch screeched.

“Great job, Hyacinth!” I approved, turning to her, only to see she was labouring, the light obviously having some effect on her, though her smile was reassuring.

“I am fine, I assure yooou, Akio.” she huffed, drawing in a shuddering breath. “I am a Grey Fae now, the flowers shall nooot hurt me much.” She shuddered then, and not from pain. “I remember…” she whispered, silver-violet eyes distant. “The pretty flowers, yet cruel. Sometimes they threw me intooo the vines, and the thorns dug deep. I thrashed and wailed, I did cry ooout for mercy, but all they did was laugh at me, and…” She was cut off by my sudden hug, enfolding her, heedless of the Matriarch above.

“...don’t worry. Those days are over. Now, we need to finish this, so we can all go home. Eri, Shaeula, they’re waiting for us to finish this.” I whispered, and she managed a smile.

“Yes. In yooour arms, I dooo not feel so scared. Not anymore.” She glared at the Matriarch as she gathered up her flame-snakes which began to fall towards us, their numbers and strength many times greater than her previous barrages, although vines and thorns snaked out, dragging some in to be absorbed.

“Second Woe!” Hyacinth declared proudly. “Poison Unto Poison!” As the snakes fell on us, I blocked what I could, shielding Hyacinth and deflecting strikes at our heads and vitals. Regardless, we couldn’t escape injury, dark flames searing into us. Yet, the flames were… weaker… than I anticipated, and they appeared. My skin charred painfully, but then the flames went out, black ooze running down my burnt skin and dripping to the ground, the curse energy within rejected.

I see. The flowers… Hyacinth was wreathed in flames too, suffering more than I was, but her newfound strength and toughness, coupled with her resistance to such curses and darkness, as well as the weakening light of the Curse Flowers, enabled her to push through.

It was then the Matriarch screamed, as her own snakes rebounded at her. She dodged and weaved, only to be attacked by more ever-hungry thorny vines, the light disintegrating her slowly. She turned her attacks on the flowers rather than us, and some vines fell, but others merely smouldered fitfully under her barrage.

“Damn you, this should not be possible…” the Matriarch whined as she was struck by her own attacks. Dark light burst around her, and she stumbled, screaming. “No, this… I must…” With that she started to clothe herself in flesh once more, a disgusting sight as aether was sucked into her, forming innards, before layers of muscles, fat and flesh grew over it.

When she was done, she was breathing heavily, covered in deep burns and fitfully blazing indigo and black flames, yet now she was smiling bitterly, only a handful of lights remaining around her, two of which she grabbed and bit into like foul apples. “You shall surely suffer endlessly.” She crunched through her sisters. “But your ploys have failed.” The radiance of the Curse Flowers had little effect on her now she had regained flesh, and Hyacinth was weakening.

“Nooow, attack and I will prepare an opening!” Hyacinth declared. “Third Weal. From Darkness… Grow Strong.” She fell to her knees, nearly spent, as a surge of aether she had accumulated from the many slain Kijo poured into me, along with a cloud of her remaining darkness energy. Wait, what about the Third Woe? Will you be all right?

Before I could speak, she shook her head. “I will be fine. Attack nooow!”

“This curse is the most powerful I can cast.” the Matriarch declared coldly, her rage having exceeded her limits and dousing her temper. The remaining spirit-lights were consumed, and she stood alone, her eyes becoming inky black pits that seemed to suck in the light around her, even the flowers starting to tremble and shy away from her, the vines shifting warily, petals curling inwards.

“Taste all the resentment, hatred and rage of my slain sisters, and the boiling yet freezing fury I feel within!” A single talisman, heavy with blood and curses, was produced from her ragged sleeve and burst, dyeing the skies black, so that all I could see was her.

Her eyes seemed to draw me in, but even as my consciousness was swallowed, pulled down into a sea of darkness, I had diverted some of my mind using Split Thoughts to calculate my own attack. Aether was compressed and converted, forming a shining spear of glowing energies, jade, citrine and other brilliant colours cascading from the wicked lance that my will forged from the prismatic aether…

“Such a sight. Don’t you enjoy it?” The whisper of the Matriarch was running through most of my mind, trying to break me. I was shown visions, terrible, cruel ones of Eri, her limbs pared away, her flesh stripped with cruel hooks and blades.

She was tossed squealing and limbless into a pack of howling Yōkai, who painted themselves with her gore as she screamed, cursing me for being pathetic, failing her, bringing her to this. No, that didn’t happen. Eri… Eri was hurt badly, and until she is completely healed, and stronger than ever before, I can’t forgive myself. Nor should I. But… she’s with Shaeula now, and thanks to Ginneka, she lived. Though it was a miracle she did. I nearly lost everything…

“Shaeula? That bratty daughter of the foolish Kamaitachi? You think she is safe?” More visions rocked me, pulling me under.

Shaeula’s sightless head was staring at me, as the Red Oni cheerfully hollowed out her skull, her beautiful amber hair removed, her eyes gouged out, and I could hear her whispers on the breeze, condemning me for putting her life at risk for others. Her mother watched on, laughing, as Grulgor was pinned down by the Blue Oni, thick spears driven through his joints as they poured some sort of burning acid onto him.

No. that won’t happen either. I tried to force away the deepening gloom within me that was starting to seep into the Split Thoughts I was using to craft my attack. I could feel my body rejecting it, my mind too, but even so, it knew just where to poke at me, as all I could see in my vision now was darkness and her, the Matriarch.

She pointed, and I looked down, to see that only a solitary pale arm was holding onto me, Hyacinth’s body now hung on one of her own Flowers, pierced by a legion of thorns, blood seeping. I thought she was dead, but her eyes snapped open, revealing empty, dark sockets filled with hatred.

“You failed me, master!” she declared, her tone so cold, so lacking love, so unlike the usual Hyacinth. “I gave everything for your victory, and you failed. I hate you! Everything you touch turns to ashes! We are all suffering, dying, because of you!”

Wait. No. Her words were strange. There were no elongated vowels, and the diction was all wrong. Blinking away tears which burned my face, I realised I was weeping a mixture of darkness element and Spirit Water. The darkness receded for just a second, and I could see Hyacinth, clutching my leg, her eyes trusting.

Even so, this curse was indeed terribly strong, voices and images swirling relentlessly through my mind, half-seen ghosts of Aiko, Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi, Shiro and more flickering in and out of existence, accusing me of failures, wailing in pain and sorrow.

My Resilience was high, yes, but even so, even knowing it was not real, I could feel my mind quaking, so realistic it was, and so close to what I feared, especially after… Today was terrible. People died. People I’d chosen to protect. Mine-san too. She died there in my arms, and I could do nothing. This has been the worst. Then Eri… she…

The darkness closed in again, the whispers increasing in volume to harrowing screams and shouts. I nearly relinquished the attack I had been building up, only for a gentle tug on my leg to break the illusion momentarily. I looked down, unable to see, but I could hear, even over the accusations and invective the shades of my loved ones were hurling at me.

“Hurry, Akiooo. It is not too late. Strike nooow, so we can go home. Eri, Shaeula, they are waiting for yooou. Now, I shall wring myself dry if I must, to proootect yooou!”

My hand gripped the spear I had created from the aether I had been bequeathed, the darkness element surging within it dyeing the whirling wind and flames that compressed it in shades of blue. No, Hyacinth, they are waiting for us.

With a roar, all my League, aether, elemental essence and Skills in sync, I forced aside the darkness, several more Split Thoughts sucking in the harrowing curse, freeing most of my mind for a brief moment. I could see the Matriarch descending, now only a few metres from us, her arms outstretched, claws seeking my throat, a grin of great malice on her face.

“…Grow, my cage of thooorns!” Hyacinth declared, her nature energy surging, drained to the dregs, and the ground exploded, vines with thorns even longer and crueller than before, gleaming like poisonous swords, forming a hedgehog-like dome around us.

The Matriarch flew into the spikes, unable to halt her charge, screaming in pain as she was tangled and pierced, though her claws were now wreathed in cursed flame, and she was quickly tearing through them, burning fragments of plant-matter falling to the ground like inky rain. Though there is no way I will miss the chance Hyacinth has given me.

I thrust, the spear leaving my hand, piercing through the dome. Even so, the Matriarch evaded, rolling clear even though the thorns and vines tore at her, her flesh shredding. “You missed.” she cackled, spittle spraying through the shield Hyacinth had created for me.

“Did I?” I replied, shaking my head as the spear twisted like a living creature, bending back on itself at right angles. “No, I was just copying your curse-snakes.”

The Matriarch howled as the spear pierced her, and as soon as it was penetrating her flesh, the wind and flame energy within detonated, a brilliant burst of heat and light searing my clouded eyes. Darkness rippled out too, the energy Hyacinth had bequeathed me, and it clashed with the Matriarch’s own energies, preventing her from shielding herself once more.

“I wanted to call it something impressive like Gae Bolg, but this would only be a terribly pale imitation.” I coughed, feeling viscous, wet liquid on my face. I wiped it off to see it was silvery blood, the Matriarch having been torn in two, her stinking guts spilling out of her body, tangled on the thorny briar barricade like some sort of medieval torture. “But as a delivery system for an explosive attack, it worked fine.”

“Ha. Ha. Hahahahahahaha!” The Matriarch broke out in mad, howling laughter, the pain and hate driving her into insanity. “You think you have won? Not while the energy my poor sisters provided still roars within me. Forgive me, for I have consumed you all, but with your spirits quenching my parched energies, I shall restore myself and…”

“Akiooo, leave it to Hyacinth now.” she whispered. “Third Woe. Walking Plague!” With that she grabbed the tangled briar walls, which immediately started to sprout more fungus, a tide of pestilent greens, reds and browns racing along all of the thorns towards the Matriarch.

The Curse Flowers were blooming again around her, preventing her form returning to a spiritual one easily, and as she tried to tear herself free, I relished the panic in her face as the last of her insidious curse left me, purified by my Physique.

“No, I cannot, this… my sisters, I…” She began to cough, hacking and damp, as the spores invaded her body as the vegetation rotted, collapsing into a dark soup. Her flesh was corrupting, and soon her cries were unintelligible, and a few minutes later all that remained was a vile patch of mushrooms, and some pretty yet ominous flowers blooming around it.

A surge of ether was released, most of it replenishing Hyacinth, whose Level increased noticeably once more, and I gained some of the remaining bounty.

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


One Level huh? Well, Hyacinth did most of the work. I was weary, so weary, but even so, I hauled up Hyacinth and used my Eye to assess her. Damn. Level sixty-four. She’s nearly capped for now, just a couple of Levels to go. But that’s some insane powerlevelling. Well, I guess she was responsible for killing a lot of rather elite Kijo, plus the Matriarch, who was a terrifying and powerful opponent. I bet Shaeula and Eri will be jealous, to say nothing of Aiko. Oh well…

Having Hyacinth stronger would be a boon for us all in the longer term. As I brushed off the rags that remained of her uniform, trickling in a little Ether Healing with my fading reserves to alleviate the pain from her many cursed burns, I noticed she was looking at me, her expression tense.

“What’s up?” I asked, and she looked down, nervous.

“Akiooo. Does… does it nooot worry you, frighten you, that I can wreak such havoc, that where I walk, peooople die? Now the battle is ooover, I cannot help but worry. I wooould hate it if you feared me, but if you… ouch!” She looked at me, teary-eyed, as I poked her in the forehead, annoyed.

“Do you really think that? Hyacinth, I was the one who led you down this path. It is a terrible power…” As we talked earnestly, the wind dome isolating the battleground beginning to crumble, I held her close. “…which is why we need to use it sparingly. If everyone starts fighting this way, all that will remain is death. It’s like mutually assured destruction. But when we must, we will. Today… has been just awful. I could never have imagined the deaths. Though I should have. I’ve been naïve, foolish.”

I was starting to see through the fading barrier of wind, and I could make out Shaeula and Eri peering through at me, Eri still with those ridiculous yet cute cat ears, and I felt relief. I knew that curse was full of shit, even so, it was still so painfully real. Well, I guess it wouldn’t be much of a deadly curse if it wasn’t. If my League or Resilience was a bit lower, or I wasn’t buffed by the light from those plants, my mind could well have shattered, crippling or killing me. It was luck. Again. First against the Kitsune, now the Matriarch.

“We’ve been relying too much on things going our way. And we’ve suffered for it. Eri is grievously hurt, and… people are dead. Even in the aftermath, we’ve had to ride our luck again and again. But no more. This… was a hard lesson, and one I have to bear the sorrow of for as long as I live. But…” I promised, reassuring her.

“You no longer have to fear being thrown into the thorns, I can assure you, you’re mine, Hyacinth, and so long as you want, I’ll never abandon you. How could I?” I sighed. “If losing people I didn’t know well like Mine-san and the trainees hurts this much, I could never bear to lose you. Though after I nearly lost Shiro, I should have realised I was weak to this sort of loss.”

“Akio, Hyacinth!” Eri called, rushing over, though her gait was unsteady, her legs moving as though she was an awkwardly put-together puppet. “How are you, did you win?”

“Calm down, Eri.” Shaeula followed, looking equally anxious. “I could tell-tell they were fine, as the Emerald Wind Prison was receiving wind energy from Akio the whole-whole time. Hmm…” she grinned. “You two look most awful. But…” Her amber gaze took in Hyacinth. “Your strength has increased significantly. I am quite-quite impressed. You have done well, Hyacinth.”

“Thank you, mistress Shaeula!” she answered, eyes glimmering. “It was hard, but I cooould not allow her to live, if she wished tooo kill mistress Eri!”

“Oh, Hyacinth.” Eri joined in the hug I was sharing with Hyacinth, though her skin felt cold, clammy, which worried me. “You got so hurt… Akio, just what were you doing?”

I exchanged a wry look with Grulgor, who was staying back. It was amazing how tactful he had become recently. Shrugging, I spoke to Eri. “Sorry. Seriously, without Hyacinth, I don’t think I would have won. The Matriarch was terribly strong. Though like Duke Myrcolaxriath, the matchup was bad for her. Hyacinth held nothing back for you, so… consider her wounds badges of honour, marks of pride. I’m sure she sees them that way.”

“I dooo!” She nodded frantically, as the leaders of the Hyakki Yagyō approached. “Besides, you are hurt far wooorse than I, mistress Eri! How are you?”

“She is… well, not-not fine, not-not at all. But she will live. Her Material body is likely in a terrible state. We must-must attend to that soon. And the curse is almost broken, so…” Exhaustion was writ on Shaeula’s face from her efforts in Ether Healing and curse-expelling.

“As expected, I thought you might win.” the four-tailed Kitsune chuckled, looking at the disgusting mushroom-field that was the remains of the Matriarch. “She never did know when to withdraw from a losing battle.” She sucked on her pipe, blowing out smoke, a sultry sigh on her lips.

“I see you are still Seventy-First.” she told Shaeula. “I guess your man did not kill her himself, so Great Nurarihyon was not accepting it as your victory. A pity, but better for you, perhaps. Rising too far, too fast… alas, look at my poor young foxling and his fate.” She grinned, biting the decorated stem of her pipe playfully.

“Indeed. You should be cautious-careful, to rise is to make many foes-enemies.” Urakaze observed. She looked at Hyacinth and me, her expression tense, before her golden-amber eyes turned softer. “It seems I can hardly disapprove of you as a husband for my Shaeula now, can I? You are strong-powerful, and you care for each other. And my carelessness-inattentiveness nearly cost Shaeula her life. I am most angry-furious.”

Wait? What’s this about? Before I could answer, a frantic Yamato called out to me. “Oshiro-san. You survived. Well, I had no doubt you would!” He was huddling within a ring of his Golden Warriors, his face terribly pale and haggard. Numerous Yōkai were surrounding him, watching, mocking smiles on their faces. “You can’t let this happen! I’m the heir to Kiyomizu-dera, and my father heads Susanoo! You came to Kyoto at our invitation!”

Damn, what did I miss? It seemed that whatever had passed between Shaeula and Urakaze wasn’t all that had happened while we fought. It was then that an even greater commotion occurred, as the great house-shrine that was the centre of the Night Parade suddenly groaned, the great door on one side opening, steam hissing out, condensing as it hit the still, cold air of the Kyoto Boundary.

Out walked a single figure, who at first resembled a very tall human, a priest, wearing rich red robes and much jewellery. His robes trailed behind him, and dozens of smaller humanoid Yōkai were holding them off the ground. A priest, here? No, he… he only has one eye!

“It’s the Grand Hitotsume Nyūdō!” Red declared, surprised.

“Ya, been a long time since any of the old-timers have left Great Nurarihyon’s side.” Blue agreed. “Not a good time for it, though. The Parade has been shamed. Pretty badly, don’t ya think?”

As the cyclopean priest strode forwards, he grew in size with every step, until he was towering ten metres tall, impossibly large, the ground shaking with his steps. His train had grown too, and it was now like an army of one-eyed Grulgors.

The presence, the League, was powerful too, matching, no likely even surpassing that of the Kitsune and Urakaze. I felt tense, my breath coming in hot gasps, and I exchanged a look with Shaeula, to which she shook one hand a little. Shit, Eri still needs a bit longer. Even if I was fresh, full of energy, I doubt I could take him on alone. Spores? No, if we use it here, then the whole Parade will attack, and we’ll be wiped out.

No, my only option was to stall, as we had been doing up until now. Meeting his piercing gaze, I waited, until he finally spoke. With one massive hand he gestured, back towards the huge house. “Come. Our Great Lord Nurarihyon wishes to converse with you. He has wisdom and warnings to impart, and… reparations to claim.”

Wait, what? My thoughts were drowned out by the incredulous shouts and bellows of the Hyakki Yagyō, that Lord Nurarihyon would deign to ask for a mortal. Seriously? My thoughts went to Eri, who needed just a little more time, and all I could do was nod slowly.

Shit, ever since Yamato foolishly caused this mess, we’ve been having to come up with plans on the fly to get out of trouble, the only problem is, each one succeeds, but not fully, and just lands us in a worse situation. If… when… we get back to the Material, we have to take stock, and change how we do things.

Holding in a sigh, I followed the one-eyed giant, while Eri, Shaeula, Hyacinth and Grulgor looked on, their grim expressions showing exactly what they thought of this turn of events…


Two Hundred And Ninety


Approaching the huge temple-house, I felt nervous. One of the great snakes that pulled it hissed at me, a tongue bigger than I was flicking out and tasting the air. The junction where the chains were anchored to the snakes by massive spikes driven between the scales was crusted with dried blood, and I was torn at the casual cruelty and sheer scale of the act, the chains looking like they could anchor medieval battleships.

Ahead of me, the Grand Hitotsume Nyūdō, or giant one-eyed priest, stopped at the entrance to the huge house, his train of Troll-sized fellow priests pulling the fabulous trailing cloth of his robes out of my way, so I could ascend the steps.

Into darkness. Ugh, I don’t want to do this, but until Eri is out of here… With one last look back at my wary companions, I swallowed once, steeling myself, before mounting the steps, and heading up to the dark portal that was still exuding a fine, cold mist. With each step, my legs felt heavier and heavier, and my body was shaking. It was as if I could start to feel the presence of a Territory, and something else.

Damn, I’m exhausted. If I have to fight, I can probably manage it, I did get a top-up of aether from my share of the Matriarch when she died, but against any foe comparable to her, or stronger… The cyclopean Yōkai priest was staring at me, and I had no illusions I could take him.

Even in my top condition, without my multiple tough trips to the Boundary since I arrived in Kyoto, it wasn’t in my favour. With one last curse towards that idiot Yamato whose foolishness had led to all this, I took a faltering step into the dark doorway, and immediately aether and what little elemental essence I had started leaving me, an oppressive weight crushing down on my spirit.

“Wow, so… strong.” I gritted my teeth, my sister’s favourite exclamation torn from me as I struggled against the Territory. It was strong, as strong as the Seelie Court that I had visited, but the difference was that while the Seelie Court was, if not welcoming to me, at least accepting, as I was an invited guest, this one was hostile, and I once more realised why having a powerful Territory was so important. There’s no way ordinary weaselkin or Trolls would be able to put up much of a fight here until parts of the Territory were captured…

My feet suddenly felt wet, and I splashed down into water up to my waist, surprising me. My eyes adjusted to the gloom within, and I realised the entire Territory was effectively a dungeon, space warped inside the house, and the black skies above rippled with deep purple and blue lights, much like aurora borealis. The spatial element in here is strong…

I was standing in an ocean, that stretched further than my eyes could see, with the only land a series of obsidian spires jutting out, forming islands. In front of me was a line of pillars either just below or just above the surface of the inky ocean, and while I had never been to Ireland, my mother had in her youth, and her tales of the Giant’s Causeway in the north of that country seemed remarkably similar. If I recall, wasn’t the causeway something to do with the Fomorians? Huh, I wonder if I can actually find out, one day…

With the door behind me having vanished, I was alone in the oppressive darkness, my strength waning. As the seas whipped up into small waves, spraying me with frigid water, I took a step onto the next pillar, and the one after that, slowly crossing the seas.

As I did so, the Territory relaxed its grip on me, making me sigh in relief as it accepted me as a visitor, just as the Seelie Court had. Thank all the Gods for that. If I had to cross this being drained constantly, I think I’d be kicked back to the Material before Eri…

Now that I had some leeway, I looked around. It wasn’t what I imagined the Night Parade’s Territory to look like. But thinking about it, they travel Japan freely, so I suppose a mobile Territory makes sense. It’s no stranger than the Fae’s, anyway. As I continued to cross the sea, my sense of time numbed by the lack of any meaningful landmarks, I noticed that there were many huge, ominous shadows within the water. As I fixed my sight on one, I poured power into my Eye, and moments later, wished I had not.

A colossal figure, making even the cyclopean priest look small, was watching me, head and shoulders above the surface of the water, black, featureless skin blending into the darkness of this place. Its eyes were like dull lamps, no iris or other discernible structure, and as it sank back without a trace, a massive plume of water rushed towards me, the waves nearly driving me from the path I was taking. Other similar shadows could be seen further out, rising and falling, all just heads and shoulders, with the same blank, staring eyes.

Umi bōzu [Grand Yōkai] - ???


Are they what are causing the tides with their movements? Chilled to the bone, soaked by the waves, I continued to cross. Flashes of brilliant lightning were now piercing the sky, all coming from the direction I was travelling, and as I traversed the seemingly endless causeway, an island loomed out of the gloom, the lightning flashing overhead.

With my Eye I could see that the island was not bare and plain rock, like most of the smaller ones I had wound my way past. There was vegetation, trees and plants scattered about, and also… that house. It matches the design of the house-shrine I entered. Is that… Picking up the pace I hurried across the pillars, even though I could see this island, it was still far distant.

Eventually I reached the island, which had a set of rough-hewn steps leading up the cliffs. Using a little flame energy to dry myself off, I slowly ascended, feeling multiple powerful presences. Upon reaching the top, I emerged into a peaceful glade, grass underfoot springy and soft.

Up ahead, in a clearing, sat the house, and outside was set an old-fashioned rocking chair, in which sat a strange-looking and wizened old man, with a puzzling, elongated head, the skin wrinkled and browned by age, wearing rich, Buddhist-style robes, yet the details of the robes were wrong, subtly showing disdain for the religion it represented.

As I moved to appraise him with my Eye, he smiled, and I hastily cut off the flow of aether, immediately realising it would be a bad idea. His League, I’ve never felt the like of it. In fact, my legs were trembling so hard, I barely saw the two other strange beings by him. Is this what it’s like being an ordinary human when I release my full League? Shit, I need to be nicer to people…

The first being was a large, four-legged animal. It looked like a cow, though judging by the shaking legs and proportions, perhaps it was a young calf? Though if it was just that, there would be nothing strange about it other than size. No, this calf had a human face, surprisingly beautiful, with long, flowing violet hair and matching eyes. And within those eyes, as our gazes met, I could see profound wisdom and sadness.

The other being was a doll, of a small girl. At first I thought it might have been a Zashiki-Warashi, like Azuki, as it was cute and dressed in a beautifully-patterned child’s kimono, with the sash seemingly woven from cloth-of-gold, but the feeling it gave off was very different, ominous and powerful. No, she’s no less powerful than the Kitsune or the Red and Blue Oni. The calf too. Perhaps they are even stronger…

“Correct as ever, I see, Uranai.” The strange old man who had such a powerful League, surely Nurarihyon himself, addressed the human-faced cow. “We do have a visitor. One of the puppets of the Gods. Though… not using the power of one. Perplexing.”

“Prithee, have I ever uttered falsehoods, Nurarihyon-dono?” the cow-woman spoke, her tone old-fashioned, using vocabulary an old samurai from the warring states era might use, no, it was even more archaic than that.

“I would hardly say you have never been wrong.” He laughed, causing her to scowl. The doll was appraising me, her eyes hard, and he reached out a hand, stroking her head.

“Calm down Seirei, my dear. There is nothing to worry about.”

“What do you wish for, dear?” the doll replied, surprising me. Dear? They both called each other that?

“For now? Tea and sweets will do.”

“Granted.” the doll Seirei intoned, and moments later an ornate table had appeared before us, steaming mugs of pleasant-smelling tea and plates piled high with steamed buns, skewers and other treats covering it. There were also a pair of ghostly female servers, transparent and wispy, but they quickly got to work.

“What do you wish for now, dear?” Seirei asked once more.

“Again, hmm? Well, a seat for our guest.”

“Granted.” she once more declared, and I suddenly found myself seated by the table, facing the three of them, while one of the conjured servants pressed a steaming hot mug into my hand. Wait, what happened? I didn’t notice I even moved…

“Confused?” Nurarihyon asked, his smile appearing beneficent, but like his robes, there was a sense it was a false mask, and darker undercurrents lay beneath. “As well you should be, servant of hollow Gods.” His smile twitched. “Still, let it not be said that my hospitality is lacking. Drink, drink!”

I have no idea what is going on here, only that we had things to discuss, including.. reparations. Oh well, I’ll have to hope Ether Healing can handle it if this is poison… the way I was manipulated just now, there’s no escape for me except through Nurarihyon’s say-so, unless I can flee to the Material. Taking a sip, I was surprised to find it was magnificent, the flavour rich yet not overpowering. “This is good…” I muttered.

“Of course it is. My dear wife prepared it.” His expression was loving and proud, and I nearly spat out my tea.

“Wife? You married a doll?” I asked, imagining if I tried to marry Azuki. It seemed a bit preposterous.

“What is your wish, dear?” Seirei spoke rapidly, scowling at me, and her tone was barbed.

“Certainly, I do not wish for our rude guest to be torn limb from limb. Not right now, anyway. No, how about some music? To set the scene?”

With that, she repeated her oft-used phrase, and a series of spectral women appeared, plucking away at the traditional stringed instrument of Japan, the Koto. The tune was quiet but soothing, and I bobbed my head in apology. “Sorry. I was just… surprised. It seems… an odd pairing.”

“Be it stranger than yours, by chance?” The cow-woman, Uranai snorted, her beautiful face looking at me with contempt. “A Kamaitachi and a human. Prithee, I have never heard the like. A true unknown.”

“So, you know about Shaeula?” I asked, and Uranai sighed, irritated.

“I discern all that touches the Hyakki Yagyō. After all, am I not the Fourth of the Night Parade, greatest of all the Kudan, the prophesying cows? While others of my lamentable kin born predict but once or twice, then perish untimely from the strain of glimpsing the strands of Fortune and Fate, the Random and the Purpose, I alone survived, and my gifts flourished. Though were I to depart this place…” She trailed off, her beautiful eyes turning sad.

I see. She says the same sort of things that Matsumuro-san did. So I guess she’s a Yōkai version of the Diviner? I’ve not heard of Kudan though. Quite a weird Yōkai…

“He is thinking something rude, dear. What do you wish for?” Seirei interrupted.

“For now, not that he be torn apart by the jaws of a wild, Divine wolf, or be burned alive by hungry flames. Not for now that he be dissolved by terrible voracious plant-life.” Nurarihyon remarked mildly, and at the descriptions of the punishments, I shivered. He’s been watching as we fought the Parade. Of course… “No, for now, I wish that we simply have some polite discourse, and our guest does not leave prematurely.”

“Your wish is granted.” she declared, and suddenly manacles had appeared on my legs, locking me to the chair. My Eye flared, and all I got was ??? when I looked at the chains, but without Body Enhancement, I was unable to budge them, and I was too exhausted to use that right now.

“Now then, no more silly insults, I feel that would be for the best.” Nurarihyon sipped at his tea, appearing as a kindly old uncle, yet his gaze was brutal, belying that. “Uranai knows of the wayward daughter of Urakaze, Twentieth of my Parade. And of the strings of fate that will strangle her.” At that my pulse quickened, and he smiled, pleased to have caught my interest. “Many have been cut, but the darkest still remains, wreathed with baleful red energies.”

“Can you tell me more?” I asked, and Nurarihyon laughed.

“I could. But will I? Perhaps, perhaps not.” As his wife asked what he wished for, he ended up taking a simple shawl, which he wound around her shoulders tenderly. The doll blushed, which was quite a surreal sight. Though not as surreal as conversing with Nurarihyon! Damn, some of the Fae were bad enough, but I’m living Japan’s mythology now!

“Thou hast a meagre gift towards glimpsing possibilities.” Uranai said to me, and I nodded.

“Well, it’s largely useless. I knew something bad was going to befall those around me, but even so…” I sighed bitterly. “So many are dead. And it said that I alone would be in no danger, but that’s crap. After all, I had to fight that stupid fox, and then the Matriarch…”

“He is speaking ill of the dead, dear. What do you wish for?”

“I do not wish that all of his companions suffer and die as did the poor sisters of the Matriarch, no. That would be in poor taste. I wish that…” As he took another small trifle from her, I kept my face impassive and used my Split Thoughts to keep my mind calm. This double-act is starting to wear me out. But I seem to be helpless here, so…

“Really? But pray tell me, were thou in any actual peril?” Uranai’s question was piercing. “If thou had not followed the God-touched fool, well, I cannot foresee what lies outside the purview of the Parade, but I expect thou wouldst have been in no danger.”

True. I’d have simply enjoyed the concert encore, and spent some time with the girls. But that didn’t happen…

“Then, when thou defeated the Oni, despite your vile curses, thou couldst have escaped had you willed it. Though not with a burden such as the girl who earned the Matriarch’s ire.” she observed, and a chill went through me. True. Shaeula and I could have broken through the Parade and fled, if all we wanted to do was escape, but Eri definitely couldn’t…

Uranai continued. “The battles thou fought… the Seventy-First was ever arrogant and was never a true threat to thou. Prithee, where women are involved, the twisted fox delights in breaking the spirits of their men and crushing the resistance of the girls until they fawn on him willingly as beasts. Or he did…”

That’s true as well. If he was serious, when I was robbed of my senses he could have attacked me, but he didn’t. Still, there was one dangerous event. “But what about fighting the Matriarch and her sisters? I felt in danger numerous times there.”

Uranai sighed again. “Thou believe so? With that creature…” She described Hyacinth that way with a hint of dread, shuddering. “…beside thou? No, with staunch resistance to curses, the primary tool of Kijo, and her grim, abominable aid, victory was certain for thou. Or thou could have allowed the bitter Matriarch to take the girl. Be it either way…”

“So, everything was predetermined then? So why even bother?” I asked, and Seirei spoke up.

“This rude guest is an idiot. Do you wish he would be silenced forever?”

“No.” Nurarihyon chided his wife gently. “I certainly do not wish for that yet, we have much to speak about. Perhaps a refill of my tea should suffice.”

As the mug refilled with the fragrant brew, he took a sip, sighing like an old man. “Ah yes. Predetermination. Destiny. I do miss the old days, where you humans understood your place. After all, Gods and Yōkai, two sides of the same coin, ruled, and humans trudged along, ascribing meaning to every omen, to natural processes, to fate. There is no such thing as predetermination. And before you say something trite and stupid like then how does prophecy and foresight work, it is rather obvious. If you were to fight me now, you would lose. There is no preordained fate, it is simply a matter of… event following cause. Prophecy is simply having a great grasp on the causes and likely events. So your efforts, feeble as they are…”

His smile was seemingly kind, but lacking any sort of human warmth or emotions. “…have meaning. Were you weaker, or less prepared, then the events would have been different, and the same cause, with different events… has a different outcome. If you wish to prove it, you can always kill yourself next time. Nothing is absolute. Chance can always turn aside even the best laid, most certain outcomes. Do not make the mistake of feeling yourself immortal if your Foresight tells you there is no danger.”

Yeah, that’s similar to what Matsumoto-san said, with her Definite and Destined fates, though this is easier to visualise. Somehow it made me feel better, knowing that it was my hard work that kept me alive, not simply being a chosen one or some nonsense like that.

“Thanks for the advice. I guess… I like it better that way. Otherwise we are simply puppets, and nothing we do matters.” I suppose Nurarihyon wishes me no ill, else I’d have no way of surviving, so Foresight should be screaming…

“Can the fate of a candle be seen next to the raging of a bonfire?” Nurarihyon scoffed, and I was getting a little tired of everyone seemingly reading my thoughts at will. “Your feeble insights could not comprehend my actions. Even if your cause is a straight path, I can bring my effect to bear, shattering all certainties. Though…” he frowned. “…I have other desires, at this moment.”

“What do you wish for, dear?” Seirei chirped, looking at me with contempt.

“Perhaps I wish for him to listen to my story, and make a wise decision, but I shall settle for his… undivided attention.”

“Granted.” she declared, and suddenly I was held rigid, my arms and back manacled to the chair, my neck held in restraints, so all I could do was look upon Nurarihyon.

“Uh, there’s no need for this…” I complained, unable to free myself. “I am curious myself as to why you asked me here, and I have to discuss…”

“The pawns of the Gods, yes.” Nurarihyon grunted with some disgust. “Of which you are one, even if the power you use is not directly from them, but simply an offshoot of a higher being. But then.. what are Gods? Are they different from Yōkai, other spiritual beings? Can you answer?”

I have wondered that. “Well, considering in Japan we have the Eight Million Kami, a lot of Yōkai effectively are Gods? But I’m guessing that’s not what you mean?”

“Of course not. I mean beings such as Izanagi and Izanami, those higher beings. True Gods, not merely Kami.” He spat, his hand crushing the mug he held. It shattered, hot tea spilling. “I wish I had not done that.”

“Granted, dear.” With her words time seemed to rewind and the mug was in his hand again.

“Now, I will not bore you with the actual details, as I am not someone who gives out knowledge for free.” His smile was cold. “But… the true Gods of Japan, well, they are not Japanese. They are not even from this world. Many of the Kami, who you mortals worship, they may have began as mortals or Yōkai themselves, or sprung forth whole from… no, never mind that. We are talking of the forerunners, the most powerful…”

“They’re from the higher Astral, right?” I mused, still immobile, and earned a nod from Nurarihyon.

“Indeed. And you might ask what such mighty beings want with backwaters such as ours. After all, were one to descend to these depths, then their very presence would be destructive, the fabric of the lower Astral unable to withstand them.” He smirked. “Even I, were I to step outside this humble Territory, would be enough to cause disaster. For I am mighty. A match for the Three Most Evil Yōkai.” His smirk intensified. “I find the name insulting, and my omission even more so.”

“You mean, Tamamo-no-Mae, the nine-tailed fox? Shuten-dōji, and … do I know the other one?” I asked, curious.

“I am sure that Tengu would be furious to know that you are unaware of him.” Nurarihyon sighed. “As for that nine-tails, I know where she lies. Poor creature, a good deed done badly her undoing. But they are not relevant to this conversation, other than as beings of great power… so, back to the Gods, what interest could they have in our world? Entertainment? Perhaps. Power? Definitely.”

“So, just what power can the Gods get from a weak planet like ours?” I asked.

“Again, such information is for me to know, and you to discover. I am not charitable. But… if I say that it goes both ways, you will understand. The Gods despise those that do not fawn on them or grovel before them. They prefer… mortals, credulous with wonder, to those of us higher creatures, who understand more of the mysteries and thus are not fooled by their power. Hence why none of the Yōkai will be chosen. And why do they choose, hmm?”

“To give us a chance to save the Earth and those on it.” I suggested, as I knew what Ortlinde had told me and other Astral Emperor candidates had said.

“You think they care overmuch about one world among millions? Yes, you are not wrong, but you think such powerful beings, with numerous worlds at their disposal, armies the like of which you have never dreamed of, could not head off disaster? Are you that much of a fool?”

“No, but even so, they have offered some help. We have to be grateful for that. I know I am.” I argued.

“Grateful for a few sparks of warmth from a raging fire. Truly the Gods are more insidious than even we Yōkai.” Nurarihyon mocked. “But enough of that. It is true they hope to gain new adherents and a new world with as frugal an expenditure of effort as they can make. After all, when a world is washed by the higher Astral tides, it is those of us who dwell in the shallows who perish first. A fate I formed the Night Parade to avoid. Even so… we do not strike on hallowed ground. We give the Gods their due. In exchange…”

His face twisted, and the amiable old man with the strange-shaped head was gone, a powerful cruel ruler in his place. “…any of those fools serving the Divine we find during our nightly Parade, we take for our own.” His gaze bored into me, hot and powerful, his League making me shiver in my manacles. “After all, power is power, Divine or not, and it can be… harnessed.”

He paused, letting that sink in. “I formed the Hyakki Yagyō long, long ago. It pleased me to welcome Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan back. A true Yōkai at last. And your suggestion that what was yours was hers, that was certainly bold. So I allowed it. The little fox was too arrogant, and his death, well, there are other Kitsune, even now. But that does not change that you are dripping with Divine power. That foolish adherent of the Goddess of Mercy as well. So, tell me…”

“What do you wish for?” Seirei piped up again, gleefully.

“I wish to know… what to do with you both.” His smile was cold. “After all, my poor Parade was embarrassed, shamed. Many Oni and Kijo were slain, the Kitsune, other Yōkai have perished to that thing that you call a maid. Though my Yōkai, they crave entertainment, I have deeper goals.”

“Your wish is granted!” Seirei laughed, and at that moment the human-faced calf Uranai began to speak, her tone urgent, eyes burning with brilliance.

“The Hyakki Yagyō stands at a crossroads…” she began, and as her words continued, I broke out in a cold sweat, while Nurarihyon pondered, his next wish for a heavy cleaver, which the doll gleefully materialised, the solid, shimmering metal blade embedded in the table between us.

Yeah, this is going about as well as I imagined. But… surely Eri is safe now? If not… Fleeing back to the Material was starting to seem like my only option, if I could even manage it from here…


Two Hundred And Ninety-One


“…long hath the Hyakki Yagyō endured…” Uranai continued, her prophecy spilling from perfect lips. “…yet time drains as sand from an hourglass, soon to be spent.” Her eyes went vacant, as if she was watching something far distant, and I caught flickers of violet and gold within them.

“Verily, within the shallow tides across the ocean a great beast lurks, harbinger of a darker fate for the spirits of the land the Gods called the Rising Sun.” Uranai shuddered, her already shaky legs vibrating alarmingly. “Gleaming eyes of gold, and a rapacious hunger, no boundaries does it or shall its greed know.”

That sounds a little similar to what Matsumuro-san said, regarding Princess Mikasa. Though there seems to be a little more detail. As I thought that, Nurarihyon raised one eyebrow at me questioningly, while he stroked at the handle of the conjured cleaver wistfully. I get it. I’ll keep silent for now…

“…already cause swirls endlessly, fixed into immutable event. The hunger devoured carelessly, and other lives were drawn into the maelstrom. A being of such fell power, it can never be satisfied with meagre spoils. And events… already set… progress.” Uranai blew out a long shuddering breath, close to a moo.

“…those bound to they who call themselves Divine, scattered by the winds whipped up by this descent, that shattered the Boundary like a falling star, Prithee, they shall cross the seas and clash with others like them, and the Hyakki Yagyō too. Blood shall rain on Kyoto, city of countless shrines, and Yōkai will perish, yet Yōkai such as we hath always died, one day perhaps to be born anew.”

I see. I think that must be the event that Matsumuro-san fears. This is good information. I’m grateful, even if their hospitality leaves a little to be desired. Crossing the sea and ‘bound to those who call themselves Divine’, well, coupled with the Red Dragon, that made our prior speculations look more likely.

“…no, verily, we must dread the stirring of the hunger, and what comes in its wake. For the fell beast will be aroused by those fleeing insects, and will see sweeter prey. And against such, we are helpless, for this hunger is a being that should not be, it hath no place in this sheltered world.” Uranai slumped down, momentarily spent by the effort of her visions.

“Ominous.” Nurarihyon proclaimed. “Though isolated within my world here, I have felt the rippling echoes of something powerful recently. I wondered if some fool using borrowed Divinity was kicking up a needless fuss, but it seems something worse has descended.”

“What do you wish for, dear? You look downhearted, please wish!” Seirei proclaimed, her face downcast. Well, in this light they do look like husband and wife. It’s actually… a little cute.

Nurarihyon snorted. “Perhaps for the power to easily defeat this creature, no, such a wish is too greedy, my dear.” He reached out and ruffled her hair, disarraying her ribbon headdress, which she fixed with her small hands. “No, perhaps…” He turned to me, an amused yet evil expression on his face that caused me to shiver. “…what would you wish for?” he asked me, as Uranai remained silent barring soft, fatigued mooing.

Me? Okay, I know how this goes. Making wishes with Yōkai is only going to backfire, but… Nurarihyon’s hand was on the handle of the cleaver, and I knew he could split me in half before I could even react if he wanted. Shaeula had told me about the power of the Queen of the Fae, and Ulfuric had mentioned the dreadful power of the Fomorians who destroyed his home, but I had got a little cocky after my recent victories and had believed I was a top-tier combatant. But meeting the Numbers of the Night Parade, and most of all, these three…

Well, it’d be just as foolish to start considering myself weak, as I’m clearly not, but… I have a long way to go, and beings that can squash me like a bug if they wish are out there, possibly many of them. “It would be presumptuous for me to make any wishes, especially since I’m sure your wife only wants to grant yours, uh, Lord... Nurarihyon.” I stumbled over his title, deciding at the last minute to address him respectfully.

As I declined the wish his grip tightened on the handle, so I made my pitch. “So, I believe it should be you who makes such a request. Though I like to think as the husband of Shaeula, the Seventy-First, I could be an honorary member of your Parade, it is still too presumptuous. However, I would advise…” I was clear to stress it was only advice. “…if you don’t want to be greedy, then why not wish for the help of those who can stand against the oncoming disaster?” I’ve learned. I can’t do everything alone. I’m guessing even those with real power such as Nurarihyon can’t.

“You think I have not done that?” Nurarihyon laughed. “My dear, I wish to know who can aid us, and how they can be swayed to our cause.”

“You already wished for that.” Seirei pouted. “And we stayed in Kyoto long, rather than roaming. My head… agh, it hurts…” The pretty doll clutched at her forehead, tears rolling down her pale cheeks, and Nurarihyon pulled free the cleaver, before slamming it back into the table a hair’s breadth from my chained body. “My dear, I wish for you and Uranai to be free of pain.”

As he did so, she relaxed, and Uranai rose on unsteady legs, commencing her prophecy again. “Cause flows, and effects shift. The world hath no certainties, only probably's.” Uranai intoned. “There is a hunger, a thirst that can surpass the greed of this creature. Only she can devour it, before all is consumed. The world is yet too small for such a being. Such a hunger that was bound by chains is now bound by other manacles, those of emotion. Verily, she shall not stir unless…” Her gaze fixed on me, and it all started to make sense as to why I was here, and not dead. “…he who holds the manacles speaks.”

“I know who you are talking about, but… I don’t hold her in any chains. And I can’t order her around. But… do you really think she can fight a creature that even the Night Parade, you, yourself, Lord Nurarihyon, cannot? I can see you love your wife, and I love Shiro. I wouldn’t expose her to such danger carelessly.”

“I see. Well, that is quite understandable, is it…” he began, only for the cleaver to be slammed down, this time severing the table cleanly in two. “…not?” His voice was as cold as the grave and as commanding as the devil himself.

“Do you think the Hyakki Yagyō loitered here for fun? Now, I confess, we spend much of our time here in Kyoto, for it is the old capital, the place closest to our hearts. But we must roam, parade. It is what we do. But instead we have waited… now, it is time to claim our due!”

“Your due? You mean reparations for the deaths in the Parade?” I asked, Resilience keeping my tone level, even though I was deeply frustrated and angry.

“Indeed. The shame and deaths the Hyakki Yagyō have suffered.” Nurarihyon grinned. “So many dead…”

“Well, forgive me for saying this, but… how is that my fault? After all, you’ve just admitted to waiting here for us, lying in ambush. Yamato may have been out unwisely, the stupid bastard, but even so, you were the ones who attacked first. We were only defending ourselves. As for the Kitsune, and I argue the Matriarch too, you could say they were rank challenges, which you approve of anyway.”

“Dear, do you wish for his insolent tongue to be torn from his mouth? To think he would be so disrespectful when he is in such a position.” Seirei complained.

“No, not yet, my dear. I confess to being somewhat amazed at his bravery, or is it idiocy? One gesture and he is dead, yet he dares talk back to me, Nurarihyon! Shocking. No, I wish for the table to be restored, it was such a shame to destroy your work.”

As she granted that wish, he sneered at me. “You would bargain with me? I am Nurarihyon, the one who takes as he pleases. Perhaps I can defeat this threat, perhaps not, but if I came out to battle, it would only hasten the worst fate, that lies beyond. The descent of far worse.” He sighed. “No, do you pity the rabbit caught in the snare of the hunter? Does the rabbit get to complain and whine? You are here, and I shall have my due compensation. Else I can split you apart now.”

“No.” I resisted. My nerves were screaming at me, his League was trying to pressure me to relent, and he must have had quite the Majesty as well. Even so, I focused on what mattered. Shiro. No way I’ll ever hand you over to the Night Parade, even if you weren’t injured.

“I’ll never give Shiro up. And if I die here, well, she called me the one who holds the manacles. I disagree.” I glowered at Uranai, who was once more exhausted. “But I’ll never be able to tell her to help you, and she won’t on her own.” I doubt Taṇhā would either.

“Your foolish little half-kitten is still outside.” Nurarihyon warned. “The daughter of Urakaze too. It would pain me so to sacrifice her, and I may have to bleed the Kamaitachi if they protest, but… when I torment them, you will…”

Chains creaked as I flexed all my strength, even using Body Enhancement, making up for the lacking elements with aether. Blood, silver and red, ran down the chains, but with a great effort I managed to tear one hand free, though it broke my thumb painfully.

“How surprising. But I wish he would fail.” Nurarihyon said to his wife, and suddenly fresh chains were wrapping me.

“Futile.” he snorted. “But I am impressed with the effort.” The cleaver was in his hand, glittering cruelly. “Now, about that defiance…”

When I die, Shaeula will too, according to the description of Pledged One… but then, what about Kin Restoration? Shit, I don’t know what would happen, and I’m not eager to test it, but…This was just another in the line of bad positions that arrogant, unwise fool Yamato had thrust us into, so I could talk my way out of it. I had to be able to.

“…defiance? Of course I’m defiant. I love Shiro. I may seem to be a trapped rabbit, but I’m not a rabbit. I’m a person. I think, I feel. No more than you would sacrifice your wife, would I hand Shiro over to you, even to save the Night Parade. Don’t get me wrong, Shaeula holds fondness for it, as her mother is a part of it, and so is she now. But… well, you Yōkai are cruel, and callous, with no regard for life. Why would I ask Shiro to risk herself for you?”

“No regard for the living?” Uranai spoke, surprising me. “Prithee, tell me, how many creatures that think and feel hast thou sent to Yomi? More than a handful.”

I winced at that, unable to deny it. While most of the dwellers of the Boundary I had defeated or my armies had were undead or bestial creatures, I had attacked the Jorogumo, the Gnolls, even the Myconids first. “I didn’t take delight in torture or cruelty. I’m ashamed yes, but I’m hoping to create a world where all can live in peace, regardless of who they are. After all, Shaeula, Hyacinth, I love them both. Shiro too, perhaps she can’t be counted as truly human anymore.”

“So it is the pain that worries you? You humans truly have grown weak. I remember the good old days…” he smirked. “Battles where the winning army impaled the losing ones alive. Hands and heads cut off and piled in baskets. Even when I visited lonely houses at night, the father would offer me a daughter or a sister, and I would have my sport. If she pleased me, I would leave behind gifts, if not… well, you get the idea.”

He snorted, and I was once more struck by a wave of his League, only my anger and urge to hit him keeping me from capitulating. “Dead is dead. Those under your protection who perished, do they care that they suffered so? No, it is all forgotten…”

“Bullshit. If that was true, Haru-san wouldn’t be in such pain.” I argued, and Nurarihyon looked puzzled.

“I wish I knew what you were talking about…”

“Granted.” Seirei whispered softly, and his eyes went wide in sudden recognition.

“I see. An unusual circumstance indeed. And I admit… you have a point. Though I hold the cleaver, and you in chains. So your point is hardly important.”

“Well, I find it hard to forgive the Night Parade, after all, even the friendliest such as the Red and Blue Oni were threatening to rip us limb from limb and have us tortured, mere minutes before sharing drinks with us. But those who did the deed and killed my comrades are dead in return. I think that should be an end to it. Can’t you accept that, for Shaeula’s sake? You were happy to see her return, you said. And I’m sure she’ll be a proud member of the Night Parade. Maybe she can change things for the better, like we are in the Seelie Court.”

“I see. You wish to bargain. Fair.” Nurarihyon laughed. “But I am not one of these foreign spirits, bound to honour my word. Though…” He sighed then, sounding bitter. “…it might well be true that if I kill you here, it would ruin a cause and shatter an effect. Even so… my position is unassailable. So, out of consideration for the Seventy-First, I will allow you to make me an offer. I wish it would be a good one.”

“Granted.” his wife declared, and the sudden tide of aether that overpowered my body was shocking. My own League was somewhat lower than the doll’s, and while it was not such an insurmountable gap like it was to Nurarihyon, I still failed to halt whatever it was she had done. My mouth opened despite itself, and I realised that I was going to say something I didn’t want to. With a wrench, I broke my own arm, the pain clearing my mind for a second.

“Shiro, you need her assistance.” My mouth formed words unbidden. I wrenched my broken arm again, twisting the broken bone into Astral flesh and nerves, silver mist rising, red blood splattering the ground. It helped a little, and I was able to change what I was going to say, though I was still unable to refuse.

Shiro… if she’s needed to defeat the threat that could kill Princess Mikasa… can I really refuse that and condemn her to death, especially if the Diviner says that would end up dooming Japan and maybe the entire world? My thoughts were bitter, and I wasn’t sure whether they were really mine or not, but… they felt like mine. If I support Shiro, then…

“I can tell her about this, and convince her to aid the Night Parade. However… I can’t fail her again. I already have once. So I can’t let her die. And I’ll need… surety, compensation. Reparations.” I threw his words back at him.

“Really, dear? I am not sure…”

“No, you have been granted your wish. Have you another?” Seirei asked, after pouting, a little hurt.

“I see, then perhaps…” He asked for a small, patterned fan, which he used with his free hand, the other holding the cleaver.

“I want Shaeula to retain her membership of the Parade and to be treated fairly. I want her to be able to see her mother when she wishes. Eri, Hyacinth, Grulgor and I, we are to go free, unharmed. After all, I need them. Shiro can’t fight alone, and until the time she is needed she will stay far from you and your Parade. So, when the time comes we can all stand beside the Night Parade and face this new threat. To that end, we need Yamato unharmed too. And for the attacks on those of us who traverse the Boundary to stop. We can’t be so wasteful. Look at what we’ve both lost!”

“Unacceptable.” Nurarihyon denied me. “Letting you go… it pains me. You would be such sweet fruit. But it seems I must. Else the Parade has no way of contacting this Shiro woman. Hunger must meet hunger, after all. Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan… my own rules allow her passage. Though she will face many challenges and troubles, I will not interfere, no more than I did to save the Matriarch or that Kitsune. As for the others… yes, I would have them gone. Kyoto is ours, they are unwelcome here. But the fool who serves the false Goddess of Mercy, he stays. That fool brother of Red’s wasted much power, killing those who should not be slain so easily. Some were rescued, but even so… no, the man, Yamato, he must… provide. How can you deny me fair spoils? We do not attack shrines and temples. That is our grand concession. And the followers of the Gods do not wander the Night carelessly. On this I cannot budge.”

I closed my eyes, still unable to refuse Shiro’s assistance, even though in my heart I knew it was not mine to promise. But this was inevitable, ever since Yamato screwed up and got greedy. Damn. “Will he suffer?” I asked, and Nurarihyon grinned.

“Oh, indisputably. The greater his cries to his God, the sweeter the power. And I will need much power, I and those under my command, are we to fight off this upcoming abomination. So, you will send us the girl who thirsts?”

“No. I won’t send you anyone.” I denied him with all my might. “I intend to link my own land to Kyoto. I’ll base it at a suitable shrine, so you have no right to interfere. However, I will allow Shaeula’s mother and those she and Shaeula approve of access. That doesn’t violate any of your rules, does it? After all, Shaeula has been Ninetieth for a while, and goes to Shirohebizumi all the time. Shiro is not your salvation, she’s a girl I cherish. But… much as it might be better if the Night Parade perishes, you’re right. We face many threats and everyone is needed. I can’t afford to care about the past, and whatever cruelties you all committed. Those I needed to punish died. So, when the time comes, Shiro, Shaeula and I, we’ll come and fight beside the Parade. But leave us alone. Unless…” I had an idea. “…can any of your Yōkai heal wounds caused by excess adherence? If you can feed on it…”

“He is so insolent.” Seirei muttered. “Do you wish…”

“I wish to hear him out.” Nurarihyon ruffled her hair once more. “Yes, there are those who may be able to assist. But why should they?”

“Because if Shiro is still hurt and weak, then she won’t be saving your sorry Parade.” I snapped. “You need to offer something meaningful, otherwise it is just us losing out. And more threats won’t work. You obviously fear this monster with the golden eyes. Killing me out of a fit of pique will just doom you to fight it alone. You don’t even have the grounds to retain Yamato. You need us…” I declared triumphantly, only to nearly piss myself as his League burned me, his eyes dark voids.

“I need you? Yes, I do. But I am Nurarihyon! For millennia I have roamed Japan, followed by my Parade. Emperors, Shogun, Priests, Warriors, Farmers, Peasants, Slaves. I have visited them all and been offered tribute, taken as I pleased! You think you can dictate to me? I am Nurarihyon, I will fight if I must, and if the world burns and the Parade dies, then so be…” He paused, his wife tugging on his sleeve, her eyes sad.

“Dear, I do not wish for you to perish. Nor for my end. I wish…” She was unable to state her own wish, though her mouth opened and closed. At that, he let out a bitter sigh.

“I want the God-touched mortal. I will squeeze him dry. I will send you a healer. And I will leave you alone, your place in Kyoto as well. Until this threat is defeated.”

“You expect me to trust you? You even said I can’t believe your words.” I countered, still shivering from his wrath. For a moment I had imagined the cleaver slamming into my head, and I thought I had gone too far. Sorry, Yamato. I tried. I did. But… I can’t give up my life or anyone else’s for you…

“I wish for our words to be binding on us for this pledge.” he declared, and his wife whispered that it was granted.

“I, Nurarihyon, will receive the mortal Yamato as my just compensation, as he roamed the night unwisely. All others who roamed tonight shall be forgiven and set free. Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, she will be treated as the Yōkai she is, a part of my Parade. Your Territory in Kyoto shall remain unmolested by the Hyakki Yagyō, and I shall dispatch a healer of the finest skills to the aid of this Shiro, though any adherence recovered shall be ours. In exchange, you shall bring the thirsty one to the aid of the Night Parade when we call for you, and provide aid yourself, to the best of your ability, until the beast is slain. Then we shall freely part ways.”

“I want no hostility between us and the Night Parade, yourself included, for a year afterwards.” I asked, and he nodded.

“A year to us is a mere moment. Very well. Is it agreed then?”

“It is.” I conceded, and once more the weight of aether fell upon me, and I found myself committing to the terms. Well, other than Yamato… ugh… shit, how am I going to explain this and live with the decision? Well, it’s… the best outcome I can hope for. Considering we’ve been playing poker with no cards, we finally won our freedom.

“I did believe you would have succumbed to my demands with far less resistance.” Nurarihyon muttered. “I believe you are a worthy partner for one of the Parade. But be thankful for my mercy. I did not have to offer it.”

Keeping my thoughts placid, I managed a nod, and a wish later, I was free of my chains, forcing my savaged arm back into position. “Now, I shall see you out. Do be honoured, few have stepped foot inside my home and lived to tell the tale. Now depart.”

With a flick of his wrist a doorway opened, and I found myself falling through it. I landed outside the wagon, and as I did so, Shaeula and Eri cried out, spotting me.

“Akio, you have-have returned! I was worried!” Shaeula shouted, while Eri staggered over, her face haggard.

“Akio, you’re back!” She grabbed me, hugging me awkwardly. “I’m so relieved!”

“Isn’t the curse broken?” I asked, and they shook their heads.

“No, it is.” Eri sighed. “I can barely keep myself here, only Shaeula trickling aether in has held me. But I couldn’t go until I saw you were safe. I am going to have a hard enough time when I return as it is without that worry…”

Oh yeah. Our parents… and the state of her body. “It’ll be all right.” I promised. “Now go. I’ll return soon. Hyacinth, Grulgor, you two head back as well.” Hyacinth was totally exhausted, more than I was, and Grulgor wouldn’t be needed for what I had planned.

I felt a fleeting press of lips against mine, and a furry tail brushed my leg, and then Eri was gone, vanishing from my arms.

“I shall rest toooooo. Hyacinth is… very weary.” She departed, as did Grulgor, the sack still over one shoulder.

“Well, mother. I shall-shall be off. But soon we shall meet once more. I can not-not wait.” Shaeula’s grin was bright.

“I will send you more-some Kamaitachi as I promised, and when I discover-find who misled my forces, I shall make them answer to us.” she promised. As I took Shaeula’s hands, Yamato spoke up, urgently.

“Wait. We can go? You managed to persuade Nurarihyon himself?” he cried incredulously, hope in his eyes.

Returning his gaze silently, I held in a pained sigh. I’m not a God, I can’t work miracles. Though, this ending does sit badly with me. I’d like to strike back, even if just a little bit. I don’t feel I can go against what I’ve agreed, I can’t save Yamato, but I can…

Turning to Shaeula I whispered something into her ear. Her eyes went wide in surprise for a moment, before she nodded. I then answered Yamato, my tone apologetic.

“Sorry. I tried my best, but… there’s no escape for you.”


Two Hundred And Ninety-Two


“What do you mean there’s no escape for me?” Yamato howled, eyes bulging and face red with anger. “You can’t just abandon me here. They’ll kill me!”

“You think I want to?” I snapped back, my shallowly buried anger against him bursting free. “You think I’m doing this through choice? I’m no God, Yamato, there’s no way I can face the whole Night Parade, to say nothing of putting Shaeula at risk.” I let out a low growl. “Besides, you didn‘t meet Nurarihyon and his wife. Against them, I’d be squashed like a bug if they so chose.”

“You met the Lord and his wife, huh?” Red interjected, smiling. “And lived to tell the tale? Quite the honour for a man-thing. So, we get to keep this one as a toy, huh?”

“Look, this is serious, so please shut up.” I told Red, leaving him guffawing loudly. “I’ll get you that booze, as promised, in due course, and I’ll leave you with a warning, that any of the Parade who try and trespass on my Territory for hostile reasons will meet the same fate as the Matriarch. But for now, shut up.”

“Ya man’s in a bad mood.” Blue said to Shaeula, who shrugged.

“I can-can see why, I fear. This decision is not-not one he would relish. Akio is kind, after all, he does not-not wish anyone to die needlessly, even trash like this foolish male.”

“Die! Yes, I’ll die! You have to do something, Oshiro-san!” Yamato continued his appeal, hiding behind his Golden Warriors. “After all, I’m the Chosen of Kannon, and the most important man in Susanoo faction. You owe me!”

“Owe you? What about what you owed to those who you led to their deaths?” I asked him. “Mine-san, Naruhito-san… they were like us, they had a choice and an understanding of what this world was all about… but my trainees… you brought helpless students into Kyoto, knowing how dangerous it was, against all my warnings and orders! That… that is your sin and I can’t forgive it. Nor risk Shaeula or anyone else for your sake. After all, Eri…” I couldn’t finish, and Shaeula held my hand reassuringly.

“That wasn’t my fault” he protested bitterly. “I’ve committed no crimes! I didn’t intend for anyone to die. I wasn’t expecting them to fight! It was just politics. I was just doing politics! Besides, your sister, and that Mori girl, they showed they were capable of protecting themselves, how was I to know your other students weren’t like that?”

Excuses. Just excuses, but tears don’t wash out blood, and they won’t bring back the dead. I need to go. I’m exhausted, and I have one last bitter task to do, then I have to gather my strength and start Healing the injured. Shit. A grim fucking day.

“Really? Chiasa-san and Chiaki-san tried to tell you, but you didn’t listen. Besides, what gave you the right? Shit, what does it matter now? Children are dead, Eri is injured badly, and the Chosen we should be nurturing to protect Japan and the world are dead. You too. Your tale ends here. And I’m not throwing good lives after bad.”

“Good lives?” He panicked, seeing the hungry eyes of the Night Parade around him, eagerly awaiting his fate, and revelling in his fear. “Are you insane? I’m a human, you’re a human! It isn’t like the lives of Yōkai and other monsters have a right to compare to ours, you should be happy to… augh!”

He fell over, landing on his ass, as I moved, a blur despite my exhaustion and injuries. One Golden Warrior shattered, unable to react to me, and showers of fragments rained down on him, only for them to fade into scattered ether.

“You piece of shit. Should you be saying that when so many good human lives were lost? Besides, human, Yōkai, Fae, anything else… Shaeula is worth a million of you. Even if I didn’t love her, I’d not risk her for you. How dare you claim that she’s worth less than you because of her birth.”

Shaeula, who was left behind by my sudden movement, was smiling, her mother talking to her quietly. “It seems you are quite well loved-adored, daughter.”

“I am indeed most-most fortunate.” she agreed happily, though her eyes narrowed angrily when she looked at the prostrate Yamato. “However, this event was one of much-much sadness and sorrow. Akio is soft-hearted. This has hurt him deeply. But as his wife, I shall-shall soothe his sorrows. The others as well. Eri too, once she is healed. And she will be healed, no-no matter how long it takes.”

“Well… uh…” Yamato was panicking, searching for a way out. If there is one, I don’t know it. Not for you, not now.

“If I die, father will be angry. Susanoo won’t support you, and other shrines and temples will…”

“Are. You. A. Fucking. Idiot?” I punctuated each word with a blow against one of his Golden Warriors. They tried to counter me, striking with swords, axes and maces, but I was too angry, too fast, and soon only a single one remained, holding a shield over him, spear pointed at me, silvery blood from my knuckles dripping to the floor.

Damn, I broke my arm again. I’m certainly taking abuse, but I guess it’s penance for my failures. “This mess has already gone beyond that. You’ve destroyed confidence in my training school, as well as created a disaster that is going to be difficult to cover up. We were just starting to get unity, and now this. At this point, what your father thinks is the least of our worries. Besides, it isn’t like I’ve harmed you myself…” Yet. “…I simply couldn’t save you from the mess you created for yourself.”

“But…” He shut his mouth, realising it was futile to say any more. He took a long, shuddering breath. “I hope you never forget this, you bastard. Fuck, I don’t want to die… how did this happen? I… all I wanted to do was expand our Territory here, and curtail your growing influence. This is your fault, not mine! You aren’t even from the faith, yet everyone was bowing to your ideas and your pressure! It should be the families of Susanoo, Amaterasu and Tsukuyomi that rules! Instead, you came in, showing off, how even normal people could be powerful, and you had treasures like the mirror… you should have supported me as leader, not throwing your lot in with the government and nobility! You betrayed the faith, despite Hikawa-san vouching for you!”

I opened my mouth to refute him, but Shaeula spoke first. “There is not-not any point speaking to this idiot any further. It seems he does not-not grasp the situation. Besides, there is no point wasting your efforts on someone who is soon-soon to be dead.”

“Hardly.” The Kitsune smiled, her four tails lashing excitedly. “Kill him? How wasteful…” She had produced a paper talisman of her own, and darkness element surged, and Yamato shuddered, the slowly fading curse that kept him trapped in the Boundary refreshed and strengthened. “Great Nurarihyon likely wants to keep him alive a good, long time.” Her smile was beautiful but cruel. “A small peace offering for the disgrace the Hyakki Yagyō has suffered.”

“Yeah, there’s sure been a lot of deaths.” Red agreed. “My stupid, worthless, likely illegitimate bro amongst them. Oh well, compared to the good old days, I suppose it was merely a little skirmish. And compared to what’s coming…”

“If you know, then stop killing those who might help with that.” I warned. “I don’t want to have to fight the Night Parade again.”

“Battle is fun.” Red protested. “Us Oni love to fight! It is who we are, we can’t just stop!” Beside him, Blue nodded, and a lot of other Yōkai expressed protest at my request.

“I think you’ll have more than enough chance in future. Lord Nurarihyon knows. Just… oh whatever. Know that I’ll show no mercy to anyone who hurts those under my protection. Those who come in peace, I’ll welcome, but those who come with ill intentions, well, the Matriarch and that vile fox could tell you, if they could still speak.”

“I think you should depart, daughter.” Urakaze advised. “Your business here is done-finished. All that remains is… unpleasant, and I would not have you see-witness it. I shall send those Kamaitachi to you as soon as you have claimed your own lands here.”

“I thank you, mother. And I shall-shall visit again, and as Akio says, you are most-most welcome to visit us when you are in Tokyo as well. Perhaps you can-can even see father again?”

“Perhaps.” She shrugged. “Though we have been estranged long, I do sometimes wonder how he does-fares.”

“That's it then…” Red boomed, taking up his gourd and shattering the remaining Golden Warrior. As Yamato shrieked and tried to flee, Blue hoisted him by the ankle, dangling the sobbing fool. As he cried out for me to help him, I hardened my heart. I hated him for his mistakes, which had got many people killed, but I also pitied him. His fate would not be kind. Although…

“Farewell, Yamato. Sorry again.” I sighed bitterly. “Though it’s hard for me to forgive your carelessness, I at least know you didn’t mean to get so many killed. And it isn’t as though I haven’t made mistakes. I’ve just been luckier than you, that things have always worked out, barring some early losses. At least… I’ll remember this, and try not to repeat your errors.”

“That won’t help me!” he cried out bitterly, but I turned away, and Shaeula hurried to my side. The Night Parade parted, and as I left the cavalcade of monsters and Yōkai behind, his cries and accusations ringing in my ears, Shaeula stuck close to me, soothing my heart.

“Do not-not concern yourself with him.” Shaeula whispered. “You can not-not save everyone. Besides…” She frowned, troubled. “We have a task, do we not-not?”

I nodded as we headed south. A few inquisitive Yōkai followed for a while, but soon grew bored and returned to the Parade, and then we were alone, on the borders of the Territory encompassing Kiyomizu-dera. As I expected, this time it did not welcome us, and the Territory barrier stopped us, a shimmering rainbow barrier preventing our entry.

“No surprise here. I guess in Yamato’s heart, we’re enemies now. The idiot.” I sighed, as several bolts of light element flew our way, though they were not light exactly, merely a representation, so it was possible to dodge. Hot on the heels of the gold-tinged blasts of indigo light, the Hands Of Forgiveness came darting out, ready to crush us, deeming us intruders. Which now we are…

“Damn, I’m too exhausted for this crap. Shaeula, how’s your strength?”

“Sufficient.” She smiled, the first Hand slamming down at her. She leapt aside, her remaining pinwheel uncoiling and slicing off several fingers. “I did not-not need much to defeat my foolish cousin.”

“I see. Speaking of, just what were you talking about with your mother?” My remaining Fang slashed into the Hand Shaeula had damaged, and it exploded into ether. I greedily took it in, staving off a little of my fatigue, as more came flying at us, bolts of light shimmering gold as they bombarded us.

“Nothing for you to fret over, Akio. No, it seems my mother did not-not leave me as unsupported as I had-had feared.” Her smile was bright, her amber eyes glittering, even as she fought, blasts of wind and flame fighting off the Hands, others slamming into the barrier, weakening it by small increments. I overpowered another Hand, before using the opening to repeatedly strike the barrier too, and it collapsed inwards by a few centimetres.

“Though I am rather-rather grateful for the schemer that led to this. If I had my proper guard…” Her smile turned sly, even as we fought. “…then you would be quite-quite dead in our first battle, and I would not-not have the pleasure of being yours.”

Another Hand was deflected, and her pinwheel ground against the barrier, jade sparks flying, accompanied by a shrill sound like the whine of a dentist’s drill. “Though of course, I shall not-not forgive them anyway, as their intent was to have me perish. When mother finds out who is responsible, I shall join her in punishing them, have no-no fear.”

“I see. Strange both sides ended up acting the same way. I wonder if there was more collusion. I expect Duke Vulpatrius might have had a hand in things. After all, Ginneka and her brother were sent via Duke Formor, so there has been some sort of traffic between the Seelie Court and the Parade.” This time I didn’t badmouth the cats in my mind. I owed them that much, at least.

“Well, that-that is a worry for another time.” She unleashed water this time, piercing bullets similar to those I’d used, and another Hand exploded, the remaining bolts striking the barrier. “Now, tell me about Nurarihyon. I was not-not terribly worried, as the Hyakki Yagyō could have crushed us had they wished, but even so-so…” she shrugged. “…seeing you venture into the dark void of his domain, it did-did concern me a little.”

Some tsun there. It’s been a while. Slamming the barrier repeatedly, faint cracks now visible to my Eye, I smiled, pushing aside the regrets over Yamato and the dead. I could mourn later. First I had to do this, then worry about Healing Eri and the other wounded.

The fallout and personal grief and reflection would be for after my needful tasks were done. I saved four lives. That was the best I could do. Which is why I, no, not just me, but everyone working with me, needs more power. Hence this…

“Well, the Territory of the Parade is contained inside that house. It’s like a massive dungeon, similar to your old Territory, yet far vaster in scale. Inside is a dark ocean, and…” As we fought, rapidly diminishing the number of Hands, while the barrier trembled, I regaled her with the tale of my meeting with Nurarihyon, his seer and his wife.

Her face twisted in anger when she heard I was chained up, and when talk of the future and the need for Shiro was mentioned, her eyes narrowed, calculating. When I was done with my tale, we had defeated the outer Hands Of Forgiveness, and now only the weakened barrier was in our way.

“I see now.” She nodded, the barrier wailing as she hurled her full might against it, flames, wind, water and even light sparkling around her. “I did wonder why you would risk-risk this, an action that would possibly make Nurarihyon angry, yet it is now quite-quite clear to me.” She had grasped the situation as I had expected. After all, she’s dealing with the quagmire that is Seelie Court politics now, she should easily see the issues at the heart of this.

“It seems surprisingly enough, you hold-hold all the aces.” Shaeula enjoyed gambling metaphors, especially after our Las Vegas trip. “This white princess will not-not move unless you allow it, I believe, and it does-does seem that she is needed. Besides… it is not-not as though you are actively preventing him from taking Yamato, nor was it explicitly discussed just how-how they can extract this power from him.”

Her grin was vicious. “Even if Nurarihyon somehow finds out, you can-can hardly be blamed, can you? He may-may even respect your boldness. Judging by many of the ranking Yōkai of the Parade, they do-do respect forceful bravery.”

“Well, there’s a chance I’ll fail to extract the Divine Favour. I’d say a good chance, considering he is in Nurarihyon’s possession now. Poor bastard.”

“I have little-little sympathy. Remember the dead. Remember Eri.” She scoffed, as the barrier made a hideous grinding sound, starting to sunder under our repeated blows.

“Oh I do. I… can’t forget them.” I still remembered Mine-san dying in my arms, me helpless to stop it. “Even so, I believe he should make amends. So… all he can do is give up his Favour to someone else. We can’t lose another. They’re too precious.”

“I know.” Shaeula agreed, finally shattering the barrier. We raced into his Territory, heading for the golden shrine at the centre where the Anchor was. A remaining few Hands tried to stop us, but even with the Territory fighting us, such things were no match for Shaeula, who effortlessly destroyed them, allowing me to preserve my strength. “Will you consume it, as you did-did before, or…?”

“No. I can get stronger on my own. I’ll find someone that can use it, I have a few ideas.”

“I see. Well then, I shall not-not dissuade you.” Shaeula promised as we reached the Anchor, the desolate, empty Territory undefended. Several golden Buildings were starting to form, probably Barracks, since I had explained how they worked, but it was too late.

With a few blows we destroyed them, before facing the glittering Anchor and the great golden statue of Kannon. Damn, this feels blasphemous. I’m sorry. This isn’t exactly a good act. All I can hope is that I am doing it for the right reasons, not purely out of a need for vengeance and retribution.

“Yes, it’s too late for that now. I’ve made my decision. Nurarihyon might protest, but there’s nothing I agreed to that prevents this. We aren’t friends, or even allies. Just … we both want to stop the disaster coming for our own reasons.” Steeling myself, I focused my power into a single blow, and split the Anchor, shattering the Territory.

My Eye was peering deep into the Anchor, the strands connected to the distant Yamato like miniature Silver Cords, and just as when we destroyed Kondou Kazuo’s, the experiments in the prison leaving him comatose, something distant tore, and a power flowed into my body, amber letters glittering in my Eye…

You have destroyed the Anchor of a hostile Territory. Your Class, Conqueror is sufficient to claim and extract the Divine Favour within this Territory and its owner. Your Adherence is sufficient to utilise Kannon’s Golden Warriors Of Mercy, but you are incompatible with this Divine Favour. You may consume it to significantly increase your strength and Adherence, or find a suitable vessel.
Your Class, Conqueror, has increased from Level Twelve to Level Thirteen.
You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from One Hundred Three to One Hundred Four. All of your Material Statistics have increased by Eleven. Aether has increased by Twenty-seven.


I could feel the blessing within me, begging to be disassembled, the power within tantalising. No. absolutely not. This is my penance. This power is not for me to wield. However much Yamato screwed up, he didn’t deliberately intend to get people killed. He should have been punished, yes, but not… not like he has been. So I’ll take his power and give it to someone who can use it wisely. That will be his penance too.

“Did you succeed?” Shaeula asked me expectantly. “I think I saw-saw something…” Her eyes glowing, she peered at me intently.

“Yes, I extracted his Divine Favour. It’s within me now. I can’t keep it too long though, it’s slowly taking adherence from me. So I need to find a suitable host for it. Besides…” I looked around. Surprisingly enough the statue of Kannon remained, which eased my guilty conscience a little, but other than that the Territory had collapsed, the ether rushing into my exhausted, battered body. “…this Territory is finished. There’s no purpose remaining here. I want… I want to see Eri.”

“I know.” Shaeula patted my head comfortingly. “She is a strong female. She lived, so we can-can do something about it. Though… I have my concerns.” As we started to return to the Material I nodded. Yeah. Our families. What… just what must they have seen?


Side Ninety-Seven – Mori Eri


Ugh, everything hurts, and my body feels strange. Too light, and … squirmy. I guess I know why. I struggled to open my eyes, my body resisting me. As I did so the sounds around me started to resolve themselves, and I could hear the gentle hum and soft beeps of machinery, as well as some voices I recognised.

“I think she’s awake.” I heard a woman speak. Haru-san, right? What is she doing here? I didn’t have much to do with her, though she seemed nice enough, but apparently she was already dead. I sympathise. That was the best state I could have hoped for, until I ran into that cat…

“Thank all the Gods, she’s alive.” a stern voice cried in relief, and my lips quirked into a small smile, even as my eyes slid slowly open, the scene, a well-lit hospital room, coming into focus. Even though I had only been in the Boundary for a short time, my voice was scratchy and dry.

“Father-in-law. Yes, I’m still alive.” I managed, and seeing Akio’s father looking down on me with bitter concern, I cracked a joke. “I don’t… feel too good though.”

“I’ll get a doctor. It’s times like these when Akio-san should be here…” Haru-san grumbled, heading for the door. I tried to twist my neck to watch her go, but it wouldn’t respond to me properly. I reached out, only… Oh. No arm. I thought that might be the case. My stomach boiled with a sudden feeling of sickness, only for me to suppress it with sheer will. It doesn’t matter. I’m… I’m alive. Worrying can come later.

“Where’s mother and father, father-in-law?” I managed to croak, and the look he gave me in return was surprisingly gentle.

“Hana and Emily both had to be sedated, they were hysterical. Not that I can blame them.” His gaze hardened. “Junpei is with them, though he’s probably drunk, to take away the horror. Aiko too. Eri-san, just… what happened? Do you know? About… your condition?”

Before I could answer, Haru-san came back in with a doctor and a nurse. The doctor, on seeing me awake, looked startled, before rushing over to me. “Mori-san, how is the pain? We… we weren’t sure of what doses of anaesthetic or any other medication was safe to give you, and after your unexplained injuries, well…”

“Needles broke on your skin, even getting the drip in was a nuisance, and your heartrate and vitals are wildly abnormal, even after all the blood transfusions.” the nurse explained, frowning at a chart she had on a clipboard. “Really, I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t see it for myself.”

“More to the point. You’ve been in some sort of terrible accident. Your body … it’s quite scarred, and your limbs… well, one arm was saved, but the rest…” The doctor sighed, troubled. “I don’t know how to say this, but…”

“I know. It isn’t like I wasn’t the one having my limbs chopped off.” I surprised myself by making a joke of it. Perhaps I’m in shock? No, it’s because I know… there’s hope. Enough of it to not go mad from grief, anyway. Besides, this was all my fault. I’m such a fool. “Haru-san, what’s going on? Is… is Akio awake yet? The others?”

“You should address your elders with more respect.” father-in-law chided, more out of habit than anything else, and my lips quirked into a half-smile once more. Yes, that’s just like him. He was always tough on Akio, though he was sweet on Aiko and me. I think he’s a bit easy to misunderstand. But I know he’s proud of Akio now. That’s probably why he’s so upset.

“It’s fine. After all, she’s the fiancée of my master.” Haru-san managed a slight smile. “So her treating me with too much respect would be odd.”

“I hate that. How can my son be anyone’s master? Especially…” He frowned down at me, before swallowing what he wanted to say. It was the doctor who spoke instead.

“Really, I have no idea what is going on. So many strange deaths, then the injured. We have five injured other than you under our care, four young girls and a young boy. In addition, there are those that they insist are alive, despite having no vital signs. And several who won’t wake up.”

“The government is dispatching a response team to deal with the situation.” Haru-san explained. “This is a private hospital in Kyoto, and everyone here will be sworn to secrecy, it’s a huge mess though.” She shook her head sadly. “The press was already interested in the Conclave, though they had little insight into what was really happening. The concert drew a certain type of speciality press and internet streamers, and then… so many deaths can’t be covered up. So, Eri-san, can you tell me, just what happened there? Perhaps I should have come too…”

“No.” I tried to shake my head, but I was too weak. “I’m sorry, but I never should have gone either. Father-in-law, Haru-san, this is all my fault. I pressured Akio into taking me. I thought I could help, that I’d trained hard and grown strong. But… you can see the results.”

“No, it is my foolish son’s fault.” father-in-law denied me. “Akio believes he is a leader, so he should act as one, not merely indulge you. You may have pressured him, but it is his cross to bear to refuse if it is too dangerous. He has shown incompetence, and … people died.”

“A leader carries the fault for mistakes. It’s like that in government too.” Haru-san agreed sadly. “But… it must have been terrible.”

“Excuse me, as a doctor I must interject. Young lady, you… you have no legs and one arm has been lost. Are you in shock? Surely we…”

“Maybe. But… look, Akio will do something about it. I have ideas. That can wait. I need to talk about this…”

“My son will take responsibility.” father-in-law promised, and I was surprised to see tears in his eyes. I found myself gaping, only for him to look a touch annoyed, his more usual appearance. “What? Eri-san… no, Eri. I should not be so formal, you are right. Eri… you are the daughter of my dearest friends, like my own. My son was going to… no, is going to marry you, despite everything. It will be hard, but I will make sure he gives you as good a life as… this is not a laughing matter, Eri. You may be in shock, but… all the things you dreamed of are gone now, and it is all the fault of…”

“Oh shut up. Even if it is Akio’s fault, so what?” I complained. “He’s not perfect. He never claimed to be. He’s doing his best. It was that moron Yamato who took those who couldn’t defend themselves into danger. I got hurt. It was scary. I thought I’d die…”

It was starting to become real to me now, a mixture of grief and relief. “…no, I thought I’d end up worse than dead.” I looked at Haru-san, and she somehow understood what I meant, and she reached out to squeeze my single remaining hand.

“...But in the end, we saved four girls. Younger girls than me. I’m sorry for the others we couldn’t save, but… Akio did that. I did that. Maybe that’s the only truly good deed I’ve ever done. After all, you know I don’t really care for other people, father-in-law.”

“You care for family. I hardly expect you to be a saint.” he tried to reassure me clumsily. The doctor and nurse watched quietly, fussing over the machinery while listening curiously, while Haru-san continued to hold my hand. It was a little comforting. “But… to suffer such lifechanging injuries… it broke Hana’s heart. Junpei’s too. Emily is inconsolable, and Aiko… well, my daughter is not that bright, I think she barely understands the gravity of the situation.”

“No, I think she understands it better than anyone. You do too, right Haru-san?”

“Yes. I was dead. I still am.” she deadpanned, before making a ghostly noise, which shocked my very serious father-in-law.

“Is this the time for jokes? Eri is lying here crippled, my son will not wake up, and…”

“It’s not exactly a joke. You won’t understand unless you’ve been through something terrible. I was tortured, abused, murdered… yet here I am. Life… well, it has its issues, I won’t deny it, but I’m content. Eri-san… what are you going to do? I asked them to keep the severed limbs on ice, though your stumps healed up.” Haru-san told me.

“Good. I knew I could count on someone!” I rejoiced. “That should make it easier.”

“Easier?” the doctor interjected. “Reattachment surgery might work, but you’ll always be disabled, with only minor motor functions. It’s not like reattaching a finger. There’s a high chance of gangrene and other complications, and the physical therapy will be long and gruelling…”

“Of course it will be. But that’s not such a bad thing.” I fixed my gaze on father-in-law, my mind made up. “There’s another girl in hospital. She’ll be moving in with Akio for healing and convalescence. I’ll… I’ll move to Tokyo as well. There’s no better healer than Akio, right? And you did say he should take responsibility. Besides, I’m going to need to get control of… no, that doesn’t matter now.”

“Yes, my son should definitely take care of you, and I do understand he has gifts to heal…” He glared at the doctor then, remembering their presence. “I do not think I need to inform you both of the absolute secrecy here, do I? Powerful people want secrets kept.”

“We know.” the doctor promised, and the nurse agreed.

“Well then… Eri, what about school, and your friends, and…”

“I’ll manage school. My attendance is enough to graduate so long as I pass the final exams, which I will. As for friends, shockingly enough I find I might even miss the two fashionable idiots from school, and some people from the Kyūdō club. But what can I do? Besides, it’s only bringing things forwards a…”

The door banged open, and in rushed Hyacinth and Aiko. Hyacinth had an angry expression on her face, while Aiko was relieved, though when she saw the state of my body, her expression was complicated.

“Mistress Eri, I am relieved tooo see you awake. Death was too good for that harridan, rest assured her passing was mooost painful! Now, dooo you need anything until master gets here? I can mooop your sweat, feed you, whatever yooou need!”

“It’s fine. So, is Akio back too?” I asked, happy to see Hyacinth, but she shook her head.

“He had a… matter tooo attend to. He shall rush to you the moment he awakes, I knooow. Fear nooot, the danger has passed for now. He will definitely return safety, he and mistress Shaeula boooth.”

“Yeah, from what Hyacinth says, it was all settled. Just…” I was shocked as Aiko flung herself on me, crying. The doctor tried to stop her, citing my many injuries, but when the nurse tried to intervene she was unable to due to the difference in Statistics. Father-in-law watched on in silent shock, while Haru-san smiled warmly, perhaps counting me as a kindred spirit of grievous wounds now.

“I… I know it’ll be all right. I know…” Aiko’s clear blue eyes were shedding endless tears, and as she sniffled she was getting snot on me. Even so, my body was a wreck, but I could still feel the trembling of her arms, her human warmth. “…but when more and more bodies started piling up, and then… your arm, it came off! There was blood, so much blood… and then your flesh started to tear, and your legs… I believed in my bro and Shaeula, I did, but… I thought you were going to die!” she cried out. “And it’d be my fault! I said you should go! Damn, what the hell was my bro doing, letting you get so hurt?”

“My thoughts exactly.” father-in-law echoed his daughter. “I have little chance of chastising my son, not anymore, but if he is a man he should take his punishment properly!”

“Well, it wasn’t as if he could do much about it.” I defended him, though obviously a part of me wished that he could have saved me from the pain and sorrow. Even so, I knew that was an unworthy thought. I had made my choice, and right or wrong, I had to live with and learn from it.

“Power, it’s everything, Aiko. We had it easy in Nishimorioka, where the dangers were minor. The other world is full of evils.” I shuddered in her grip. “But all of those that hurt and killed us are dead, right Hyacinth?”

“Indeed, master and I killed the ooone responsible for forcing Eri to such a state, though mistress did kill the ooone that took her limbs, I believe.”

“Yeah. Funny story, that. I think Haru-san might get a kick out of it. Now Aiko, please stop drooling and weeping on me. It’s really unpleasant. So, it turned out the problem was that moron Yamato had run into the Night Parade, and…”
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“I feel like we’ve heard something we shouldn’t…” the nurse muttered, and the doctor agreed.

“Yes, it seems utterly impossible, but then, I’ve seen the worst of the scarring diminish, and the stumps heal at a rate that should have taken weeks.” He brushed his hair out of his eyes, expression wistful. “But talk of growing new arms and legs, or such miraculous healing. As a doctor, I’m extremely interested…”

“Well, you might get your wish. It has been a chance disaster, but you are aware of things that aren’t public. You have the choice of remaining silent and continuing with your work here, of course, but there will be openings in the Ministry the government is forming for research, and medical fields are definitely one of those areas…” As Haru-san explained to the shell-shocked doctor and nurse, I couldn’t help but be a bit envious of her adult abilities, the way she was perfectly in work mode. I want to be that good someday, no, better! I’ll help Akio no matter what. This… these wounds. They are just a setback. Akio won’t turn away from me, he won’t!

“Well…” Aiko sighed, wiping at her face, which was a mess, her eyes ringed with dark circles from where she had been crying, her nose and cheeks red. “That’s all very well, but I never got to see catgirl Eri! Damn, I missed out. I bet you were cute! Did my bro say so?”

“Of course.” I smirked, letting her cheer me up, my doubts noticed by her, as I would have expected, being as we had been best friends for as long as we could remember. “Maybe one day I’ll be able to show it here. But…” I turned to father-in-law, who had listened to the story with a stony face.

“See, father-in-law? Even if Akio can’t heal me, maybe one day I’ll be able to reform myself. So… I’ll bear it. Whatever I must. My only regret… well, no, not only…” I laughed, a touch of bitterness despite my resolve to be positive. “…is that I must have terrified you all so. I’ll do better. I won’t get arrogant again. Slow, steady gains in strength.”

“You would still fight? Even after all the pain and injury?” he asked, and Hyacinth answered for me.

“Ooof course she will. Mistress Eri knows what matters. Thooose who do not fight now, will regret it later. Besides…” she grinned. “Master has returned. He will knooow what to do!”

The door banged open for a second time, and a haggard, pale-looking Akio rushed to my bedside, ignoring everyone else in the room. On seeing I was awake, he brightened, only for his face to fall when he saw the dire state I was in. I felt my cheeks heating in embarrassment. Ugh, him seeing me here like some sort of caterpillar is not what I want. I always wanted to look good for him. But I suppose that’s conceited.

“Eri, your limbs… they didn’t come back? Shit… I thought so.” He dropped to his knees beside me and grasped my free hand. He frowned doing that, and I realised he could feel that there were problems with my body, quite apart from my grievous wounds. His Eye flared a brilliant amber, and once more I was struck at how pretty it looked.

“Where’s Shaeula? Is she all right?” I asked, and he shrugged.

“She’s gone to help Heal the others. But forget about her, what about you? I’m sorry Eri, this was all my fault. I’m the leader, I should have prevented this recklessness, and now look how hurt you are. Uncle and auntie, they must have been distraught…”

“Your mother too.” father-in-law agreed coldly. “Yes, you made a disastrous mistake, son. And what of your aims? Did you succeed, even at this cost?”

He looked downcast for a moment, before fire sparked back in his eyes, and he talked back to his father, an event that was rare in my memories, as Akio usually took his lectures and criticism without response. “Not entirely. But then, that was already impossible. I may have failed, but I did what I could. Yamato...-san... I doubt he’ll wake ever again. And so many were dead when we got there. But… we saved the twins, Keomi-chan and another girl. In time, we can Heal them. Four lives. If… if Eri was to be crippled forever…”

He looked down at me, expression one I hated, pitying and mournful. “…then I wouldn’t trade her pain for their lives, selfish though it is. But… Eri, no matter what it takes, just like Shiro, I’ll see you well again, and strong enough to survive even these battles.”

“Don’t look down on me.” I retorted firmly, managing to squeeze his hand, though it was an effort. “I’m sad and angry, but not with you. I’m weak. I want to be strong.”

“Me too bro. I’m glad I didn’t come, or I’d be dead, yeah?” Aiko sighed bitterly. “Shit, I wanted to be powerful, just like you and Shaeula, bro. Getting those Classes went to my head, but I’m glad I wasn’t stubborn. No miracle would have come to save me, would it? No catgirl Aiko, that’s for sure. And if I died, well, you’d both be devastated, right?”

“Of course.” I agreed, and Akio echoed me, rapping his sister on the head casually.

“Don’t be stupid sis. I’d die before you, wouldn’t I? But…” He peered at her, thinking, before shifting his gaze to Haru-san. “I need to speak to the two of you later. But for now…” He released my hand, which made me sigh, a little lost and lonely.

He looked tired, careworn. It wasn’t a look I liked on him at all, reminding me too much of our youth back in Nishimorioka, when things weren’t going our way, though he often tried to hide the expression from me and Aiko. Then it was gone, and the fire in his eyes was back.

“Doctor. Are the limbs still here?” he asked, and surprised, the doctor nodded.

“Yes, Suzuki-san here advised me to keep them on ice, though the damage to them…” He didn’t get a chance to finish.

“Good job, Haru-san. I owe you one. I’m not skilled enough to regrow whole limbs, not yet, maybe not ever. I’m not Grulgor.” As she nodded her thanks, smiling, pleased at the praise, he asked the doctor to fetch them. “Damn, I’m exhausted, but… compared to what you suffered, Eri, it’s nothing. I’ll get you stable, and then… we’ll talk.”

Yes, a talk. That’s a good idea. Otherwise… the guilt and grief will only fester…
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“My Eri, you…” My father was weeping openly, hugging me, which was unusual, as our family wasn’t very tactile. Even so, I understood. He reeks of booze. Well, I suppose the situation called for it.

“…can you move them?” he asked, and I managed to twitch the toes and fingers of my newly attached limbs, just a little, the barest whisper. Even so, they responded, the doctor looking on in awe at the readouts on his medical devices.

“Blood flow looks good, doctor, and I don’t see signs of necrosis or nerve damage.” the nurse marvelled.

“Physically, they are fine. Although I’m sorry for the horror-esque sight.” Akio sighed, pale and weak himself, now his aether was spent. “I had to damage the stumps to make them connect properly. Even so, there’s nothing physically wrong, other than the ugly scarring at the joins, and the remaining damage to the skin on her body. Fuck that Kijo, if she wasn’t already dead I’d kill her a thousand times.”

I love it when you are angry for me! But… now isn’t the time. Just be happy. Please.

“Physically?” my father asked, concerned, and Aiko echoed it.

“Yeah, what do you mean, bro? And the scars, you can fix those, right? I mean, technically Eri has her man, so a few scars shouldn’t be a deal breaker, yeah? If you ditch her now I’m going to cut your dick off while you sleep, I swear…”

“Language, Aiko!” father-in-law cried, scandalised, and Aiko stuck out her tongue and pulled down one eyelid in a cute denial, making me realise she had said such crude things to lighten the dire mood.

“The scars I can fix. Just give me a day to rest up.” Akio promised, patting my head, gently, as if I was fragile glass. I prefer his rougher, warmer touch. “The issue is her Chakra network is completely in flux. If anything, it’s a little similar to Shaeula’s, but it’s constantly changing and unstable. And the spiritual has an effect on the physical, so…”

“I understand. At first I did it instinctively, changing form.” I mused. “But then my body started to ache and tremble, and it didn’t want to obey me. It’s like that now.”

“It’s going to take Chirurgery, physical practise, probably some strengthening in the Boundary as well.” Akio warned, checking me over. “I don’t know how long it could take. Weeks, maybe months. But I promise you this. Eri. Uncle. Aiko. Father. I’ll not rest until Eri is fully restored, no trace of these injuries remaining.”

“And what about Ginneka?” I asked. I know they were enemies, but I gave my word. If she could save me, I’d call her elder sister and treat her as such, and I’d ask Akio to return her to life. I still can’t get my head around that.

“I have to be cautious, since her gift that saved you is unstable. But… when it’s safe, I’ll pay my debts. After that, she can run home to the Night Parade if she wants. Her brother too.”

Pleased, I grinned. It faltered a little when I caught sight of the horrible ring of scarring around my shoulder, but Akio promised he would fix it, so why worry? I don’t need to be beautiful so long as I’m cherished, but… I do want my beauty back. After all, I want Akio to adore me. But he gave his word, so… I can wait.

“Well then, I guess I’m moving to Tokyo for my rehabilitation. I’ll be in your care, Akio. Married life starts early for us, I guess. I hope I get on with that Shiro woman though…”

On seeing the look of consternation on his face, my grin became more natural. I’m not the only one who is hurting. Akio… he regrets not being able to save the others, my injuries, and… whatever hard decision he made with that moron Yamato. If he wasn’t comatose, I’d be tempted to give him a lethal injection… well, just as Akio consoles and supports me, I’ll help and pamper him. Damn, I need to get a grip on my body soon, otherwise there’ll be no… physical fun… for a while. And he needs it now more than ever, to know he’s loved.

“Hey Eri? Are you tired? You seem awfully red.” Aiko asked, concerned, and I managed to wriggle my good arm up to pat her head, though I missed and hit her shoulder. Seeing my frustration, Aiko bobbed her head, allowing me to ruffle her hair.

“No, well, actually yes, I’m very tired. But… I want to be awake when mother and auntie Emily wake up, so I’ll endure. You’ll keep me company, won't you Aiko? After you speak to Akio, anyway? It looks like he has something to say?”

“I shall remain too. Though I will want a long talk with you as well, son.” father-in-law declared.

“This is better, right? I told you, father-in-law. I’m a fighter, and Akio won’t ever give up on us.” No, and I’ll never give up, either. The time for that was at the festival in Nishimorioka. I wonder, if I had not confessed, I’d probably be wasting my life away… but I did, so… this is just the price of reaching for my dreams. It was a hard price to pay, but I’ve learned from it, and Akio has too. I would rather he avoided such horrible, painful lessons, but… life is seldom that kind…

As we talked, Akio bent down and kissed me. I didn’t care that people were watching, I greedily entwined my tongue with his, until I was satisfied. As he pulled away, a thin bridge of saliva linking us, I managed to wave my hand a little. “Go on, go. You have a lot to do, and a lot of people to meet. The government, the other heads of the shrines, and more. Don’t let me keep you. I’ll be all right. But send Shaeula my way when she’s done with the others, okay?”

He nodded, and with that Haru-san, Aiko and Akio left. Smiling at my father and father-in-law, I waited for the next round of lectures on my recklessness. That I’m still alive to hear them… that makes it worthwhile. Besides, we did save the twins, Keomi-chan and that other girl… I guess, we can feel proud about that, if nothing else…

Though I did still feel a little guilty, in that I was thinking that it was great that we saved them because their talents were excellent at helping others learn. No, obviously that isn’t the only reason I’m happy they survived, but… rather them than garbage like Yamato, that’s for sure…


Side Ninety-Eight - Suzuki Haru - Contains Status - Aiko 5 and Aiko 6


Ifollowed Akio-san and his sister out of the room, leaving behind the family, having their emotional reunion, and the strange, fey maid Hyacinth. I’m still not sure what to make of her, though from the little we’ve talked… I think we have had quite similar experiences in the past. I guess that makes me feel close to her, at least a little.

It was really amazing what one could get used to in time. Daddy had said things would get better for me, and even if he didn’t understand my struggles, he had tried to help, even if his advice had not always been the best.

Eri-san has it hard too. But… it sounds like it could have been worse and the cruellest fate was avoided. Why… why are so many people… no, not just people, Yōkai too, so eager to hurt others? As I pondered this, we were approached by two people who were guarding the outside of the hospital room, the large, muscular black woman Aliyah, and a tall, well-built Western man. Travis, I think?

“Not with your brother today?” Akio-san asked, and she snorted, pulling a face.

“It ain't like we are joined at the damn hip, is it? Not like the pair of you.” She gestured to Aiko-san.

“Hey, my bro and I are hardly like that.” she protested, and I couldn’t help but smile a little. I don’t have any siblings, but it must be nice having someone so close. Still, your words lack persuasion, I know.

“Yeah, whatever.” Aliyah grumbled. “Well, as it happens, Trey and Manx are guarding the hospital rooms of the other casualties. It’s unlikely that something will happen until reinforcements arrive from Tokyo, but shit, with the way things went down today, who can say? Best to be alert.”

“That’s right.” Akio-san agreed, a guilty expression on his face. “I appreciate it.”

As Aliyah returned her agreement, I once more wondered at the strange turn of events that had consumed my life these past few months. We were all conversing in English, and while my English was considered quite decent, as I needed to know it for my job in the Finance Ministry, ever since I had accepted Akio-san’s offer to become his Hero, I found that I could understand it flawlessly.

“So anyway…” Aliyah’s expression hardened, causing me to take a step back. I guess I’m still a coward at heart, even though she can’t hurt me. If she punched me, it’d just pass right through me. After all, I’m already dead.

“I warned you, remember?” she growled, her voice cold. “I’m your subordinate, so this might be out of line, but… what the fuck were you thinking, getting your fiancée all cut up like that? Shit, it was hideous. It’s a wonder her poor parents didn’t drop dead from the shock. She’s just a damn kid. I said this would happen if you kept being careless. Now… she’ll be crippled for life, at such a young age, but hell, she’s better off than the dead.”

Travis looked rather nervous as she launched into her angry complaints, but Akio-san merely nodded, taking it in, which seemed to annoy her more. Before she could escalate though, Aiko-san butted in, not backing down.

“Hey, that’s not fair! It’s our fault, we were the ones who…” Her words faltered as Akio-san gripped her shoulder. She turned, looking surprised, but at the expression on his face she quietened down.

“No, Aliyah is right. I’m the leader, I carry the can for my mistakes.” He took a deep breath. “I should have listened. I got too arrogant. I’ve coasted by too many times on guts and luck, and this time it nearly ran out. Even so, in the end we were saved by another miracle.”

He looked so… down, defeated. I hadn’t seen him like this, and it made me feel uncomfortable. After all, he was the one who saved me, defeated the monster Kondou Kazuo, and bent the Conclave to his will. Although I guess the results of that weren’t as he hoped as well.

“I’m glad you finally get it. But shit, looking all sad and gloomy won’t reverse what’s been done. Your poor girlfriend…”

“She’ll walk again. I’ll fix the scars too.” Akio-san declared, his tone level, not rising to her anger. “Until I’ve done that, I can’t rest. And from now on, I’ll be sure to weigh up the dangers before acting.”

“Really? Reattachment surgery ain’t great, not for injuries like that. You can heal that well?” Aliyah asked, surprised.

“I would say see for yourself, but Eri’s a bit self-conscious about the scars where I reattached the cut limbs. I can’t say I blame her.” Akio-san sighed guiltily. “I haven’t had time to do anything about them, nor her body. Even so, with rehab and care, she’ll make a full recovery in time. That doesn’t mean I don’t understand what nearly happened though.”

“Good.” Aliyah grunted, a little thrown off by his unusually diffident attitude. I get it, I’m used to his bolder, larger-than-life presence, his wild claims. “It’s all right for you to get injured, or those of us in the business. We are old enough to make our own decisions, take our own risks. Though shit, try not to get too hurt, or it’ll only worry them. But… scenes like this, kids being carried out, horribly maimed and dead. Fuck, it’s Sierra Leone all over again. I never wanted to see that shit ever again…”

“I know my bro did his best. At least… at least the twins and the other girls made it, right? And they can be healed too.” Aiko-san whispered quietly, having seen the horrible scene herself, and having only recently recovered from her hysteria at Eri-san’s injuries.

“Yeah, I guess I’ll praise you for that.” Aliyah conceded. “I get that you were rushed. When you let bigger idiots than you cause problems, sometimes there’s no good solutions.” She shrugged, her chest, which was a wonder, outclassing mine and every other woman’s around by quite some margin, jiggled under her suit, and her hair-beads chimed softly.

“Look, shit, you’re the boss now. And I get there’s a ton I don’t understand yet. Even if you plan everything out, as soon as shit goes south, you never know what’ll happen. If plans worked all the time, you’d be in the US being interrogated right now.” She laughed bitterly. “It’ll happen again. People will get hurt, even die. Just… don’t be careless or stupid, and hopefully it’ll be those that were ready and willing to pay that price. That way, you’ll not have the weight of guilt on your conscience, like you do now. These kids ain't soldiers, not yet. Maybe when they are older…”

Surprisingly enough, she’s giving genuine advice. Despite her looks and brash attitude, she might be a kind person at heart. It seemed Aiko-san felt the same. “Yeah. I guess that makes sense. My bro always did take too much on himself, and was bad at saying no to girls. Hell, it’s how he ended up with Hinata-chan, Motoko-chan and Natsumi-chan.” Her smile was wan, but it was genuine, which was a relief.

“The only thing I’ll disagree on is that Eri was willing to pay that price, and she’s young, but she’s no child. No more than I am. Our only mistake was believing we were stronger than we are. I guess the power went to our heads. But I know… I know Eri will learn from this. Besides…” Aiko-san's smile was impish now. “…she’s already convinced uncle she needs to move to Tokyo for her Healing and rehab, the sly minx. Trust Eri to seize any chance to get closer to my bro. Next time… next time she’ll be ready.”

“Really? I guess I was already a veteran at her age, me and Trey both, though we did have a very different upbringing.” Aliyah sighed. “So long as you realise it. Overestimating your own skills, or underestimating the enemy, both lead to more deaths than anything else.”

“Hey, Aliyah…” Travis interrupted, looking uncomfortable. “Is that all you want to say?”

“No, I guess not.” She shrugged again. “Look… that kid, the one that got out and alerted you to the shitstorm going down… you did a good thing, saving his sisters. If they’d died, I don’t think he’d have ever forgiven himself. So…” She reached out and slapped Akio-san on the shoulder. “…you made mistakes. Bad mistakes, don’t get me wrong. But at least be proud of that, okay?”

She smiled, and it was surprisingly charming. “So anyway, you got shit to do, right? So go on. We’ll hold down the fort here. And maybe I’ll ask your girl to show me when her scars are healed, just to check you ain’t bullshitting me.”

Aiko-san laughed. “No way. You’re a dangerous woman, Aliyah-chan. Eri isn’t stupid enough to let you ogle her.”

“We’ll see. Drop the -chan crap. I ain’t Japanese, and I’m hardly the cutesy sort.” Aliyah waved that off, a little embarrassed. ”Now go on, get lost.”

Akio-san nodded, and with that we followed him to another room. Once inside, we sat down, and there was silence. This atmosphere, it’s… a bit grim. I had experience working in government, so I knew that he was struggling to talk about something… problematic.

In these circumstances, all I can do is smile reassuringly. After all, it’d be rude to use my Telepathy to find out. On spotting some facilities for making tea in the corner of the room, I stood up and started making some.

“Oh cool. I’ll have a cup.” Aiko-san said, reading the mood. She’s quite a personable girl, rather unlike Eri-san. Opposites attract, I guess. “So… spill, bro. I know when you have something on your mind.” she continued.

He looked at us for a moment, before addressing us. “This might be a bit unfair to you, Haru-san, as you’ve already found out what the Boundary is like, when Kondou Kazuo and I clashed. But even though I’m asking Aiko, the same applies to you, all right?”

“This sounds serious.” Aiko-san remarked, though her expression told me she knew what he was getting at.

“It is. Aiko, Eri nearly died. People did die. I know we are all aware of that, but even so… this isn’t a game. I still believe being strong is for the best, as Haru-san can attest. But the danger is real. Very real. We nearly lost Eri. Maybe… well, I’m not saying you shouldn’t train, but I think taking you to the battlefield is too much of a risk.”

“Really?” Aiko-san said quietly as I handed her a mug of tea, before passing one to Akio-san, who took it with a small smile. “Look, you saw the state I was in. Yeah, I… I never really accepted the truth. After all, I only heard stories from Shaeula, Hyacinth and the others. The epic battles, the heroism… it all seemed cool, like in a manga, right?” She took a sip. “Hey, this is good! Well, anyway…” she continued.

Of course it’s good. A secretary always has to make good tea, otherwise they’ll never get ahead. Epic battles, heroism. I know there’s little of that to be found. Terror, violence, death. Even so… someone needs to be the one to take charge, fight to protect everyone. Otherwise… only those who revel in using power will have it. And that is not a kind world, not at all…

“…I’m scared. Of course I am. Scared Eri was going to die. That you’ll die, or Shaeula, or anyone else I care about. Look, I didn’t know the people from your training school in anything other than passing, but they were still acquaintances, so to have them die one after another… yeah, I’m shaken up, sick, scared. But…”

She put down her tea, stood and took her brother’s hands, surprising him. “…I’m more worried for you. I know you are too soft-hearted. It’s why you could never say no to Eri or me. You feel the guilt, don’t you? And there’s more. No hiding the truth from me, bro. Out with it.”

“Yamato… he won’t wake up again. We had no choice but to leave him for the Night Parade. Saving Eri was my priority, and I had to choose. So I chose.”

I see. That complicates things. Susanoo faction will be crippled, it seems most of their Chosen died too. But the fallout, as a lot of Akio-san’s support was Susanoo, like Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine… As I ran scenarios in my head, Aiko-san persisted.

“Yeah, well, I’d take Eri over him in a heartbeat. And I’m sure you did your best, bro. But… I said out with it. Tell me what you are really hiding.”

“There’s no fooling you, is there, sis?” he managed, and she snorted, shaking her head.

“Of course not. Eri and I have been watching your back as long as we can remember. No matter what you say, I won’t be upset. Look… Eri will live, right? And sure, I’ll miss her while she’s doing her rehab with you, but knowing that she’ll be able to walk and move again, well, you’ll just have to make it up to her, the time she’ll lose. So, tell me. Why are we here? What’s up?”

I… no, wait. He didn’t? I suddenly realised what it likely was. After all, when I confronted that vile pervert who murdered me, we ran some experiments… moments later, he confirmed my suspicions.

“I cheated Nurarihyon, well, only technically.” His words shocked me. To think that Nurarihyon is real. I can hardly believe it. “He took Yamato’s Astral body, and a curse means he can’t return to his Material one. It’s why we had so much trouble getting Eri to safety. The same sort of deal.” He digressed. “Anyway… instead of coming straight back, Shaeula and I went to Kiyomizu-dera and destroyed Yamato’s Territory…”

“I was right then.” I couldn't help but speak, and Akio-san nodded.

“I knew you’d work it out. You’re a smart woman, Haru-san.”

I felt a little happy at the compliment. As a career woman, being praised for my talents was the validation I wanted, and besides, comments on my appearance or anything else like that only brought up bad memories.

“So, what, you made sure Nurarihyon missed out on the prize or something?” Aiko-san asked, puzzled. The way she tilts her head when thinking is rather cute. I can see why he dotes on her. She must be popular back in her hometown.

“No.” I denied her. “He probably did it for…” I turned my attention to my master, Akio-san, understanding why he would be feeling such guilt. After all, if that monster is any indication, even if Nurarihyon somehow releases Uchida Yamato-san, he’ll likely bear the ill-effects of a forcible seizure… “You took it, didn’t you? His Divine Favour.”

“I did.” he agreed. “We lost Mine-san, Naruhito-san, another I didn't know, no way we could afford to lose a fourth too.”

“So, wait, what does that mean?” Aiko-san asked. “Wait, does it…” She blinked, having a sudden realisation.

“Yes. Sis, I have his gift of Golden Warriors, though I can’t use it myself. I could break it down and strengthen myself, but that seems wasteful. I can grow stronger in other ways.”

“So, why tell me?” Aiko-san asked.

“Because… we must be compatible.” I answered, understanding. “It makes sense, after all, I’m already an Astral Emperor candidate from Kannon. Though for you to be…”

Akio-san took a sip of tea, troubled. “It surprised me too. Apparently you are very compatible, Haru-san, and considering what I’m asking you to do, be the bridge between Tokyo and Kyoto, holding Territory in a dangerous place, it might be prudent to make you stronger. Besides, it would be good to research what a second Divine Favour does.”

I see. “If you set up a Gate like you have to the lands of the Fae, my strength isn’t so important, as reinforcements can be gathered quickly. Though I do understand the need for experiments. The Ministry will need that data...”

“So, I’m compatible too?” Aiko-san asked, surprised. “Really?”

“Yes, really. I was shocked too.” Akio-san mused. “Though I don’t think your compatibility is amazingly high with it. If it was some archer God like Artemis or Hou Yi, then I’d get it. It might have to do with you gaining the sunlight mutated element. Kiyomizu-dera is a very dense area of light element after all, and Haru-san’s gifts are light-based as well. I suspect that Ren-san likely has the affinity too, but…”

“There’s no way you can reveal what you have.” I declared, understanding. “Only you and I were present when you took the first Favour, so… it would seem predatory, or worse. A grieving father would hardly understand, so giving it to someone in Susanoo is impossible.”

“What… what about Eri? She could use it to help her heal…” Aiko-san mused thoughtfully.

“Sadly she has no aptitude at all, even having a little light element. Well, Kannon is a Goddess of Mercy, and Eri… she’s not exactly the kind, forgiving sort.” He shook his head.

“Ouch. If she hears you think she’s mean and vengeful, there’ll be hell to pay!” Aiko-san tried to lighten the mood, her face twisting in conflicting emotions, disappointment and something else. “Though she does have that yandere thing going, for sure. And also, I guess a lot of people mistook her quiet nature for being polite and kind all these years, whereas really, she can be quite nasty. Though she’s getting much better. She’s grown up, just like you, bro. She even has other friends now, though she might deny them. Damn, that’s a blow. If she had that power, she could be safer by your side…”

“She could. But it isn’t an option. And I am limited in how long I can search for a carrier, as I am constantly losing adherence, and I only have just about enough to give this to someone else. If I delay, breaking it down is the only option remaining.”

“I get it. So… that’s why.” Aiko-san understood. “Damn, what a time to be offered this. If it was before tonight, I’d have accepted in a heartbeat, you know. I was always upset at falling behind Eri. Lovers’ Link sure is a damn cheat. I was totally jealous, it was eating me up inside. So, if I could be special, like you, able to go as far as my skills and perseverance would take me… I’d have snatched your damn hand off.”

She sighed, finishing her tea with a couple of large gulps. “But now, I know the reality. Death awaits if we make a mistake, and it isn’t a fun game, it’s a genuine war at times. And you can’t afford to waste this on me, unless I’d be committed, putting it to proper use…”

“Yes.” he agreed. “Also, if you take this, maybe that’ll be it. While we do need to run experiments on granting second Favours, it might be best to increase our numbers…”

“Well, it isn’t like you are going to be swimming in the things, right bro?” Aiko-san shrugged. “Not like some gift from Hachiman is going to fall into your lap, is it?”

“I guess not. I’m hoping this will be the last, but… it won’t be.” He seemed certain. I think we need to know more about that.

“So, here’s the thing.” Aiko-san said at last, after falling silent for a few minutes, deep in thought. “Haru-san, you know better than me, what do you think?”

“Me?” I asked, surprised. “I would be prepared to accept it, though not for the strengthening, I doubt I’ll ever be a fighter like Akio-san or Shaeula. But knowing the effects of a merger would be useful, definitely. Still… I think you need to ask yourself this. If you don’t take this now, would you regret it in the future?”

“Regrets, huh?” She nodded. “That’s good advice, Haru-san. I guess adults know their stuff. Shit, if only I had time to think, but I don’t, right bro?”

She can be surprisingly foul-mouthed. Still, if you can’t swear in this situation, when can you?

“No, I’m afraid not. I’m sorry, it’s quite the burden to put on your shoulders, but… Aiko.” She flinched as he said her name so seriously. “You’re my sister. I believe you can handle a little pressure. Besides, it isn’t a decision you have to make alone.”

“Damn bro, way to give a girl a heart attack, getting all serious like that. But yeah. I’m not alone. Hey, Haru-san…” she addressed me. “…are you really okay with this? It’d match you perfectly, I guess.”

“I’m fine.” I shook my head. “Like I said, I’m not a fighter. I’ll just maintain a Territory in Kyoto, but it’ll be your brother who manages it. I’m just his Vassal and Chosen Hero. And for that I’m grateful. I’m not able to do what he can, but that doesn’t mean I have no worth. We need other talents too.”

“Do what he can, huh?” Aiko-san pondered. “You know what, that’s also really great advice. Thanks again, Haru-chan.”

“-chan? I’m a little old for that…” I began, but she cut me off.

“No way. I can tell, you should definitely be a -chan from now on. But again, thanks. That helped me make up my mind. Though mom and dad are going to be pissed off. Dad’s still furious about Eri. But then…” She met her brother’s eyes, blue looking into grey. “Eri lived, didn’t she? And she’ll be as good as new sooner or later.”

“Better than new.” Akio-san promised. “Even so, just because she came back this time, doesn’t mean I’ll always be able to protect you.” he warned.

“I know. I think that’s for the best. That you face reality. Don’t get me wrong. You’ve always protected us, for an unreliable big brother…” Her smile was bright, as if a demon had been driven from her. “…you always were there when it mattered. But it isn’t for you to do everything alone. Nobody could ever hope to, not with something so big and dangerous. So… just do your best, and I’ll do my best too. Haru-chan will as well, right?”

I nodded, matching her smile. “I’ve been through hell. Not literally, even though I’m already dead.” I lightened the mood with a joke. “But I know now I’d rather use what I’ve been given. Besides, yes, Akio-san is reliable. He saved four girls, and managed to salvage a Divine Favour, even if he made mistakes. Nobody who lives doesn’t mess up sometimes. And I know you are grieving, guilty, Akio-san… but put that aside. You chose to lead us, and you are an important man. Many people, many women rely on you. There’s no time to be discouraged.”

“She’s right, bro!” Aiko-san backed me up. “No regrets. I’ll take this burden alongside you, and I’ll help you explain it to our parents. I’m an athlete, if I let fear make me miss my chance, I’ll never forgive myself. If something happens to anyone I care about, knowing I could have been there to help… well, I’m not having it. So yeah, a shame it isn’t more to my strengths, but if I can grow alongside the effort I put in… well, I might just catch you up, bro! After all, you’re the lazy IT bum, whereas I’m a motivated sportswoman!”

“I agree. This is for the best. But you’ll have to listen to your brother and support his goals, all right?” I warned her.

“Yeah, you got it, Haru-chan! Damn, Eri is going to be jealous of me now. You need to find her one too… uh, bad thing to say, considering, right?” She trailed off, mortified at her lapse.

“Yeah, no kidding.” Akio-san sighed bitterly. “Considering that would mean I’ve had to fight another Chosen. But if I ever do find one, of course she’d be welcome to it. Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi too.”

“Yeah, Shiro has one already, doesn't she?” she asked, and I had to admit I was curious about this mysterious girl too.

“Yeah, in a way, definitely. So, last chance to back out?” he warned.

“No way. I’m good for it! Let’s at least salvage something from the disaster, yeah? And don’t worry, I’ll keep it quiet until it’s safe to mention it.”

“First, we should cross-reference her Statistics before and after.” I suggested, reaching for the tablet I carried with me everywhere nowadays.

“I was just going to suggest the same.” Akio-san agreed. His Eye flared amber, and he dictated the stats of his very excited sister, her fear, if not entirely forgotten, now submerged by the possibility of being able to do something about it.

[Oshiro Sapphire Aiko] [Kin]
[Material Statistics]
Might            109
Fortitude       100
Intellect         116
Resilience      115
Alacrity          116
Precision        136
Aether            463
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune             2
Majesty             1
Charm               4
League              1
Determination  2
Foresight
Fate
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 2 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 1 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Elemental Skills]
Light Manipulation Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Third Eye Chakra Of Sunlight Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Physical Combat Skills]
Combat Technique Rank 2 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Bow Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Spiritual Kyūdō Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Unique Skills]
Lovers’ Link Rank 1 Rank 2 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
[Level] 9/9 9/21
[Classes]
Kami-Blessed 2/20
Wielder Of A Mutated Element 1/10
Archer Of Light 3/10


“So like, it's just my Lovers’ Link Skill which has gone up?” Aiko-san noticed after we noted down her largely unchanged Statistics and Skills. “Has my resolve won your heart, bro?”

“Don’t be stupid, little sis sapphire.” he answered. “My Skill grew stronger during the recent battles. So even if you didn’t go for this, well, you’d be able to get somewhat stronger.”

“But it’s not going to make me strong enough, not if I want to really be a part of things, right?” she pointed out shrewdly.

“True. There are limits to easy growth. Whereas those with Divine Favours have more scope, though someone who works hard like you could probably surpass those Chosen who just rely on their gifts. Eventually.”

“I don’t think she wants eventually.” I interjected. “Aiko-san…”

“Aiko-chan, I insist!” she objected, so with an exasperated smile, I changed my way of address. Seriously, it’s hard to stay depressed with such a cheerful girl about. Tonight was just awful, but she’s right. If some good can come of it…

“Aiko-chan wants to help you now. And to be honest, she can’t do as bad a job as Uchida Yamato-san has…”

“Uh, that praise seems a little lukewarm, Haru-chan.” she complained jovially. “I guess it’s true though.”

“Well, here goes then. Last chance to back out.” Akio-san warned, and at her unchanged resolve, he began to channel aether, and something else, I could feel the heavy presence of it, and it felt familiar, resonating within me. Aiko-chan shuddered, sweat springing from her, and a rainbow glow shimmering with indigo and golden hues rippled over her.

“Wow, this feels… odd. It should hurt, it feels like hot metal running through me, but it… kinda feels comfortable, you know?”

“Let me concentrate. This is hard work…” he muttered, and as we watched in silence, he continued to inspect her with his Eye, manipulating the flows. There was one final brilliant glow, and then he slumped to his knees, spent.

“Damn, I was too exhausted for difficult work like that. My head hurts like hell.”

“No way. Wow, just wow. This is crazy. Wowowowowowowowow! This is what you feel like all the time, Haru-chan, bro?” Her eyes were wide in wonder. “Damn, I get it. Golden Warriors, huh? I think…” Aiko-chan frowned, and moments later a golden statue shimmered into being, wearing a frilly dress-style armour, and carrying a long two-handed axe. Wait, isn’t that… uh, okay. I felt a headache coming on myself, similar to Akio-san.

“So, uh, why does it look like Eri? Uh… maybe because when I think of a fighting woman, it’s her nowadays? Well, the facial expression is quite different, but… yeah, I’ll work on it.” she muttered. “But hey…” She brightened up, addressing me. “Guess we are sisters in Kannon now, right?” She dismissed the warrior, which popped into a shower of rapidly-fading ether. “Guess I need to hide this for now. So, uh, bro. Hit me with the good news. How badass am I now?”

“Impatient as ever, huh? Give me a moment. And it wasn’t as simple as I hoped, maybe because your Chakra network is based on a Fae one, rather than human? I had to do some Chirurgery, and I was not ready for that.” he complained.

“Oh, quit whining, bro. You love sacrificing to help out your adorable little sis. Scoring points with me makes you ecstatic, I know. You get it, right Haru-chan?”

“It seems so.” I hid a giggle behind my hand respectfully.

“Yeah, yeah. Well, my troublesome little sister, here. I think… we’ll all be satisfied.”

On hearing the numbers and his impressions I had to agree. This is very valuable data, and comparing it to my own Statistics, we can see the areas we have to take into consideration.

[Oshiro Sapphire Aiko] [Chosen Of She Who Shows Compassion And Mercy, Kannon] [Kin]
[Material Statistics]
Might                109 229
Fortitude          100 235
Intellect            116 206
Resilience        115 265
Alacrity            116 232
Precision          136 246
Aether              463 1109
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                 2 3
Majesty                    1
Charm                  4 6
League                 1 3
Determination     2 4
Foresight
Fate
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 2 Rank 5 Sufficient (3) Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 2 Rank 3 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 2 Rank 3 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 1 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Elemental Skills]
Light Manipulation Rank 4 Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Third Eye Chakra Of Sunlight Rank 4 Rank 6 Powerful (4) Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Physical Combat Skills]
Combat Technique Rank 2 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Bow Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Spiritual Kyūdō Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Unique Skills]
Lovers’ Link Rank 2 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
Kannon’s Golden Warriors Of Mercy Rank 5 Imperious (6) Artifice (6)
[Level] 9/21 9
[Classes]
Kami-Blessed 2/20
Wielder Of A Mutated Element 1/10 3/10
Archer Of Light 3/10


“Damn, bro, I’m badass! Though compared to you and Shaeula, I still suck.” Her mood swung between elation and disappointment. “Well, I’m on a par stats-wise with Eri now, I guess, and I’m much lower Level, with better Skills, so I’ll overtake her soon enough. She’s going to be jealous! That’ll teach her for stealing the march and moving to Tokyo! No Level cap now right? I’m going to grind Nishimorioka until there’s nothing left!”

“Start making sense, please!” Akio-san chided her, though he had a happy and proud expression on his weary face.

“I see. The important thing is, we can see what changed.” I noted, heading off their comfortable bickering. “All your Statistics went up by at least a hundred. Some of that is likely due to the increase in the Silver Cord and Chakra network too. It seems a little low, really. Especially compared to him…” I hated to remember that bastard, just doing so made me feel sick, but when I did so I forced myself to remember his end, us tearing his cursed gift from him, leaving him a living corpse.

“Yes, I think that while a lot of his blessing was focussed on his physical abilities, Aiko’s is going towards the Golden Warriors. If it’s anything like Yamato-san could do, each Warrior is definitely powerful.”

“I see, so what does that mean?” Aiko-chan asked.

“I think that you’ll get less stats Levelling up than perhaps might be expected from your Silver Cord and Eight Moons Chakra Network Skills. Though it should still exceed what you were getting before. But your Golden Warriors Skill should grow instead. Anyway, it’s just speculation, but from what I could see with my Eye and during the rush job on the Chirurgery, that’s what I expect.”

“I see. Isn’t that going to be a problem later?” she asked, and I nodded, impressed at her insight. Compared to Akio-san and the others, most likely. “After all, if I have crappy stats, it doesn’t matter how strong the Warriors are, I could be taken out before I can use them properly.”

“True. Well, I think we are going to need to resort to further Chirurgery, your Network has been thrown off a bit due to the Divine Favour, I’m sure it should be stronger than it is now. If I grow more skilled, chances are we can make further adjustments down the line…”

As they discussed their future goals, I listened, amused. Yes, you can tell they are brother and sister, they are quite alike. And… at least the shadow of grief and guilt on their faces is starting to fade.

I knew well what it was to feel sorrowful, hopeless. I still sometimes felt panic rising up, bad memories, but time and the company of those who cared could ease all wounds. Though for Akio-san, I fear worse is to come. Facing Uchida Ren-san… now that is going to be painful for him…


Side Ninety-Nine – Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan


Ilooked down at the sleeping girl, her usual pigtails untangled, her hair a loose brown halo around her. She was hooked up to these many strange machines, which beeped and whirred softly, screens displaying strange lines. I still did not quite understand what they were all for, although having seen the devices in a number of anime, I understood they were medical in nature.

At least now that everyone is out of danger, I can surely focus on Ether Healing. Stifling a yawn, I turned to the other person in the room, the sombre-looking Hikawa Hiroto, and barked an order at him.

“You should turn away. It is not-not fitting for someone to see what I am about to do. She is-is a young female, after all.”

“Oh, of course. My apologies.” he muttered, his gaze flickering to some of the other beds in the room. He was haggard and pale, and he often did not respond to conversation. It is sadly quite easy to understand why. In two of the other beds, lay his daughters, the twins Chiaki and Chiasa, both heavily sedated and sleeping. A fourth bed held another girl, a dark-skinned shrine maiden who was likewise brutalised, and in the next room lay his son, Ren.

I must confess, I did not think much of Ren. He is rather weak and arrogant. He reminds me a little too much of my old self, impressed with bloodlines, having no real achievements. But now…

As I lifted up the hem of the plain white gown Keomi, the injured little girl, was wearing, I clicked my tongue, irritated at the state of her leg. No, he did well escaping, even if the Kijo let him go to lure in more prey. In the end, his sisters, and the other two, they were saved. Though the cost was grim…

“How… how is it?” Hiroto asked, and I answered him impatiently, aether flaring within me as I started to work Ether Healing, injecting aether into her Chakra network, guiding it to the right areas, as well as simultaneously using Chirurgery to remove the remaining lingering traces of darkness element that was polluting her wounds. This is difficult work. Still, I do not wish to lose to Akio in this. After all, I have my pride!

“Fortunately it seems we were not-not too late.” I replied, as the twisted leg began to straighten, the bone coming together. Sweat dripped from my brow as I worked, but even so, it was satisfying to see the wounds heal. Her chest wounds had already been closed, now mere jagged lines of ugly scarring.

As a female, I was very sensitive to such things, but making sure no lasting injuries were left behind was more important than mere cosmetic work. Though later, we will surely cleanse such injuries too. But first comes safety. “Not-not for Keomi and your daughters, at least.”

Chiasa was the best off out of all of them. She had suffered the most numerous injuries, but they were all designed to torture, to wound, rather than kill, so after a little Healing, she was resting peacefully. Her sister Chiaki was far worse off, her wounds deep and cruel.

I had Healed the serious damage to her lungs where she had been pierced, but they were still fragile, and she also had broken limbs, in worse states than Keomi’s. I have stabilised them though, so with further work, they shall recover. It would be a shame for them to die now, their gift is precious, when combined with Haru’s, it can work many wonders.

The same could not be said for the last occupant though. The small, dark-skinned girl from Hoeruokami shrine was apparently shattered by the ordeal. Her face was bandaged, covering her missing eyes, which were currently beyond my ability to regenerate, and her mind had collapsed, leaving her delirious and terrified. Perhaps in time, with care, she shall recover. But Ether Healing cannot soothe the mind…

“I’m so glad.” Hiroto pushed a hand to his chest in relief. “If anything happened to my children… no, it’s already happened, hasn’t it?” His voice trembled as he spoke. “Thank you, Shaeula. For saving my kids.” Ren was in another room, it not being appropriate for injured males and females to be together, especially younger ones.

“I simply did-did what we needed to do.” I shook my head, working the remainder of my Healing. Keomi’s small body trembled, but she was unable to wake due to the anaesthetic. “They are our students, our allies. To have them perish is not-not something we could allow! Besides, to lose so many females, it is quite-quite the tragedy. Some of them such as your daughters are those I have been keeping my eye on. They would do quite-quite well as Akio’s brides in the future, I surmise.”

Hiroto looked aghast at my reasonable suggestion. “My baby girls? How could you say that? No, I forbid it! They’ll stay…” His voice cracked with emotion as he looked at the twins lying in bed, sedated and covered in bandages, hiding the wounds below. “…no, I’m not letting them get married! It’s too soon! A decade too soon! They are only in middle school, damn it!”

“Keep your voice low, this is a hospital, is it not-not?” I growled softly, and he paused, embarrassed.

“Oh, yeah… ah… sorry, my emotions are running wild. I shouldn’t shout at you who saved my children’s lives. It’s just…”

“Honestly, you remind me of my own father, doting, possessive fool-fool that he is. Though I do not-not hate it. I am not-not saying that Akio and your daughters will marry. They have shared no intimacy, no love, little time together, and he has become strangely stubborn of late, despite many-many seeking closer ties with him through love.”

Exhausted, my aether levels low, I sat down in a chair, breathing heavily. “He is also uncomfortable with younger girls. He is not-not a lolicon, despite the jokes of his sister. He struggles somewhat with Hinata, finding her perhaps a little too young, despite her being old enough to marry. Girls the age-age of Eri, or a little younger yet mature-looking like Motoko and Natsumi, those he has no-no issues with. So the twins, they are not-not entering his vision, you see.”

“That’s a relief. Besides, I wanted them to have a normal romance, a normal life… but that isn’t happening, is it?” He shook his head sadly. “Even before, it would have been difficult. Since they have the ability to communicate with each other with their minds, and can tell if someone is lying, finding a decent husband would be hard for them.”

“Well, not-not every worthy female will be his, of course. Even I am not-not so foolish as to expect Akio to have a thousand brides.” I sighed. “My throat is parched. I wish-wish I had some alcohol. I shall have to settle for something else, it seems.”

At my words, Hiroto remembered himself, and passed me one of the cans of coffee that were on the side table. I cracked the ring-pull, once more marvelling at the number of great conveniences the mortal realm had to offer, before gulping down the lukewarm drink. That is much better. Hmm, Emily did tell me of Irish coffee, which contains whiskey. That would be a treat about now…

“Though if the twins do develop feelings for Akio, I would not-not stand in their way, no-no, I would surely aid them in winning his heart. He is stubborn, and steadfastly refuses to consider other wives, but I know-know his weaknesses for females and where to strike. Though again, that would be in the future, as you say, they are quite-quite young. But even if that never comes to pass, the twins must-must be treasured, protected…”

I smiled, but it did not touch my amber eyes, as I was quietly furious at this whole disaster. Many good females and some loyal males lost. Those with precious abilities killed. Eri gravely injured, and Akio’s heart was wounded too. Worse… this will be a catastrophe setting back Akio’s plans tremendously.

“…their talents are tremendous, they shall surely need-need to be harnessed for the good of all. They should not-not be exposed to battle unnecessarily.” My tone was becoming bitter, angry. “…so tell me, Hiroto. Just why-why was that fool Yamato allowed to place so many precious allies in such needless danger? You were at the meeting before we journeyed to Conclave. We had made agreements, had we not-not? You were going to support Akio in his ambitions, you and the other-other fools that made up our allies in Susanoo. Instead, you have put-put everything at risk, and it nearly cost you your children, did it not-not?”

“…I know.” He slumped down, eyes glistening with tears, and for a moment I felt some compassion for him welling within me. After all, my own father and mother made similarly bad choices regarding me, though it seems my mother was thwarted by those within her own ranks. Though I can not afford much sympathy here.

“…though if we had understood just what Yamato-sama was planning… no, that’s just an excuse.” He looked over at his sleeping daughters. “You must believe me, we have no intention of denying our support for you and Oshiro-san! Or breaking faith! But Yamato-sama is the hope… was the hope…” He continued bitterly.

Yamato was also in the next room, beside Ren, though he would never wake again, most likely. I am not one for vengeance, but his folly was most costly. It was the correct decision to take his Divine Favour. I am surprised that Akio was able to be so ruthless, but even so… I approve. He must learn to harden his heart when it is needed. Now, I wonder, just who will receive the gift? I do not believe Akio will use it himself…

“…of Susanoo faction. Our family has been with Susanoo for hundreds of years. And it isn’t like Susanoo would be at odds with Oshiro-san. We just didn’t see the harm of making sure Susanoo’s influence under this new Ministry was as great as possible, though Izumi-san and Takeyabashi-san have closer ties with you all, so they declined. And so their daughters and granddaughters were spared, apart from that unlucky girl, who was in the wrong place at the wrong time.” He nodded at the sleeping Keomi.

“If all went to plan, Yamato-sama would have impressed the younger members of Susanoo, while securing much of Eastern Kyoto there. And Oshiro-san would have lost nothing. Tomorrow at Conclave, our dues paid to Uchida Ren-sama, we would have then supported Oshiro-san, and everyone would have profited, except for the leaders of Tsukuyomi and Amaterasu. Politically, it was a perfect move…” His face had twisted into an expression of self-loathing, and once more I felt a little sympathy.

“Politics. That I do indeed-indeed understand. The Seelie Court is rife with it, and I have many-many headaches. With more likely to come…” Securing a Faerie Ring gate from Primal Forest will cost us. They do owe us, but using up that favour on this is… wasteful.

“Perhaps we were at fault a little too, for not-not adequately explaining the dangers. Though we certainly advised the Boundary was far-far from safe and ordered all of them to stay out unless accompanied by one-one of us. Repeatedly and emphatically. Even so… the result, it has been quite-quite horrific, has it not-not?”

“It has.” He was crestfallen. “It could have been so much worse, though. Yamato-sama, he reached out to others. The neutral shrines declined, seeing no benefit in bolstering Susanoo, when they had already cast their lot in with you. But… Yamato-sama also approached the granddaughters of Takakura-sama. Fortunately they were busy or declined, but if they had been injured or worse, even as a branch family, the fallout would have been a disaster, pitting the faith against nobility, severing our one connection to the other pillars…”

“Worse would have been had Eri died.” I declared, and despite his grief, Hiroto had the grace to look guilty.

“Yes, she… she was hurt very badly, wasn’t she? How… how is Oshiro-san taking it?”

“Not-not well, as you would surely expect.” I admitted. “Though fortunately the worst was avoided. It made him feel quite-quite helpless, that he was unable to aid Eri in her hour of greatest need. It truly was not-not his fault, the Hyakki Yagyō are sly, but … well, you know how he adores her. I would be most-most jealous, if I did not-not know he adores me too. I also adore Eri. Had she perished, unable to be restored to us… surely all of those involved in such a foul-foul mess would have surely faced our wrath.” I stretched, finishing the coffee.

“Well, I must-must continue. There shall be little rest for me this night, I do fear.” Padding over to the poor, blinded girl, I growled in annoyance as my flows of aether once more failed to regrow her savaged eyes. I should be able to make this work. After all, the mass and size of an eye is no greater than the flesh I am regenerating or bone repairing in other places. Perhaps it is a matter of mindset? As I worked, Hiroto continued to speak.

“Even now, late into the night, people are meeting. The head of Tsukuyomi… well, ex-head, I guess, considering.” he amended. “Takakura-sama, the noble Lady Diviner, the Priestess of Ise, Saionji-san, Bankei-sama… everything is in turmoil. I… I don’t know if those remaining trainees at the school from the neutral shrines will stay. I’m sorry, we messed everything up…”

“Oh, cease your apologies. They will not-not resolve anything now.” I snapped. “I would be disappointed, were they to leave, after putting much-much effort in their training, but perhaps that would be for the best. The school shall be reformed under the Ministry Akio has planned, and now-now all know the risks and the dangers, as well as the rewards, we shall-shall raise a new, loyal crop of the worthy. Though…” I turned to him, my gaze fierce. “Your daughters and Ren, they shall remain with us. I do not-not declare they ever have to fight again, but their Skills, we shall not-not let them lie wasted…”

“…I can’t make that decision for them. I’ve already made a severe mistake. Thank all the Kami that my wife isn’t here in Kyoto to see this, though… I’ll have to tell her. She’s from another shrine family, but didn’t attend Conclave as her elder brother is heir to the shrine. I just… from now on, I’m going to prioritise their needs. But if they agree, I won’t stop them.”

“I see. Well, your daughters do seem-seem the sort to repay gratitude with favour, and Ren… he has proved himself braver than I believed, and no doubt-doubt he knew. Now, be silent. I have to work. Your children, they are out-out of danger, so let me work in peace!”
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“Poor Keomi-chan, the stupid idiot. Trust her to get involved in such a foolish thing.” Kana muttered, looking down on her sleeping cousin, expression grave. I forced a yawn, sunlight leaking through the windows, showing it was now early in the morning.

“I still don’t exactly get what is going on here.” The idol, Tamami was puzzled. She looked tired, and had changed out of her flashy idol dress into a casual pair of tight jeans and a black hooded top. “Yeah, I know more about shrine business than most people, being as Kanda-myōjin is a true shrine, but I’ve barely done any mingling at Conclave. We had our concert to set up.”

She sighed then. “You know, I’d heard the rumours about the training school, who hadn’t, but… even so… when that kid from Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine came running up, interrupting our encore, I never expected it could lead to… this.”

“Yes, I didn’t expect it either.” The third girl agreed, Suzu, the Chosen who was apparently one of those working with this so-called white princess. She was still dressed in her lacy black dress, and had a lollipop in her mouth, which she was sucking on, as she looked around at the hospitalised victims with a curious gleam in her blue eyes. “I just came to Kyoto to see the concert, I never thought I’d run into the guy the Boss loves, nor the rival Master Raven wanted to kill so badly. It’s so wild!”

This one is rather… peculiar. She does not seem to be concerned about the injuries or deaths at all, merely seeing it as an amusing event for her trip… “The Raven Knight was offered a truce by Akio, and he did not-not wish for it, no? I can hardly concern myself with what that-that wretch thinks of me!”

“Oh, harsh!” Suzu giggled. “The Boss, looks like she’s going to be having a hard time. But then, so are you!” She finished her lollipop, before unwrapping another and popping it in her mouth, toying with the stick. “A load of police and what looks like the army turned up, and have blocked off the Imperial Palace and this hospital. I don’t think that’s going to be good enough to keep this under wraps though.”

“She’s right.” Tamami agreed. “There were reporters and streamers at my concert, and they saw that kid stagger up all bloody through the crowd. Then there were the bodies taken out of the Palace. It really upset Kanako and Tsubame.”

“They weren’t the only ones.” Kana sighed, reaching out to stroke the hair of her cousin, with surprising tenderness. Kana is an entertaining, kind female, with excellent talents. Really, Akio is a fool. All he would have to do is reach out, and she would surely be his. Well, males do not change quickly, I suppose. In time I am sure he will understand her value, and I hope it will not be too late.

“Mio-chan and Asami-chan, the other girls too, they went to sleep crying and fearful. Marika-chan’s mother tried to take her away back to her hometown as soon as she heard about the disaster, but my father stopped her, for now. The neutral shrines from the training school are in uproar as well… it’s a real mess.”

“You seem plenty calm, Kana-chan.” Suzu observed, plainly amused. “Aren’t you just so brave?”

“Brave? Hardly.” Kana shrugged, a touch bitterly. “I’m just experienced. When the yakuza attacked Shirohebizumi shrine, and I thought I was going to be, well… forced into a change in career after being assaulted, shall we say…” Her expression was grim as she remembered. “…that was when I learned the real meaning of fear. But Akio… he saved me then. Just like he saved Keomi-chan.”

“I was there too, I must-must insist.” I complained, and Kana winked, trying to lighten her gloomy confession.

“I know you were. Eri-chan too. It was awful… she was really hurt, wasn't she? But she’ll be okay too, otherwise…”

She trailed off, somewhat confused by her own feelings, I wagered. Eri and Kana did not get on at all at first, and even now they have a grudging respect for each other, they still have their issues. Too much alike, I fear.

“… well, thanks. For saving my idiot cousin. And trying your hardest for the others. I know that the families of the dead might blame Akio, but really, they shouldn’t. He did his best, and even now, you are too, right?”

“If they complain, just toss them aside.” Suzu interjected boldly, despite being an outsider, a potentially dangerous one at that. “I’ve been keeping my eyes and ears open while I’ve been here. Got to get the scoop on the guy Boss has the hots for, after all. And from what I gather, it’s all their own fault. It isn’t like you’ve kept it a secret how dangerous the fantasy world is, right? And you told them not to go exploring on their own?”

Fantasy world? Quite the puzzling way to describe it. “No, of course we would not-not hesitate to prepare our students for potential danger. Nor would we take them to such-such a dangerous place as Kyoto seems to be.”

“There you have it then. Totally not your fault.” Suzu declared triumphantly. “In fact, I’m pretty impressed that you managed to save any at all. From what I hear, it was really amazing! The Night Parade, the Hyakki Yagyō…” She grinned happily. “That’s more like it! Quintessentially Japanese! No offense, but being a Fae, you and Master Raven, you don’t fit the aesthetic. Although… loving the Kimono!”

Her smile was cute yet oddly out of place. “Oh, you should have taken me with you. I’d certainly have been useful, even if I don’t have my backing dancers with me. I’m no weakling! Us idols are constantly doing gruelling training to stay fit and ready for anything, right Tamami-chan?” she asked the rather confused idol. “After all, we’ll be working together soon enough, Shaeula-chan!”

“I… yes, idol training is very hard. The number of times I run up and down the famous steps at Kanda-myōjin every day is endless. My manager says I should get royalties from that anime that had a similar character… uh, wait, that doesn’t matter right now. So, Suzu-san, you want to be an idol?” Tamami asked.

“Want to be? I am an idol, a pure Japanese one! Though I have to admit, I’ve not done any concerts yet. Maybe I could do a guerrilla event before your next show? And call me Suzu-chan, I insist! We must be best friends, rivals and fellow idols now, after being involved in this, right? Right?”

As Tamami was overwhelmed by Suzu’s inexorable excitement, I frowned. She is definitely quite abnormal. People can seldom be so excited in a hospital room with so many young, maimed females. Even if she knows they will recover, it is rather… crass. Besides, I do not approve of her manner of speech.

“I am not Japanese. Honorifics do not-not suit me. Unless you wish to call me Duchess or Princess. Besides, what do you mean, we shall-shall be working together soon enough?”

“Whoa, Shaeula-Hime, huh? Well, that’s a bit of an overlapping character, not sure how the Boss will see that one.” She giggled, ignoring the rebuke. “Isn’t it obvious? Boss is head-over-heels for that guy. She said she was going to marry him after all. Get this, she threw Master Raven under the bus for him. I never would have seen that coming, she was super scary before. I didn’t even know she was so beautiful under the hood. Well, she worries about her injuries, and sure, they look bad, but she’s still gorgeous if you ask me! Anyway, Bunta-kun will do whatever she says, and I’m in, it’s already been a wild night, and we’ve only just met.” She laughed inappropriately. “Arisu-chan, well… uh, she’ll be a tough one to convince. But…you know what, I’m up for it!”

“Do you think this is the time for that?” Kana voiced similar sentiments as I was thinking. “My poor cousin is hurt and likely traumatised, and…”

“Is… is that you, Kana-chan?” Keomi muttered, her eyelids flickering. “Is… is it time to get up? I’m not oversleeping, I promise…” Her words were slurred, possibly due to the anaesthetic she had been prescribed.

At her dull, out-of-place words, Kana burst into tears, burying her head into the blanket covering the young female. “You stupid, clumsy idiot! You… don’t you know how worried we all were? If… if you died, we’d all be heartbroken. And why are you even awake? What the hell are the doctors doing?”

“Perhaps they underestimated her powers? Her body is far-far stronger than you would expect, correct? They may have needed to give her a larger dose?” I made a suggestion, but Kana wasn’t listening, merely crying and chastising her dozy cousin.

“I think maybe we should give them a little space?” Tamami suggested tactfully, and with that, we stepped aside…
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“Aren’t you tired?” Tamami asked, her face grey from exhaustion. “It’s been a long night.”

“Not really.” Suzu replied, continuing to bombard her endlessly with questions about idol culture, agencies and more. “I’m strong, I don’t really feel tired unless I pull a few all-nighters. It means I can practise my moves more, don’t be envious!” She giggled then. “Hey, Kana-chan, are you tired?”

Kana, who had listened to Keomi cry herself out, shedding her own torrent of tears too, was watching as more sedatives were being injected into her, putting Keomi back into a restful sleep. The doctor, with several supporting nurses, were all still rather flummoxed by the whole situation. Even so, now the hospital was surrounded by the military, it was not as if the staff had any ability to complain.

“Tired? Yeah, of course I am. I feel like I could sleep for a week. But I can’t, can I? Now more than ever, Akio needs those of his students that remain to stand up for him and the training school. I’m lucky I’ve had the full course of Chirurgery, I have a lot more stamina and mental toughness than I used to. Perhaps if I didn’t, I’d have broken down at all this.”

“No, I believe you have become rather strong-willed.” I disagreed, before commenting myself. “I too am not-not physically tired, though my mental fatigue is great. Although, when you reach my level, a short break will surely-surely refresh me. And that is all I will get, I fear-fear. After all, the second day of Conclave is here.” After yesterday, Akio had them in his hands. But now… I worry.

“I’m curious about this Chirurgery!” Suzu piped up. “If it can make me stronger, I’m all for it! You should get some too, and the rest of Red and White!” she suggested to the exhausted Tamami. “If you did, you’d be able to train harder and better, right?” She slyly offered benefits that were not hers to give.

Yes, this one, I can not quite work her out. She is rather annoying though. But since she is a Chosen, like Akio, she should be useful… if properly managed.

“That’s true.” Kana agreed suddenly. “And… if you did, maybe that would go some way to reassuring people that the school isn’t finished, despite all the deaths and injuries. I mean, not that it should be, after all, it was hardly Akio’s fault, was it?” Kana pouted, not liking the criticism that was sure to be levelled at us.

“I don’t know, I have to be really careful with my health…” Tamami seemed unsure. Which is reasonable, she knows little about it, and the request was sudden. However…

“I shall of course not-not force you.” I spoke with a wry smile. “After all, Akio and I have doubtless used most-most of our strength Healing the wounded. Chirurgery now would be quite-quite a chore. However…”

“However?” she asked, nervous.

“You have seen my Skills in Healing, have you not-not? Chirurgery is uncomfortable, but quite-quite safe, and the benefits are significant.”

“No, I still don’t think… well, I don’t know much about any of you, other than gossip from the other shrines and temples.” Tamami declined.

“I see. Well, why not-not sleep on it? A clear mind will see-see the benefits for all of us…” With that I stood, stretching. “Well now, what shall this day of Conclave bring? Hopefully it shall not-not be the disaster I fear…”


Side One Hundred – Kudou Yasuhide


“The atmosphere is rather tense, isn’t it?” I observed, stroking at my beard pensively. The Conclave had reopened for the final, decisive day, yet the complexion of things had been irrevocably changed by the events of the prior night.

“Well, what do you expect?” Chiyo-san, one of the most influential of the neutral faction, or rather, the Tyr faction, as we were coining the new block now, was looking particularly bitter this morning. “You have a granddaughter who has been given Chirurgery, yes? I have two. And but for the grace that we weren’t in Susanoo and dumb enough to listen to the Uchida boy, it could be us mourning their deaths or maiming.”

True, just seeing the bodies as they were carried out, young men, women and even children… it was enough to make me fear for the future. I may be old, but I don’t remember the war, not like some of the old men of the nobility. So seeing this… it was a first for me. “Are you having second thoughts?” I asked.

“About what? Our course of action? Hardly.” She snorted, the sound loud enough to draw a few gazes our way. Up on the podium the major players were gathering, but a notable absence was Uchida Ren, who was likely with his son. A grim tragedy. I can’t say that Yamato-kun was well liked, but as one of those Chosen by the Gods, his fate is cruel indeed. Perhaps he may yet wake, but from what I gather, the prognosis looks grim, as he is the only one remaining comatose…

The Diviner was on the dais, alongside the Imperial Princess Yukiko, and Akio-kun was beside them, though his expression was grim, careworn. Notable absences on the Tyr benches were the girl, Mori-san, and Shaeula, the spiritual being.

Of course, the Susanoo area was in a shambles as well. Those who had been part of Akio-kun’s training school were mostly absent, understandable as so many of them lost children or grandchildren, while Hikawa-san was now near them on the Tyr benches, though he was listless, barely able to keep his eyes open. Again, hardly unexpected. He must worry terribly for his children, though from what I hear, they’ll all live, which is more than most can say.

“Some would say the deaths of so many promising youths of precious bloodlines is an unmitigated failure.” I mused. “To say nothing of the stir it has created, rapidly escaping our control.”

“Oh come now, I know you are wise enough to see through such emotional idiocy.” Chiyo-san growled. “Think about it. Matsumuro-san…” Her lip curled as she said the name of the Diviner, which until now had been taboo. “…did say that a time of great danger is coming, which will lead to many deaths and possibly even the destruction of the entire world. The boy agreed.”

She nodded at Akio-kun on the stage. “Of course there is going to be danger. But look on the positive side. They managed to retrieve four people alive, and though Mori-san was apparently grievously hurt in the process… well, having such healing abilities is rather reassuring.”

True. Apparently the rescued girls are likely to make a full physical recovery in due time, except for one of them, which will apparently take more work. Though mental scars are likely harder to heal… “Even so, it shows the stark difference between us and the threats we face. Even Akio-kun was helpless to save the boy Yamato-kun and the others.” There are no ends to our troubles, it seems.

As Gin took his own place, followed by Takakura-sama and old man Bankei, the Conclave was ready to start. Casting my gaze around the ranks of the faith, I could see a lot of disquiet, strained faces and hushed whispering abounding.

At the back of the room, several soldiers, clearly and visibly armed, were waiting, and everyone was aware there were dozens more stationed around the Imperial Palace, the hospital that the dead and injured had been evacuated to, and also Kiyomizu-dera shrine. Yes, there’s no hiding this. Only portraying it in a way the general public can accept. Well, that’s for others, outside the faith, to decide.

“I believe everyone is aware of the situation that occurred last night, or at least that a situation did occur.” Bankei began, with little preamble, opening the Conclave. “Uchida-san is understandably absent, he wants to spend time with his son, while he can. A grim day.”

Clasping his hands together in a gesture of prayer and compassion, he continued. “I believe we now have a greater understanding of what we are here for. It was a high price, but suffering is ultimately a mortal concern. May he be freed from it in his next life.”

As many of us inclined our heads in acceptance of the prayer, me included, Bankei continued. “This humble one is not the right one to explain precisely what happened. If you would, please.” He asked Akio-kun, and I caught a brief glimpse of pain cross his face, before it was once more an expressionless mask. Beside him, the Diviner inclined her head, perhaps in reassurance.

“Right.” he began, clearly feeling the pressure. Considering the circumstances, it would be stranger if he was calm.

“Last night… well, I don’t want to speak ill of anyone, though I suppose some criticism is inevitable.” He sighed theatrically, though I felt he was truly exasperated and angered by it all. “Uchida Yamato-san, as well as the three Chosen who were under Susanoo, decided to venture into the Kyoto Boundary. Now, there’s nothing inherently wrong with that, in fact, it’s generally praiseworthy to train and secure more Territory for what’s to come. I mean, we talked about it yesterday, didn’t we?” He grimaced at that.

“The issue is, they took the Susanoo trainees from my school with them. Now, don’t get me wrong, I take them to the Boundary as well, but only to my safe Territory, to learn and gain experience. Taking them out into Kyoto was reckless in the extreme, and sadly, it led to disaster. But for a miracle and an act of bravery from Hikawa Ren-san…” His father looked both troubled and proud at that. “...there would have been no rescue, for we wouldn’t have known the mess they got into. It was…”

As Akio-kun continued, quite a tale unfolded, of desperation and clashes with the brutal Night Parade. When he was done, recounting the grievous wounding of Yamato-kun by the powerful creatures of the Parade, which he was helpless to prevent, due to needing to protect his terribly injured fiancée, he looked down, clearly troubled, before talking of his meeting with the legendary Yōkai Nurarihyon.

“…so I can’t say I’ve reached accommodation with the Night Parade.” he concluded. “After all, the way they think isn’t human at all. They don’t object to perpetrating atrocities that would lead to execution here, yet they can change from rage-filled and vengeful one minute, to friendly and jovial the next. Creatures of spirit are mercurial, it seems. But I do know they have a lot of the same fears we do about the oncoming disaster. Provoking them is only going to lead to needless casualties.”

“I see. Well, aren’t you just saying that because your own Shaeula is one of the Night Parade?” Gin asked mildly. “Not that I don’t understand it. You wouldn’t wish to fight her family needlessly.”

“That’s a factor.” Akio-kun admitted. “But the matter is done. It was a tragedy, and I still feel terrible. But those that were involved in the killing of our people, and the wounding of Yamato...-san, they are all dead, having paid for their crimes. The Parade is certainly dangerous, but I wouldn’t suggest we start a war against them, one we would likely struggle to win, because some of their members did terrible things.”

“I see. Akai…” Gin turned to his Phoenix, who was half-listening on the front row of the Amaterasu benches. “…what do you make of it? I must confess…” His smile was strained, for some reason. “I had a good friend of mine do a little research, he’s very good with books.” At that Akio-kun seemed resigned. A strange reaction, there is definitely more going on here than is being said. Though I doubt Gin will be forthcoming.

“Oh, sorry, sorry.” she chirped, her half-shut eyes snapping open. “The Hyakki Yagyō, you say? Ugh, I don’t like them, not at all, not at all! Too many frightening Yōkai! To survive meeting them… I was right, you’re scary.” She scowled at Akio-kun.

“I see.” Gin laughed. “Now, I don’t disagree. To hear of so many Yōkai slain, though I notice you declined to give us the details on how…” He shook his head then. “Well, I don’t suppose it matters. I myself have been Chosen, so I can easily imagine the dangers. So, you say that the Night Parade will not enter shrines and temples? That’s valuable information, and will help us remain safe.”

“Yes, I don’t believe Nurarihyon was lying to me, and it matches with the behaviour I saw when I was with Taishakama-san and the others previously. It’s also quite possible they’ll move on from Kyoto now, to continue roaming the Boundary of Japan, as they were waiting on fulfilment of their own prophecies, similar to those from Matsumuro-san.” Akio-kun inclined his head towards the Diviner, acknowledging her.

Yes, I was regaled with tales about that when they returned from their mission. As if echoing his thoughts, the Chosen that went with Akio-kun on that trip through the spiritual world spoke up, confirming his observations.

“Does all of this matter?” An angry voice rang from what remained of the Susanoo faction, which was disintegrating with the likely loss of Yamato-kun, and the absence of Ren, no matter how understandable. One of the priests there was white-faced with anger.

“The reality is our children are dead! We shouldn’t be accepting this! If father would have expected this, we never would have allowed our shrine maidens to take part…” He was practically panting with anger and grief.

How will Akio-kun respond? I soon had my answer, as he bowed apologetically, and all of us could see his sorrow. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want any of this either. Not for the daughters of Aoikaeru shrine to die. I was blindsided, but perhaps I should have been better prepared. I simply didn’t think…”

“No, you didn’t!” he roared. “This other world should be left to those who were Chosen by the Kami. Not… not powerless children like ours. How they must have suffered… my poor girls…” He was crying amidst his rage, and it was hard not to feel sympathy. When I think about my Shiori…

As everyone looked uncomfortable, a few openly expressing their own grief, it was Chiyo-san who stood. “Bankei, if I may?” she asked, and he nodded graciously.

“I do feel sorry for the loss of the sons and daughters of Aoikaeru, Kashima and other shrines. It is a tragedy, one that we haven’t faced since the war.” All eyes were on her wrinkled face, but she showed no nerves. “But blaming Oshiro-kun seems rather unfair. After all, he risked much to rush to their aid, and his own fiancée, the girl we saw display her talents she had worked hard for only yesterday, was almost killed, and even now lies gravely injured, long rehabilitation ahead of her…”

“Even so, isn’t he at fault? The spiritual world seems to be an incredibly dangerous place, so offering such small gifts and then expecting our children to fight…” His words failed him, anger choking him.

“That is hardly fair. It was Yamato-kun who foolishly misused the trainees from his faction. Those of us from the neutral shrines, Oshiro-kun has never taken our children into danger. Yes, they have visited his Territory, as he calls it, but that place is safe, isn’t it?”

“Well, I would hesitate to say anywhere is ever truly safe.” Akio-kun admitted. “But I don’t believe my Territory could be breached by enemies quickly enough that the trainees wouldn’t be able to retreat back to the Material. Besides, there are merits to visiting the Boundary, in terms of training. As for my goals…”

“You showed off during Conclave yesterday! Is it any wonder Yamato-sama was mistaken?” the grieving father continued. His grandfather, the head of the shrine, was not present today, being lost in his own grief, so it was left to the son to cast his grievances at Akio-kun.

Before he could answer, Chiyo-san spoke up once more, exasperated. “I’ll forgive much due to your grief. But blaming Oshiro-kun for what others did is foolish. No, Yamato-kun blundered, because he put politics ahead of unity. Did yesterday teach us nothing?” All eyes were on her as she spoke. “Listen carefully. Didn’t the esteemed Lady Diviner, our Matsumuro-sama…” she smiled at the name. “...warn us of impeding doom? She has faced her own death bravely.”

“Nothing so grand…” the Diviner whispered, though all could hear it. “I am simply bowing to the inevitable…” At those sad words the Priestess of Ise reached out and grasped her hand comfortingly, surprising the Diviner.

“Well, the question of bravery aside… I have no intention of diminishing the grief of those who have suffered.” Chiyo-san persisted. “Yet … airplanes crash and people die. It’s a tragedy, but nobody suggests we stop using airplanes.” Chiyo-san continued. “Again, we share the sorrow and grief of the families of those who die in such crashes, but allowing them to dictate whether air travel should be allowed ever again, it simply can’t be done. Politics. Playing politics got us into this mess.” She sighed then, clearly frustrated.

“If Yamato-kun was able to lower his pride then perhaps this could have been avoided. But it’s human nature, even the Gods can’t change that. May Kannon have mercy on him. No, we can’t repeat the same mistakes. We have to be united. And not just us. Hence, the Ministry, right Oshiro-kun? The training school too?” Chiyo-san pressed.

“Yes. Matsumuro-san has narrowed down a timeframe. A little over a year at worst. Hopefully longer, but I’d rather plan for the worst. If you trust Nurarihyon, then I think I can pin down the event that she fears will destroy Japan even further. Look… I wanted to train others, not just for the political capital I could gain from it…” His expression turned bitter.

“…politics. You’re right, Chiyo-san. It always causes a mess. But what else can we do? We have to bring so many vested interests together, the shrines with their factions, the Chosen, the military, government, nobility, Imperial Family and more… It’s hardly like the Kami and Gods are omniscient, I don’t know why they chose me, or anyone else. But we can only do our best. I’m human, I’ll make mistakes, but I try my hardest to not let anyone die for nothing.”

Akio-kun bowed to the grieving parent. “I’m sorry. I could spit out the if only’s, such as if only Ren-san got to me quicker, or if we found the survivors faster or any number of other wishes. But it didn’t happen, and I’m not a Kami or God myself. I’m human, and fallible. But I’ll learn from this mess. I’ll learn.” His face fell, and I could tell it was weighing heavily on him.

From the information we have gathered, he was a normal, ordinary freelancer only a few scant months ago. Bearing the weight of all this responsibility is hard. It was too much for Yamato-kun, it seems, and while he was only a university student, at least he had the weight of a faction and strong lineage of faith on his shoulders to prepare for such responsibility.

“We do not follow the sole God of the Western world.” The Diviner spoke up, her oddly ageless voice calm and familiar. “They claim he is omnipotent and omniscient, yet I dare say this situation we are in leads to questions. Why would we be in such dire straits if such was true?”

All eyes were on her as she explained. “Precious Chosen have fallen, their gifts lost. I believe one still remains in Susanoo, who was not at the scene of carnage?” she asked, and it was Akio-kun who answered.

“Apparently so. There was a new arrival, and he was asked to set up an Anchor to claim Territory while Yamato-san and the others pushed on. I’ve sent Grulgor to retrieve him, hopefully before anything happens to him as well.”

“Well then. Three lost, the Gods making poor choices. Perhaps one would say that they choose to see if we are worthy of saving ourselves. Even I do not know the answer to this. We have Kami present, do you know?” she questioned them.

Shirohebi, who was sitting next to Izumi-san and Takeyabashi-san, shook their head, hissing a negative. “I make no sssuch claimsss. I am but a minor being, barely Divine at all. I can not ssspeak for the greater Godsss, for they are far above me, farther than I am above the average mortal, yet I sssuspect they are likewissse limited.”

“All we can do…” Akio-kun sighed. “…is move forwards. I still believe in the training school. We need to run tests on improvements in learning speed, physical strength and more, but I understand the military Special Forces have already started since they have a large enough sample size and a lot of data on the performance of their soldiers from recruitment already. That won’t be enough though. There are too few of us! And less every day, as Chosen die from mischance, foolhardy pride or worse. Against the Night Parade I learned that one person alone can’t protect everyone, even if strong. No, I want everyone to have the ability to protect themselves. And contribute.”

He turned to Hikawa-san. “I hope that when they recover, Chiaki-san, Chiasa-san and Ren-san continue to help out.” He then looked at Chiyo-san and the neutral shrines that had remained with him. “You as well. I get you must be shaken up by this. But… I don’t want those incapable of it to fight. Even so, there is much that the shrine maidens and priests of the shrines and temples can bring to us, as a country, as a world.”

“I admit I’ve had some fools bending my ear about withdrawing their trainees.” Chiyo-san admitted. “But tell me this, Oshiro-kun. How will that protect them?”

“I don’t think it will. Obviously, I’ve learned that all my bold talk of I’ll never let anyone die or I’ll protect you without fail…” He looked at the Diviner then, apologetic. “…is just meaningless boasting, without the dominant power to back it up. But just because I can’t guarantee it, doesn’t mean I won’t keep striving for a world beyond the tragedies!”

“Your resolve is praiseworthy.” Takakura-sama declared. “Nobody can promise absolutely. The world can always change suddenly. After all, did Japan expect to lose the War, bombs obliterating our cities? Politicians promised, but could not deliver. Really, other than over-promising, I think you have done rather well. Though I concede, if my granddaughters were amongst the slain, I might struggle to keep my perspective.” He sympathised with the grieving father, who bit his lip, face twisted into a horrible expression.

“Shaeula asked me for my blessing for my children to remain in your care.” Hikawa-san admitted. “Amongst other things.” His strained expression lightened for a moment. “I deny her second proposal, but… if my children still wish to, I won’t stand in their way.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it. I am not lying or exaggerating when I say your children awoke to talents that could be the difference between our survival and defeat long-term. And that could go for any of you that Haru-san gathered information on. Those that want to fight can, if they have the will and the talents. Those that don’t, we can find uses for everyone. I don’t want to stop now. It isn’t just I’ve invested a great deal of time and effort here, and I’ve made promises to Izumi-san.” He nodded to him. “It’s that I want us to win together. Lest we fail alone. I can’t do it alone. Nobody can.”

I started to applaud, impressed by the change in his attitude. His arrogance and confidence has been dented, yet he’s still resolute in wishing to protect those he cares about and those around him. Nobody knows how strong they are until they taste defeat. It looks like he might emerge better from it, though the guilt will weigh on him for a while, even though most of the fault lies elsewhere. Survivor guilt is not logical. Human nature seldom is.

“Well said, Akio-kun. As the former leader of Tsukuyomi, I know it well. The old saw about a single stick, no matter how sturdy, breaking under pressure, while a bundle of thin sticks endures, it is apt here, I think. But we’ve used up a lot of time arguing over this tragedy, without addressing the main points of the day… Gin, Bankei, what do you say? Shouldn’t we get down to details? We can haggle over shares and benefits later. Matters are far more urgent…”

“This humble one has no objection. We intended to cast in our lot with Oshiro-san anyway.” Bankei agreed, not surprising me. What did was that Gin of all people agreed easily.

“I’m no fool. I still believe I am best placed to head the religious aspect of this new Ministry. Now even more so, considering I doubt Uchida is in any frame of mind for much, assuming his son never wakes, which… I have good reason to believe will never happen. I’m certainly not planning to fight the Night Parade on my lonesome, or throw away my Chosen carelessly. Akio-san is right, we’ve lost too many. This disaster changes nothing, my apologies if it is harsh, and I do give you my condolences for your losses, but we still need the Ministry, we still need your Chirurgery, Akio-san, and we still need to work together. More than ever. After all…” he eyed the soldiers. “...just what are we saying regarding the deaths? It was too public, too… unexplained.”

“Regarding that…” Takakura-sama interjected, drawing our attention. “Fujiwara-sama and Ichijou-sama have called me already, as well as the Prime Minister. Currently there is a press embargo and blackout on news. That will not last long though. We are currently debating whether to declare it an unfortunate tragic accident, or a terrorist attack, but…”

As I listened, I had a bad feeling that keeping the truth hidden would be impossible. My gaze shifted to Akio-kun, who was likewise troubled, still watching the grieving father of the slain shrine maidens. The other families of the dead were either with the bodies, or hidden away with their grief. A tragic accident, hmm? Gas explosion? Structural failure within the Palace? I wonder if the public will believe that… and if they don’t…
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“I think it is time for a recess.” Bankei declared, and I sighed with relief. These old bones do ache nowadays. Perhaps I should have consented to the Chirurgery, if it would strengthen my aging body. Growing old is no fun, no fun at all. Well, apart from getting to watch my children and grandchildren grow…

I looked over at the Susanoo benches, which had lost most of their members, but was now effectively an entirely new faction, one that was holding onto feelings of blame and distrust for Akio-kun, an outsider, who had shaken up millennia-old traditions.

Well, it’s only the boy from Aoikaeru shrine that has genuine hatred for Akio-kun. I suspect in his heart of hearts he knows that Akio-kun is not to blame, but he can’t throw his pain and grief against Yamato-kun anymore, can he? I believe time will allow him to think clearly, his grief is too new, too raw, for him to be rational.

The group was small, perhaps fifty or so shrines, mostly from Susanoo, though a few from Amaterasu had broken from their leader after he requested cooperation. None too major. They’ll come around in time, I’m sure…

“If you would, I would like to speak to you privately.” The Diviner, no, Tsukiko-chan, was saying to Akio-kun. It really is hard even for me to even think her name, and I have been her friend since she was a little child, but I understand why Akio-kun shared it. Just being referred to by a title robs her of her humanity, makes her simply an object of worship. I hope and pray her visions and portents of her death are wrong, or that Akio-kun can turn them aside… before, he swore he would do so before us all, but now… he knows it might not be possible, just as he failed to save Yamato-kun and the others…

“Can I come?” Princess Mikasa asked, standing hurriedly, and Tsukiko-chan paused for a moment, before voicing her agreement.

“That's fine. I have something I want to talk to you about as well.” Akio-kun's tone was serious. “I ask that you hear me out before judging.”

That sounds ominous. But then, he did mention something about Nurarihyon giving him information that could pinpoint the disaster she fears. Who would trust such a creature, especially with all the deaths?

As I watched them go, I couldn’t help but wish I was there too, contributing. After all, I did consider Tsukiko-chan to be almost like a daughter of mine, as potentially sacrilegious as that was. Shaking my head as I had fallen into the exact trap of worship and dehumanisation I had just decried, I turned to Chiyo-san, who was frowning, her face thunderous.

“What is it, Chiyo-san? I don’t think things went too badly. A few small idiots who don’t have the excuse of grief might have gone against us, but the vast majority are in agreement. We’ve seldom been so united.”

“I know.” she muttered. “I just can’t help but feel we overlooked something. I am not the Lady Diviner, but I know a bad omen when I feel it.”

Overlooked something, hmm? I couldn’t think of anything that sprung to mind. “Well, I guess we might cover it in the upcoming sessions? Though it seems to be fairly technical, regarding resource allocation, Boundary defence and more. I am not sure what those of us who haven’t seen the spiritual realm can contribute. Even so, we’ll do our best, right?”

“I hope so.” Chiyo-san nodded slowly, smoothing her aggrieved features. “I do hope so…”


Side One Hundred And One – Kudou Shiori


The atmosphere is horrible today… Shiori looked around at the gathering of the young men and women of the shrines warily. Whereas yesterday it had been boisterous and excited, rumours flying around about the glorious future of those who kept true faith, the events overnight had certainly put paid to that. Now most people were simply going through the motions, or gathering into small groups, talking in hushed whispers or exchanging loaded glances.

Yesterday everyone wanted to talk to me as well. After all, I’m a granddaughter of the Tsukuyomi head, even if to me grandfather Yasuhide isn’t anything special, just a bit of an annoying, overly doting grandparent, too wrapped up in this stupid factional stuff. Then… well, grandfather basically quit, and threw his weight behind Oshiro-san. Even so, it’s more…

“There’s no point worrying.” one of her companions said, frowning. She was the middle daughter of the Takakura branch family, Mizuki-san, and as she tugged at her tight hakama, the bold girl frowned. “Idiots will be idiots after all.” She spoke loudly, drawing a few annoyed looks from those around them.

“You can’t say that, sister.” The youngest girl accompanying her, the small, boyish Kiaria-chan, whined. “What will you do if they get upset?” I see she is still as shy as ever. Well, she’s young, one of the youngest at the whole Conclave.

Of course, Shiori was hardly particularly brave herself, when grandfather had told her that she needed to attend the famous Hanafubuki Private Academy for girls, the most prestigious school in Japan, and not just as a student, but giving classes to the rich and powerful daughters of nobility on matters of religion, she had been overwhelmed by equal parts happiness and stomach-churning dread.

It’s every ordinary girls’ dream to attend Hanafubuki, wear the beautiful uniform, hang out with the prestigious heirs to longstanding families and the biggest companies in Japan. Though it’d never normally come true, they don’t accept ordinary students…

“Why should I care?” Mizuki-san groused, shrugging, drawing the eyes of all the boys and many of the girls in the room. “I mean, it was me who was nearly killed, right? I was asked by that guy if I wanted to come along as representative of Takakura house. He nearly flattered me into it too. It’s lucky I asked you first, big sis.”

She addressed the third and final girl with me, the last of the Takakura sisters, and the oldest, Katsuki-san. With her long, straight black hair and gentle demeanour, she’s very calming. It was thanks to the Takakura trio, who were also sent to Hanafubuki, that I didn’t crack under the pressure. If I only had noble girls to talk to, I’d constantly feel unwell…

“We may be from a separated branch family, but we’ve been called back by grandfather into the fold. So we always have to act in a manner befitting the noble Takakura house. It simply wouldn’t be fitting for us to accompany Yamato-sama, especially when grandfather has other ideas. Besides…” Katsuki-san sighed. “...it felt… dangerous… somehow.”

“No kidding, big sis.” Mizuki-san agreed. “When I think about it now…” Her face was pale, showing her lingering fear. “…did you see the bodies as they carried them out? I didn’t, but rumours are going around. That could have been me…”

The youngest, Kiaria-chan, clutched at the hem of her clothing, knuckles white. “If it’s going to be dangerous, we never should have accepted this power. I don’t want to be a noble daughter. I just want to go back to Inuyama…”

“You can’t say that. I for one think we deserve to be rich and pampered, respected.” Mizuki-san disagreed. “Why should we be punished for what father and mother did? The store might have been an important site for our family, but why should we be forced to run it, grubbing out a living while grandfather Takakura has no heirs to inherit the family wealth?”

“Now, don’t talk like that, Mizuki.” Katsuki-san chided her gently. “We have no right to complain about how the nobility, grandfather included, acts. Haven’t you learnt from Hanafubuki what a different world they inhabit? What is good for them differs from what we expect as normal. Grandfather has many burdens.”

After warning her younger sister, she turned her attention to the youngest. “Now, Kia…” she used a nickname. “Don’t worry. Grandfather is aware of the plans Oshiro-san put forwards for training. Considering that nobility from Tsumura house and Fukumoto house, which has recently joined the ranks of true nobility, are involved, there’s no way that they would be exposed to danger. No. it seems that it was a tragic case of overreaching by someone inexperienced. Wouldn’t you say so, Shiori-san?”

Surprised to be addressed, she nodded. I got lost in my own thoughts as the girls talked then. “That’s what my grandfather said. Yamato-sama was just showing off, and it led to tragedy. It would have been much worse if Oshiro-san hadn’t led a rescue attempt, it seems. Even so… a lot of people died. Hence the atmosphere.” She gestured subtly to the sombre crowd.

“Yes. I remember the first time I met Oshiro-san, when he was with Shaeula-san. I thought her a very pretty foreigner at the time, having no idea she was a spiritual being like from our old family tales.” Katsuki-san mused. “He bought a very extravagant doll. I never knew it was a Zashiki-Warashi. It was one surprise after another when we met him again, right Shiori-san?”

“Yes. I can’t argue with that.” She smiled a little, remembering. “I complained that I wasn’t Chosen, and so we ended up having Chirurgery. It hurt a lot. You cried, right Kiaria-chan?” I remember it. Even so, I was faster, stronger, smarter afterwards. I can see why Yamato-sama was interested in the results and those who took part. Yet, to have it end like this…

“I don’t remember that.” Kiaria-chan insisted defiantly, and her middle sister mocked her gently, teasing her. It was then someone I recognised entered the room, drawing all eyes to her, whispers increasing in intensity.

“Hey, isn’t that the sister. Aiko, I think it was?” Mizuki-san observed.

Yes, I think it is. I haven’t had much to do with her, though grandfather has mentioned her and the other girl, Mori-san. Though I hear she was nearly killed, suffering grave injuries. Just thinking about it, I feel sick.

Ever since the Chirurgery, as it was called, her abilities with wind and flame had noticeably improved, though they were still nothing compared to what Mori-san could do. I saw the hole in the floor of the main hall she supposedly caused as they were fixing it before Conclave this morning. Even with abilities like that, she was nearly killed. The other trainees… they must have had no chance.

Taking a closer look, Shiori noticed that Oshiro Aiko-san seemed surprisingly cheerful, considering, though she had dark rings around her eyes and her skin was pale, as if she hadn’t slept. She was talking cheerfully to a group of young shrine maidens, but they quickly disengaged, giving her short shrift.

“Wow, annoying.” she declared, crossing her arms in irritation. “Hey, you over there…” She raced over to another group, but they again seemed wary of her.

“Well, someone can’t read the room.” Mizuki-san observed sourly. “Nobody is going to want to talk to her. Even though her brother is gathering everyone under his banner, too many rumours are going around about the deaths.”

“But that was Yamato-sama, wasn't it?” Kiaria-chan muttered.

“People don’t think logically. All they know is, most of the people who got hurt or died were trainees under Oshiro-san.” Katsuki-san explained.

“Well, that’s dumb. People shouldn’t decide without finding out the truth.” Mizuki-san declared. “I mean, we only know what we were told or the rumours going around, but do you think she’d be running around here if they were true? I’m going to call her over!” With that she waved and called out, attracting Oshiro-san’s attention.

Wait, really? Well, I can’t deny I’m curious.

“Hey, you mean me? Want to talk? That’s great.” Oshiro-san cried as she came over. For a moment, she paused, grinning. “Wow, uh… you’re very… stacked?” She observed Mizuki-san. “I mean, I’m not so small myself, but wow, you’re just … never mind, it doesn’t matter. Just… stay away from my bro, okay? I don’t want him falling under the sway of your assets! He’s got enough woman troubles!”

“Is that any way to talk to someone you just met?” Mizuki-san grumbled, while her sisters smiled, and Shiori hid her matching grin behind one hand. She’s definitely his sister. Similarly lacking in tact. Her smile faded. Though considering the rumours, how can she be so carefree?

“Besides, I have met your brother. And yes, he did look, the jerk.” Mizuki-san continued. “Speaking of… uh, should you be here? Your best friend, I heard she was crippled, right?”

“Wow, no delicacy at all. It’s lucky you’re cute!” Oshiro-san smiled. “Look, I do what I have to, all right? Most of the girls are in no fit state to work today. It’s just me, Kana-chan and Maiko-chan, the others are too shell-shocked. Can’t say I blame them…” She glanced around the room. Nobody wanted to talk to her, but everyone was listening, and her tired blue eyes narrowed in irritation.

“You know what, this is a good time. Listen up, everyone!” She raised her voice. “There’s a lot of shitty misinformation going around. I know you’ve heard about the deaths. I’m not going to lie… a lot of people died. But if anyone here thinks my bro is at fault, well, I don’t mind taking it outside, where we’ll have a talk about it.” She cracked her knuckles, and Shiori found herself admiring her familial loyalty.

“Yeah, most of them were my bro’s trainees from the training school everyone has been talking about. Even so, that doesn’t mean my bro is to blame. It’s like martial arts, right? Well, I only do Kyūdō, which isn’t really an example, but… it’s like he taught them karate or something, for self-defence. Is it the fault of the teacher then, when some idiot talks them into doing something suicidal, thinking they are all Masatoshi Nakayama or Bruce Lee?”

“Who are they?” Kiaria-chan asked, and Oshiro-san giggled.

“Oh, that’s not important, just famous martial artists. My point is… my bro, if you want to blame him, well, then we don’t need you. Those that have functioning brains and don’t listen to shitty rumours, now more than ever, you should see the importance of getting in good with us. After all, my bro saved the twins, Keomi-chan and that other girl. One day you might be in danger, and I hope you still have time to sling mud and question who’s at fault then. But if you’re our friends, well, you might just find my bro riding his white horse to save you next time. Well, thanks for listening! I’m going to chat to those girls who actually seem to want to talk fairly.”

With that she turned back to them. “Thanks for waiting. I hate this. Bro is feeling bad enough about everything, without all these idiots believing the rumours. I wish I could do more, but… well, all I can do is squash idiots talking shit, and make people realise it’d be worse without him. So, what did you want to talk to me about, little miss stacked?”

“I have a name.” Mizuki-san insisted, irritated, introducing herself and her sisters.

“And I’m Kudou Shiori. We’ve been in your brother’s care. We aren’t part of the training school, but we’ve had the Chirurgery.”

“Oh, Takakura-san’s granddaughters, and Kudou-san’s too, huh? Yeah, I’ve met your grandfathers a few times.” Oshiro-san nodded. “So, since you’ve had Chirurgery, you must know that my bro has no wish to put anyone in danger. In fact, he only gives it out to make people safer. Though there are exceptions. Anyway, shall we talk over there?” She pointed to a sheltered corner.

Fine. I am pretty curious. She seems too upbeat, despite everything…

Once in the corner, Oshiro-san continued. “So, I guess you know about last night, yeah? It was really bad, I’m not going to lie.” She sighed, troubled. “Considering how much fun everyone was having at the concert… well, anyway, if you’ve already had Chirurgery, and considering whose grandkids you are, I probably don’t need to sweat it too hard. Still, it’d help me out if you could spread the word. I hate this.”

She let out a bitter groan. “My bro’s an idiot. Don’t get me wrong, I love my bro, but when it comes to bad things happening, he tends to blame himself, especially when young girls are involved. I just want him to cheer up.”

“Cheer up?” Mizuki-san asked the question I wanted to. “I hear Mori-san was crippled. I’d imagine that would be a good reason to be distressed. In fact, you seem too… calm, Oshiro-san?”

“Call me Aiko. Yeah, no kidding. Last night I was totally out of it, distraught and a blubbering mess. When your best friend ends up getting dismembered and torn apart in front of your eyes, I’d like to see anyone stay calm.”

“Dismembered?” Kiaria-chan chirruped, frightened.

“Yeah, like totally lost her legs and an arm.” Her smile was inappropriate. “Mom and auntie Hana were both hysterical and had to be sedated. Auntie is still in the hospital, at least mom has perked up a bit. Uh… don’t look at me like that. Do you think I’m heartless?” She shook her head, embarrassed.

“Here’s the thing. Bro and Shaeula are pretty damn good healers. So her arms and legs are back on, and she can even move them a bit. The scarring’s still awful, but apparently that’s easy to fix, it isn’t like the scars the Shiro girl I’ve not met has. Well, of course every time bro looks at her, he feels guilty. But we pushed him into taking her, and Eri knew the risks. That’s the thing. Those that genuinely want to fight can, the exception I mentioned earlier. Next time…” She clenched her fist then, resolute. “Next time I’ll be there. I won’t let my bro carry everything.”

Legs and arms cut off? That sounds even worse than the rumours! But he can fix that? That’s… incredible. Even so, after that, to say she wants to fight? “Even though Mori-san is going to survive and recover, that doesn’t change what she went through. It could have ended in her death right? People did die. And you still want to fight? You aren’t even one of the Chosen, are you?” Shiori asked.

Aiko-san paused for a moment, before shaking her head. “Eri was stronger than me, sure. Though nowhere near as strong as my bro, Shaeula or Hyacinth. I still put in the work though, and I finally got some decent Classes.”

Classes? Shiori wasn’t the only one to notice that term.

“So, when you say Classes, do you mean like in games?” Katsuki-san asked. “I am not a gamer myself, and it isn’t something discussed at Hanafubuki, the daughters of nobility don’t do such common pursuits, but at school in Inuyama, I heard some of the other boys and girls mentioning them.”

“You could see it that way. My bro has a way of seeing some strange things. But anyway, if I put in the work, I can stand beside him. Ever since last night, I know it’s what I need to do. I have to. I can’t let him stay burdened by unfair guilt! Okay, answer me this, girls? Should my bro really be blamed for taking Eri? All he was trying to do was save the trainees that idiot Yamato took into danger. None of it is my bro’s fault! I hate that he feels so upset and down about it! Don’t get me wrong, of course I’m sorry that people died, and I feel bad for the families, but… my bro did his best! Shouldn’t we celebrate those he did save?”

I don’t know. The families of the dead aren’t going to be thinking about the rights and wrongs, only their own pain…

“Of course, I’m sure that those who were saved matter.” Katsuki-san agreed soothingly. “And no, I don’t believe that Oshiro-san is at fault for the actions of those who went with Yamato-sama. As for Mori-san… well, a leader needs to make decisions based on necessity, not feelings. If he genuinely believed Mori-san would be a help, and that the danger to her was justified, then he didn’t make a mistake. If he just gave in due to not wanting to deny her or you, then, as a leader, that isn’t praiseworthy, I’m afraid.”

“Wow, harsh. Though… I guess he did know it was dangerous. Ren-san said so… yeah, I guess we all need to learn our lessons, even so…” She slapped her cheeks, psyching herself up. “I think my bro did the best he could. He’s still learning, you know? And could anyone else get those girls out safely, against the Night Parade? I don’t think so. Well… anyway, Shaeula and Eri are planning to cheer him up. They have a plan. My bro is a sucker for cute girls… I guess that was half the problem.”

“Grandfather says that the role of a leader is to make the unpopular choices, and gather the disapproval of those below, while still guiding them to the best outcome.” Shiori quoted her grandfather. “He’s decided that Oshiro-san is the person to support. I’m not going to question that.”

“Takakura house has a long history of neutrality and mediation. Unless one faction takes command, I expect that won’t change. But even we know grandfather favours Oshiro-san. I doubt these events will change that.” Katsuki-san agreed. “I thank you for your version of events. Too many unclear rumours aren’t good.” She looked at those around the room, who were pretending to be engrossed in other matters, but were paying close attention.

“Yeah, right...” Aiko-san grumbled. “That’s what I was trying to do, get the truth out there. I don’t get why people won’t talk to me and Kana-chan, and then listen in like a bunch of cowards.”

“Isn’t that just most people? Irrational and annoying.” Mizuki-san agreed venomously. “But there was something else I was curious about. At school, I hear that your brother is engaged to Tsumura-sama, Fukumoto-san and Hori-san. That can’t be right, can it? Bigamy is illegal…”

“Nope, it’s right.” Aiko-san sighed. “My bro went from the sort of guy who was the definition of herbivore, which used to annoy Eri to no end, to a veritable Casanova. It might be illegal now, but it won’t be soon. At least Hinata-chan, Natsumi-chan and Motoko-chan are good girls. I’d hate it if some strange girls got pushed on him. I always have to reel Shaeula in over that. Let me tell you about it…”

Really? Shouldn’t she be networking and trying to dispel the myths about what happened overnight, reassuring everyone? Oh well, this is more interesting anyway. I admit, I was curious too when I heard. Tsumura-sama is one of the most important girls at Hanafubuki, and a lot of her juniors idolise her, since she stood up for her own interests, despite noble customs, without losing her grace and class…

For a while, Shiori and the others chatted, and gradually some of the other shrine maidens and trainee priests joined in. It was then that Shiori’s phone rang. Taking it out, she checked the name of the caller.

It’s Abe-chan? That’s surprising… Shiori had first met her at the party hosted by Fujiwara-sama, along with the Takakura sisters, when she was introduced as a student and teacher at Hanafubuki to various prestigious nobles. They had hit it off, Abe-chan being surprisingly friendly and pushy, not taking no for an answer. She also has the foulest mouth I’ve ever heard on a girl…

“Hello Abe-chan. It’s unusual for you to call during the day.” Shiori answered, the others looking on curiously.

“Abe-chan?” Aiko-san asked.

“She’s something special all right.” Mizuki-san snorted. “I met her at a flashy hotel party. Never stopped making crude remarks about my chest. A bit like someone else I’ve just met.” she explained, her tone flat.

“Sorry, sorry. But you’re stacked, I don’t think anyone can help it!” Aiko-san apologised.

“Well shit girl, can’t I call you when I want? And I’m damn sure I told you to call me Hotaru. My shitty dad’s Abe, not me!”

“You shouldn’t badmouth your father, he’s doing his best…” Shiori replied, overwhelmed by her friend's forceful personality.

“Yeah, yeah. Shit, if he was any good, he’d get me into Hanafubuki like you, Shiori-chan. Well, they don’t accept any girls from politician or entertainer families. So I’m shit out of luck. A damn shame. If I was a Hanafubuki graduate, I could bag a rich husband easy. I don’t want to follow dad’s career path, too much like hard work…”

“So, uh, did you need something, Hotaru-chan?” Shiori asked when she could get a word in edgeways.

“As I said, can’t a girl call up one of her besties when she pissing well wants?” Her voice was barbed yet friendly. Besties? I admit Hotaru-chan is really fun, totally unlike other girls I know, way more worldly, despite her age, and she doesn’t seem as catty as other girls with her level of good looks. Even so, to say we are best friends, she sure is bold…

“But no, shit girl, you’re in Kyoto right? What the fuck is going on down there? My dad was up all night, shitting himself about some incident or other. Totally ruined my beauty sleep, get me? How am I going to bag a rich hottie that way?”

“Uh, aren’t you a bit young for marriage yet?” Shiori asked, waving the Takakura sisters and Aiko-san into silence.

“Yeah, course I am. I want to look around, find the one. Or maybe play the field. But you have to lay the groundwork damn early, or else all the good ones are going to get taken by other girls. You want to get your head in the game too, Shiori-chan. You’re reasonably cute, though not as good as me, so… fuck, I’m way off-topic. So I had a look online, and what do you think I found? Go on, three guesses. If you don’t get it, I’ll take a nude selfie in exchange as punishment.”

Ignoring snorted laughter from Aiko-san, Shiori had a bad feeling. “It’s about Kyoto right?” Her voice sank to a whisper.

“Bingo, Shiori-chan. It sure is. Take a fucking look at this. I’m glad you answered, I was bloody worried, you know? There aren’t many girls I like to talk too, you know. By the way, big jugs is there in Kyoto too, and her sisters, right? They okay?”

“Don’t call me big jugs!” Mizuki-san howled down the phone.

“Why not? For your age, you’re world champion. You’ll have no trouble bagging a hot, rich guy, that’s for sure.” Hotaru-chan giggled, but it sounded more like a dirty old man than a girl her age. “Well, glad you’re okay. The way my dad was carrying on, sounded like Kyoto was a fucking bloodbath or something. So, I took a look, did a few searches, and … here, it’s easier if I show you.”

Moments later, Shiori’s phone beeped, having received a message. Looking at it, the title was kyotoconcertchaos.avi.

I don’t like this. I’m getting a very bad feeling… With a shaking hand, the Takakura sisters, Aiko-san and around twenty or thirty others looking on, she tapped the link, and after a few moments a video loaded. It was taken on a bit of a shaky camera, looking at the stage where Red and White were performing.

“Wow, this is not good.” Aiko-san muttered, frowning. “Not good at all. My bro is having a hard enough time as it is…”

“…not sure what’s going on here. The music has stopped.” someone was saying, probably the person taking the video.

“Sorry, there seems to be some sort of commotion. Is someone hurt or fainted? It does happen sometimes, so please make room and get them out of the crush. Medical professionals know what to… uh…” The video captured Tamami-san, the idol, before shifting focus to the crowd, where a familiar figure was visible, distressed and bloody.

“Isn’t that Hikawa Ren-san?” Shiori muttered, eyes still glued to the video.

“It’s… my sisters. That dumb girl. The others. We… it’s bad, awful! We can’t get away, we’re trapped! I only got out by feigning I…was dead.” Hikawa-san in the video looked awful, coughing blood. It was too real.

“Calm down, take a breath. What’s happened?” Oshiro Akio-san could be heard saying.

“Is this some stunt, or what? No, I don’t think so.” the streamer was saying, as he approached. “I’m not an expert, but my folks are farmers. The smell of blood’s all too real, and that’s not special effects work…”

“They’re trapped. It was a miracle I got out. Even so… it’s too late. So many are dead already, and it took me… too long… to get here. Please, do something! Save them! My sisters, the others… do something!” Hikawa-san was crying now, and unless he was an actor on par with Hollywood greats, it was obvious his suffering was genuine.

“Trapped, dying? Maybe it’s a prank, but…” The video then cut off, and Hotaru-chan spoke.

“That’s real, right? No fake shit? I have several more videos. One is a long range shot of what looks like bodies being taken out of the Imperial Palace, and another is footage of the military and police all around the Palace and a hospital. They are blowing up online. There’s thousands of views already, and people are tweeting it. My dad is going fucking spare. There are others too. You should hear him ranting about getting the videos taken down, but I doubt he can do shit. The sites are international, you get me?”

Shiori looked at Aiko-san, who was grinding her teeth. “Shit, I need to tell this to my bro. Shiori-chan, here, my number.” She tapped phones with Shiori, quickly transferring it wirelessly. “I got to run. Hey, thanks foulmouthed lady.” she shouted down the phone, before running off, her speed abnormal.

“So, who the fuck was that?” Hotaru-chan asked. “Friend of yours?”

“Not exactly.” Shiori sighed. “But she’s someone important, that’s for sure. Is there anything else?”

“Of course there is. Never rains, but it pours, you pissing well know it!” Hotaru-chan swore. “I’ll send them your way…”

As the phone beeped again, it felt hot in Shiori’s hands, the weight of what she was about to see pressing down on her. Grandfather, Takakura-sama, I hope you can handle this. I think… your plans might need to change…


Side One Hundred And Two - Yukiko, Princess Mikasa


Now isn’t this awkward? I’m a little sorry I asked to come along. No, this is no time to be timid. My friend, Tsukiko-san, she needs me…

Even just knowing her true name, I felt closer to her than ever before. Ever since I was young, as the Diviner, she had visited me, offering friendship and counsel that was difficult for more ordinary people to give. After all, I’m from the Imperial Family. Since the War, we don’t have the prestige we once did, but along with the British Royal Family, when you think Royalty, you think of us…

“Uh, Akio-san, about last night…” I ventured as we entered a small side-room, away from the main Conclave. “Is… is your fiancée all right? I had heard…” No, what am I saying? I’m supposed to be trained in etiquette and appropriate small talk, but I’m making a mess of things! There was something about Akio-san that made me nervous, and not just that he promised to help me turn aside my fate.

“Yes, like I said earlier, she should make a full recovery, though I don’t know how long it’ll take.”

At his confident words, I found myself sighing with relief, a hand to my chest. I had only met Mori-san briefly at Conclave, where she made quite the impression by blowing a crater in the floor, but regardless, to have someone I knew, no matter how briefly, brutally wounded in that spiritual world… I can feel my heartbeat speeding up. It somehow makes the dangers seem more real…

“I’m glad to hear that.” I managed to say at last, once more cursing myself for my inadequate efforts at making conversation. I was feeling particularly tongue-tied today for some reason. “No, I’m not glad that she’ll take time for recovery, but…”

“It’s all right.” His tone was gentle, and I felt my face heating up, which made me feel worse. “I understand. It’s been a tough time for all of us that were Chosen by the Gods. After all, two… no, three are gone, just like that. Yamato-san… he won’t wake, I’m sure. I saw what happened to him.” His words were grim, and there was just something a little off about the way he said it. Though I shouldn’t pry.

“Yes, seeing it happen, even the aftermath, it definitely drives it home how dangerous our situation is.” I agreed, taking a seat, careful to avoid embarrassing myself further. “The battles I’ve fought at Ise were frightening enough, but really, all I do is sit back and let the power of Amaterasu free, reducing any enemies to ashes. Compared to that, what you must have been through was awful.”

“It wasn’t great.” he admitted. “The frustrating thing is that my Foresight told me there was danger around my friends and family, but not myself. So I was alert, I had guards on everyone I could manage, but somehow Keomi-chan and the trainees still slipped through the net. It shouldn't have been them, they knew the Boundary was dangerous, and we had warned them not to go without us, especially here...”

His frustration and guilt were plain to see. I turned a little, looking at Tsukiko-san, who had been strangely quiet so far, willing her to speak. But my wishes were in vain as she remained silent, so, somewhat stressed, I filled the silence with soothing words.

“Well, that’s the thing about prophecies, right?” Why aren’t you saying anything, Tsukiko-san? This is your area of expertise! A few kind words might alleviate his guilt… “I mean, just look at mine. Princess of Heaven, the great golden-eyed maw… it’s hard to prepare for such nonsense, isn't it? Not that you need to worry about that? You have your own Princess to look after. She’s very cute. I’m sure… I’ll manage somehow.”

“Actually, I imagine we are going to have a closer relationship than you think.” he declared boldly. I gaped at him, mouth open. I know we’ve discussed the other Princesses, and whether he’s the one from Tsukiko-san’s visions that might be able to change my fate, but even so, that’s bold…

“Don’t worry, I’m not talking about that sort of a relationship. I wouldn’t be so bold.” He reassured me with a touch of laughter, though his eyes were still lacking humour. “No, I found out some interesting things from the Night Parade, Nurarihyon in particular.”

Well, of course. With the women he has with him, he wouldn’t be interested in me. I’m plain, and I carry too much baggage. After all, I’m a member of the Imperial Family, even if I’m not the heir. It’d draw a lot of problematic attention to him… ugh, why am I even thinking about this? I can feel my cheeks heating up again. Have I learned nothing?

I glanced at the still, silent, veiled Tsukiko-san again, remembering when she had said that maybe I would manage to find my heart’s desire. Cursing my friend in my mind, I forced my racing heart to calm down, averting my eyes from Akio-san. “Oh, so what do you mean then?” My voice came out colder than I intended.

“Sorry.” He apologised, thinking I was offended. I opened my mouth to forestall that, feeling stupid, but my words were swallowed by the tale he told next, of Nurarihyon, the strange doll-wife that granted seemingly endless wishes, and the human-faced calf, and the prophecies it had offered.

“So… that doesn’t sound like a coincidence.” I gasped when he was done, admiration on my face. How did he survive such a meeting? Mere luck? Or destiny? I’ve always believed Tsukiko-san, ever since I was a child, but even so… My heartbeat sped up as I connected the dots. “I think… no, it isn’t my place to speak. I’m sorry.”

“If Princess Mikasa, Chosen of Amaterasu, isn’t qualified to speak to one of her subjects, who is?” he remarked wryly, and I cursed him in my thoughts for saying something so flippant, yet reassuring.

Damn, he’s dangerous. Is this the charm of a man who womanises so casually? Well, I for one will not be fooled by his charm. Our relationship is simply business, the fate of Japan hanging on our cooperation. “I may be an outsider, and my combat experience pales compared to yours. As I said, all I do is burn my foes up, safe from harm…”

What am I even saying? I mentioned this already… “…but from listening to your story, can’t you be proud that you saved four lives? You can’t carry everything. They made decisions, good or bad, and if you ask me… it sounds like you beat the odds. It was a miracle.”

“But, if I hadn’t trained them then most of them wouldn’t have been there. And I had a premonition. I knew something bad was happening, and I goofed off at a concert with my sister. Sure, I thought I had everyone covered, but…”

“Nine minutes.” I found myself saying. He raised an eyebrow, and I continued. “Remember? You said it yourself. You prepare so that your loved ones are safe, but also so that you can be with them. If… if you are on a constant war footing, always alert, won’t you break? Besides, you say you knew, but it isn’t like you are Tsukiko-san, you only had a vague idea, yes? And even if you had made different choices, well, bad things still would have happened. But putting that aside…”

I could really use some help here, Tsukiko-san, you are the one who wanted to speak privately, so say something! I’m floundering here! “…have you never made mistakes before? The perfect being doesn’t exist. Even the Gods make errors. Trust me, I know. I’m the Priestess of Ise, after all. Besides, look at their selections. I… I don’t think I was the right choice either. Someone like Mori-san, she’s brave. If she had my power, then…” Seeing the look on his face I knew I’d said something wrong, but I wasn’t sure what.

“Yes, I made mistakes before. Failed projects, endless reworks. But back then, if I made a mistake, it was just money, or setting a project back. It was bad, but now… shit, most of them were kids, still in school. And Mine-san, she died in my arms, still wishing I could save her. I let Shiro get hurt before, and Eri is like her now. Sure I’ve had great victories, but… the cost of defeat isn’t just something I can carry. After all… Shiro, Shaeula… the world rests on their shoulders, right? Yours too…”

He then paused, chagrined, realising what he had said. “Damn, sorry. I shouldn’t be taking it out on you, Princess. You know better than anyone the weight of shouldering the future.”

No, this isn’t how it’s supposed to go. Still… when was the last time I’ve had such an honest conversation, someone treating me as a person, not a Princess? Unafraid to throw my words back at me, or argue?

“Damn right I do. You think I want to face the Red and White Dragons, get killed by this golden-eyed devourer? Sometimes I cry myself to sleep at night. I’m no fighter! I’m just a sheltered woman nobody listens too. They only listen to my title, what I carry. That’s why I respect you so much, you and Mori-san, and your sister, and anyone else willing to fight. The trainees too. Even if they didn’t expect battle, they went, and must have known there could be danger!”

I was shouting now, red-faced and irritated. Still, it feels good to let loose. As a Princess, I always have to be proper, elegant. But there’s only Akio-san and Tsukiko-san here. And we all understand. After all, we’re all the same! “And if they didn’t, well, that’s still not your fault! I get it must be tragic, and I heard the anger of the families of those left behind. But even if it was your fault, what are you going to do? Lie down and quit? Wallow and let worse things happen? Didn’t you say you’d protect me? And Tsukiko-san, doomed to die? Didn’t you say fate could go to Hell? Are you giving up on that?”

“Of course I’m not.” he snapped, and his dull eyes flared to life, and in the grey, with faint, beautiful sparks of orange in one, that I had never noticed before, I could see resolve. “I know I have to get through this. After all… I lost people before. Trolls, white snakes too. It was different then, because I was new to all this, and they were unlikely allies. But I realised they won’t be back either. Shaeula’s spoiled me. Kin Restoration is too heavy a power to possess, it makes losses hurt much more fiercely…”

Kin Restoration? I wanted to ask, but I was happy enough he was opening up to us.

“…still, it’s a tool I’ll never lay down. If I have to crawl across broken glass to reach the end I want, I’ll do it. But shit, I can’t afford to make mistakes like these again. I took Eri to a place she wasn’t suited for, just because I can’t say no to those I love. Well, that ends today. After her rehab, if she wants to be a part of this, she’s going to have to train until she can take out a dozen Kijo at once. Minimum.” His passionate gaze turned to me. “And as for you…”

“Yes?” I squeaked, hating how my voice sounded.

“It seems that Shiro is going to be needed to defeat the shadow that threatens you. I’m not going to force her, but she’s a lonely girl. I doubt she can abandon you. Hopefully the healer from the Night Parade can do something about the damage to her, as currently she’s nowhere near strong enough, even with… no, that doesn’t matter. What does is… we have more information. Don’t we, our silent friend?” He addressed Tsukiko-san.

“I merely did not wish to interrupt this heartfelt conversation.” I felt she was smiling behind her veil. “It is good to talk, to understand. Foreknowledge is a curse. One that I have long struggled with. It robs you of what it is to be human. Much like this Kin Restoration you speak of, I believe. After all, how much grief and guilt can one shoulder, knowing and being helpless to stop much evil? Better to know nothing, than to be helpless. I should not have told you about my death. Do you now see it cannot be halted? All I have done is cause you pain. I am sorry.”

She then bowed her head. “I thought I could help you prepare, raise your chances of surviving, Yukiko. Instead, I have burdened you all. Still, I am pleased. A piece of the puzzle unravels with these words from what surely was a legendary Kudan, prophesier of great calamities. If you can be saved, Yukiko, and save in turn… now, four Princesses have been found. Will you protect them all, until they reach their destiny, Akio?” she asked, using no honorifics, as if speaking to someone close, or an equal, and I found myself surprised.

“Destiny? I’m starting to hate that. My Foresight is garbage, I need to get a lot more points in it to match yours. Being human… I’d give up my humanity if it’d stop even one of my loved ones or those I’ve chosen to protect from suffering. After all, I’m already a decent chunk Fae.”

His grin was angry, but it had more to it than his gloomy smile previously. “Now, let’s cut to the chase, Matsumuro-san. But first, lose the damn veil. I don’t like not looking in the eyes of the person I’m talking to, when we get serious. I could use my Eye, but that’s discourteous. And I’m about to get serious.”

Yes, I think he is. His hesitation… it’s gone. Did… did my words help? If so… “I admit, I’d like to see your face. After all, it must be hard, not having anyone know what you look like. And isn’t your prophecy of the dangers already activated? So it won’t matter if I see. Please Tsukiko-san, I want to know you better.” I pleaded, and after a moment there was a rusting of cloth, and for a brief second I stood stunned, wishing I hadn’t asked, a gasp leaking from my mouth, while Akio-san only smiled in satisfaction.

Beautiful… ugh, now I feel even frumpier in comparison.

“That’s better. It’s a shame for someone so stunning to hide their face. Besides, it’s dehumanising. The same with not having a name, only a title. I don’t care for the reasons. That ends now.” Akio-san declared.

The Diviner faltered a little under our gazes, which was adorable. She looked young, a similar age to me, though I knew she was quite a bit older, yet her flawless, pale skin shone, and her slanted crimson eyes were otherworldly, yet looked natural. And worse, she’s…

I couldn’t help but look down and compare. Under her shed veil she had a sort of corset-like part atop her upper hakama, but even with that restricting her, her chest was massive. It seems impossible she hid it under her veil all this time. But her body is slender other than that…

“Yeah, you and Shiro are both weirdly too perfect, if in opposite ways. If I didn’t believe in the Gods before this, seeing you both would make me a convert. Shiro has that woman you see from a distance in a café or train vibe, and know you’ll never see her like again, while you… it’s solemn, almost reverent good looks, as though you were a statue of a Goddess.” Akio-san mused, and I agreed with him regarding Tsukiko-san.

“The Gods never give two gifts, they say.” I complained. “But I think that’s not true, looking at you, Tsukiko-san.”

“Well, I wouldn’t exactly call her prophecies gifts. But I think we need them. But if I have to forgive myself for my mistakes, then you need to live as a human, as much as someone bearing your burdens can, Matsumuro-san.”

“Call me Tsukiko. You were the one who looked upon me first, spoke my name. Why worry now?”

“Fine. Tsukiko-san, I still want to save you. We could use your aid, if you are still willing, after all, my ability to use Foresight is pure shit, and even if I do load up more points in it from Classes or other means, I doubt I’ll get much better. Unlike you, Tsukiko-san, I’m a novice in using the future. Well, that’ll have to change. Even so, I want your help, not you bearing it all alone.”

Classes. Points? I’ve noticed that before…

“You would take up the burden, despite the pain it has caused you, and seeing the chains that shackled me?” Tsukiko-san asked. “Besides, I have made it plain, I cannot be saved. Though if you wish for my final days to be spent aiding you and my dear friend Yukiko, I have no objections. Tsukuyomi has given me these gifts for a reason, and I hope that reason is to steer Japan and you through the upcoming storm.” Her smile was ageless, yet somehow heart-breaking, making my chest ache.

“Yeah, maybe I can’t turn aside your fate. Destined and Definite, right, or cause and effect. Whatever. Just because I can’t doesn’t mean I am going to give up. Besides, even if I fail, then… perhaps there is another way.” His tone suddenly sounded troubled, and as everyone was silent, I thought it was a good time to speak up.

“So, Akio-san, you talk about Foresight like it’s something measurable, and points and classes. That sounds like Final Fantasy or Persona.” At my question, he nodded his agreement, surprising me.

“You play games, Princess?” he asked, also quite shocked.

Princess? Yet he calls Tsukiko-san by her name. Annoying. Earlier he was treating me like anyone else, so why now… Not noticing I had puffed my cheeks out in annoyance, I answered. “Why wouldn’t I? I may be born to the Imperial Family, but I’m just like anyone else. I get bored, I read, watch TV, listen to music, and I like role-playing games. To be honest, if I didn’t have that experience, I might have shattered when I was first given this power by Amaterasu. Even so, it was tough. It’s one thing knowing you were Chosen, and another living with it. Now… Princess? I have a name. And I know you know it, as Tsukiko-san says it enough.”

“Fine.” He scratched his cheek awkwardly. “I guess there's nothing wrong with being a gaming Princess. Shaeula is big into games. And lots of women enjoy RPG’s, nothing bad about that, Yukiko-san. You have it better than a lot of the noble daughters.”

I felt a thrill as he said my name, as though I was on equal footing with Tsukiko-san.

“So, yeah, I can measure numerical values of things with my Eye.” He tapped his cheek. “I’m not the only one, Saionji-san has a Chosen who can do it, now he knows what to look for, and I guess there are certainly others worldwide. It’s a tool for growing stronger. After all, if you can see improvements, then progress is easier. But then…”

He paused meaningfully, and I found myself leaning closer. “…this is related to what I wanted to do next.” He turned to Tsukiko-san. “I want to save you from your fate. You’re owed that, I think, for carrying a burden that has robbed you of your youth and humanity. If the Gods can only help us by stealing from us, then we don’t need them. Whether I can or not… I’m no longer arrogant, foolish enough to say I will save you but I’m still going to say I’ll do everything I can to save you. So, will you come with me to the Boundary? Although I have to make a couple of calls first.”

“…I am the Princess of Heaven.” I declared, owning it for the first time. Seeing the face of my friend gave me courage. Besides, now we know what I face in greater detail. A creature over the sea, Red Dragon, red ants in endless numbers… and I know… whether Akio-san is the one that Tsukiko-san saw, it doesn’t matter. What matters is he’s the one here now, offering us a hand. And if this Shiro girl is one destined to save me, who will I save? “I believe that whether I live or die, I won‘t do it cowering. I too want you to make up for what you’ve missed in life, Tsukiko-san. And I don’t want you to die before you find your own dream, and… see mine come true.”

“Very well. I shall at least listen. After all, we are all tossed in the stormy seas of fate, toys of the Gods, good intentions or not.” Tsukiko-san agreed, her smile calming. “As for saving me… I will be satisfied simply knowing there were people who cared enough to try. That leaves me at peace.”

Akio-san’s face twisted at that. “Yes, I’ll try, but… don’t write me off yet. I am the one who spoke to Nurarihyon and lived to tell the tale. This can’t be any worse…”
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We were outside the Imperial Palace in the Boundary, as Akio-san called the realm of the spiritual. The Palace had felt cloying, oppressive, but whatever dwelt within had let us leave without a confrontation. Now we were outside, and accompanied by two new people from Akio-san’s group. Though calling them people is odd…

“So, I’ll take this now.” Akio-san asked, retrieving a large sack from the giant, stony figure. “I’m going to do a bit of crafting.”

“Grul is happy to give it up. It was a pain during the battle.” he gurgled. “Grul did as asked and retrieved the little man. He struggled a bit, saying he had orders to Anchor the area, but Grul ignored him. There is no point, anyway.” His laughter was grinding and bitter. “What he is bordering is gone.”

“Yeah, good job. I’ll talk to him later. You go back and make sure everyone is guarded. I know the Major turned up with some troops, but… the situation is tense.”

After some more talk, the Troll departed, leaving the second guest. That’s his secretary, Suzuki-san, right? The girl who supposedly was murdered.

“So, what did you need me for, Akio-san?” she asked, and here I noticed that she was ethereal and transparent, ghostly. On seeing my look, she actually giggled.

“It’s quite an honour to meet you, Princess. I am Suzuki Haru, secretary to Akio-san here, as well as his Chosen Hero and Vassal. Normally a commoner like me would never be able to speak to royalty, but as I’m dead, please try not to mind it.” She smiled charmingly.

“For someone that’s dead you seem awfully lively.” I observed, a little taken aback.

“Lively, huh? Quite a choice of words there. But well, Akio-san gave me a second chance. So, what was it you needed?” she asked again, and Akio-san, who was rummaging through the sack, pulling out shining red, yellow and green gems, as well as a lot of giant, dark feathers, answered.

“I wanted you to talk to Tsukiko-san here about your life in the Material. Because if she’s so sure that nobody can save her life… I wanted her to at least have a second chance in death.”

“In death? Are you some sort of necromancer?” Tsukiko-san asked, curious.

“Far from it, but… hmm, okay, sorry to be a bit rude here, ladies, but I’m going to take your measurements.” His eye burned orange.

“If I tell Eri-san and Shaeula that you’ve been peeking on girls again, what will they say?” Haru-san shook her head.

My measurements, peeking? Hey wait, he could see through Tsukiko-san’s veil. Suddenly embarrassed I covered my chest with my arms.

“I promise I’m not being rude.” he apologised, and a swirl of rainbow light formed around him. “It’s just I want this armour to fit. I notice you both aren’t using any gear. This I can work with to improve your prospects. Every little improvement helps your chances of survival.”

“I see. I get it.” Suzuki-san nodded suddenly. “Kin Bonding, huh? Will… will that work? If you aren’t close enough to the trainees for it to work on them, then…” She suddenly halted, an expression of regret on her face. “…sorry, I know you are still beating yourself up over it, Akio-san.”

“I know. But I can’t stay down forever. Besides, Yukiko-san here was right. I may have made some mistakes, but I did what I could, and that doesn’t make it all my fault, no matter what I think. I guess my Resilience isn’t just for show. It still hurts, but the feeling is fading. Now I need to focus on making sure that Tsukiko-san and Yukiko-san have the best chances to survive as possible. We’ve lost too many already. If I waste time dwelling on the dead, more will join them.”

He's thinking about me, too. I’m the third. Maybe… he really is…

“I’m glad to hear that. Eri-san, Shaeula and Hyacinth were really down too. They’ve been desperately calling the others to ask their advice. Just… well, you’ll see later.” Suzuki-san shrugged. “Just go with it and act surprised, okay?”

“I will. Damn, they are too good for me, worried about me, despite Eri being so hurt. Shit, and I’m going to upset them even more…” he muttered. We watched him work, and quickly the feathers were crafted into a dress and cloak, in a dark black, with other, massive whole feathers around the collar, the hem and other key places. Shards of what looked like a broken sword was turned into threads of metal, as were some other materials from the sack, and soon two outfits were done.

“Not bad. I got a Rank up in crafting for this one.” he declared proudly. “You two, go try them on. Haru-san, help them. I won’t peek, I promise.

I couldn’t restrain my curiosity. I was used to having a large wardrobe, but of course this was quite different. Exchanging a look we went round the corner, where Tsukiko-san and I examined the clothing.

“What are these?” I asked Suzuki-san.

“Armour of course. Though I doubt it’s so simple. In our Territory, we have Dwarves and ratkin who create lots of weapons and armour to improve our forces. His sister Aiko-san, and Eri-san, he made them both gear too. You should be flattered. Though to be honest, if he wants to peek, hiding here won’t stop his sight.” She mocked us genially, her smile gentle and amused.

“You think he will?” I asked, face heating up, and she shook her head, laughing.

“No, I’m just teasing.” Her expression shifted to a blank mask for a moment. “Akio-san isn’t a bad man, though he is a weak one, in some regards. I’m here, so he would never be so crass, knowing… well, I don’t want to think about it. Not now, not again.” She shook her head. “Even so, he can be a little cruel. I know why he asked me here. Anyway, I can see you struggling.” She sighed, looking at Tsukiko-san. “Seriously, can’t you even put on a dress?”

“I normally only wear my hakama.” she replied, a normal complaint that sounded so unlike her usual self. I’m learning so many new things about Tsukiko-san. It’s great.

“Hey, this is actually rather comfortable.” I exclaimed with mixed feelings as I adjusted the ties and clasps of the dress. “It fits perfectly. Having a man know my three sizes… it isn’t a good feeling.” Especially since I’m not glamourous like Tsukiko-san, or cute like Suzuki-san here.

“I think if it’s armour, it has to be. There. All done. You look… Divine? Yeah, Divine. You look nice too, Princess.” Suzuki-san praised, finishing dressing Tsukiko-san.

Sure I do. “Anyway, what did Akio-san mean earlier? Second chance in death?”

“It’s obvious to me. I’ve been with Akio-san and the others long enough now. He wants to bond the Diviner as Kin. That way, even if she dies, he can use Restoration. It’s not perfect, after all, dead is dead. But I’ve spoken to plenty of weaselkin and Kamaitachi who went through it. It’s still you when you wake up. You’d be a spiritual being, like me, I guess, but… well, that’s what Thrones are for.” She giggled softly. “Although the next upgrade is backbreaking. I hope you’re worth it, Diviner.”

“Hey, don’t be rude!” I protested, but Tsukiko-san held up a hand, forestalling me.

“Tell me more of this?” she asked, and I listened intently, shocked at what was revealed. Really, just who is Akio-san? I know my Divine Favour from Amaterasu is bold and powerful, but… to bring back the dead? That’s the realm of the impossible!
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“Looking good, ladies!” He clapped his hands as we returned, and I felt oddly self-conscious. Akio-san was now in a similar outfit, though not a dress, obviously, and several more were lying around him. “I wish I had more feathers, they are great material. But the basic work is done. Apparently there are a ton of nests on the outskirts. Maybe I can make a deal with them. I’d feel guilty to just kill them off unless they attack first. Oh well…”

“Enough about that!” I insisted, wanting to get to the main point. “Kin Restoration! Can it really save Tsukiko-san?”

His expression was… complicated. He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Here’s the thing. In theory, yes. In time, I could restore Tsukiko-san, and she could live in my Territory. And while it’d take a ton of resources for a Throne at Rank three, it’s something I want eventually anyway. After that she’d be like Haru-san, able to walk the world again.”

I don’t quite get what he means by Rank three, but if it’s similar to what I can do at Ise Grand Shrine… I think I get it. “If it’s merely resources you need, can’t we help?”

“I appreciate it, but I think my Territory is probably producing way more than yours.” he boasted, proud. “We have had a lot of battles and lucky breaks. Besides… that’s not the issue. I thought it would be able to save Eri in the worst-case, but I discovered that the spirit-lights people leave behind in death can be taken or destroyed. So depending on just what we are up against… it’s no guarantee. But it is hope. Of course, I’d rather prevent your death in the first place, Tsukiko-san.” he insisted to the silent woman. “That’s why Haru-san is here.”

“I’m going to set up a Territory here in Kyoto, since you won’t leave.” Suzuki-san explained. “Then Akio-san will get into debt with a bigshot of the Seelie Court to link the two places, so we can reinforce in an emergency, or worst case, you can run to us. Be thankful he has connections via Shaeula. Princesses sure are great, right?”

“Are you teasing me?” I demanded, feeling relief at the thought Akio-san was putting into protecting Tsukiko-san. Wait, aren’t I forgetting I’m in danger too? No, Tsukiko-san said she would die first… and while I barely know Akio-san, I can tell he regrets what has happened so far, and he won’t forsake me. It feels… comforting. For the first time in a while, I feel a little hopeful…

“Just a little.” Suzuki-san chuckled. “There’s another problem though, isn’t there?”

“Yes, you mentioned that. Just what is Kin?” I asked, remembering our recent conversation. “Akio-san, can you explain it?”

“Yeah. Here’s the rub. I tried desperately to see the dying trainees as Kin. I couldn’t do it, as I’m not Shaeula, who thinks differently to me. She sees all her weaselkin as Kin almost instantly, even those that betrayed her.” His expression was cold, and I knew there was a story behind that. “For me… it’s family, very deep friends, or… well, those I love and am connected with.” He let out a long, bitter sigh.

“So, just what does that mean?” I pressed.

“It means… uh… well, I guess… Tsukiko-san, we should get married.”

“Wait, what?” I howled, not believing what I was hearing. “Are you insane, Akio-san? You can’t just propose to Tsukiko-san, you hardly know each other! Besides, you already…” I was spluttering in shock.

“He’s so doomed. Shaeula will love this, but he promised Eri-san and the others he’d not have any more wives after Shiro. Not that they believed him.” Suzuki-san giggled. “His promises on the subject aren’t very persuasive. But…” Her smile turned serious. “…he isn’t doing it for that. I know. Not in front of me. He knows… I hate men who treat women as their playthings.”

“That’s right. It’d be the quickest way to being Kin. I can’t just will it to work, much as I wanted to. If I could, Mine-san… she died in my arms, poor girl. I forced myself to believe it, but nothing happened. It has to be my whole being that accepts it, just as Shaeula wholly accepts her weaselkin. So… if we were married, well, of course we’d be Kin, right? That’s what marriage is all about.”

He frowned, embarrassed. “Look. I’d never touch you, all right? And when the crisis is over, we can break off the engagement, no problem. Other people wouldn’t even have to know. Hopefully you’ll survive what’s coming. But if not… well, in time you can return.”

“But…” I protested. “Even by your logic that wouldn’t work. If it’s just a fake marriage of convenience, how will that convince you?” I looked at the silent Tsukiko-san. “Say something! This is stupid. I mean, I don’t object to anything if it can save you! But… this is dumb!”

“Yukiko is right.” she replied, and the expression she was making, that nobody but us had ever seen, amused and somehow also resigned, made my heart ache. “If the Definite was that easy to cheat, we would not struggle so with the future. I do believe such an arrangement would fail. Tell me, when did you consider your others as Kin? Was it not when you truly realised you loved them? A fake dream with me will achieve nothing. I will die, and vanish. Though before that I have a task I must perform.”

“Shit, you’re right. I’m feeling impatient. Sorry.” He sighed, and I felt suddenly sorry for him, despite his shocking request. He does care. And not just for the Diviner and her powers. For the woman beneath, Tsukiko.

“Look, there is… one other way. I know it’d work. But even saying it, I hate myself. Look.” He sighed again, and I held my breath waiting for his proposal. “You’ve carried the weight of being denied your humanity long enough. You’ve given up everything before any of us even knew being Chosen existed, for decades.”

His words resonated with me, and I felt my eyes misting as I thought of having no name, no face, no life except trying to avert numerous tragedies, heart cut apart by failures.

“I know of four Princesses, thanks to you, and while I don’t know if I’m the one you saw, I’m the one you have. And even if he came I don’t think I can step aside. Shiro and Shaeula are for me to protect. If this guy exists, he’s more than welcome to help, I won’t let my pride put them in danger, but even so, they are truly Kin to me. I’ll protect you as well, Yukiko-san, and even Princess Eleanor, though I have no idea how I’ll pull that off. Red Dragon or White, ants or golden-eyed devourers, I’ll put them down if they threaten us. I won’t lie and say I can achieve everything perfectly. I’ve already failed at that, and I don’t need your powers to see I’ll fail again in future.”

His expression was pained, but resolute. “So I want you to lay down your burden for a while and enjoy what you’ve earned. If the world and the Gods can’t even allow that, does it even deserve to survive? Let me pick it up for a bit. I said I’d become a demon to save those I care about. I’ll carry it forwards. So…”

What he said next shocked me. I went red, looking away, and Suzuki-san shuddered, though more at her memories than at Akio-san, it seemed.

“I see.” Tsukiko-san remarked. “You would ask me for that? Bold indeed. Blasphemous too.” Her own smile was wry, troubled. “Let me ask you… is it only to save me, or do you desire me?”

“I’m a liar if I said I look at you and don’t think of that. You’re stunning, and, I guess that I hate that you’ve not had any life experience other than being the Diviner. I’m not some pure hero, I have my flaws. Even so… tell me another way. I’ll take it. What can I do to prove to you I want to help you?”

He said it, he meant it! That’s crazy, but… if… if Tsukiko-san could be saved…

“I … still struggle to understand. You know the pain of the future, of knowing and failing. You would take up the burden, release me?”

“Release you? I’d like to. But that’s arrogant. If you truly want to continue this path, then do so. But let others, such as me, help you along the way. And no longer hide your face, your name. Be Matsumuro Tsukiko, not the Lady Diviner. Then take the time to have fun, find love, be happy. What’s the point of protecting a world that has nothing for you in it? I’m sure Yukiko-san wants that for you too.”

“I do! I definitely do!” I shouted, still stunned. “I… I don’t think… no, if you can survive that way, no, damn what are you making me say?” I was so hot I could almost feel steam boiling from my crimson skin. “I want Tsukiko-san to be free too. But that’s something every girl should treasure… I mean, you’re not terrible, but we barely know you.”

“We?” Suzuki-san said mildly, and my skin darkened even further, nearly purple.

“You know what I mean! Akio-san, I appreciate your preparations, and I think it’s a good contingency, but…” I was silenced as Tsukiko-san held up a hand.

“Akio.” she spoke, her voice calm and melodious. “I will ask one final time. My weight… it is something that only the strongest can bear. You have had a small taste of the suffering that awaits, and it wounded your heart. Can you taste the same, ten, a hundred times more painful?”

“I don’t want to suffer. But if I look back and hear you are gone, and I could have prevented it… then that’ll certainly hurt me, whereas the future, despite what you say, it’s not set in stone. I’ll take possible future pain over definite future pain.”

“In that case…” She sighed, a long exhalation, as though she was releasing her fears. “I am a boring woman. And yet … you say that if we share something intimate, something I can only give once, your heart will see me as Kin, and even if the Definite future claims my life, that may not be the end?” She closed the distance between herself and Akio-san, in her new armour, feathers vibrating softly.

“Yes. I’m certain it’ll work. I know my own heart.” he replied quietly, a touch of shame on his face. “Sorry. If I had power like Nurarihyon, perhaps I could see a better way…”

As he spoke she reached out her hands, clasping his cheeks.

No way, no way! Is Tsukiko-san going to… but… she…

“In that case… yes, I am weary. It would be delightful to have someone to share the weight of the future with me…” she admitted, her lips closing in until her breath was hot on his face. “However, I have a different idea. I have no wish to make you a liar. Besides…” she leaned in.

She’s going to kiss him! Oh my God, she’s… huh? The expected contact didn’t happen, as her head was pressed against his ear, whispering something I couldn’t hear, even with my excellent senses.

Akio-san’s grey eyes went wide, and he nodded. As Tsukiko-san pulled back, a satisfied smile on her face, hands still holding Akio-san’s face, a brilliant halo surrounded her, and she groaned, her expression twisting in pain.

“Here. I give… you… what I can only give once. Now, even if… the one who holds light, darkness and twilight comes… you have stolen what should be his! Perhaps it is not what you wanted from me, but…”

“No.” His grey eyes were compassionate, despite the pain that was on his features too. “I’m not such a bastard. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure any man would be delighted to have a beauty like you. And teaching you all the pleasures you’ve missed out on, all the fun the world has to offer…”

He groaned then, sweat glittering silver on his body, the glow around the two of them blinding. “…well, I’ll settle for just lessening your burden. So I’ll take this. And use it to protect you, Yukiko-san, and all the others. Thank you.” He smiled gently, compassionately, and I could barely see it, but it looked as if Tsukiko-san was happy, her face pink.

“No, thank you. I still have little hope. But… the fact that you and Yukiko treat me not as the Diviner, but as simply Tsukiko… in the end I am happy, and I have fulfilled the task Tsukuyomi left for me. Now I can have no regrets. Because you will protect Yukiko, will you not?”

“Of course.” he agreed, and I felt a rush of happiness. “And if you have no regrets, your duty done… then live for yourself. If you still want to face the future, then fine. Do so. But not alone. After all…” His smile was wicked, charming. “…I’ve certainly taken your first time, right?”

“More than one.” She laughed, and I turned away, unable to look any further, happy tears streaking my face. I met the eyes of Suzuki-san, who shrugged.

“Yes, Shaeula is going to be overjoyed… even if nothing lewd happened, this is still definitely cheating!”

Nothing lewd? The glow was starting to fade, and Tsukiko-san fell, to be caught by Akio-san. She was panting, her chest heaving under her black armour, sweat running down her face. It sure looks lewd to me. But…

Something had happened, something monumental. Something even Tsukiko-san, no, the Diviner hadn’t planned for. That means… There was hope. Just a little, but hope was there for the taking, the future uncertain…


Side One Hundred And Three – Mori Eri – Contains R18/Adult Content


“Oh, my little Eri, how are you?” my mother asked, and I held in a grimace. She looks awful. It isn’t that I don’t understand why, I’m her daughter, it’s only natural she should worry, but I came back alive, that means I’m fine! It annoyed me a little that mother didn’t have faith in Akio. Though it was tinged with just a little sympathy.

“I’m fine. No, not fine…” I conceded, bringing a tired chuckle from Shaeula, who after doing another round of Ether Healing on the injured trainees, had returned. Some of the worst scarring on my body was now fading, a series of peeling scabs and dead flesh flaking free.

It was unpleasant, itchy and disgusting, but I wanted to return to the way I was before as quickly as possible, otherwise Akio would always be reminded of the time I got injured, and I hated that thought. “…but I will be.” I twitched the fingers of my reattached arm, and managed to move it a little. “…see? It’ll take extra rehabilitation and more Healing from Akio and Shaeula, but my own body also can use Ether Healing a little, so in time I’ll be good as new. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“There’s hardly nothing.” auntie Emily, my mother-in-law, disagreed. She had also been horribly distressed by my condition, and also looked a fright, her face pale, and her expression quite unlike her usual boisterous good cheer. Uncle was with her, and I heard he had chewed Akio out rather badly for taking me into danger.

While a part of me insisted that Akio did nothing wrong, enough people had told me that as a leader, it was Akio’s fault that he let himself get pushed around. I suppose I do understand that. But I still think it’s unfair. How was he supposed to know we’d end up stuck there by some curse? If it wasn’t for that, we’d have been in and out, saving lives. It’s so frustrating!

“I’m sorry again, Eri. Please forgive my son for…”

“Shut up. Shut up. Shut up! I’m sick of this!” On hearing another wave of apologies which were clearly aimed at shaming Akio, this one from his own mother of all people, I exploded. I was feeling particularly volatile, after what Aiko had told me earlier, so I wasn’t able to keep my calm.

“I’m not a child. If I was from your birth country, mother-in-law, I’d be old enough to vote, drink and I could be deployed to a frontline combat zone in the army, right? Japan is a bit more stupid about what it considers an adult, but at my age I could still join the JSDF, right? Stop treating me like I’m an idiot that lets Akio make all my decisions for me!”

“Eri is quite-quite correct.” Shaeula piped up from where she was sitting, sipping on a warm drink, her amber eyes tired and drooping. Hyacinth, who was standing quietly in the corner, keeping out of the way as she thought a maid should, looked at me consolingly.

At least they understand. Yes, Akio should stick to his own decisions as leader, but other than that, blaming him is unfair! “She has wielded her axe and taken the lives of our enemies, to save her own-own and the lives of others. One who can do that is most definitely not-not a helpless child. You knew there would be danger, did you not-not?”

“Of course I did. But I want to be able to stand beside Akio, and you, and the others. The mistake was that we were unaware the Night Parade could prevent us from escaping. Blaming Akio for not being able to predict such an event isn’t fair. If it wasn’t for that, then we rescued people successfully, and would have escaped!”

“That’s not the point. You nearly died!” mother shouted, and I clenched the fist of the one arm I could move, though even that was getting difficult. Ugh, I know you saved my life, Ginneka, but even so, controlling my body now is nearly impossible…

“Yes, I nearly died. I was scared, terrified, crying and screaming. I know it well. And I guess I’m a little scared about fighting again. I’m not an idiot.” I pouted unhappily. “But I was doing something good, wasn’t I? Don’t you think the families of Keomi-san and the others, who we brought back alive, would have wished us to save them? This isn’t a game. Akio isn’t doing it for fun!”

I had thought about it a lot. If Akio just wanted to enjoy what he had been given, he could. A life with us, his fiancées, it would be so easy. He could make as much money as he wanted with little risk from a variety of means, and we could enjoy a celebrity lifestyle, always having fun and never suffering pain or fear.

But that wouldn’t last. It’s obvious. I’m not stupid, everyone says I’m quite smart, so I worked it out without Akio needing to say much. The world will end soon. Well, maybe not the world, but humanity as the dominant force.

Forcing my anger down, I drew my lips into what I hoped was a smile. “You must see how hard Akio is working, to prepare. And when I see that, it reminds me over and over again why I love him, why I always have, from a child. When it comes to protecting those he cares about, especially those without any power of their own, there isn’t anyone better. Mother, auntie, you both know this. You’ve been watching him too. If we made a mistake here, then we made a mistake. Have none of you failed, done badly?”

I shook my head a little, neck muscles twitching. “Please, just be grateful we got through our mistake. I don’t care if I should have died, or it was a miracle I didn’t. I’m alive! And no matter how beaten I am now, Shaeula and Akio assured me I’ll be whole again. A few weeks, a few months, a few years. It doesn’t matter. I’ll be with Akio, and he’ll protect me. More to the point…”

My gaze narrowed, my dark eyes hard. “Akio’s hurting more than me right now. You shouldn’t be fussing over me. My wounds will heal. But Akio’s heart is scarred. Auntie, uncle, I hope you remember this. Your son risked everything to save others. To me he’s a hero. And anyone that says otherwise I don’t need in my life.”

“Indeed, master Akiooo saved me too, when he had nooo cause to. His kindness… I wooould not have it sacrificed ooon the altar of caution. Akiooo must remain who he is!” Hyacinth spoke up stoutly, and I fully understood.

An Akio that won’t put his body on the line for others isn’t an Akio I recognise. I… I want to be like that too. I don’t think I could sacrifice myself for a stranger, or a casual acquaintance. I’m far from that nice or charitable. But if it was to protect Akio’s heart, or Shaeula, or Hyacinth, or the others… I want to be the sort of person that can. Although for that, I’ll need… My thoughts turned enviously to Aiko again, as Shaeula also spoke up.

“I understand your grief. But consider this a hard-hard lesson, one we all sorely needed. I do not-not downplay the severity of the losses we have suffered. Indeed…” She looked a bit shamefaced, her skin flushing, and once more I found her very cute, marvelling that I could share Akio with her.

“…when Eri was on the brink of death, I rather-rather lost myself and went berserk. My own mother was quite-quite upset at the carnage. But we needed to learn. We had won too much, grown arrogant. Now-now we know. We are strong, yes, but power alone is not-not enough, unless it is overwhelming. Our hands were forced by the fool Yamato, but even so, battle is seldom at our convenience.”

“I think what Shaeula is trying to say is… what’s done is done. I don’t regret it. Thinking back on what could have happened, the fate worse than death I was facing, yes, I’m trembling, I feel sick. But then I only have to think that fate is over, to know that soon I can hold Akio in my arms again, to recover. I’m tough now.” I giggled, a little amused. “I can hardly believe it myself. But I draw my strength from Akio, and Shaeula, and Hyacinth. Even from Hinata, Natsumi, Motoko and I dare say I’ll even draw strength from Shiro. Aiko too." Yes, there's no need for distance between me and the others. We're all of one mind, even if we clash or have differences, we all love Akio.

I have to admit. I also…” I looked at our parents. “…draw strength from you. So don’t make me hate you, I don’t want that. What girl wants to hate her own family? So stop with the criticism and the guilt-tripping. Akio knows, all right? We know! Instead, help him get over this. He’s our Akio, isn’t he? And not just ours, now. Japan’s and the world's. He’s out there doing his best, even though I know he just wants to lock himself away and cry. So the least you can do is help soothe his pains. Advice, not condemnation!” I finished, the long spell of talking, which was unusual as I was always more reserved, exhausting me. As I slumped back in the bed, surprisingly it was father-in-law who spoke, his grey eyes, similar to Akio’s, strangely gentle.

“You have definitely grown up.” He sighed softly. “Yes, I am not sure where this uncharacteristic boldness of yours is coming from. Though perhaps you are your father’s daughter after all.” He glanced at my father, who was still a little drunk, but I wasn’t going to criticise. If it helped him get over this, it would be fine. “Please understand though, can you imagine what it feels like, to see you cut apart before our very eyes, helpless to interfere…?”

“Yes. I also understand what it feels like, to be cut apart in person. I can’t say I recommend it.” I sniffed, annoyed. “Which is why I’ll recover, and train, and try not to let it happen again. But… we don’t know the future. Tomorrow we could have a zombie apocalypse, a Demon invasion, nuclear war, who knows what else! Which is why we should try our best, but not waste what precious time we have dwelling on regrets. I wasted enough time in Nishimorioka. If I confessed years ago, maybe I’d have spent longer, happier times with Akio. But again, that’s meaningless. I’m happy now. And I’m alive. The girls we saved too. So be grateful. And go and tell Akio you understand, and support him! We can, and we will, but he needs support from the adults in his life too!”

“I surrender.” he conceded. “You really are looking like his wife right now, daughter-in-law. Eri.” With a wry smile, he continued. “It is hard for me not to be stern. I have tried to raise my son and daughter right, but perhaps the way I wanted them to be is not what they were meant to be.” He sighed then. “Speaking of Aiko, do you know what has happened? She is so cheerful you would hardly think this disaster occurred. It is rather… inappropriate?”

“Yes, I do know. But we shouldn’t talk about it until after Conclave. It’s… a sensitive matter.” To me as well. No, I don’t need it. I can still grow stronger without it. It’s better for Aiko, she can’t leverage everything I can, like Lovers’ Link and more…

“Is that really all right?” auntie Emily asked, and I laughed drily.

“Of course. In fact, it’s what we’ve been talking about, and when you hear, you’ll understand why complaining to Akio is pointless. He knows what he has to do from here. So now, do what you’re supposed to do. He’s carrying a lot. More than we should ask of anyone. So don’t add to it.”

“My little Eri… so mature. I’m a little touched, as your mother.” my mother sniffled, and after that the conversation changed, the tension fading. Hyacinth started serving more tea, and I leaned back in my bed, relaxing muscles that refused to obey me, relieved that the first problem was resolved. Now it’s our turn to try and relieve his burdens, cheer him up…
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“So why’s she here?” I asked, looking at the blonde foreign girl who insisted she was a Japanese idol, Suzu-san. Beside her, Aiko shrugged.

“Well, she was annoying those girls from Red and White, so Kana-chan told me to take her away. She really shouldn’t be here at Conclave, but it’s hard to let her go for a number of reasons, and she isn’t entirely unrelated to this.”

“That’s rude, Aiko-chan!” she cried, annoyingly bubbly, her blonde drill-tails bobbing up and down as she moved her body. “I was just trying to get to know them as fellow idols, and…”

“Enough. If you are going to be here, then sit-sit quietly here in the corner, and do not-not bother us.” Shaeula warned, unusually stern. “We have an important call to make, I do not-not wish for you to interfere.”

“Fine.” Suzu-san sighed, taking out a lollipop and sucking on it. “You’re a lot cuter when you are smiling, Shaeula.” She giggled softly. “To think, I’d be in a room with so many rivals of the Boss. I feel a bit sorry for her, though she’d eat me if I said that, probably.”

Yes, she’s such a strange idiot, you wouldn’t think she was actually a candidate for Astral Emperor like Akio. And Aiko now too, I guess. Damn, I’m still so jealous, even though I don’t need to be… Anyway, I guess we’ll be seeing a lot more of her anyway, considering she’s one of hers…

Hyacinth was setting up a laptop, though she let Aiko help her with the majority of the work connecting the phones, seeing as she was still very unfamiliar with technology. “Wow, this stuff is high security. I’m still not sure why using some sort of messenger call isn’t good enough, but if they are giving out equipment for free, I’ll take it!” Aiko enthused.

“It’s because they are noble girls. You remember when they came to Nishimorioka and we had that sleepover, they are very sheltered from the outside world. Their phones are special and can’t even access most of the internet. So I guess this is just an offshoot of that.” I explained, and Aiko shrugged again.

“Makes sense, I guess. But I think the girls are experiencing new things all the time now, aren’t they? There’s no way their parents will be able to isolate them from the realities of the world, not when they have to share with girls like you.” Aiko teased, which was rather rude.

“Girls like me? I’ll have you know I’m normal!” I complained.

“Sure you are. Because normal girls totally come close to death and then are desperate to get right back into the fight. Well, not that I don’t get it.” Aiko rolled her eyes, ignoring giggles from Suzu-san. “Anyway, the calls are connecting, so I’ll step back with Suzu-san here. It’s not really my place to contribute to this.”

Moments later the screen showed the faces of Hyacinth, Shaeula and I. I winced at the state I was in, lying near-immobile in bed, pale and stiff. Maybe I should have used some makeup? No, I suppose it doesn’t matter.

The next face to appear was the elegant Motoko, quickly followed by Natsumi. On seeing us, they looked relieved.

“I am pleased to see you all. Grandfather has been frantic ever since last night. He did tell me you were all safe, but seeing it for ourselves…” Motoko paused, her image on screen looking suddenly wary. “Eri, are you… well? You seem awfully stiff, your muscles seem to be strange.” Beside her on screen, Natsumi agreed, pointing out the odd way my legs were placed under the bedsheets.

A good eye. I forced a smile. “I should have expected a pair of practised martial artists like you two to notice. I got hurt pretty badly, actually. Shaeula and Akio had to glue my legs and an arm back on.”

“Is that something to smile about?” Motoko gasped, horrified, and I was gratified at her concern, and I had a slightly unworthy feeling of smugness that I was the one who stood at Akio’s side during the fierce battle. Though I immediately felt guilty about that.

The young ladies haven’t felt what it is to be a true lover with Akio. I understand it, they’re younger, and they have family concerns. Without a strong Lovers’ Link, they’d be dead in a heartbeat facing what we fought… I should be glad they weren’t there for that reason, not for jealous ones.

I had to laugh. Despite talking a lot more than normal today, arguing with my parents and Akio’s, I was the same at heart. Somehow that was reassuring, if embarrassing.

“I’m smiling because I’m still alive, here listening to you. Thanks, Motoko, Natsumi.” I ignored sniggers from Shaeula at my words. As I spoke, the mischievous and energetic face of Hinata also appeared on screen. She went to give greetings, but as we were already talking she showed good manners and waited. “It was very bad, but we might as well wait until the last of us is on.”

“Greetings, Hinata. How-how fares things in our absence?” Shaeula asked, and she answered happily.

“Other than you all worrying us, it’s going well. I’ve got the first clients for our Healing business lined up, and they are all wealthy and well-connected. But just what’s been happening down there? Father and grandfather have been fretting about the news reports coming from Kyoto. I know you had to be involved…”

“Poor Boss, she’s got it really tough, all these rivals.” Suzu-san was muttering. “They could all be models or idols too. I wonder, maybe they have some interest in the business?”

“No. They are young ladies from good households. There’s no way they can do anything like that, so just shut it, okay?” Aiko sighed.

“Sorry I’m late.” The last person dialled into the conference call, and I let out a gasp at her face, before clasping my mouth shut hastily with my one good hand, flushing in embarrassment.

“You know, that’s rather rude.” The woman, Shiro, who I had often heard tell of, yet not met, looked at me with her single eye. Her shining silver hair was draped long over her other, but even behind that I could see the edges of some dreadful scars creeping out from the cover, and as she shifted uncomfortably, through the hair I could see a closed, malformed socket. Her balance was off too, the way she sat showing she was favouring one side.

“A couple of weeks ago, I’d take it as a compliment to my beauty, but now… well, not so much.” She narrowed her eye, a gleam in it shining red. “Although you don’t seem in much better shape than I do, Eri. It is Eri, right? I’ve seen pictures. Aki was showing you off, so proud. Damn clueless idiot. Made me want to punch him. Though I guess I wasn’t much better. I should have searched my feelings years ago.”

“That-that sounds like something you said earlier, Eri.” Shaeula grinned. “Well, Princess in White. At last we meet, though not-not in person.” Shaeula’s smile was a little scary. Perhaps it’s a princess thing, she sees her as a rival? “You truly are quite-quite stunning, barring your wounds.” Shaeula continued. “We have some news on that front. Though whether anything will come from it, I would not-not like to say.”

“Hey Boss!” Suzu-san interrupted the conversation with what I was beginning to discover was her usual lack of decorum. “Whoa, every time I see those scars, I get all shuddery inside. Anyway, just thought I’d say hi!”

“Suzu, you idiot.” Shiro sighed. “Running off to a concert when the situation is so dire… I don’t have much to do in this military hospital, though they did bring me books and games, so I suppose I can’t complain too much. But when I heard that there was a disaster in Kyoto… you had best not be involved, or I’ll send Arisu to fetch you. She was very angry, you know! We are down three people on our team after the whole mess with the Raven Knight and Daizen. So for you to go running off, with me injured…”

I was amused to see the annoying girl go pale. She already had white skin, being a Westerner, but you could mistake her for Haru-san in her Onryō form now. “Well, I… oh no, she’s really frightening. Arisu-chan has a real temper! Seriously, Boss, can’t you put in a good word for me? You’re the only one she listens to! Uh, something to put you in a good mood… oh yeah, I met the guy! Akio-kun, the one you are totally into! He seems strong! Yeah… so, congratulations?”

“You think I’ll fall for that?” Shiro snorted. “For now, just shut up and stay out of the way. I’ll deal with you later. Perhaps I’ll ask my fellow … fiancées…” Her own pale skin darkened in embarrassment at saying it out loud, and I could see her gaze go to a strange-looking silver ring on her finger. “…to send you back. But for now, we need to talk. About Aki.”

“I believe we need to discuss Eri too.” Motoko pointed out. “You seem out of danger, but your injuries, they seem grave. It must be related to the matter grandfather was trying to resolve.”

“Yes, that’s right.” I agreed. I exchanged glances with Shaeula and Hyacinth. Both nodded, so I started to speak, detailing what happened to us overnight…
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“That’s horrible.” Hinata gasped. “That many died? People we knew…” She looked pale and sickened.

“I am more concerned about you, Eri.” Motoko proclaimed, troubled. “You say you are crippled, even despite this strange cat Yōkai restoring you?”

“I think it makes sense.” Natsumi was thinking her way through it. “If your body is now unfamiliar to you, then you would have to relearn how to control it from the beginning again. We studied it in biology class, didn’t we?” Hearing that, Motoko nodded.

“I see, yes. That does make sense. I would expect no less from you, Natsumi, you have a keen interest in the human body.”

At that Natsumi flushed, smiling shyly. Shiro rolled her good eye, and said what we were all thinking. “Yeah, that’s sad. Poor kids. I didn’t know them, so for me it’s just another bad story, but Aki… he must be a wreck, right? He’s got a serious hero complex. It’s bad enough you got hurt, oh childhood friend. He’ll be blaming himself and blubbering, I can see it now.”

“He’s not that bad.” Aiko spoke up, and Shiro eyed her, amused.

“So, the famous sister, too? This really is a treat. It’s like I’m getting a crash course in Aki. But you surprise me. He’s holding up?”

“Call me Aiko. After all, you’re my sister now, right? Damn, I get why bro is so eager to Heal you, you’re beautiful.”

“I know.” Shiro boasted. “I always have been. Well then, Aiko… fill us in. What’s going on with Aki?”

Aiko, Shaeula and I talked a bit about how he was throwing himself into his work, trying to unite the shrines and temples. We also talked about the prophecies that Shaeula and I had heard from the Lady Diviner, as well as what Akio had said regarding what Nurarihyon had told him. At that, a strange thing happened. Shiro changed demeanour almost entirely, her eye burning red, her hair likewise, flames flickering ominously. Literally. Literal fire!

“Fascinating!” Shiro… no, is that even Shiro? … declared, her eye glowing brilliantly. “To think such powers of prophecy exist here, and predict so clearly. Such timescales seem rather strange though.” Shiro mused, her tone different. “It should take far longer for the Boundary to crack enough for such dangers to be attracted to the virgin world beneath. I do not believe it is my doing…” She continued to speak, more to herself than us, I thought. All eyes were on Suzu-san, who giggled, toying with one braid idly.

“Oh, so I’m allowed to speak now?” she smirked. “Well, that’s just the Boss when she gets really serious. She’s as scary as Arisu-chan then, so you don’t want to get on her bad side!”

“…can see I need to speak to your man again, princess.” Shiro pondered, confusing me. Her eye went back to its normal dark black, and the voice was back to before. “Well, you’ll get your chance soon enough, Tan. He’s back tomorrow, right? Conclave ends today?”

“Just… are you like a split personality or something?” Aiko asked, confused.

“Not exactly. Tan here is… well, a freeloader. But she did save my life, I suppose. Don’t worry, she’s got a deal with Aki, she won’t cause trouble. But anyway, Aki’s back tomorrow?”

“Yes. He’ll be moving you to his house for rehabilitation and healing, I believe?” I asked, and she nodded.

“It makes sense. Having Akio and Shaeula there, they should be able to fix you eventually. I guess I’ll be in your care too.” I said politely, and she looked at me knowingly. “After all, I can’t go back to Nishimorioka like this. I’m looking forward to a good, long talk with you.”

“I’m sure you are. Well, accepting Aki meant accepting you girls too. I was pretty pissed that he’d have the audacity to propose to me when he was already cheating on you all, but… now, I know why he did it, and I know he loves me. He’s only human after all.” She snorted, amused at her own quip. “But enough of that. So we know what happened, so the next question is, what do we do for Aki to cheer him up?”

“We are females, are we not-not? No male can resist their female when they are offering comfort through their own bodies.” Shaeula grinned.

“Hyacinth wishes tooo comfort Akio. He is hurting. I dooo not mind whatever Akio does to me. I am sturdy, I can take it!”

“You mean sex, right?” Shiro spelt it out. The noble girls looked shy, knowing little about it, except for Natsumi, oddly enough, who looked a little excited, her skin flushed, breath coming fast.

“Well, that’s down to you three then. We’re stuck in Tokyo, right?” Shiro pointed out.

“I could get you there by helicopter quickly enough.” Hinata mused, still lobster-red. “I think we could make it work, but…”

“I… don’t want to have my first time like this.” Shiro admitted. “I know Aki, he’d say he wouldn’t care and I’m still beautiful, and he’d probably even mean it. but… I care. When I accepted his proposal, I decided. I was going to have the love I never thought I’d get. I want my first time to be perfect. Not like this…”

“Until marriage, it would bring shame to my family. Grandfather would be angry.” Motoko pointed out. “If there was no other way to cheer him, I would gladly take on the shame, but…”

“…but Akio isn’t going to want that.” Hinata finished. “He’s too kind. Hurting our reputations isn’t something he’d want. Though I do know he finds us desirable.” Her face was red still, and eyes distant, as though remembering some past event with Akio. I wonder what that was…

“I would be prepared to…” Natsumi began, surprising me, and Motoko too, it seemed.

“Natsumi, you cannot! Hori house is minor, but even so, the shame to your father and mother…”

“I think… father would accept it.” she admitted, shocking us. “He’s been asking me questions about Lovers’ Link, I think he spoke to Akio about it when he visited our home. So, I could…”

“No. I had my heart set on our first time serving being together, Natsumi.” Motoko complained, and Suzu-san was laughing at that, making surprisingly ribald jokes in the background.

“I see.” Natsumi looked down. “In that case, I withdraw my suggestion. My apologies, Motoko. I’ve been thoughtless…”

“Hardly.” Shiro snorted. “You just want to get intimate with the man you love. It’s normal. What isn’t is wanting to have a threesome with your best friend and him. Well, who am I to argue, I suppose I’m as abnormal as all of you. So… guess it’s you three then.” She snorted sourly. “So, isn’t there anything we can do?”

“I have-have an idea.” Shaeula grinned, and as she explained it, the flushed skin and looks of arousal and shame on the faces of those on the monitor amused me. In the end, I was first. It doesn’t matter, it shouldn’t matter, but even so… I like the thrill it gives me, knowing I’ve had one thing from Akio they can never take… so I can be the good senpai, and let them have their share…
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“Akio, welcome back!” I greeted him, my face hot and red. I was lying in bed, only wearing a see-through negligee, and everything was visible, from my already stiff nipples, to my dripping slit, a thin mound of pubic hair shadowing it. This is embarrassing. Hyacinth had to dress me since I can’t do it myself now. But it makes me feel all hot inside. Wait a minute… Despite my embarrassment, I couldn’t fail to notice something was off about Akio.

I wasn’t the only one, it seemed. Hyacinth and Shaeula were also wearing thin clothing, and were sitting beside me on the bed. Shaeula’s was even more risqué than mine, due to her figure, the cloth hanging down, exposing her chest, and Hyacinth was just wearing a miniskirt and loose tube of frilly fabric across her large chest, every movement allowing her breasts to surge free for a moment. But both of them shot to their feet as they saw Akio, exposing themselves to him.

“Akio, what has happened?” Shaeula asked the question first. “Your Charm… it has…” She shuddered, hair swaying around her like a veil. “No, there is simply no-no time for this.” She rushed over and grabbed his arm, pulling him to the bed.

“Just what is…” he began, only for Shaeula to seal his mouth with hers, breathing hot and wet. Their tongues tangled lasciviously, as though they were trying to devour each other, and I watched as his hand went to her small chest, toying with it firmly. I’m jealous. I wish he was touching me…

My own breasts tingled, as if I could feel what Shaeula did, and my crotch was hot, leaking sour fluids. I felt my skin heating up, and I couldn’t help but feel both ashamed and happy. It’s fine to be lewd. I’m with Akio. We’re going to be married, it’d be worse not to want him, I think…

“Hyacinth toooooo!” she declared, sandwiching his free arm between her ample breasts, while her own hand was down his pants. Akio groaned, even while being entangled with Shaeula, and I realised what a burden not being able to move was, preventing me from joining in.

“You’re being aggressive tonight…” Akio gasped as Shaeula finally pulled free, saliva dripping everywhere as she licked her lips, satisfied. “… uh, Hyacinth, wait…” She had freed his penis from his pants, and I watched, unable to look away, as she sank down, her mouth engulfing it, a look of satisfaction and pleasure on her face as she slid her head up and down, giggling as wet, slurping noises filled the room.

I’m glad Aiko and Suzu-san are gone. Well, if Aiko wanted to stay, it’s not like I mind, but it would be rather weird. That Suzu-san though, she has no place here. As Shiro told her very firmly. Good. Having talked to Shiro a little, I was happy she wasn’t the type like Shaeula.

In fact, she was more like me. I could tell she wasn’t entirely happy to share, which was a much more normal response than the other girls I would call fellow wives, but like me… it’s the only way for our future happiness to last. So we’ll do it…

“Well, I fear you should not-not look so dashing.” Shaeula grinned. “I would dearly like you to take me now-now, ravish me, but I believe we have other business first.” She led him to the bed, Hyacinth showing great agility backing up while fellating his dick, and soon she was next to me on the bed, still slobbering and sucking, her face melting with pleasure. Though I don’t really need to see her bare ass and pussy under her skirt. I’m not bisexual…

“Here. We know you have worked hard today.” As Shaeula nodded to me encouragingly, I snaked out my working arm to the laptop and flipped it around. “Not just today, but all the time. And no matter what anyone else says, we’re grateful. And we always will be. Not just us, too.” I flushed as I could see his gaze darting to my breasts and pussy, trying to be subtle but failing. I love it. He wants me. I’m so happy…

“Since the others can't be here… they have their circumstances, but they are just as worried about you as we are. So they recorded some messages for you.” I turned it on, and first up was Shiro. He looked at us in wonder, as we grinned back, happy the surprise worked.

“Hey Aki. I’m a little pissed off that you’ll be flirting and screwing three girls now. It’s not how I saw my future relationship going. But… well, that’s just how things are. We never know where life will take us. After all, who would have thought an otaku herbivore like you would end up bagging the gorgeous me? And speaking of… sorry Aki. I can’t bear to let my first time be when I look so hideous. So… you best get to work. Once these scars are gone, this princess is going to let you breach her defences and use and abuse her like you’re a horny Orc. And I just know you’ve got some of that porn stashed away. For now though… feel better. I know what happened and… just like with me, you did your best. And that is good enough for us.”

As the message ended with Shiro, embarrassed, blowing a kiss as her screen, I glanced over to see Akio looking moved. Seeing that, Hyacinth sped up, her head bobbing, and he let out a cute groan, his expression loose. So adorable! Is there anyone in the world more handsome than Akio? Well, I don’t know everyone in the world, but who cares? For me, it’s Akio…

“The White Princess is right.” Shaeula guided Akio’s two hands downwards. One to her own crotch, and one to mine. I shivered as his fingers started gently caressing me. As Shaeula spoke, he started moving them more, one slipping inside me, while another scooped up my spilled liquids and started polishing the little red ruby that was my clitoris. I gasped, heating up, my arousal soaring. Shaeula was feeling it too, her eyes leaking tears.

“We know. You tried. And the end result, while not-not perfect, was far more than anyone could have reason to expect. So please… do not-not berate yourself over it.”

“Akio, I too cannot offer you my chastity right now.” Motoko was saying, her face dyed in shame. “I have a duty to the Tsumura house, I must remain pure until we wed.”

“I too.” Natsumi agreed. “Hori house is not so noble that it would destroy our reputation, but it would be too hasty to consummate our relationship now. The teachers at Hanafubuki would be horrified, and use us as examples of shameless behaviour.”

“So content yourself with the three who can show you love.” Motoko continued. “And wait. Because the night we wed…”

The two spoke together. “The three of us, together, you shall make us both yours at the same time. And we shall create a child. Your child.” they echoed, faces scarlet. “Because we believe in you. No matter the hardships, the failures, we believe you will get back up. Our spears, swords, bows and our bodies, no, our lives, we will dedicate them to you!”

“That’s… what did you force them to…” His words were cut off as Hyacinth started fondling his balls as well, and he gasped, pleasure rising.

“We didn’t force them to say anything. They genuinely wish for your love. To noble girls like them, sex is for children, not pleasure, right?” I explained, feeling a strange feeling of euphoria as he trembled cutely, mouth gaping open a little foolishly. “And they… they want yours and no one else’s. A threesome with two girls like that… lucky!” I laughed.

“I… no, cumming!” he gasped, unable to hold back. Hyacinth grinned triumphantly as he unloaded into her mouth. Her throat worked, gulping frantically, but there was simply too much, and it sprayed over her exposed chest, forming a puddle in her cleavage, and also rained down on me, soaking my negligee, my skin wet and sticky.

You know, I’m fairly sure I read in biology that males don’t actually produce that much semen when they ejaculate. Akio didn’t when he took my virginity, either. It makes me wonder… how much he’s changed. How much we’ve all changed. I couldn’t believe I was lying here, thinking about such dry, academic things when Akio was there, his penis still hard and hot, pointed down at me.

“So tasty. Hyacinth loooves Akio’s flavour. Here.” She brought her head over to me and held it above mine. She opened her mouth and some remaining cum trickled down. With a smirk I gulped at it.

“Yes, tastes just like you.” I told him, enjoying the mixture of lust and discomfort on his face. Here in the bedroom, Akio isn’t a Chosen of the Gods, or a powerful superhero. He’s just a man. Our man. And we… we have weapons that can easily bring him down.

I giggled, opening the last message, even as his hands were bringing me closer and closer to an orgasm. Shaeula had already come, and was lying next to me, a dreamy expression on her face, thighs soaked with sour-smelling liquid. Though like the taste of Akio, I find the smell soothing and arousing. I guess I now associate Hyacinth and Shaeula’s scents with lewd things. I suppose we do often play with Akio together…

“Akio. It’s me, your Hinata!” the cheery voice echoed from the speakers. “I’ve never done anything like this before, obviously. I always wanted to be a good noble, so even though I was a bit more worldly wise… hah, I’m just putting on airs, how boastful of me. When I met your sister and the girls from your school, I realised even though I thought I was knowledgeable, I was still sheltered and lacking wisdom. No, what I wanted to say was…”

“Go on.” Shaeula whispered to Akio, biting his ear playfully, rubbing her body against his. Yes, there’s definitely something that’s changed. He’s the same, but… not. Is his hair blacker? It looks more like Aiko’s now, I think. And his eyes, the shade… it’s more… luminous?

I could hardly think as I rose closer and closer to ecstasy with his hands. “Eri… she needs-needs to feel that you love her still. Take her, show-show her you will never abandon her, even if she is injured, even-even if she is wounded.”

“…remember that time when you were covered in that mess and we washed each other?” Hinata was squirming on the monitor, and I knew how she felt. She’s aroused. But wait, how come I’ve not heard about this? Hinata and Akio bathing together? His hand stopped, and I bit my lip, saddened at the lack of sensation. My worries were short-lived, however, as soon his glans was poking at my entrance, and I started leaking hot sighs, eager for him to ravish me.

“I was thinking, nobody will know I’m not pure if you don’t tell.” She winked. “So, if you want to get dirty again, so that I have to wash you off… you can consider it a reward. Thanks Akio. For saving some of the students. I know you did your best. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. But I’ll be there for future hardships, so… smile for us, please? You have a lot to look forward to, and we have our future with you too! So for now, I’ll let you practise with Eri and the girls. Our time will come.” her voice dropped to a low whisper. “Sooner than you think.”

His smile was radiant now, and as he forced open my soaking pussy, slamming all the way into my womb with a wet smacking sound, the stimulation was too much, and I orgasmed, my body betraying me. Liquid scattered, and I realised I had leaked again. Damn, I thought I was getting better at avoiding that.

I moved my free hand to cover my face in shame, but Akio grabbed my wrist, though his other hand was now being used by Hyacinth as a vibrator, she was aggressively shoving his fingers into her, gasping with pleasure, her black, purple and green hair sticking to her now naked, voluptuous body.

“Don’t mind it. it’s so very you, Eri. So seemingly shy, prim and proper, but I know you’re actually aggressive, lustful and demanding. And…” He kissed me then. First our lips touching, a sweet sensation that made my heart ache, and then his tongue pushed in. I responded, and greedily entwined mine together, heating up. For a few moments I was supremely blissful, then regretfully he parted from me, but with the twinkle in his eyes, I knew he was happy. With me. With us.

“…that goes for all of you.” He looked at Hyacinth, who was gasping furiously now as Akio took over fondling duties, his fingers scooping her out, finding her sensitive areas, and Shaeula, who was watching and waiting, so beautiful and charming, knowing that Akio desired her, composed as she waited regally for his penis, fingers or tongue.

“And… I’m sorry. For making you worry. But… I understand now. What we did wrong. All of you are right. We did our best. And next time…” He started moving inside me, his dick sliding in and out of my sopping pussy. I could barely hold in my lewd gasps as he probed my most sensitive areas, my body responding. “…we’ll do better. Because I don’t want you to get hurt again. not your body, not your mind, not your heart.”

“How very you, Akio.” Shaeula giggled. Her hand snaked out and gripped mine, and I squeezed her small fingers tightly as Akio pounded me, my breath coming faster and faster, my immobile, useless body arching by itself.

“Akiooo, Hyacinth is cumming, can Hyacinth go crazy?” she giggled, and he nodded, speeding his fingers, thumb grinding her clitoris as he had toyed with mine earlier. Just watching made me shiver, no, his dick sliding through my insides, rubbing at all my sensitive spots, that made me shiver, no, him tricking aether into me, rich with his essence, his very spirit, was what was shaking me. I’m turning foolish. But there’s too… too much pleasure.

“Oho!” Shaeula chortled, her eyes glowing amber, as with every thrust liquid splashed from me, the sodden sheets already a mess, my negligee bunched up and sticky. Hyacinth howled in pleasure as she orgasmed, and I shared in her joy, feeling very close to her. This is abnormal, I know it is. Strange. But then, last night I was getting hacked apart by some bitch of a Kijo. Nothing is normal anymore. Nothing but being with Akio. That’s the only normal I need…

“Eri. I’m sorry.” He apologised again, and I tightened up, irritated. As my pussy squeezed him, I giggled at the look on his face, hot and aroused, so I beckoned him for another kiss. When we were done, I berated him gently. “I don’t want to hear I’m sorry, you know what I want to hear.”

“I love you.” At his impassioned words my body shook, back arching. The release was ferocious, my whole body shuddering, and not just my body. My fragile, squirming Chakra network was being flooded by Akio, and the flavours I could taste… Huh, different…

My eyes went wide as I felt a flood of hot liquid pour into me. It was the moment I adored, even more than the pleasure of orgasm, because it was then I knew I was a woman, Akio’s woman, just like I’d always wanted. And if some Kitsune thinks he can take me, well… Akio had killed his rival, and as a woman, that made me happy, secure, knowing that if anyone tried to take me, Akio would never let it stand.

A strange feeling went though my body, as though I was somehow sneezing with my whole being, and then Akio was looking down, astonished. “What?” I asked, weakly, only to suddenly shiver as he reached out and stroked my hair. No, wait, that isn’t my hair, that’s my… ears?

My tail twitched, and I laughed as it knocked against Akio’s manly tail, a mess of semen, my love nectar and urine caught in the fur. The feeling of having ears that I didn’t normally possess stroked was surprisingly sensual, and as he reached for my tail, I found myself drooling a little, Shaeula and Hyacinth both laughing at what must have been the stupid look on my face.

“Mreow!” I let out a cat noise in surprise as he pulled at my tail, and I realised it didn’t matter how I looked. Not here. Not with my family. Because that’s what we are. I managed to roll my body, which was a little more responsive, if still largely immobile, onto Akio, sharing his warmth.

“Are you not-not the bold one today, Eri?” Shaeula grinned at my clingy nature. Being shy gets you nothing. I long learned that lesson. But that isn’t important.

“Shaeula, something is strange with Akio today. When we made love the Fae way while we were… uh… having sex… it seemed a lot different to normal. Do you think that’s why this happened?” My ears twitched while he toyed with my tail, causing my pussy to relax, leaking again, even though I had just come, a mixture of cloudy white liquid and my own scent dripping down my legs.

“No, I think you just-just wanted to bewitch Akio.” she chuckled. “But you are right. Something has definitely changed. Akio, do not-not hide it from us. What have you done?”

With a guilty smile, he started to explain. We listened, rapt, to his explanation, though Hyacinth grew impatient, and soon she was bouncing up and down on his cock, her body twisting and turning, stimulating them both, making Akio moan in-between his words. That’s very energetic. I need to try that. I’m sure I can do it as well as her…
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“Yes, ahn, I can feel the difference. Mmm, ahn, it is … most-most delightful.” Shaeula shuddered as they shared their lunar Chakras, her small body shaking and jumping as Akio pounded their bodies together again and again. Hyacinth was lying on the other side of the bed, once more showing me her bare ass and slit, though this time it was smeared with semen, and she was giggling softly and dreamily, her eyes vacant from too much pleasure.

It's always strange watching Shaeula get screwed. It’s hot though. She’s so small and cute, it somehow seems very immoral. But then, I think it’s the guilt that you are doing something naughty that makes it fun. I think Hinata would drown in pleasure, if she broke the rules of nobility and had sex before marriage. She’s still a bit young for Akio’s taste though, I think. Well, she’s old enough to get married, so I guess it’s up to her charms to win him over. I was shuddering myself, as he was stroking my tail, up and down, as though it was us stroking his dick. Every time it sent pleasure through me, I leaked a small mewling noise, like a little kitten.

“To think… your essence would change… ahn, ah, mmm, no, I feel it there, do not-not go so intensely, I feel I might break!”

“Then break!” Akio suggested, slightly sadistic, as he sometimes was in bed. Just seeing that made my chest ache. Tenderness, ferocity. It’s the dichotomy between them that makes it so sexy…

“No... ahn... please forgive my teasing, if you…” He pulled Shaeula over, so her ass was facing him, and he continued to drive in, deeper, showing me everything, shooting me a sidelong glance, a very knowing one, and I flushed, understanding he had worked out it was arousing me.

“If I what?” he asked with a grin, continuing his onslaught, wet sounds echoing as his dick slid in and out of her tight pussy.

“I shall go crazy. The feel-feel, ahn, mm, of you inside me, coupled with… ahn, ahn, no, it is too-too much, ahn, mmm, the sweet feel of moonlight… ahn... your moonlight, becoming, ahn, one-one with meeeeeeeeeeeee I am …. Ugh!” Shaeula squealed, her body trembling, eyes losing their focus, drool dripping freely from her open mouth, just as her lower hole gushed a spray of semen, Akio overflowing her, despite having already made love to me and Hyacinth. I watched with interest as Shaeula slumped down, rolling onto her back, panting, her small chest heaving, nipples hard and stiff, flesh pink.

“That was fantastic.” Akio pulled up her damp amber hair, sniffing it, before leaning down to kiss the exhausted but ecstatic girl, and they tangled their tongues once more. When they were done, Akio laughed at my pout, kissing me in turn, before sharing the same with the dazed Hyacinth. He them pulled us all together, me lying on one outstretched arm, Hyacinth and Shaeula sharing his other.

“Did it help you feel better? We all wanted you to go back to how you were before.” I explained, and he nodded.

“You three, and the others, I can’t forget them. Yes, you did help. Although I think I made the breakthrough before this. Still, the last session of the Conclave was very annoying, even if the results were decent.”

“You can tell us about that later.” I said, dismissing it. “For now I want to hear about the Diviner, Matsumuro-san. I know you are eager to save her, but… this seems a little… much.”

“I agree.” Shaeula snuggled in close to him, her hair draped over his chest. “She simply gave you her Divine Favour? Such a precious treasure? I can sense it has had a great-great impact on you. Your Charm seems to have increased yet again-again.” She smirked at me. “I fear we will have to be quite-quite alert if we wish to fend off females seeking the best-best male.”

“I’m more worried about Matsumuro-san. Just what did you promise her? You didn’t do something like ask her to be your girlfriend, did you?”

“No, I can safely swear that I did not ask her to be my girlfriend.” Akio recited, and the way he said it aroused my suspicions.

“Is that so? Well…” I looked to Shaeula, who smirked.

“We can-can tease the details out from him later. Tease.” Her hand trailed lower towards his groin, tickling him. “I am sure-sure we can make you talk. But for now… your light element, it has changed. It is calming, like the moon, yet it is also quite-quite changeable. Why?”

“It's the blessing, apparently I was extremely compatible with it. I was out of adherence after Aiko, but Tsukiko-san had enough to make it work. It’s from Tsukuyomi, God of the moon. And the moon, it has the full and the new, right? You always do that, saying I’m the full moon to your new, remember?” He grinned, and Shaeula shifted in embarrassment.

Tsukiko-san, hmm?

“I do indeed, yet it is quite-quite embarrassing to have my words thrown back at me, true-true as they are!” She pouted, her hand softly stroking in retaliation. That’s fun. Let me join in. I think I’m getting the hang of it now, at least a little… I giggled as Akio jumped, my tail stroking his dick, alongside Shaeula’s small hand.

“I’m not sure whether it’s because the Spirit Water we have contains moonlight, but my light and darkness elements have both mutated. The light is now based on the full moon, while the darkness has taken on the aspect of the new moon. I don’t really know what they… hey, stop that, I’m trying to be serious...”

“As are we!” I giggled. Suddenly Hyacinth was joining in too, her long hair twisting like vines and groping him. “So, what did she demand in exchange for this blessing? After all the seven of us have done for you, I don’t think tonight is a good time to tell me you went for bride number eight, is it?”

As we toyed with him, the reverse of earlier, the guilty look he flashed us made me more sadistic. Oh, it’s like that is it? You promised, Shiro would be the last, and I see you making a move on another woman? I get that you want to save her, and I think that’s a good thing, but even so, you don’t have to pick up every girl you save… I’m rather pissed off. So…

Akio gasped and moaned, while Shaeula started licking him, her tongue making him shiver, his glans smeared with her saliva. Seeing that I went for his nipples, while Hyacinth leant over and stole his lips. Other women? The Diviner? Bah, we’ll bewitch you so thoroughly you won’t even spare her a thought… you’re ours!


Two Hundred And Ninety-Three


As I lay there, the girls in my arms, I couldn’t help but smile. It was adorable seeing the others record those video messages. I wonder whose idea that was?

Shiro was usually very arrogant and standoffish, so seeing her cute side like that was fascinating. Motoko and Natsumi, their embarrassed faces, that was cute too, as was Hinata’s impish teasing.

Yeah, I’m definitely a lucky guy. No question. Once more I can reaffirm why I fight. We suffered losses, losses we can’t replace. But if I let that stop me moving forward, and those precious to me suffer… no way.

“So, are you feeling better?” Eri asked, and I shook my head.

“I told you, I’m already fine. I still have regrets, but we need to move beyond that, keep going.”

“We do indeed.” Shaeula approved from my other side, where Hyacinth watched silently, her purple eyes trusting. “There are other matters to discuss, are there not-not?” she continued. “I need more-more details about the blessing you received. I feel a sense of peace from it. You said it was from the God-God of the Moon, correct?”

“I’m curious too. First Aiko…” Eri observed, pouting a little. “…I’m a little sad she gets such a gift but not me, but I get it. Compatibility and all, plus she needs it more, but even so… well, never mind. Now you, too. I didn’t even know they could be transferred like that.”

“Apparently in the visions of her death, she also saw Tsukuyomi, who said she needed to pass the Divine Favour on before she dies. Whether I’m the person she was meant to pass it onto, she wasn’t sure, but… I guess I won her over?”

“I see.” Eri answered. “Won her over, huh? What did you do?”

“Nothing! Look, I know you feel sorry for her as well. All I’m going to do is make sure she doesn’t meet the fate that’s ordained for her. Though it isn’t just her. These Princesses, we need to make sure they don’t die too. I‘m already protecting two, right? What’s four more?”

“I am the only-only princess you need.” Shaeula snorted, tossing her head, hair tickling my bare chest. “Though I suppose I can be tolerant. After all, am I not-not your first princess? Shiro, she shall have to settle for second place.”

“Jealous?” I returned her snort with an amused one of my own. “There’s no need to be. Yes, we’ll be working rather closely with Yukiko-san going forwards, and somehow we’ll have to persuade Princess Eleanor from the UK, and find the other two, but it’s just that. Work. After all, Shiro is going to save Yukiko-san, if you believe the prophecies of Tsukiko-san, so it’s quite possible that one of the others is going to be involved in facing the Black Giant than threatens you, Shaeula. It’s complicated, but…”

“Yukiko-san and Tsukiko-san, huh? Sounds pretty intimate to me, calling such important people by their given names when you’ve only just met them.” Eri pointed out.

“It’s not like that. It’s just… Tsukiko-san, the Diviner, she finally had a breakthrough, getting to share some of the burden she was carrying. In that moment, it seemed wrong to address each other formally. Besides, like I said, we’ll be working together. That means all of you too!” I looked at my fiancées, who were showing me different emotions. Eri’s was complicated and a little jealous, Hyacinth’s was endlessly accepting, and Shaeula’s was proud and haughty. They’re all different, yet in some ways all the same too.

“Fine. I get it.” Eri conceded. “It’s not like I want them to suffer or die, and if we need them to protect Shaeula and Shiro, then we need them. Though all this begs the question…” Her expression changed, now one of curiosity. “You told us a bit earlier, while we were… uh, enjoying ourselves?”

It amused me that she could still blush like that when talking about sex, considering we had made love plenty of times now. “Just what new powers did the Divine Favour of Tsukuyomi give you? And you could take it in, despite being a Chosen of Tyr?”

Shaeula agreed, saying she also was curious, so I explained, as best I could. “There doesn’t seem to be any problems accepting it. Though Taṇhā did say I wasn’t using the Divine Favour of Tyr, so I don’t think we can say for certain without more experimentation that you can have more than one Divine Favour without special circumstances, like Shiro has. In the end I got a nice boost to all my stats overall, especially Aether, and my Charm went up significantly.”

“In the legends, Tsukuyomi was a bit of a mystery, but it’s generally accepted he was a handsome God.” Eri sighed. “What else?”

“League went up a little, and my Foresight grew explosively. Then my light and darkness elements changed. And I got a new Skill. The Future Reflected By The Moon.”

“A pleasing Skill indeed-indeed.” Shaeula approved. “So, do tell. What does this new-new Skill do?”

“Well, it’s more a passive ability, but this is the description I could read with my Eye. Here.”

The Future Reflected By The Moon Rank 3 - This Skill draws upon strands of Fortune and Fate, sifting the myriad futures, searching for strands of intersecting possibilities where disaster may be averted by a single action, or great providence brought by a precise intervention. Mortal beings are unable to encompass the full scope of the tapestry of events that make up the uncertain future, so these moments of confluence, these nexus where events overlap, are seen as metaphorical dreams and visions, open to interpretation, but containing enough wisdom to serve as a guiding path, the illumination of the moon showing the way. [Class: Legendary] [Type: Fate]


“There was more, but I couldn’t understand it, question marks as usual.” I sighed.

“So, does this mean that the Diviner can’t see the future anymore? I think, even if she’s relieved, losing that would be hard.” Eri observed. “After all, she’s been seeing visions a long time. Decades, right? For an old lady like her to suddenly find the core of her identity gone…”

“I think that is rather mean, mistress Eri!” Hyacinth chuckled. “I dooo not think she is that ooold, is she?”

“No, she doesn’t really look much older than twenty.” I agreed with Hyacinth. “I think she’s past thirty, yes, but I don’t think she’s forty. I haven’t asked, I’m not that much of an idiot.”

“Yes, a woman’s age is a delicate matter. I’m happy to see your density is slowly decreasing. I guess you would learn to handle girls, considering.” Eri laughed softly. “Sorry Hyacinth. I just get a bad feeling that she’s going to be a rival. We have enough!”

“Putting that aside…” Sure, I asked her to marry me, but only for Kin Restoration. Fortunately that doesn’t seem necessary. Nor was… the nuclear option, thankfully. Giving me her precious Divine Favour, letting me look upon her, when nobody had for decades… sharing her inner feelings and worries… it was enough. So I didn’t need her answer, or her chastity, luckily.

I could feel the faint bond between us, and I expected that Shaeula probably could as well. Indeed, as I looked at her, she winked, amber eyes gleaming.

“…she won’t lose her innate abilities, as she had them long before Tsukuyomi was able to pass down her blessing. In fact, I think that because of the way it was passed to me, she still holds a fragment of it as well.”

It wasn’t my place to share the intimate details of someone else without their permission, but I couldn’t help but use my Eye on her, when we became Kin. She still had no Level cap, and while the Skill was gone and she no longer had the blessing, her aether was abnormal.

She’s a lot like Shiro. Both born with the need for aether as their bodies had strongly developed and integrated Chakra networks from birth. The difference was, Tsukiko-san’s body had a way of generating enough aether to prevent her from suffering atrophy like Shiro did. Perhaps it was because she was from a shrine bloodline going back millennia? I don’t know…

It would be a fascinating area for study, and could possibly help with further improving our Chakra networks, but it wasn’t something I could ask either Shiro or Tsukiko-san for, not now, when Shiro was still gravely injured, and when Tsukiko-san was desperately trying to avoid her death.

“I see-see. Well, that is surely for the best.” Shaeula shifted on my arm, looking at me with curiosity. “Now-now, do tell us about your elemental changes. Eri was indeed-indeed correct, the elements are delightful now.”

I suppose I have a bit of time. Looking at the clock beside the bed, it was coming up to midnight, so I could spare a little longer. “Well, like I said, whether it’s an effect of the Spirit Water and the moonlight within or not, the elements changed. I got a few Levels in Wielder Of A Mutated Element as well, which speeds up my rate of accumulation of water, light and darkness elements now. Anyway, the light element became Mangetsu and the darkness element became Shingetsu. It seems Mangetsu, the light of the full moon, focuses on blessings and buffs, while Shingetsu, the darkness of the new moon, works best with hindering enemies and curses, though both seemingly contain a piece of the other, a bit like yang and yin. It makes me think…” All Tsukiko-san’s talk of twilight, it does make me consider if they could be combined somehow…

“I do have to wonder…” Shaeula was looking at me greedily, after my explanation. “…could we not-not use the mirror as Ren and Aiko did, to allow-allow others to learn these mutated elements? I feel I should not-not, as a Princess of the Seelie court, no, as a Fae, be forced to use a basic light element, when one so filled with the power of the moon exists here-here before me.”

“I think I’d like to learn too.” Eri agreed. “After all, darkness seems to be a specialty of mine. And I have experience with curses.” She giggled bitterly.

“Hyacinth is curious toooooo.” she conceded. “Anything to be mooore useful, I would welcome!”

“I guess we did retrieve the mirror. We can look into it, though Healing you comes first, all right Eri?” I warned sternly.

She blushed at my concern. “Fine. I get it. So, are you going to have any prophetic dreams tonight?” she asked, changing the subject.

“I doubt it. Sorry, but I have another meeting to attend to. I only ducked out for a couple of hours to recharge and reassure you I was doing fine. Then I want to make one final quick trip to the Boundary, I have to scout a site for our future Territory here, and I wanted to make a quick trip to the outskirts of Kyoto for something… well, don’t mind it. You three can get some rest. Eri, tomorrow you are coming back with me. The military has a helicopter for us. We’ll move you into our home, Shiro too. At least while you recover. Handling your school is going to be a hassle, but your attendance and grades are decent enough, so we should be able to persuade them to let you finish and take exams remotely.”

“I’m looking forward to living with you.” Eri whispered softly. “I wish it was under better circumstances, and I can’t say I’m enjoying the thought of Shiro being there too, but then, you live with Shaeula and Hyacinth, so I guess one more doesn’t matter. I hope Aiko is going to be all right in Nishimorioka on her own. She’s been giddy with excitement all day, I hope she won’t do anything reckless.”

“She’s fine.” I promised. “If it was before, then yeah, I expect she’d be running amok in the Boundary right now, trying to Level up. But she’s seen what happens when we get careless. No, she’ll still rely on support from Chairoakitara shrine, and she has the Golden Warriors to fight with her now.”

“So is she going to claim Territory there?” Shaeula asked. “It would not-not be easy to get further Ring Gates. I already shudder at what Primal Forest is like-like to demand from us.”

“A good question. There are some benefits, such as allowing Aiko to grow her Territory, and also secure a source of fire element, which we don’t have in Tokyo yet. But there are downsides too. I think we’ll wait and see on that. If she moves to Tokyo in the spring, well, we’d need a Gate for certain if she was still Anchored in Nishimorioka.”

We talked a bit more, and I could see Eri was tired, Shaeula too, despite her stats, as she had been doing a significant amount of challenging Healing and Chirurgery today. “I’m going to go for the night. Sleep well.”

“Wait just a moooment, Akio.” Hyacinth stood, her maid outfit suddenly clothing her bare body. “I am nooot too tired, I shall accompany you.”

“Fine.” I agreed. “Well…”

“Before I say goodnight...” Eri interjected, shifting slowly to allow me to get up. “Have you spoken to our parents yet? I think… they understand now.”

“No, I haven’t. I’ve been too busy.” I admitted.

“Then tomorrow. Before they return home. Please, don’t leave it like it was. I don’t want that weighing on your conscience.”

“Fine.” I kissed Eri and Shaeula goodnight, and with that, I exited the hospital, passing the soldiers securing the entrance and a few curious onlookers and reporters, before going to the Imperial Palace. Reporters huh? Yeah, everything is a mess now. But that’s why we all have to do our best…
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“Rough day, huh?” Lieutenant Nakano asked. Beside him, Major Sasaki chastised him.

“Seriously, this isn’t the time for flippancy.” He then apologised. “Don’t mind the Lieutenant. We’ve seen the reports. The situation was a true mess. In the end, I think you acquitted yourself well enough.”

“Thanks.” I managed. “But… next time, I’ll do better. I’m not foolish enough to say there won’t be one.”

“True. No battle goes as planned, and perfect circumstances don’t exist. Considering your tactical disadvantage having to rescue what effectively were civilians, from a numerically superior and significantly powerful force in hostile territory, managing to come back with survivors without losing any rescuers was a good result. Though I’m sorry about Mori-san.”

“Yeah, calling his fiancée taking serious injuries a good result is tactless, Major. To think you criticised me!” He was trying to lighten the mood, and I appreciated it. Still, I’d been through this enough already today.

“She’ll live, and we can fix her in time. So I suppose it was a good result, if far from a perfect or even satisfactory one. So, what’s the situation in Kyoto? I saw a few reporters loitering around the hospital.”

“Not good. Tsumura-sama has been running damage control. We have the key areas locked down, but it’s impossible to stop information leaking in this day and age. Everyone has a smartphone and social media, after all. There was already a little interest in the Conclave, although outsiders only really knew that Kyoto was filled with more shrine maidens and priests than normal…” The Major filled me in.

“Yeah, lots of cute girls sure do attract attention. I’m envious.” Lieutenant Nakano joked, before his face fell. “Oh, sorry. Considering what happened, that was an unkind thing to say.”

“Maybe, but… well, that doesn’t matter now. So, you’re saying that a lot of information got out. I was sent some footage of Ren-san that was taken by a streamer. His words didn’t give too much away regarding the Boundary, only that it wasn’t any sort of accident. I’m guessing that was originally the plan?”

“You know it. We’re not saying anything, but again, footage of ambulances and even some of the bodies is online. All day tension has been building, it isn’t like Japan has many events of this scale. It’s why that serial killer got so much attention recently.” The Lieutenant agreed.

“The current idea is to claim it was an extremist cult. At least on the surface. You’re probably too young to remember the subway attack back in the nineties. Fortunately everyone is pulling together. Your influence goes further than you think.” Major Sasaki explained.

My influence? Hyacinth and I followed them to a room where Takakura-san, Saionji-san and Kudou-san were waiting, along with Yukiko-san, and surprisingly enough Chiyo-san.

“No Bankei-san?” I asked, and she shrugged.

“No, he has other business, so I am sitting in. I see, your face looks better.” She examined me, her eyes narrowed and tense. “It seems you’ve reached a conclusion.”

“I have. No more looking back. But we don’t have time for this. So, what did we decide?”

“Hasty, aren’t you?” Saionji-san remarked, and I could see that Akai was sleeping, curled up next to him on a chair. “Nevertheless, I understand. This matter is troubling. Yasaka-san has been busy too.” He grinned. “I know my old rival Yasuhide here has his people running around too, old man Bankei as well.”

“Everyone is busy.” Takakura-san noted. “As for your influence… for once, the main and opposition parties of the Diet, as well as the heads of the nobility, and the Imperial Family, as well as the shrines and temples…” He nodded at Yukiko-san, who gave me a wan smile. Well, she’s had quite a shocking day too, thanks to me and Tsukiko-san.

“…have all agreed. Fujiwara and Ichijou houses have quite the investment in mainstream media such as television and newspapers, and other noble families follow their lead. We cannot do much about the internet, but we can muddy the waters enough to offer a plausible explanation. As long as we do that, we can keep matters secret for now. However, when coupled with stories worldwide which are coming more frequently and with greater scale, it is only a matter of time. we certainly do not have years anymore. Months would be best, but at worst case we could have weeks, or even just days.”

Days? I hope not. We aren’t ready. “Yeah, there’s likely to be civil unrest, possibly even rioting, depending on just what gets revealed. Internationally, there’ll be chaos.” I warned.

“Yes, we share your fears, as does the Prime Minister and the nobility.” Takakura-san agreed.

“The Emperor as well.” Yukiko-san muttered. “It’s important to maintain stability and continuity.”

“Well, while we are maintaining silence, we’ve been subtly leaking that a doomsday cult is responsible. None of the people involved are real individuals, but with some creative fabrication of data, we have faked a number of dissidents and their leader. We’ve even started using the internet and social media as a cover, fighting fire with fire.” the Major explained.

“That will not stand up to in-depth scrutiny, though.” Takakura-san took his cue from the Major’s explanation. “The deeper cover is that this was an act of international aggression. Terrorism, as it were. Those that break the first cover story, after already breaching our wall of silence, will surely think that is the true reason. They will feel proud they put one over on us and discovered the conspiracy, and most will neglect to look further. All we need is to buy as much time as we can, while we finalise the Ministry and the supporting necessities.”

“Is that wise? Won’t the country involved deny it, and take issue with us? Should we be raising international tensions right now?” I asked.

“Sadly, we are merely pre-empting trouble.” Takakura-san sighed. “Thanks to the information from the Lady Diviner, and what you have gathered yourself, consensus is that Chinese aggression is imminent, though considering that Kyoto seems to be a target, it must be related to the Chosen of the Gods. So having the final layer of our misdirection be an act of terrorism is a worthwhile risk.”

“Really? I can’t say I like it, accusing another country unfairly. But I assume that wiser heads have thought of this?” I mused.

“Yes, stoking the potential for war, now of all times, is folly.” the Major agreed. “The cover-up will make it seem like Chinese extremists, dissatisfied with past tensions, rather than a state-sponsored operation. China will deny it, of course, but many won’t believe their denials. All we need is obfuscation and confusion to buy us more time.”

Well, this is a real mess. Damn you, Yamato. Not only did you get so many people killed, but you’ve also nearly revealed the existence of what we wanted to keep hidden… As the conversation continued, I stifled a yawn. It was looking like a long night…


Two Hundred And Ninety-Four


“…so, we are all agreed?” Chiyo-san asked, having taken the role of moderator that Bankei-san usually performed, by virtue of being one of the neutral shrines, at least up until this Conclave, and also by being the oldest there, supposedly a little older than Kudou-san, though of course I wasn’t about to ask her age.

“To prevent a repeat of the unwelcome tragedy, not only will we respect Territorial boundaries for those registered with the new Ministry, those of us from the faith will actively cooperate to protect and expand, settling disputes over locations and resources with mediation, performed by a council, consisting of members selected from all the current factions. We will also make sure that coverage over precious sites of faith, such as the most important shrines countrywide, is secure and protected.”

“There’s still the matter of ranking them by order of priority.” Kudou-san observed, stroking his beard. “In Kyoto, we have the advantage that numerous sacred sites are close together, but the numbers of the faithful who are Chosen is limited. More limited, now, I fear.” He sighed deeply. “It seems we will struggle to protect them all.”

“For now.” I agreed, weary after several hours of fierce back-and-forth. Most of this had been agreed at Conclave in the afternoon session, but a good chunk of that had been wasted on recriminations and worries over the deaths, so this last session was needed. “As Saionji-san can attest, as a Territory grows, the area it can cover expands. Eventually all of Kyoto should be protected by a single Territory. Likewise, I’m hoping to expand my sphere of influence over Tokyo in due course. As of now I’m merely taking a good chunk of the outskirts and suburbs.”

“That would be beneficial.” Takakura-san agreed. “The nobility has few Chosen, and already…” He glanced at me, and I knew what he didn’t want to say. The only known Chosen in the nobility is Miyu, right? And she’s already my Vassal. Probability wise, it’s not impossible there is another one, but if so, they are also keeping hidden. They do have those that Ichijou-san found, but protecting all the legacies of nobility throughout Japan with these numbers is futile.

“No matter.” he amended. “The Three Great Houses, as well as Takakura house, and Tsumura house, agree that you can be trusted to control the spiritual side of Tokyo, though parts of it will likely be in other hands, correct?”

“Almost certainly. Tokyo should have more than a hundred Chosen across it, even if some have already fallen, or chose not to participate.” I went over it again. “Even so, I intend to respect the autonomy of those who stay within the laws we are establishing, though perhaps being Vassals, or even relocating with my support, might be options to explore for them.”

“It would be comforting to have the Imperial Palace in Tokyo, and the residences of my family, under your aegis.” Yukiko-san spoke up. “I myself have experienced expanding the area of control I possess, around the Grand Shrine at Ise. It isn’t trivial. How long do you think your expansion will take? You boasted about your Territory to Tsukiko-san and me, so it must be soon, right?” She smiled a little, pushing up her red-framed glasses with one finger, as she peered at me.

“Soon? Hardly. Once you hit Rank three, the jump to Rank four is massive. I need to sort a bit of other infrastructure first, and ideally gather significant quantities of resources ready for the push. There’s no way I can leave my Territory so weakly defended for years. Besides… now doesn’t seem to be a good time. I’m sure you’ve noticed, those of you who are Chosen?”

“You mean the way time there is fluctuating? Of course.” Saionji-san was again the one to answer. “It seems to be coming closer and closer to matching the time flow we experience here. Akai says…” He looked down at the still-sleeping Phoenix, a little drool leaking from her mouth. “…that ebbs and flows in the tides of the spiritual world higher than we can reach dictate that.”

“Shaeula says the same. Looks like we are in a shallow Etheric tide, a slowing. So we’ll gather less resources and take longer to construct improvements. It’s a bad time for lengthy upgrades.”

“I’m still amazed at how much detail you have about all these matters. I go mostly by instinct, and some advice from others who have spiritual experience, although listening to you talk, I do get some fresh ideas.” Yukiko-san mused. “I hope you’ll share information on how this all works, to benefit everyone.”

“That’s one of the duties of the Ministry, for those that sign up.” I agreed. “Although I also intend those who join my training school to have a grounding in such matters. After all, using them in combat… well, we’ve seen how that went. Far better to just know how to protect themselves, but have uses in Territory development, item crafting, healing and other supporting roles.”

Interest and excitement for the training school plummeted after the deaths, though during Conclave I offered proposals and managed to reassure some that such reckless disregard for their safety wouldn’t happen under my watch. Some still approached Haru-san, confirming their interest though, mainly those with ambition, or bloodline powers they wished to enhance…

“Speaking of support… so, Uchida-san is understandably still in no fit state to make decisions, and Susanoo is effectively a splinter faction now…” I don’t regret taking Yamato’s power and giving it to my sister. It was a sin to let it be wasted. I do certainly have other regrets though. “…I want to confirm that it is agreeable for me to set up a connection between my Territory and Kyoto, managed by Haru-san? I need to find a suitable location, but if so, Haru-san and my forces can cooperate to ensure safe expansion of Kyoto, as well as head off the disaster that Tsukiko-san saw in the near future.”

“I have no objections, of course. But I can’t help but notice you’ve been addressing her and Princess Mikasa very casually, Akio-kun.” Kudou-san grinned slyly.

“I don’t know if I’m the one she saw in her visions, and I don’t care. I’ve made up my mind to protect her and Yukiko-san, because I don’t want events like yesterday’s to happen again. And I have the power to do it. Besides, for the first time, Tsukiko-san took a chance, trusting to her own instincts, rather than to her visions. How can I, as a man, not respect that resolve?”

“Respect, huh? Of course, of course.” Kudou-san chuckled. “I’m pleased to see her getting along with you and the Princess. It warms this old man’s heart. Her duty to the Gods is a heavy burden, and I appreciate your efforts to lighten it.”

He smiled, still toying with his long, white beard. “Anyway, I’m not a Chosen, and I haven’t had the Chirurgery yet. I’m an old man, so I’m in no rush. But those of mine who are, they are more than happy to have the support of you and yours. What say you, Gin?”

“Well, Yasuhide, you old fox, you know I’m in no position to say no. Besides, I’m a little hurt, Akio-san.” He put on a bright smile, but I could see the sly amusement in his eyes. “Yasuhide’s fellows here had the advantage of you helping expand their Territory. That foolish boy Yamato did as well, though that effort was wasted. Where was the help for me?”

“I was closer to the other factions…” I began.

“What abut our dear friend Kikuchi-san? I’m hurt that you didn’t use him as a bridge between us more. Alas, I suppose it doesn’t matter. After all, we’ll be working closely together from now on, yes?” he suggested playfully.

“Yes. Yasaka-san definitely needs to be supported to grow his strength.” I agreed. “His Divine Favour is excellent, but only if nurtured. When I get set up, I’ll be sure to have him taken out Levelling, along with any others who need the growth. I’m not underestimating the dangers of Kyoto anymore, so don’t risk him without support.” I warned.

Book Of Providence is surely a power similar to The Future Reflected In The Moon, although querying future events seems to lead to backlash… Even if we were unable to use it frequently to detect future events, it was still able to gather information even my Eye couldn’t, so I definitely wanted to bring him up to speed, but his combat abilities were likely woeful.

“Bankei has no issues.” Chiyo-san agreed. “We wish for Kyoto to be protected, if it takes your aid, so be it.”

“It seems that the ball is in your court, Akio-kun.” Kudou-san grinned. “How long will the setup take?”

As I discussed it, time was ticking away, and I explained quickly that I wasn’t sure, as it relied on procuring Ring Gates from a third party. When that was done we discussed a few more minor matters, such as increasing the number of Thrones that other Chosen had, and the meeting was finally brought to a close at around three in the morning.

“So, the Conclave is concluded. Though to the other shrines and temples, it finished five hours ago.” Chiyo-san yawned, and I knew how she felt. Still, for me it’s definitely mental exhaustion, not physical. It’s been a long weekend, long and painful. But as my mom says, what doesn’t kill us makes us stronger. I’m not sure I entirely agree, but…

“So, a question for you, Akio-san.” Saionji-san asked, as we were preparing to leave, me for the Boundary, hopefully to quickly find a suitable location for a Territory, and also to investigate the nests outside Kyoto. I nodded my acquiescence, and he asked it, eyes searching mine.

“Haven’t you ever thought of just taking charge? You have great powers, I know that. Perhaps I could defeat you with the Gaze of Avalokiteśvara, it is powerful, even if you suggest it is irresponsible to use it carelessly. But it is certainly not a sure thing. Akai here…” He patted the cheeks of the sleeping girl until she started squirming, muttering that she was awake.

“…seems terrified of you and yours. You faced Nurarihyon from legend and lived to return, and apparently slew many from the Hyakki Yagyō. You have military and political connections, and a lot of knowledge, that perhaps only Yasaka-san might be able to rival.”

His words were intense, and I could feel some of the others listening. “So why not seize power? It must frustrate you, seeing squabbling like the Conclave, or fools refusing to grasp what you offer because of a few deaths that were caused by someone who overreached without the necessary power or wisdom.”

I need to answer this properly. I’ve explained my stance several times, to the Prime Minister, Fujiwara-san and others. “I think in a way, I am prepared for it.” I spoke quietly, earnestly. “After all, like you say, I’ve gathered power and influence, and I’m not afraid to use it. But I want everyone to come together without being forced to, if possible. It’s the metaphor with the bundle of sticks, again, right? Besides, one person can’t do everything themselves, nor should they have to. So, I’m content to grow my strength, increase and empower my allies, and provide support to those who earnestly wish the same. But…”

My expression hardened. “…I’m not going to let the selfish and the stupid jeopardise everything. I have people I need to protect, a country I need to protect, a world! A rising tide raises all ships, right? Well that’s why I’m prepared to share my knowledge and expertise, and I certainly want advice from people with more experience in all sorts of fields such as politics and business. I don’t arrogantly believe I’m always right. If people want to stand aside, not help, then I’m not going to force them. But I’m not going to overlook those that want to harm others, abuse their powers.”

I took a deep breath after my long speech. “It would be lovely if everyone could prove they didn’t need me to take charge. After all, I was a humble freelancer, working on IT projects, just a few months ago. Now I run a Territory, and have countless lives to protect, both human and otherwise. I need enough power to make sure they are safe. Other than that, I’m not greedy. But Yamato...-san was a harsh lesson. I thought I could protect my trainees, but they chose to follow someone else’s orders, and well, we all know what happened next.” Giving Yamato adequate respect in front of others is hard, but... there's no point disrespecting the dead, and that's effectively what he is now...

“I get it.” Yukiko-san nodded. “I can see why Tsukiko-san offered herself to you…”

“Wait, what?” Kudou-san gasped, stunned. “She… did what?”

“Not like that, you dirty old man.” I denied it, embarrassed. “She simply allowed me to help carry her burden. Which I am glad to do. I’ve got broad shoulders, nowadays, anyway.” I smiled then, relieved she had consented.

“After what you said to her, I’m not sure…” Yukiko-san began, before flushing, her eyes behind her glasses swimming awkwardly. “...no, never mind that. I’m just pleased to be someone you want to protect. And… well, Conclave has been helpful. I’ve seen that I’m not carrying this alone. Being a Chosen of the Gods is a lonely trial, even with the assistance of others, I always felt I was the one who had to face everything. Knowing many others are thinking of taking charge, bearing the heaviest burdens, and are even willing to offer me aid…” She placed a hand to her chest, pumping herself up. “I’m still scared, but I’ll do my duty as a member of the Imperial Family, even if I’ve always been out of the spotlight.”

“Fujiwara-sama believes that your ambitions are necessary. Nobody who is not greedy has the drive to succeed against these odds. But he also approves that you are not avaricious. The way you handled his granddaughter cemented his faith in you.” Takakura-san explained. “Just as the nobility, Imperial Family, shrines and temples, and the Diet have their own spheres of influence, leading their own areas, I expect you will become the leader of the Chosen of Japan. I hope you retain your willingness to allow others their share, and that resolve to work with others. Leaders are a necessity, Dictators, however, only lead to eventual ruin and rebellion….”

At those wise words, I nodded. Yes, my ambitions have certainly scaled up, and I am prepared to take charge where I need to, but I hope that I’m still doing it for the right reasons, not simply to accrue personal power and wealth. Don’t get me wrong, I need both, to protect those I love and give them a life they deserve, but I don’t want the means to become the goal. Yamato, you fool. At least you can become an example of what not to do for me…

As we finished our last few conversations, I held in another sigh. Well, it's time to hurry to the Boundary. I don’t have long at all…
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I nodded to the soldiers standing outside the hospital room where the twins, Keomi-chan and the girl from Hoeruokami shrine were resting. One opened the door for me and I strode in, Hyacinth behind me, a silent shadow. She had followed me to the Boundary, where after some searching we had found several unoccupied areas of elemental water and earth strong enough to support a Ring Gate.

We had then journeyed to the edge of Kyoto at haste, where we were assaulted by more of the giant birds that had plagued us before. We had tried to reason with them, testing their intelligence, and after we had defeated a few, Hyacinth showing off her significantly improved might, they had swiftly retreated.

They definitely understood, although they seem territorial and aggressive. We had ran to the nests they had in the foothills around Kyoto, and gathered a significant amount of shed feathers, more than enough for further crafting, as well as a number of Etherites, including another precious blue one. Ixitt will be pleased.

Once inside the room, I could see the sleeping girls in bed, the soft beeping of machinery and their faint snores the only sounds. They’ll live, though apparently they are quite traumatised. Well, that makes sense. I think I’ve become numb to all the fighting, but I still remember my first battles, when even a zombie with a knife was enough to terrify me, almost persuading me to forget all about being an Astral Emperor, and I took a fair beating at the hands of Shaeula’s weasels…

That was hardly the only time, too. In fact, in the early days, I had been injured a lot. To think I’ve reached the stage where I power through nasty wounds, relying on Ether Healing and my stats… I guess that might be my biggest change, how accepting of the danger I’ve become…

“Oh, you’re here too, Oshiro-san.” There was someone else in the room. Despite the early hour, it was Hikawa-san, who was watching his daughters silently. “So, did Conclave reach a conclusion?” he asked, though I could tell his heart wasn’t in it.

“Yeah, it panned out pretty much as I hoped. But we can talk about that another day. So, how are they? I hear they are being discharged tomorrow.” I asked, looking at the sleeping twins.

“I’m grateful.” he answered solemnly. “The doctors here are amazed. They said such scars would have taken years of extensive plastic surgery and skin grafts to heal, and they would have been left with internal injuries that would have hampered their chances of enjoying a normal life, having a family.” His eyes misted with tears at the thought. “But with the healing you and Shaeula have been applying, as well as their bodies being surprisingly strong for young girls… it seems there’s hope of a full recovery. Physically, anyway.”

“Don’t worry.” I promised. “Shaeula and I will have them good as new. As for the mental scars… well, the twins are tough. They showed that in the Boundary when they helped us all learn despite the discomfort they were shouldering. They can help each other. They’ll be fine.”

“I know.” Hikawa-san agreed quietly. “But the others… their wounds may be healing, but what of her eyes?” He pointed to the dark-skinned girl who was lying in another bed, her face bandaged still.

“That… we’ll fix them. It’s just a matter of time.” I was sure about that, and Shaeula agreed. “There’s no reason we shouldn’t be able to. We’ve repaired the misaligned and broken eye sockets, it’s just that the eyes won’t regenerate. I think it’s an issue of either mentality, or we lack the knowledge. After all, closing some of the scars on the other girls, or setting broken limbs, clearly regenerates more tissue than eyes would take. So it’s got to be either we subconsciously think of eyes as a whole new body part, as we can’t fully regrow severed limbs yet, though again, in theory that should be possible, or it’s that eyes are too complicated. If it’s the latter, well, we’ll be studying more medical textbooks on our return to Tokyo.”

I’ll add it to the pile. I have more lessons in Chinese, and when that’s up to fluent, I’ll be learning ancient Chinese, focusing on the Kunlun dialect. I am very curious to know more about that heirloom seal we recovered…

I also needed a teacher in classic ancient Japanese as well, and while they were hard to find, Kudou-san believed he could put me in touch with an excellent scholar, who had some connection to a Tsukuyomi faction shrine, despite being a professor at Tokyo University.

“I see. That’s good.” Hikawa-san nodded slowly. “But… there’s the issue of her mind. This girl too.” He gestured to Keomi-chan. “She seemed rather hysterical when she woke up and realised what had happened. As for the other girl, her cousin is dead. That’s not something we can gloss over. No, all of them knew the dead students. But losing family…”

“Yeah. Ether Healing doesn’t work on the mind. Though we do have a trump card. Haru-san has Mind Healing Light, which supposedly can help stabilise and cure mental ailments. I’m not sure if it can heal stress, depression and grief, but it’s worth a try. There are also… other options she could explore, though I’m loath to ask her, seeing what she’s already suffered.” Using her Sharing Light and Telepathy, she might be able to soothe the minds of others, though I expect that would come at the expense of sharing their pain…

“It’s a cruel world.” Hikawa-san sighed. “Well, if my daughters, or my son, need her aid, I’ll beg her, even if I must get on my knees, even if I must bow my head. I can’t help but feel I failed them. I put politics ahead of the safety of my family.”

No, I know where this leads. He’s thinking the same sort of thing I was until Yukiko-san, and then the girls, helped me recover. “No. The two things are unrelated. There’s no way you could have anticipated it. Even Tsukiko-san couldn’t, I wager. There are mistakes we’ve made, but not everything that went wrong can be laid at our feet. Regardless, whether it was our fault or not, all we have to do is put right as much as we can. We can’t restore the dead, but we can make sure the living recover.”

“You… you have a stronger look in your eyes.” Hikawa-san admitted. “Determined. I respect that. Although…” His wan face broke into a mocking smile, a lot more like the old Hikawa-san, even if I could tell it was forced. “Tsukiko-san, huh? You certainly are close to the noble Lady Diviner now. What would your fiancées think?”

“Master says that nooothing is going on between them.” Hyacinth spoke for the first time in a while. “I am nooot sure if I believe him, but it doooes not matter. I dooo not tell master who to love. If he wishes for her, then I shall simply have a new mistress tooo serve.”

At that, a quiet laugh finally broke free from Hikawa-san. “You certainly have your maid well trained. Though considering her nature, I would worry you might end up getting stabbed. Seriously though, you certainly do seem to attract the attention of powerful, important and most of all beautiful women. After all, you said behind her veil she was gorgeous, yes?”

“Stunning.” I admitted. “Like a statue crafted by a genius. I did persuade her to take off her veil when she was with Yukiko-san and me, but I was saddened to see she put it back on for the afternoon session at Conclave.”

“So, you think that’s nothing?” He winked at Hyacinth. “She has never let anyone see her bare skin for years, decades, and she just takes off her veil when he asks?”

“Hey, I’ve already seen her with my Eye, and Yukiko-san is her dear friend, so…”

“I’m not sure a man who has so many girlfriends should be so clueless.” he complained. “Though to be honest, I doubt she would have romantic feelings for you anyway. She’s not been a person, but an idol, someone revered, rather than a woman. She probably doesn’t even understand such things. Although, for her to lower her guard so…”

“And mooore. She passed on her Divine Favour tooo master, saying it did nooot matter if he was the one she foresaw, he was the ooone that was there.” Hyacinth agreed with him, and her words shocked him.

“Seriously? Well, isn’t that just fascinating.” He shook his head. “Yeah, I think you should be careful around girls and knives, Oshiro-san…”

As Hyacinth again protested that she would never do such a thing, the tense atmosphere calmed. With one final complaint of “I’ll never let you have my darling daughters, no matter what Shaeula says.” which puzzled me, as I had never expressed any interest in the twins for anything other than their powers, Hikawa-san said he was going to visit Ren-san, so I agreed to come too and look over him.

Yeah, the twins are definitely cute, and will be beautiful when they are older, but I’m not into middle-school girls. I found it awkward enough getting teased in Nishimorioka just because Shaeula can look a little bit loli in a certain light. Besides, I have more than enough on my plate. Well, it won’t be just me getting knifed then, Shaeula better watch out Eri doesn’t have a stab at her if she’s back to her old tricks again…

As for Ren-san, my opinion of him had improved for the better. He made the right call, fleeing, even though it was a trap. Better to do something risky than to do nothing when disaster hits. He made a good judgement call getting to us as soon as possible so that we could help. That saved lives, undoubtedly, thanks to the fact the Parade was toying with the victims. Yes, there was footage of Ren-san on the internet, causing us problems, but it was hard to hold that against him when the situation was so dire and with so much at stake.

We passed the guards, heading to the next room, which likewise had soldiers outside. As the door slid open, the occupant turned to us, his face haggard, eyes dead. “Oh, Hiroto-san, Oshiro-san. Good… good morning.”

Uchida Ren-san. Ignoring the slight confusion of two different Ren’s being in the room, I nodded politely, feeling very uncomfortable around him. And for good reason…

“So, you’re here with Yamato-sama?” Hikawa-san asked, expression sympathetic.

“I am. He still has not regained consciousness.” He looked down at the sleeping figure below, linked to more devices than Hikawa Ren-san, who was sleeping peacefully in the other bed. Bandages were covering his body, and even as I observed him, faint wounds were opening on his face and neck, thin trickles of blood leaking out, running down his deathly pale skin.

A grim sight indeed. It looks like Nurarihyon hasn’t stopped toying with his prize, despite the fact I stole the Divine Favour. Once more I considered the consequences of my actions, before offering my condolences to his father, the hypocrisy stinging me. Sadly, done is done. At the time I made the best choice I could. Now I just need to learn to live with it…


Two Hundred And Ninety-Five


“Looking at my son like this…” Uchida-san grimaced, swallowing reflexively, his mouth working as he was struggling for the words to say next. “…I think, how long can he stay like this? Why won’t he wake up?”

Yeah, the curse surprised me too. Battle in the Boundary is going to become ever more unpredictable, and likely extremely dangerous. “It’s complicated to explain, but essentially the Night Parade have a curse that continually supplies energy to the Astral body, preventing a return to the Material.” Actually, there’s another component too, preventing willing return, but there’s no point going into details.

“So… how long will that persist?” he asked, trembling, as more faint wounds opened up on Yamato’s skin. “I… hate seeing him like this. But eventually this curse will wear off? There… there was nothing else you could have done?”

At his tone, which was more resigned than accusatory, unlike the anger I had faced during Conclave earlier, I felt embers of guilt within. Pushing them down, determined to own my decision, I shook my head. “Eri was already badly injured, and we were outnumbered thousands of times over. Worse, they weren’t just weaklings, but there were dozens as strong or even stronger than we were. Fighting would have left us all dead or in a similar state to your son. I made a choice on who I had to protect. I’m sorry.”

“I understand.” Uchida-san groaned, and as we watched a deeper wound opened on Yamato’s leg. Knowing that injuries weren’t fully reflected between the Astral and Material bodies, I couldn’t help but feel for him.

Yeah, I can’t forgive Yamato for his arrogance and carelessness that cost the lives of so many, but… this isn’t justice, it’s cruelty. Once more I’m reminded that creatures of spirit have a very different sense of morality than we do. I’m sure Hyacinth wouldn’t have any issues performing such torment if she thought it was in our best interests or what I wanted…

“I am a leader. I understand what it is to make hard choices.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “While as a father I want to scream and condemn you, howl with rage and hatred, as a leader, I know throwing your lives away would have been meaningless. That… that doesn’t make it hurt any less. Oh my son…” he started to weep. “Kannon, show him mercy! Wake him from this endless nightmare!”

Damn, this is painful to watch. Even though I was tired I reached out and started to trickle aether in, closing up the wounds, leaving only faint white lines of scarring. There’s no point worrying about healing the skin. Uchida-san was surprised by my actions, but seemed grateful.

“I grieve for your loss, Uchida-sama.” Hikawa-san offered his condolences, finishing watching over his peacefully sleeping son. Ren-san had woken earlier in the day, and when he discovered his sisters had been saved, he fell into an exhausted slumber, his own wounds mostly healed. “It could well have been Ren or the twins in such a state. I’m sorry. I feel guilty that Oshiro-san was able to save my children and not your son. But I’m sure he did his best. And… while he lives, there must be hope, right?”

Every time I hear that, it’s like nails dragged across my heart. No, even from the perspective of the greater good, Aiko can put Kannon’s Divine Favour to better use than Yamato ever could. And really, though I hate being powerless, I couldn’t defeat Nurarihyon. His League alone would have made my attacks largely ineffective. As for hope… I can’t say there’s none, but unless Nurarihyon allows him to wake…

“I don’t want to give out false hope.” I shook my head mournfully, and Hyacinth, surprisingly, spoke up in support.

“Dooo not cling to sweet fantasies. The wooorld is cruel. Bad things happen, painful things, and they can nooot be turned aside.” She sighed, looking down on Yamato. She had no fondness for him, but even so, there was a trace of sympathy in her silver-violet eyes. “I have experienced such tooorments for many, many looong years. Nooobody ever saved me.” I reached out and grasped her hand, surprising her.

“Those days are over.” I promised, and she nodded.

“Yet, in the darkness, I saw light. My booox, my prison, cracked open, and I emerged, seeking death, an end tooo pain. Yet, a hand reached ooout to me. Master’s hand.” She tightened her grip, before continuing to address the two men.

“Do nooot seek false hope, yet nooothing is set in stone. Accept that sorrooow is the likely outcome, yet perhaps… there is sometimes light oooutside the box. Perhaps yooou should seek solace in what blessings you can find. I dooo not know if these wounds cause him pain.” Her gaze flickered to me, along with a slight, almost unnoticeable smile on her blank face. “But perhaps by sooome fortune, he might nooot be able to suffer.”

Oh Hyacinth. Seeing her heartbreakingly pure smile, the pain in my heart started to dissipate, like mist under sunlight. If it came down to Hyacinth, Shaeula and Eri against Yamato, it would be a betrayal of them, and a betrayal of my heart, if I chose him. Taking the Divine Favour, I was seeing it as an immoral act of harm, but really… I don’t think it was. Hyacinth knows that. Not only did I give Yamato a chance to make amends, by passing his gift to other hands… the injuries forcible removal of his Divine Favour likely caused can’t be any crueller than the tortures the Parade are inflicting. Perhaps, if he’s lucky, his consciousness is gone, like Kondou’s was.

“I pray that is so, and Kannon is indeed merciful.” Uchida-san agreed, reaching out for his son’s pale hand, hesitating, before laying his hand over the cold flesh. “It has only been a day, yet…” His chest heaved, taking in lungfuls of air as he held in more tears. “…already he’s required a blood transfusion, the number of small injuries he has suffered seemingly endless. If this continues, day in, day out… well, I wonder, perhaps if…” His expression was full of grief and self-loathing. “…it might be better to just let him die. To end his suffering.”

“It’s too soon to give up!” Hikawa-san protested loudly, before realising he was in a hospital with patients, and lowered his voice. “It’s been a day, just a day! I know Oshiro-san said the situation was grave, and he’s a captive of the Night Parade, but… isn’t there hope, any at all? Can’t we bargain, or barter, or persuade? As the maid says, we can’t have false hope, but we also shouldn’t give up all hope either! After all, we are the faith, we believe!”

There would likely be many people who failed in the future. Either through carelessness, greed, or any number of other reasons. I wasn’t going to forgive them, just as I couldn’t forgive Yamato, seeing the face of Mine-san as she died in my arms, the young men and women of the shrines who perished, the scars on those who survived, both physical and mental.

But not forgiving them didn’t mean I had to abandon them. After all, when one does wrong, one has to apologise and make amends. Though it also meant I didn’t have to shoulder their safety, put others at risk for them.

“I honestly don’t think it’s likely that we can persuade Nurarihyon to return him.” I admitted. “But if there’s a chance… well, I’ll see what I can do. After all, we do have some common interests.”

The Night Parade needs Shiro’s aid it seems, and we have to defeat this golden-eyed creature anyway to save Yukiko-san. We can use that to our advantage. But I’m not going to sacrifice for him. If I can bring him back, great. If not… at least I tried, and that will be his atonement.

“Just, like Hyacinth says, don’t expect too much. While there’s life there’s hope, but holding too much hope will only break you if it doesn’t work out.”

“The Night Parade, the Hyakki Yagyō…” Uchida-san mused. “They wander Kyoto, don’t they? Well…”

“Don’t.” I warned. “I know I performed Chirurgery on you, so you should be able to access the Boundary. But even if you did, finding the Night Parade would be difficult, and surviving the encounter long enough to even meet with any of the Hundred Demons… no, you’d be throwing your life away. Imagine what your son would think if he woke up in the future to find you dead so foolishly.”

Uchida-san bit his lip, before managing a bitter nod. Turning to Hikawa-san, who had seen his son was resting peacefully, I gestured for us to leave, and we did so, departing silently while Uchida-san watched his comatose son. As the door slid shut, Hikawa-san let out a long sigh.

“So, is there really any hope for his son? I do understand Uchida-sama. A father should never outlive his kids. And worse, seeing him in a state between life and death… when someone’s dead, you can grieve. When they linger like this… it’s impossible to give up hope, yet also impossible not to feel the pain.”

“Hope? A little. But…” I sighed myself, matching Hikawa-san. “…this may sound cruel, but I have to put others first. If I can help, and it doesn’t cost me or those I protect, then I will. That’s all I can promise. You should have quite the anger towards Yamato-san too. Your kids could well be dead like the others. It was a miracle they weren’t. Ren-san did good.”

“Yes, my boy did. He’s growing up. I expect this experience will change him. As for my feelings towards Yamato-sama…” He seemed conflicted. “Of course I’m angry. But… I’m a father too. Besides, I’ve known Uchida-sama and Yamato-sama for years. And my daughters lived, thanks to you. So I can put my anger aside. You have too, right? You looked like death all of yesterday, hollow-eyed and pale.”

“Yeah. I can’t wallow in regrets. Tsukiko-san and Yukiko-san need me. Eri too. Shiro as well. Besides, I have to prepare. We have information, we need to use it.”

“Yes, you’ll be busy. Well, I‘ll leave you to it. But first…” He hesitated, and I knew what he wanted to ask.

“Don’t worry, I’ll speak to the others. We’ll keep a watch on Uchida-san so he doesn’t do anything stupid. But for now…” I looked at my watch. “Damn, it’s already morning. I have to get ready for my return to Tokyo. Are you taking the shinkansen?”

“Yes, apparently Chiaki and Chiasa will be well enough to travel, thanks to you…” We exchanged our final words, and then I headed back to the ryokan on the outskirts of Kyoto, which I had barely any time to enjoy. Damn, I could really use a soak in some hot springs, but alas, that will have to remain a dream…
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“Thanks for sorting this out.” I said to the Major, who was here to see us off, as he would be remaining in Kyoto for a little longer, to coordinate the efforts to contain the media. “Eri, how is it?”

“It’ll do for now. Though I was hoping you’d princess-carry me everywhere.” She grinned, as though she was joking, but I wasn't entirely sure she was. She was sitting in a military-grade electric wheelchair, and was capable of controlling it well enough with her good arm.

With a hum of motors, she moved forwards and backwards, even spinning around. “This’ll do for now. See mother, father? I’m hardly useless. And I’ll get my mobility back soon enough.”

“I see. Yes, I’m sure you will, my little Eri.” auntie replied, her expression a smile tinged with sadness. Auntie Hana turned to me then. “Little Aki, look after my girl, all right? She’s not used to the big city, and being away from Aiko will be difficult, to say nothing of being remotely schooled. You’re her fiancée, you have to support her.”

“I will. I promise.” I bowed deeply, surprising them. “Auntie, uncle. I’m sorry Eri got hurt. But… I can’t promise that she won’t get hurt again in future. The world isn’t that kind. What I can promise is I’ll do everything in my power to prevent it, and help her recover. Just as I will now.”

“I see.” uncle Junpei grimaced. He seems hungover. I’ll show a little mercy… Walking over, I relieved his hangover, and he gave me a grateful nod, before steeling himself to speak. I waited, remembering what Eri had told me last night.

“Akio. I know you tried your best. No father… no father easily watches his daughter suffer such injuries. One day you’ll understand that. Assuming you have daughters and not just sons, of course. Looking at the number of women with you, I’d say it’s a certainty…”

“You are rambling, Junpei.” my father chimed in, and uncle flushed.

“Look, seeing Eri so wounded, fearing she might die… we’re not like you, Akio. We aren’t able to fight, to accept injury and death. So you can understand why we were angry, right?”

“I get it, but I think you misunderstand me. I don’t accept injury or death. I hate them! I want everyone to be safe, to live happily. But the world isn’t that kind. Eri… Eri has accepted the risks. As leader, I accept my responsibility to make sure those risks are justified, but it’ll never be risk-free. We fight, and any of us could get hurt, die…”

I made sure to be clear, no more glossing over the realities of what was effectively the apocalypse that was heading for our planet. “…but that’s why I intend to be as strong as I can, and help others to grow their own strength. This is the start of a war, a war for the future. In wars, casualties are inevitable.” I hate it, but denying it won’t make it less true.

“So you are resolved, son?” my father asked, my mom looking on, her eyes, so similar to Aiko’s, seeming sorry. “This will be hard. I must admit, I have never thought of you as particularly resolute. You were capable, in an emergency, when you did not have to think too much, such as when you protected your sister and Eri from the dog. But you also ran away from your problems and anything you felt was too heavy to carry. Why else would you have abandoned Nishimorioka so easily? It was hardly to have a fulfilling social life in the big city, was it?”

“Darling, don’t be so harsh on Aki…” mom began, but he waved her to silence.

“No. It needs to be said. I have accepted him as a man. He has changed. But even so, what makes up the core of a person does not change so easily. Can you handle this?”

“I can.” I declared, determined. “Look, I know I was running away from Eri’s feelings, and my own. I did it more than once. I pretended to ignore Shaeula’s until it was impossible to avoid…” Shaeula smirked at that from where she was carrying our bags along with Hyacinth. “…and I hid deep my own feelings for Shiro. I… well, I just felt so inadequate, not good enough.”

“That’s not true…” Eri began, but at my look her words died on her lips. She could see how serious I was.

“At the time, it was only hurting me, I thought. Sorry Eri, I was a selfish jerk and a coward back then. But now… if I’m not good enough, it hurts everyone, and might lead to the end of everything. So I’ve stopped running. And now I’ve been forced to confront failure. And I hated it. So I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure I never have to taste that sense of defeat again. I may not succeed, but I’ll know I’ve done all I can, and stopped running. So, leave Eri to me.”

“Fine. So long as you have. You are a man now, with responsibilities. So I shall trust you.” my father finished, nodding firmly, satisfied.

“Aki, we’ll visit.” uncle promised, and auntie Hana agreed. “So please just look after Eri.”

“Aki, I know it’s tough, and… we didn’t understand just what you are going through. But now we know. It was shocking, but… I’ll always be your mother, and no matter what I’m on your side!” Mom spoke softly, but her words were firm.

I guess Eri was right. They did want to apologise. Even so, I don’t blame them. It was terrible. I never want to put them through that again.

“Don’t forget me!” Aiko piped up. “Eri, I’ll tell everyone at school you were caught up in the events at the Imperial Palace, but that you’ll be okay. Expect a lot of calls and texts, Yae-chan and Rika-chan will be worried for sure!”

“Hmph.” Eri moved her head a little, embarrassed, making an indelicate sound. “Well, if I get time, I’ll answer. But you need to be careful too, Aiko. You’ve seen what getting careless and overestimating yourself brings. And you won’t have Akio to bail you out.”

At that our parents exchanged confused looks, but Aiko smirked, sapphire eyes gleaming with excitement. “Of course I know that. Big bro told me all this when… it's fine, anyway. I’ll do my part, don’t worry. Eri, Shaeula, I won’t leave you to fight alone. I’ll catch up. Oh, you too, Hyacinth.” She giggled, seeing the fleeting look of disappointment on her face at being left out. “Kana-chan, you’ll look after Eri too, right?”

“Sure.” Kana agreed. “Not that I’m worried about her at all. She’s quite the stubborn woman, after all.” Her smile was wicked. “No, I’m more worried about Keomi-chan. So, you girls need to snap out of it.”

She directed her ire to her friends Asami-san, Mio-san and also Takagi-san and Maiko-san. “This isn’t a game. You should know better than anyone else, considering what happened to your father, Kikuchi-san. But… that won’t happen to you guys. Akio will be sure to use us wisely.”

“Yes. If you want to quit the training school, I’d understand, but… long-term, you’ll regret it. I don’t want anyone to wish if only, when something bad happens in the future that could have been prevented with more power.” I hoped my words would reach them.

“That’s right.” Major Sasaki agreed. “It’s hardly my place to speak in a gathering of family and friends, but I think personally, not taking an opportunity when offered only leads to regret. Even in the JSDF, there are many roles that don’t involve combat, but everyone has some basic training, and learning is never in vain.”

“Well said.” Shaeula approved. “I do not-not blame you for your fear and sorrow. You are young, and unused to battle, and the consequences of failure. I envy you, in some-some ways.” She smiled sadly. “When I was but-but a young female, I was sheltered, insulated from the world. I did not-not see the efforts of those that kept me safe, our Seelie Court protected. I was like you all. Now-now we know. Time for grief and reflection, I can accept that. But like Akio, do not-not run from this.”

“Now, don’t be so intense.” I went over and rubbed her head. “Calm down.” I turned back to the girls. “Shaeula means well, okay. Look, we’ll be talking about how we are going to take the school forwards when we get back to Tokyo. And I’m hoping Haru-san can help with the distress. Look, we live in Japan, we aren’t used to death, not sudden, violent death. But we only have that luxury for now. It may seem cruel to say, but you might be thankful you’ve experienced this early, a few years from now.” Haru-san was getting the train back to Tokyo later, she still had matters to take care of.

“He’s right.” Maiko-san spoke up. “You never know what might happen. When my father was in his coma, my life seemed like it was over. If it wasn’t for my brother taking a leave of absence to look after me, I might not have survived. It was nice to see him again here in Kyoto, even if he was more interested in sightseeing and drinking than spending time with me…”

It was then our final guest spoke up. “Yeah, death can come in an instant. Poor Daizen sure found that out.” Suzu-san shrugged. She was in a different black gothic-lolita dress, a purple parasol over one shoulder, her usual lollipop protruding from her mouth. For some reason she had latched onto our group, though she was making her own way back to Tokyo.

“You know, I just wanted to see Red and White on this trip, and see some of the sites of Kyoto, like Ginkaku-ji and Kinkaku-ji. I never thought I’d have so much fun.” She slurped at her candy. “Well, all good things have to end, right? Uh… when you see the Boss, put in a good word for me, okay? I think she’s mad I left without saying anything.”

I had exchanged numbers with her, figuring since she was working with Shiro it couldn’t hurt. Though I have to say I’m worried. Shiro’s allies sound rather… problematic, each in their own ways.

The man Suzu-san called Bunta-kun was apparently blessed with a powerful ability, but was shockingly nervous and cowardly, while the woman Arisu-chan was supposedly vengeful and angry, easy to provoke. And I don’t even need to say anything about Suzu-san and her… eccentricities.

“Sure, I’ll tell her, but you’ll have to apologise yourself, all right?”

“Come on, we need to wrap this up.” Trey interrupted, his sister and the other two ready to go, escorting my family back to Nishimorioka and guarding those taking the train back to Tokyo. “Time is wasting.”

“Yeah. Looks like we’re done here. A shame, this was a really nice ryokan. I didn’t get my money’s worth…” I lamented. At least I made new allies, found new information and the shrines and temples of Japan are on-board with the new Ministry. Yes, there were bitter disasters and losses, but… well, we’ve cleared this hurdle. Now, the next step is to improve my Territory, continue to grow stronger, and… face whatever is coming for Tsukiko-san. I have a meeting with Tsumura-san, to consider our tactical options and the information that points towards China…

“I don’t know.” my sis complained. “It sure sounded like you had fun in the bath in your room that time…”

As laughter echoed, I shook my head wryly, letting my sis make me the butt of her jokes. Right then. It’s time to go. Eri smiled at me, moving her wheelchair, and we headed for the outer gardens, where a helicopter was waiting to transport us home…


Side One Hundred And Four – Gwenhwyfar Pryce, Merched y Llyn


“It seems we have unwelcome guests.” Gwenhwyfar muttered, the play of the silver lightning overhead reflecting in the ripples of the small lake that sat at the heart of the glen, surrounded by fragrant trees resplendent with pink, white and golden blossoms despite the season back in the Material.

Well, autumn is no matter here, in the shadows of Avalon. Placing down the cup of half-drunk tea on the pretty, enamelled saucer, she put it on the table made from oak wood, inlaid with gold and silver in patterns of Celtic knotwork.

A replica, of course, and a pale shadow of the original. Or so the stories handed down go. Turning to the shapely females that surrounded her, their hair long and auburn, their white dresses diaphanous and transparent, barely hiding their inhuman beauty, she asked them to fetch her guards. As they curtsied and backed away, Gwenhwyfar considered her options carefully.

“Alas, I suppose this was only a matter of time. They were content to leave us remnants of the old times alone while the Gods were absent, but now… well, Aeronwen smiles upon the brave, does she not?”

Standing, she swept her black cloak over her shoulders, in stark contrast to the white gown she wore, unadorned but of fine cloth, reaching for the rusted sword that lay against the nearest leg of the round table. Once it was in her hands, the feeling reassuring, familiar, she looked at her own reflection in the placid lake.

Her clear blue eyes stared back at her, her rich blonde hair streaming down her back, the colour of spun gold. Unlike her sister or most of the few remaining Merced y Llyn, she was well endowed and tall, far from the willowy, Nymph-like figures that those with Fae blood often sported.

The tranquillity of the lake was broken by the sound of booted feet, as a half-dozen of her closest relatives, all men appearing from the ages of twenty to fifty, arrived, wearing strangely old-fashioned chainmail armour, and carrying maces, axes and swords.

“Daughter, is it trouble?” one asked, his blonde hair faded to grey, a scatter of stubble on his patrician features. Beside him, the youngest of her guards also asked for her counsel.

“Peace, brother dearest, father. Yes, it is definitely trouble. It looks like the long-hidden arm of the great Church has come calling. I doubt very much they are simply here for tea and pleasantries. And if they know the location of this small hidden vale, it seems likely there would be little point in fleeing this fragment of Avalon. No, their advantage is likely greater there. They always did have the resources.” She smiled bitterly.

The history of what truly happened fifteen hundred years ago on this blessed isle has long been distorted, sometimes by simple mischance and the acts of writers and historians, other times deliberately, by those who have no wish for any Divinity to be praised but their own sterile, abominable, solitary being.

“Surely the strength of our will should keep them out?” a third man, this one a few years older than her, declared, his arm muscles bulging as he hefted a mace almost as tall as Gwenhwyfar herself. “This sacred site is powerful, surely the lingering Fae will allow no trespass?” The expression on his face was anger at the intrusion.

“The Fae will do what they can, but we are long separated from the greater Court, and the proud Llyn porth cleddyf. The ones who remain here are not powerful.” she warned. “And while the wards of this Territory can turn aside roaming beasts or passing scavengers, against a determined opponent, they will surely fail. By our Lady Nimuë, this is a bitter day. Why did it have to happen in my lifetime?”

“Well, we live long, don’t we?” her father chuckled. “Though to be fair, you are still a young fawn at your age.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere with me, father.” she sniffed. “Sadly, there is no point making a scene. They know we are here, and they know we know they are here.” Gwenhwyfar raised her hand, and a brilliant play of rainbow light spread from her palm.

The still lake responded, the reflection of the silver skies above fading, replaced by scintillating prismatic light, and for a moment the waters parted, revealing a series of beautiful black and sapphire spire-like trees beneath the surface, the leaves a brilliant azure blue, before the waters covered them again, leaving no trace of their presence.

It is too much for them to overlook… no, the one who leads, I feel her power. It is sharp, cold and unyielding. There is something else though, another, weaker, yet… somewhat familiar.

“Well then. We may as well at least look like we are in control.” she proclaimed, sitting on her chair again, legs crossed, cloak wrapped around her. Reaching out she retrieved her cup of tea, taking a sip, only for her face to crease unhappily as it was now lukewarm. Placing it down again with a sigh, she watched as the tall trees, ferns and grasses that surrounded the tranquil glen parted, and their guests arrived.

“I give you my greetings, in the name of the One, True and Only God.” The lead figure smiled, her appearance a distorted mirror of Gwenhwyfar's own. No, the eyes are different, and not just the colour…

The gleaming green eyes of the visitor were sure of themselves, showing no doubt, unlike Gwenhwyfar, who feared her decision to remain was the wrong one. No, I know that they will have found this place back in the mortal world as well, otherwise they surely would not have risked a confrontation…

Behind the young woman, who was wearing priestly vestments of white and gold, numerous tinkling bells adorning them ringing sweetly as she moved, her long blonde hair wrapped around her like a cloak, came a score of men and women, wearing armoured robes and carrying bare steel, their swords bright and sharp. Amongst the group was someone strange though, someone who did not seem to fit.

Wait, is that… no, that shouldn’t be… Dumbfounded, Gwenhwyfar missed her chance to return the greeting, leaving the woman to speak, her gaze hardening.

“Well, are you not going to offer your guests hospitality? Or even a few welcoming words? You heathens, so rude.” The woman sniffed, wrinkling her nose in disdain. “We have come a long way, so at least offer me a chair to take the weight off my weary legs. I am a Cardinal, not a soldier. I’m delicate.”

Behind her one of her relatives snorted wryly at that, and she raised a hand to beckon them to silence. It is probably too late to worry about bad impressions, it was probably too late the day I was born into this world. But there is no advantage to stoking their ire… “My apologies. I can’t say I was expecting such an… august… visitor. Father, fetch her a chair.”

With a hard look, her father brought a chair forwards, and the woman sat down casually. Seeing that, Gwenhwyfar tightened her grip on her old sword, which she had pushed behind her with her leg, hoping to keep it out of sight.

“Oh, I am hardly so important, just a humble woman doing the work of God.”

“Humble, hardly.” Gwenhwyfar’s father muttered as he backed off, his body language defensive, ready to move at a moment’s notice. “I recognise that ring. That’s the ring that old crone Magdalena Stuart used to wear. It has some stupid Latin name. You’re British, right? At least use English. It’s too much to expect Cymric or Gaelic.”

“Father…” Gwenhwyfar hissed, annoyed at his provocations, but while most of the forces the newcomer had brought looked furious at the insult, the green-eyed woman merely tittered, as if she had heard something incredibly amusing.

“Oh, so you knew my grandmother? How fascinating. I suppose she did like to keep an eye on… special… people. Hence how we found you. There are records of the locations we know of … what do you call them? Ah yes, Glades of Avalon. How very … poetic. If rather blasphemous. Well, do allow me to introduce myself. I am Mary Stuart, and I have the honour of being Prophecy-Cardinal of the True Revelation. Oh, I suppose I am indeed an august visitor.” She grinned, placing a hand on her cheek, tilting her head cutely, though Gwenhwyfar was not fooled at all.

This one is dangerous. Extremely so. She has the look of a fanatic. No, all of the True Revelation are fanatics. After all, even the secret societies of old, such as the Knights Templar, were said to fear them. But her eyes shine with a different insanity.

“Bring her some tea.” she ordered, and her brother brought a cup over to Mary Stuart, handing it to her as if confronting a viper. One of her soldier-priests protested, stating it may be poisoned, but she merely laughed, taking a sip, seemingly unconcerned by the prospect of danger.

“I do not believe she would be so foolish as to poison a guest. After all, Laws of Hospitality are something these kind of people take very seriously. It’s one of their few admirable traits. Now, this is quite pleasing. I taste native berries and leaves. Quite the unusual beverage.”

Taking another sip, she smiled, and it made Gwenhwyfar’s spine itch, as though spiders were crawling on her skin. “So, back to the topic at hand, yes, pride comes before the fall, and it is a sin. A deadly one at that. Though I admit to taking pride in being chosen. Now, we are all very busy, so let me cut to the chase. I am here to ask you to renounce your heresies, and garner the good graces of the Lord. The way to the Ninth Heaven shall open, as is in the true Book of Revelations, not the poorly transcribed and warped version the Bibles contain nowadays.”

Really? That is what this Cardinal wanted? I admit to being rather surprised. After all, my bloodline is… not entirely human. She couldn’t stop her expression showing her shock, and Mary Stuart giggled softly.

“You wonder why I would make such an offer? Isn’t it obvious? You may have Fae blood within you, all of you…” She gestured to the family behind Gwenhwyfar. “…some of the few surviving, I fear. The centuries have not been kind to those who are different. But just as a child has no choice but to be born, stinking with the reek of Original Sin, when Eden was lost and the Ninth Heaven separated from this sinful world, your birth is hardly your fault, is it? God is merciful to those that wish to be saved.” She spread her arms. “After all, I was a heathen, despite my grandmother being such a shining example of faith. I listened and played along, of course, as she tried to beat the faith into me, but it was not until I heard the voice of God, conveyed by his servant, Metatron, that I believed, that the spark of faith, nay, the bonfire, was kindled within me!”

I see. That’s why she is so troubling. She is no ordinary fanatic, but one who disbelieved, and then converted. Converts always hold faith with more fervour than believers from birth. Her grip tightened on the hilt of her blade, as she tried to keep her nerves hidden.

“So, I understand.” Mary spoke soothingly. “I too was a bad child, spitting in the face of God. Though I did not carry out such godless rituals as this, nor did I accept the largess of a clearly false goddess.” She sneered, unamused suddenly. “But is it not written that God welcomes back the Prodigal Son, with more joy than he who remained at home all the time?”

“So, what do you want?” Gwenhwyfar asked, unnerved. “For me to convert to Christianity? I have no issue with your God. After all, many were the Knights who sought the Grail, aided by the Fae…” As soon as she said that, she realised she had made a mistake, touched a nerve.

Mary Stuart look a long breath, chest heaving, eyes shut. When she opened them once more, her emerald eyes were hard, angry.

“For such creatures to seek a precious relic of God, only an eternity in Hell would be proper. No, mere conversion is far from enough. I know that some of your kind do believe in the Lord. But it is not enough to believe. You must… sacrifice.” Her smile was cold as ice, chilling Gwenhwyfar to the core.

I believe this woman could fool the naïve into thinking she is a gentle, kind sort. But her eyes give it away. There is no room for kindness within her. Only what she sees as her duty. “Sacrifice?” she asked warily, as her family tensed.

“Oh, nothing so base or cruel as what Abraham was asked.” The woman smiled then. “No, you must simply hand over the power of the false goddess. The presence of such profane gifts is the worst, highest blasphemy. There shall be no worship of false idols, after all. I tolerate those who worship money, power, or even debauchery, so long as they serve the will of the only true God, much as it pains my pious heart. After all, the world has grown cold, religion holds lesser sway now. But one commandment I shall never allow to be forsaken is the ban on worship of other false gods.”

I see. Aeronwen, what should I do? Shall I forsake you? It is not merely our appearance that is mirrored, I see, but our paths as well. She had not believed in much of anything until recently, when a servant of the Goddess had visited the Glade of Avalon. Strange. Though I suppose there is no need to believe, when I know that Fae, spirits and more exist. After all, it’s in my blood, no matter how thinly.

“It isn’t a hard choice. Some others have shown wisdom, and acceded to our requests. And I hardly offer this to just anyone. There are those who have long practised blasphemous arts, spitting on the will of God and the Ninth Heaven alike, who will be offered nothing but their just, well-deserved death. Fortunately such sinners are rare, here in the West. After all, what have the false deities done for you and your kind? Very little, it seems. Though I confess, this place is nice. Nature.”

She let out a gentle sigh. “Perhaps we could build a Convent here. So few girls take up paths of true faith nowadays, and … this country does have quite the strange State Religion. Better Christianity than not, I suppose, but then, the wrong path on the right road can be more damaging than open falsehood. Well, no matter, that iron is in the fire, and the wound will be cauterised soon enough. So, have you decided?”

What in Avalon’s name is she going on about? Irons? Cauterisation? Regardless, I am sure none of it bodes well for us. Now, if I did betray the promise I made to Aeronwen, which would likely go ill for me, as breaking Geas, a pledge made spirit to spirit, is not something to do lightly, would we even benefit? After all, didn’t she say she wished to build a Convent on the mortal site of the Glade? “Such a decision is not a light one, to be made hastily. Decide in haste, repent in leisure, after all. May I have time to consider…?”

“Time, she says.” Mary turned to the out-of-place figure, who wasn’t wearing religious garments, merely a long, hooded cloak, covering their body. There was something large and bulky beneath, warping the cloth, some sort of rectangular object perhaps. “I already offered time to those I could, largely thanks to you. Do you think we can spare time for every sinner to repent? After all, woe comes, and it will be the children who suffer most of all. Oh, will nobody think of the little lambs, as the fields burn?”

“You’re insane!” One of Gwenhwyfar’s guards spoke up, voice full of contempt. “You don’t care about the children, only…” He suddenly stopped speaking, as power radiated from her, deep and mystical.

“Choose your next words carefully. None cares more about the wellbeing of the flock than I!” She began to stroke the ring on her finger. “But I am the Prophecy-Cardinal. It falls to me to speak of the future. You are a small cog. Unlike the greater cogs, your loss will hardly be felt. The power you hold, it should not be touched. Let those of us able to dispose of it safely take it. And in exchange, you will be welcomed into the true faith. Even without such profane gifts, your blood allows you to enter this shallow sea that separates the Heavens and the Earth. Such talents are useful, and are doubtless why God allowed you to be born, such… hybrids.”

Gwenhwyfar shifted at the insulting word and tone. This is growing ever harder to bear. So, I cannot buy time. Though even if I could, we would lose this Glade. And so few remain…

“After all, it takes years of training for our priests and warriors to learn how to enter this realm. Though I suspect, now that the density of God’s favour is increasing once more, that time may be shortened significantly. Even so, I…”

“Go screw yourself, madwoman!” Gwenhwyfar’s cousin declared, hefting his mace. “Looking down on us, calling us hybrids.” Both sides tensed, reaching for weapons. Only Mary looked on, amused, as her cousin continued. “Well, I’m proud to be descended from the guardians of…”

“Will you be silent!” Gwenhwyfar declared, furious. I wanted to avoid trouble, though I suppose it was likely beyond us from the moment we were found. “My apologies.” She nodded to Mary. “It seems my cousin has grown a little angry at some of your… more unwise choices of words.”

“I see. Well, aren’t you a polite one?” Mary’s smile broadened. “No matter, I accept your apology.”

“In that case, why not walk away? Give us time to decide. I know you said we had little remaining, but surely a day can be spared, no? You may be strong and outnumber us, but here within the glen, my Territory, I doubt it would be worth your time or the cost it would entail to try and force our compliance.” Her hand was sweating, the hilt of the old sword terribly cold on her skin.

“Oh, you think so?” Mary leaned back in her chair. “Well… perhaps a… demonstration… is in order. I sense a lot of non-humans hiding in the trees. I have no need of them. Those of you who have human blood, well, there’s still hope you can reach salvation. But those who were not created by God…”

Wait, she wouldn’t? “Hold, there is no need for…” Gwenhwyfar's words fell from her lips, leaving stunned silence behind as the air warped behind Mary Stuart, and something dreadful began to form, shadows and light coming together in impossible shapes.

“Come forth, Principality, and show the sinful the cleansing light of the Lord!” she intoned in a singsong voice. Immediately Gwenhwyfar’s kin sprang into action, rushing forwards as a great breeze sprang up, rustling the trees and grasses, the lake waters blown aside, revealing the precious structures that kept the Glade functioning.

Priest-soldiers responded, and soon there were screams and shouts, the clashing of metal on metal, cries of agony, splashes of blood, silver and red, all defiling the tranquillity of the sacred glade.

Gwenhwyfar watched as the gleaming golden light started to form a figure. It was vaguely humanoid, although the limbs seemed to have too many joints, and it had great, expansive wings. It was hard to make out due to the golden glow, yet she was sure she could see a multitude of eyes in places they should not be, unblinking and reptilian. Her head ached and her stomach was screaming, bile rising.

An Angel? Here? Impossible. There’s no way that the thin spiritual power can support a being from such a higher realm. Even so… Her instincts were telling her it was something terrible, and as her father staggered, blood pouring from a deep wound in his side, she made up her mind.

I must end this, even if it costs me… Aeronwen, I need your strength. Avalon, answer my call… The Territory, the sacred spot, that was deeper in the shadows of the lower Astral than most places, answered her fervent prayer, and brilliant silver and rainbow ether flooded her.

“Oh? Trying to resist?” Mary raised one blonde eyebrow, her green eyes sparkling. “Well, before the servants of God, I fear your efforts will be… huh?”

“See this?” Gwenhwyfar brandished the rusty sword, an old, ordinary weapon, wielded by a nameless soldier fifteen hundred years ago. “It may not be a noble blade, but when one is a true Merched y Llyn, any sword can shine!”

“No, you are one of the bloodline of that…” Mary began, and it was gratifying to see the look of fear on her face for the first time as power coursed through Gwenhwyfar, the blessing of Aeronwen combining with her bloodline and the power the Glade provided.

The Angel, if that is what it was, was starting to appear more corporeal, and the glow illuminated the skirmishing melee, her kin fighting the priests, only her, Mary and the cloaked figure unmoving. Though not for long.

“Sword that defends the Isle, Granted by the Arglwyddes y Llyn, Nimuë, one of the greatest of the Fae, to defend against injustice and evil, I call upon thee by my blood and power. Lend me thy edge, to cut that which threatens this land, the Fae and those they protect! Cleave hard, Caledfwlch!"

The rusted, old sword suddenly shone brilliantly, rust falling away to reveal a blade of unearthly metal. Glowing with power, the air around it seemed to warp, silver to rival the golden glow of the Principality. With a single swing of the sword, the gold was sliced, light pouring towards the stricken Mary Stuart. Die! If I can take you down here, then perhaps this place can be made secret again...

There was a deafening explosion, and Gwenhwyfar cried out as the force pushed her back. Fragments of black cloth were drifting on the breeze, and as she rubbed at her blinking, tear-filled eyes, the sword she once held now crumbling away to dust, she stumbled over the body of one of the priests, torn apart by the invocation of Caledfwich.

That must have killed her. Surely she couldn't have...

[And the Lord spake unto Moses] Something was spoken, and blood gushed from Gwenhwyfar’s ears. It was as if her very spirit was on fire. She staggered, and stumbled again, this time over the body of one of her relatives, who was lying still and unmoving. Dead, no, it can’t be...

Suddenly a heavy impact rocked her, and she caught a glimpse of red before splashing down in the shallows of the lake, vomiting red of her own, her ribs shattered. As she looked up, she could barely see that the priests were covering their ears, and her family was lying motionless, dead or unconscious.

“Good job.” Mary Stuart strode forwards, patting the shoulder of someone who had struck her. My eyes, they are messed up... my ears too, nothing works... Gwenhwyfar coughed, spitting fragments of broken teeth, her eyes full of sparks like the worst migraine imaginable, her ears hissing static. “I’ll take it from here.”

[Kneel] Mary declared, and blood sprayed from Gwenhwyfar’s eye sockets, ears and nose. The lake was dyed scarlet, as her very skin began to weep blood.

“It seems once more good fortune saves me.” Gwenhwyfar couldn’t see it, but Mary was laughing wildly, her face and clothes soiled with blood, most of it Gwenhwyfar’s, some of it her own, as her own nose was bleeding, blood trickling from her mouth, giving her a ghoulish cast. “Well, that and your defence of me. The Lord will remember this. As will I.”

She rubbed at the ring she wore, the golden knotwork of the band shining, the bells of her robes tinkling as she moved. “Having you protect your ears this whole time was a good choice.” She coughed, spitting blood. “The Gifts of the Lord are quite profound but should not be used carelessly. Oh Metatron, how great you must be to bear this without pain.”

I have to do something. I have to… Gwenhwyfar struggled to rise, only for Mary to loom above her, a shape in shadow, as her eyes could barely focus. Even so, the deep green of Mary’s eyes was clearly visible, looking down on her.

“I offered charity, and all it would cost you is willingly surrendering your blasphemous gift, given by a false idol. Well, I suppose blood will tell. A child may be born sinful, but if they repent, they can be cleansed. But you, my half-breed sinner, have soaked yourself in it without regard for your immortal soul. Hmm, that’s an interesting question. Do such hybrids even have a soul? Or is it just half a one? Curious. I wonder if Cardinal Lorenzo knows? No, if anyone would know, it would be Judgement-Cardinal Luca. Though I shall not be asking him, he rather seems to despise me… oh well… should you find yourself in Hell, tell the Devil I’ll be sending more his way soon… ah, yes, there it is. Under the lake. Ingenious really. Sinners are so cunning. Well, best get to it…”

There was a flash of light, something shattered, and Gwenhwyfar screamed, before her consciousness faded, the last thing she felt the sensation of sinking into a dark abyss, the pressure cold and soothing, washing away the fiery pain throughout her body…


Side One Hundred And Five – The Raven Knight


The far reaches of the Fae Realms are bleak indeed… The Raven Knight shook his head in disgust as his jaundiced yellow eyes surveyed the landscape. The lush forests of the land of the Fae had given way to dead groves of skeletal trees, bark bleached bone-white, leafless branches spread out like dead arms, welcoming visitors to death. A river ran beside him, though the water was black and filled with choking reeds and muck, and so cold, so terribly cold, that it was a wonder it was not frozen.

“For me to be forced to come to this accursed place…” he grumbled, his words shockingly loud in the silence around him. Pulling his black-feathered wings around his body, he wondered where it had all gone wrong.

I let my hatred of the Fae, especially their royal lines, blind me to my greater goal. I was just so angry that the White creature betrayed me. Yes, I sensed her endless hunger, but even so… we had a deal, bound by the power of a Roman God. Roman.

He sneered bitterly. The Romans were no friends of his, but he could still admire their prowess at governance, battle and more. They ruled better than Grandfather ever did…

“No, it is not my fault! It is simply impossible to remove the hatred from my heart. Many times I have been persecuted by the Fae, both the fair folk of the Seelie Court, and the dark, bitter creatures of the Unseelie.” He spoke as if to absolve himself, but it was mere hollow reassurance. “My father too, and grandfather, both were cheated by the Fae. In fact, my very birth…”

Angry now, he reached for the shattered sword at his waist. The blade was made of unearthly metal, a son to a greater sword, but even that had not prevented the breaking of the metal, and only a few inches of jagged blade remained attached to the hilt, the metal glittering with ruddy spots and streaks under the glowing light of the massive moon above. “Curse them all. Curse them!”

Curse them. His thoughts naturally strayed to the past, and as he trudged through the dead lands surrounding him, searching for any sign he was close to the hidden, always moving realm he sought, he could almost see the distant past, his memories so clear it was as if she was before him again.
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“You shall never find success, dear nephew.” The speaker was fey and terrible, her beauty sure, pale skin and eyes that shifted colour from green to blue to brown, matching her hair that was at some times red, others a deep black. “After all, your birth itself was a sin, an aberration. Neither human nor Fae, yet not a half-breed either, like those foolish enough to fall for the honeyed words of the fair folk, or the dark seduction of the fallen ones. No, you are more half-human, half cursed.”

She laughed then, her expression wicked and seductive, and he shuddered, having to drive the edge of his shattered sword into the flesh of his leg to keep from being mesmerised.

“Oh, you are no fun, dear nephew.” She sneered, the stink of sorcery diminishing, aether dying around her. “So, you wish to know, do you? Why everything you try fails?”

“Yes, great-aunt.” he had grated, bitterly regretting having to seek out this relative of his, one that he held half-responsible for the ruin of his family, the unfair slanders of history. Only half, though. The other was her, Fae whore who had meddled with his family from the start, setting them on the path to ruin.

“Great-aunt?” Her voice hardened instantly, suddenly frigid as the winter in the northern mountains. “Do I look as old as that, nephew? Simply call me… aunt. I will not stand for anything else.”

At her threatening tone, he had conceded, hating himself anew. “Yes… aunt.” He resolved then to think of her as such from now to the day he would finally wrap his hands around her throat and choke the life from her, if it would get him the answers he sought.

“Very good.” She reached out a hand and stroked his cheek, and her skin was equally scalding and frigid, her lack of humanity clear through her touch. “My poor nephew, born under such unfortunate stars. No, moons would be more apt. Yes.”

She smiled, clearly enjoying his discomfort. “I know your curse. It is the curse of self-destruction, which plagued your grandfather and father. After all, they brought their own doom upon themselves. You shall do no less, my dear nephew.”

He had screamed back then, incensed. “No, it was the meddling from you and that Fae! Him too, the accursed so-called wisest master of the Arts. It all started going wrong then!”

“You are your father’s son, definitely.” His aunt smiled maliciously. “He was always blaming others for his own sins and failures. Just like his father before him. And your grandmother, and mother…”

“I will not hear you slander them, not you as well! You should know the truth, not the false history that has been…”

“Enough.” Her dread voice cut off his rants. “You are not to accuse me, nephew. You sought me out to know the truth, did you not? Well, the truth of your curse is, it is one of self-sabotage. All you attempt will fail, lest you find a way to unpick it from your very being.”

She sniffed, irritated. “It is even beyond me to untangle, loath as I am to admit it. The Dark Queen of Pandemonium, perhaps she could… though the price would be more than you are willing to pay, I dare say.”

“Useless.” He had cried out in rage at his relative, and her gaze was cruel and lacking pity in return.

“Useless? I grant you information you need to know, and this is how you thank me, dear nephew? I see we are done here. Begone. Do not darken my door again unless you have an attitude more befitting one seeking a favour.”

With that she had raised a hand, and he was thrown out of her hidden home. As he was flung away by a surge of wind, the air glittering with a million jade and emerald sparks, he heard her last words to him, the last he had exchanged with her. “If you ever see your brother once again, give him my regards…”
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Shaking his head to rid them of unpleasant memories, the Raven Knight continued his journey. “Perhaps I am accursed.” He snarled, darkness gathered around his body, shattering the tangled undergrowth that tried to hinder his path.

“I let arrogance, in using Unseelie Arts when mere violence would have sufficed, allow that mortal brat and the whore daughter of Shaetanao to slip through my grasp. Though admittedly, I was far weaker, down in the shallow waters of the Boundary.”

Here in the depths of the lower Astral, his strength was nothing to mock, and as if to demonstrate, lances of glittering deep blue energy pierced the forest, trees collapsing, the few Fae animals that inhabited the barren, dead lands scattering, only to be consumed, darkness reaping their lives.

Regret is a painful thing. The Dark Rhyming Tree was an integral part of his plans, so he needed it back. And apparently it had been offered to him, though he had barely listened to the words that creature White was saying, so consumed by rage he was. When it came to matters of the Fae, it was impossible to keep his cool.

It all started with them. No, I cannot trust them. Never. His hands clenched into fists, his breath rasping fast, rage boiling within at the very thought of it. I have waited over a millennia to succeed, I can wait longer, to do it with my own hands, not rely on the charity of the Fae who started this mess, left me like… this.

He spat, foul saliva staining the mud. No, when I do succeed, the Seelie, the Unseelie, all of them will regret what they did to my family, me. Though perhaps… Maybe it was another bitter act of self-sabotage, turning aside what he needed as he hated the giver. Even so, it was impossible for him to change now, not after so many long years of hatred. It was then he heard something, a series of soft movements, and with a sneer, hidden behind his mask, he called out.

“The interruption was most welcome, as I was wallowing in my bitter regrets, not for the first time. However, if you think me easy prey, I will show you the error of your judgement.”

It was then that a group of foul Goblins, clutching a series of cleavers, daggers and axes, all stained with foul, dark liquids, moved from the shadows into his sight. They were wearing long, red hats, similar to a clown or a jester, and their faces were twisted into leering grins of mocking amusement.

Red Caps? I see. It seems I have found who I was looking for. Confident, the Raven Knight sighed. “Members of the Wild Hunt, I have come seeking an audience with your Huntmasters. I come bearing gifts of information the Hunt must surely seek to know.” He paused meaningfully. “Oh, and call back your Silent Hounds. I can feel them.”

The largest Goblin wasn’t wearing a red hat, but a black one, ornate, the trailing fabric reaching the ground. In one hand he held a lantern which burned with violet flames. He stepped forwards, and the Raven Knight tensed.

“Nah, hah. No.” the Black Cap declared, waving his lantern, and the Raven Knight could feel a powerful, unusual energy radiating from it. “Those who chance upon the Wild Hunt must be hunted. It is why we exist!”

At that the Goblins hooted with mocking laughter, and he could hear growls of amusement from the hidden Hounds as well. They dare mock me? How… aggravating. I should have expected this. The Wild Hunt is even more belligerent than the Unseelie Court. I suppose a show of strength is necessary.

Behind his beaked mask, his lips curled up into a smile, his yellow eyes gleaming with ferocity. “I see. Well, perhaps I should thank you. This might be what I need to take my mind off…”

“Slay him!” the Black Cap howled, and the Red Caps rushed in, the Silent Hounds too.

“Insolence! Allow me to finish speaking before you…” Once more his words were cut off. A Red Cap swung at him, blade gleaming with dark poison, and he slid aside. “This is my true power!” he roared, and piercing feathers of blue energy glittered, spinning out like saw blades, and the Red Cap was bisected, disintegrating. Howls and barks were heard as blood scattered like raindrops, the blizzard of feather-blades around him striking down even invisible foes.

Yes, if I could use my powers to this extent without being here in the Fae lands, that bitch daughter of the weasel would be dead. Though to think the White one said she was much stronger now, the mortal too, strong enough to trouble even her…

He dodged a group of Red Caps, breathing out, a mist of corrosive energy starting to dissolve their skin. Space warped, as the Black Cap waved his violet lantern, and the Raven Knight leapt aside, shoving a Red Cap into the path of the twisting space, watching with some amusement as it was crushed into a ball of gore, screaming all the while.

“Curse you!” the Black Cap hooted, enraged.

I already am cursed, fool. His thoughts turned back to the White creature, that abomination he had placed his hopes in. As he unleashed dark blasts of energy and feather-blades, he realised that there were too many to kill in small numbers, so he resorted to Unseelie Arts. “First Weal. Gather From The Fallen.”

At his words, wisps of blue light were pulled from the numerous dead and dying Goblins and dogs. The White creature was greedy, but I do not think she was a liar. So, somehow that pathetic child of Shaetanao has grown strong. Impossible as it seems, it must be the case. Perhaps her mongrel bloodlines awakened in some strange synergy?

“First Woe. Lake Of Vile Poison!” Around him the gathered energy radiated, the ground turning into a shimmering, shallow lake of acidic sludge. The Silent Hounds which had survived his bombardment of feathers were thrashing and writhing in the burning slime, giving him a great deal of satisfaction.

“Second Weal. Under A Dark Moon.” Looking up at the empty skies, only the nigh ever-present moon filling it, he felt bathed in energy, strong enough to take on any foe.

Though that is an illusion. There are many I cannot face, even at my strongest. Such as my dear aunt… and of course, debts have to be paid back in kind… Remembering the cruel backlash when he failed to kill the mortal who stole his Tree, the Raven Knight grabbed at a Red Cap, snapping its neck while it struggled.

Tossing aside the dead creature, he stabbed out with his broken sword, finishing a dying hound. “Well then. Time to assuage my anger. Second Woe. Jaws Of The Questing Beast!”

A surging tooth-ringed maw erupted from the murk, many times greater in scale than what he had been able to conjure in the aether-starved Boundary. His body burned, borrowed energy wrung from Unseelie Arts leaving, but this time there were no mistakes, no backlash. The towering worm snatched numerous prey, teeth longer than spears piercing Goblin and hound alike, hoisting them high into the sky as it swallowed, grinding them to bloody fragments.

“You should have let me speak. I had no wish to kill so many members of the Wild Hunt, not when I bring information to trade. Well, so be it. I am used to setbacks.” Though this one can hardly be blamed upon my unfortunate wyrd, my curse. No, this is merely idiotic anger and rage. I can understand it.

“Farewell.” He closed his fist, and the Questing Beast swallowed one final time, fading away, leaving silence… and one solitary Black Cap, who was injured, one arm gone, but still alive, his lantern wobbling in an unsteady hand as he glared at the Raven Knight with malice in his eyes.

“Oh, you survived? Impressive.” He mocked the lone survivor. “Though enough died to pay the woe many times over. So, are you ready to listen now? I have business with the…”

“…Huntmasters, yes.” a growling voice sneered, and the Raven Knight spun, irritated at being interrupted again. His angry retorts died in this throat though, as the massive wolves, easily overtopping him in height, strode forwards, eyes on him looking with a mixture of curiosity and anger.

Barghests. Three of them. Winning is not impossible, but against three at once…

“No need to be so tense.” the lead Barghest rumbled, before turning to the Black Cap. “Run on home. We can hardly afford to lose any more Lanterns. Now go, fool. I daresay your Packmaster will be wishing to discipline you.” At those words the Goblin, already pale from blood-loss, blanched further, a comical sight due to the green skin it possessed.

Watching it scuttle away, amused, tongue lolling out, dripping rivulets of drool, the Barghest barked a laugh. “So, what brings the fabled Raven of Ill-Fortune out to the very borders of the Fae lands, where all fear to tread? There must be a story here, hmm?”

The other two barked their agreement, and the Raven Knight gathered himself. I have exhausted my options for allies. I need to make this work. “Greetings, mighty Barghests. I… apologise for the violence, but I was forced to defend myself.” Apologising made him burn with fury, but even so, there was no other way. “All I wanted was to meet with the leaders of the Wild Hunt.”

“Alas, these are not the first deaths we have had recently.” one Barghest smirked, fangs showing. “Our attempts to pierce the borders of the Seelie Court have hardly gone well.”

“But what does the famous Knight of the Ravens wish with us?” the next barked.

“Yes. Betrayed the Unseelie, hated by and loathes the Seelie. Poor little Raven, outcast everywhere you go.” the lead one chuckled, slobbering everywhere. “So, what brings you to our door, desperate and alone?”

Ignoring their slanders, true as they were, he took a deep breath. “I come to bargain. I have news that the Wild Hunt may find useful. Even more so if your Hunts have been failing lately.” I can succeed. I am more than just my curse, my bitter wyrd!

“I wanted to bring tidings of a lone and vulnerable member of the Seelie royal lines. Were you to capture her, the by-blow daughter of Prince Shaetanao, your opportunities for exploiting her would be endless.” Send her to her father one piece at a time. That would be most fitting!

The three Barghests were silent for a moment, and triumph stated swelling within his heart, before joyous laughter erupted from them. As he stood there, uneasy and wondering what was transpiring, the lead Barghest spoke. “Your tidings are late, Raven. Perhaps you should learn to fly faster.” As it continued to mock him, the Raven Knight found the answer to his fears.

“The daughter of Shaetanao, she has returned in triumph to the Seelie Court, our infiltrators tell us.” The Barghest growled, furious. “Worse, somehow she has defeated Duke Myrcolaxriath and the Spring of Clear Reflections is once more back in Seelie hands.”

The Spring? Impossible. Mind reeling, hopes crumbling, the Raven Knight protested. “That cannot be, even if the White one said that she had grown stronger, that wasteland of death is impenetrable, unconquerable…”

“So we thought, too.” the Barghest agreed. “It was most surprising. But we are not alone in thinking this way. We cannot allow the Seelie Court to regain its former glories. And we are not alone in those thoughts either. Several tribes of Fae who are linked to neither Court, much like you, Raven…” he sneered. “…have decided to come together, to plot an attack the likes of which has not been seen since the last war between the Courts. Already, the Fomorian tribes who stood aside from the battle at Salamandrastrae have consented to join us, as have the Poison Nymphs, the Hobs, and many others…”

As the Barghests spilled their information, the Raven Knight listened, rapt, not even wondering why they were sharing such with him, who had been their enemy mere moments before. When the plan was explained, he grinned, his mask hiding his joy. “Magnificent. It… it could work! It would lay low not only the forces of the Seelie Court, but drawing in the Unseelie…” His mind raced, thinking of the permutations. “It carries risk though. A great risk…”

“Of course. But we are the Wild Hunt. If the prey cannot fight back, where is the sport in that?” The Barghest laughed, tongue lolling joyously. “So, your information might be stale, but your prowess is sure. Would you care to aid this endeavour? If so, we can pay a modest price. Consider it a favour for a favour.”

A modest price? A Dark Rhyming Tree, surely they can secure me one… “Yes, I think I shall. After all, this is why I came here, to seek redress and retribution. If possible, I would still like to speak to the Huntmasters. I have other information that might be… fresher.”

“Of course, of course.” The Barghests spoke together. “Do follow us, and we shall find you suitable… hospitality.”

Aunt, I wonder if you are dwelling within the Dark Court still? If so, will our paths cross again at last? If they do… will I be able to make you repent, for the cruel fate you wrought upon my father and mother?


Side One Hundred And Six – Adam White, Director of the NSA, Paranormal Branch


“This is going to cause problems.” Adam declared, looking at the intelligence reports coming in from China. “Viola, do we have the latest satellite images?”

His African-American undersecretary, sharply dressed in an expensive skirt suit, handed him a series of images, detailing changes in several key locations over time. Adam inspected them, his expression growing strained. “The numbers here… they seem problematic. What’s worse…” He sighed bitterly. “This bears out everything I feared. What do you make of it?”

“Me?” she asked, surprised. Behind them, the TV was on, and one of the likely candidates for next year's Presidential race was making a speech to a large rally of cheering followers, wearing hats and blowing horns. “You want my opinion, sir?”

“Of course. You are my right-hand woman, my Interrogator.” he declared, and Viola rolled her eyes at his words.

“I’ve told you, sir, best keep that game talk to yourself. It’ll lower the dignity of your position.” Despite her rebuke, she took back the documents, as well as looking at further information displayed on her computer monitor, the images, from America’s most powerful high-orbit spy satellites, surprisingly grainy and low-res, with a series of strange, unexplained distortions blotting out parts of the images.

“It’s just us here, Viola. No need to be so tense.” he persisted. “Now, assess the intelligence. Tell me what you see.” The same thing I did, I have no doubt. If the purge has resulted in this, spread so far, then not just China will be destabilised. Our interests in the Pacific region are in danger…

“It looks like the Port of Suzhou has become a small battlefield.” she observed, puzzled. “We already had indications that the CCP was conducting housecleaning…”

“Call it what it is, a purge.” Adam interrupted.

“A purge.” she corrected sourly. “But this is far beyond that. Initial images seem to show…” The first set of pictures were significantly sharper, displaying far more detail. “…dissident groups, these so-called Sects, being chased out en masse. Although…” she mused, and as she thought, Adam admired her insights.

Yes, Viola has the drive it takes to succeed. She’s the sort of woman we need in these troubling times. Her only issue is that she’s rather too soft, especially for these unique changes…

Keeping his face impassive, he watched as she continued to explain. “…China has no shortage of people, so I suppose several hundred deserters is hardly much of the whole. Anyway… these images…” She moved to the next set. “…show the People’s Liberation Army offensive, and several warehouses, some of the dock infrastructure, and more, destroyed in the firefight.” Smoke was obscuring the next images, but American technology was still able to get a largely clear view, which made the degradation in image quality that followed even more puzzling.

“It becomes hard to make out…” Viola sighed. “I would say it should be impossible, but I’ve seen the details on the Vermillion List.” Her mind was working, trying to understand the impossible. “If there was a black cat with the ability to confound electronic surveillance, or… no, that makes no sense, why would they have such a power?”

“I think you are along the right lines. Though I don’t think it’s anything to do with electronics.” No, that would be too simple. And considering the other things we’ve seen and learned…

“So, let me get this straight. You are saying it’s some sort of obfuscation, that even works on the satellites high above that they don’t even know are watching?” she asked, incredulously.

“Is that any stranger than some of the other abilities we’ve observed?” Adam replied. “But yes, you are correct. It’s some sort of stealth-type power, making detection problematic. But do the best you can. We’ll have to run them through AI algorithms and noise-cancelling programs to see if we can sharpen the images. Technology won’t be defeated so easily.”

“Hmm, well…” she mused. “It looks as though the PLA fractured, some units rebelling and siding with the dissidents. I’m seeing dead soldiers as well as the rebels. These look to be burned out APC’s and tanks, and here… a downed helicopter? It’s amazing they managed to cover this up…”

“Yes, us developed nations certainly should envy that.” It isn’t just us in need of that. Reports from our remaining buried operatives in Japan are saying something big went down there with far-reaching consequences. I have agents on it, trying to gather as much data as we can…

“This last shot…” Viola continued, pointing to one that was most obscured. “Are they… ships? An oil tanker, and smaller vessels. Looks like this one is destroyed, but the others…” Her eyebrows rose in surprise. “So, it looks like a number of the dissidents and rogue PLA units managed to escape to sea? How? That makes no sense. They’d be sitting ducks for attack helicopters, fighter jets and cruisers.”

“Yes, but only if they can find them. Think about it. That’s our last image.” Adam coached her, leading her towards the conclusion, and she didn’t disappoint, quickly reaching the same idea as he had.

“I see! So whatever power they used shields them from detection. Perhaps even from physical vision?”

“I can’t be certain, but it seems the most likely solution. Well, the worst case, which we have to plan for anyway, is different. If the Chinese did manage to find the ships and sink them, drowning all the fleeing cats, problem solved, yes? But if they evaded detection, then there are several hundred of these Sects as well as an indeterminate number of black cats with unknown powers, other than detection obscuration, as well as rogue elements of the PLA with various armaments, who are heading for destinations unknown.”

“I know you’ve been bringing in well-trusted and vetted Chinese-Americans who work for the FBI, CIA and other Government branches, and setting them to researching Chinese myths and stories. Do you really think they have them? Cultivators? How would it be kept secret? It’s as stupid as saying that we managed to keep an alien that crashed at Roswell secret all these years.”

She looked at the TV where the rally was heating up. “They think governments are that efficient? We have more leaks, hostile briefings and self-sabotage every day.” Her snort was bitter. “There are prizes for the first to demonstrate magical powers all over the world. Tens of millions of dollars. Surely someone would have broke ranks before now. It makes no sense.”

“While we like to think the world operates on logic, and people are rational, it’s obvious they aren’t. It’s why people like us are needed. In the shadows, making the hard, terrible choices so that the innocent can sleep at night, safe and sheltered.” He went to his cabinet, admiring the neatly painted figures within.

“Surely whoever wins this upcoming Presidential race, they are in for one hell of a treat, dealing with this mess.” He sighed. “So far, we’ve had the ability to handle it however we wanted. We are hardly the only institution to… forget… to report a number of details to the sitting President, downplaying the situation and the risks. Now, don’t get me wrong, I don’t care who wins the next election, I have little interest in whether the House is Red or Blue. No, I care about getting a handle on this situation, before we let the man in the Oval Office, whoever it might be, make a mess. Best to keep matters in our own hands for now, until the initial chaos settles.”

“I think you should take more of an interest.” Viola shook her head, drumming her perfectly manicured nails on the desk. “After all, what if he wins again? If he finds out you kept him in the dark, you’ll be replaced. He can be quite a vindictive man, so it seems.”

“Let him try. This is my department, I built it from scratch, and I have allies in all the other agencies, even if we clash with some, like Chris from the FBI. Besides, our rival candidate is hardly likely to approve of the actions we’ve taken, anyway. One is as much as good as the other. Gone are the days when the President was a lion, powerful and dignified. But we work with what we have. Back to your earlier point, before we got side-tracked, I think we are looking at it from a very American perspective. Which makes sense, but it’s a flaw.” No, we need to widen our vision, see things from their eyes. Hands behind his back, Adam paced the office, explaining.

“These Cultivator Sects, if they truly exist, they are likely akin to religion, just without Gods. A cult in the truest sense. Loyalty to secrecy and their fellow members would be so ingrained, I’m not surprised there are no breaches. And others…”

He pulled a file, detailing their information on Japan. “…again, it seems that it is mostly religious or semi-religious types that have these powers. And they seem to be trivial, at least up until a few months ago. Sure, you could demonstrate the power to create a small flame, or a gentle breeze, and perhaps make some money, at the cost of betraying your pride and possibly even faith. But… think about it? Imagine what would happen if Christina Bakker found out?”

That madwoman is a great scientist, but she’s not someone to trust. It’s always bad taste to refer to the sins of the past, but she would have fit in nicely with some of history’s more… blasphemous and abominable… doctors and scientists.

Viola seemed to share his view on her, as she shuddered. “It doesn’t bear thinking about. She’d be happy enough to dissect a person to find out what made them different, and wouldn’t take no for an answer. I see. Revealing a trivial miracle would just draw in those that seek to understand or exploit it. Wealth is unimportant when one’s life and liberty is at stake.”

“You get it.” he agreed, pleased at his protegee’s progress. “Even so, I suspect there have been some prepared to break their silence over the years. But I wouldn’t be surprised if the groups involved silenced them. Imprisonment, or likely worse. The common thread is that the majority seem to be religions, cultures or groups that go back fifteen hundred or more years.”

“We are at a disadvantage then.” Viola mused. “Our native culture was rather oppressed, and few remain that practise the old ways.”

“Yes, countries such as those in the Far East, as well as some European and South American cultures have us beat in that regard. I’m reaching out to our Native cousins, of course, but I’m not having much success. Perhaps in time…no, we are rather off-topic. We have to assume that the dissidents will escape Chinese censure and make landfall somewhere else. Notify South Korea, Japan, and the Philippines. They are the most likely destinations. They’d be unlikely to risk turning south-west to reach Vietnam or Cambodia, there’s too much of a military presence around Taiwan and Hong Kong, and sailing north past Japan towards Russia, while not impossible, seems improbable.”

“Japan? Considering how frosty our relations have become…” Viola posited, but he shook his head.

“All the more reason to offer this little helping hand. Besides, you should be aware that our allies won’t abandon decades of co-operation over such… incidents.” Adam disagreed. “You know why we are taking the actions we are, Viola. You’ve risen to my undersecretary precisely because you have the resolve to do what needs to be done, right?”

“Yes, but…” She looked again at the TV. “Seeing all the campaigning, the speeches, the rallies, the cheering crowds, it makes me worry what we are doing is un-American. What will history make of us, Director?”

“I would be happy if there was any history at all.” Adam sighed, one last look at his figurines before opening the laptop containing the Vermillion List. With a few taps, he opened up the details of one new addition, though the data was mostly missing, no photograph, or even a name.

Codename: Midas. Priority Rank: Vermillion. Threat Rank: Unknown/Indigo.

“That’s…” Viola began, having read the newly obtained reports. “…can he really turn normal items into gold? It seems like a fairy-tale.”

“Compared to what we’ve seen, this is nothing. It’s all conjecture, it could be a wonderfully clever hoax, but the timing is just too perfect. No, I have an instinct for these things, as do you. Admit it, you fear it’s true.”

“Yes, my gut says that Midas exists.” Viola agreed heavily.

“So, surely you know what’s at stake then. Look. Let me tell you a story.”

“Not another one from your wargame?” she asked, and he laughed.

“Trust me. There’s a lot of truth in this universe. It may be a dark mirror to ours, but a dark mirror still reflects some light. After all, most politicians are useless, causing more trouble than they solve, leaving those who are prepared to get their hands dirty and their souls stained to do what needs to be done, in the shadows, their only thanks often censure or worse.” Fortunately the heads of the major Agencies are better than the High Lords of Terra.

“Director, you aren’t thinking that…” she began, but Adam laughed her concerns off.

“No, I’m not planning on going to prison after this mess is over. But, some would definitely see our actions as unconstitutional, so there’s always a risk. So, to preface my story, how much gold does the US hold in our reserves at the moment?”

“Four hundred and eighty billion dollars at current rates, right?” Viola answered, before realising. “If gold could be created from nothing, then the reserves are worthless! It would create panic on the international markets…”

“In the Great Depression, how many people died from suicide or poverty?” Adam asked, and she realised his point. “Even if Midas isn’t real, or is responsible, not misusing this ability, once the possibility exists of unlimited gold, the price will still crash, international markets will tank, economic chaos will drive the world to recession… and that’s just one of these black cats.”

“I see. We already worried about the prospect of assassination of key figures worldwide, but the scale is much bigger.” Viola quickly realised. “Wait, if gold can be created out of anything, is that all?”

Good. I knew my faith in you isn’t misplaced. “Yes. What if it wasn’t just gold, but any element? Worse. What about isotopes? If powers can interfere with high-orbit satellites, it isn’t too much of a stretch to assume that it could create pure Uranium-235 or Plutonium-239. Imagine it. Dictators the world over, Terrorist groups, even rich individuals with an axe to grind, able to make lethal dirty bombs, or even proper nuclear weapons. Hell, it’s probably more plausible to assume that someone could modify simple viruses such as the common cold, giving it lethality.”

“It’s a frightening thought. But I don’t see how we can stop it. There are just too many variables.” Viola worried.

“It’s simpler than it seems. Anyway, the story.” He opened the cabinet, retrieving several of his miniatures. “You know, this reminds me very much of psykers.”

“Psykers? More game talk?” Viola sighed.

“Yes. But you’d be surprised at the parallels. Well, just consider them as magic users, psychics that have real power, though the power comes from another world, the warp, where dark Gods dwell and spiritual creatures rule.”

“That does sound ominously similar.” Viola agreed.

“I know, right? Well, from what we have gathered, the world we have gained is hardly so dark, though we are still far from understanding even a fraction of all there is to know. Anyway, nobody wants to be a psyker, but when they are, they gain great power. But that power comes with danger to those around them. I won’t explain in detail…”

“Thank God, when you start going you go on forever…” Viola sighed.

“…but for the good of those around them, these psykers have to be… dealt with. It’s a dirty, thankless task, but to preserve the wellbeing of billions, a few, a handful, innocent or not, need to be sacrificed.”

“I get that. The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few. Everything in life is a series of hard choices. I knew that when I took this job.” Viola agreed. “Even so, it isn’t like we can just get rid of them all, can we? All the information we are gathering seems to point to a greater disaster coming, any number of them. I wish we had more information, but so far we have a lot of gaps.”

“Yes, it’s why I’m rather annoyed that Japanese guy got away. It seems like he has a lot of information. We dropped the ball on that one. And things seem to be rather… curious… in Japan right now. Well, no matter. Yes, you make a good point, Viola. And back to psykers… some few were brought into the fold, constrained and made safe. By cruel methods, admittedly. But to draw a parallel, we have those that we’ve brought under our control, good citizens and foreign volunteers…” His lips twisted at that euphemism. “…alike.”

He scrolled through the Vermillion List, looking at numerous profiles. “It would be easy if we could just get rid of them all. Some would scream that is a tragedy, researchers and scientists like good Miss Bakker.” He shrugged. “And I do see it. Many problems plaguing modern science could be revolutionised. But at what cost?”

“But you can’t, can you?” Viola pressed. “It would be impossible to find and dispose of all of them.”

“Not necessarily. Here’s the thing.” Adam disagreed. “There is clearly a finite number of the black cats. Everyone we’ve questioned admits to having their meeting with whatever being granted them their powers at almost exactly the same date. Well, there’s a day or two of difference, but that’s within the margin of error. While I can’t exactly rule out a second wave, I’m confident that those out there are all we’ll have.”

“Yes, though there’s a flaw in that, right? I have the report here somewhere…” Viola went to her desk, and after a while, produced a thick file triumphantly. “We even have updates from a few days ago. It’s that Double Vermillion guy again, the Japanese one. Apparently he can grant powers to others. That throws off your calculations, right? And I don’t think he’s the only one. There’s that one in India who has just come across our radar, right? And what of these Chinese sects?”

Once more impressed by her knowledge and reasoning, Adam inwardly applauded her. “All true, but you are missing the key point. It seems that all of these artificially created black cats pale in comparison to the cats themselves. Though I confess, I’m interested. A way to create super-soldiers, without the more problematic aspects, might be just what we need. Though it’s not a call I can make alone, of course. No, my job is to make sure all the cats in the USA are under our control, and internationally… well, there’s the rub, isn’t it?”

“Calling it the rub understates the mess with Japan.” Viola protested.

“I think you are missing the bigger picture.” Adam explained, enjoying the back-and-forth with his fiery undersecretary. It takes my mind off the task at hand for a while. “Consider each of the cats as a powerful doomsday weapon. Taking from our enemies or destroying their weapons… that’s common sense, right? And does it really matter if we worsen our relations with our enemies anyway? If we have more power, they can’t do much except howl and bite impotently. As for our allies… yes, I understand your concerns. Japan, Britain, France, Germany, South Korea… we’ve been active in every sphere, though we’ve not been caught red-handed like we were in Japan. Allies today could be enemies tomorrow, but more importantly… look at Japan. Relations are tense, but we still need each other. Japan is hardly going to side with our enemies over a handful of doomsday weapons, are they? Are they going to embrace China because of our meddling?”

“No. They wouldn’t.” Viola agreed, thoughtfully. “But, even so, cooperation seems less likely.”

“Bigger picture, Viola. Bigger picture. These doomsday weapons aren’t replaceable as far as we can tell, sure, a few can make lesser replacements, but that won’t cut it, not if the upcoming magical disaster that we can’t even imagine comes true. So long as we hold all, or even most of the weapons that remain…”

He put back the figures, smiling softly at them. “…what choice do they have? We paid our due. Every life has a price, sadly. Even ours. If whoever wins the race decides I have to be the scapegoat for our deeds, well, I’ll take the fall. I have no intention of that happening, but considering who is running, I can’t rule it out. If so…”

He pointed to the laptop. “…I want to put us in an unassailable position first. And while Gina, Chris and the others might take issue with some of my methods, they know in their hearts that letting those such as this Midas, Akio from Japan, the King of the Favelas, and any number of potential disasters, run free, is far more dangerous than any potential political fallout that can be managed by money and other concessions.”

“I understand.” Viola nodded, her expression bitter but resolute. “Even so, it leaves a bad taste in my mouth. Among them, there are no doubt many who don’t deserve this. Everyone deserves freedom and liberty. I mean, you’ll get some that say these powers are just a further expression of the right to bear arms?”

“Yes, but most people don’t have potential access to nuclear weapons, do they? If they did, and one pissed off person could turn a city to glass, they’d soon change their tune.” It was hyperbole, and it might never come to pass, but some were clearly growing in strength.

I have to plan for the worst, not the best. It’ll be too late for tears when a city burns. That’s why I’ll harden my heart, do what needs to be done. Ruthless, cruel. Perhaps even evil. The history books will say all that of me and more. But I hope they say pragmatic too.

“Yes, I get it. I do.” Viola drummed her nails on the desk again, as she did when thinking deeply or agitated. “Even so, I wish there was a better way. Sacrificing the few for the many, while logical and perhaps even moral, it… sits badly with me.”

“With us all.” Adam agreed. “Perhaps one of our cats holds the key. Some powers are too dangerous to let exist, even in the hands of a saint, but there must be those we can use to constrain and secure. If that’s all, you’d better get on the phone. We need our diplomats to pass on the information about the Chinese dissidents. We need to mend some burned bridges.”

“Of course. I’ll get on it right away.” As Viola left with the documents relating to the Chinese purge and insurrection, Adam found his gaze going back to the laptop that held the Vermillion List.

I can’t help but feel we are only scratching the surface. Knowledge, we need that more than anything. If only we didn’t screw the pooch with our capture attempt on Akio Moonstone Oshiro… well, no use lamenting. Done is done. Now the question is… do we try again? If we fail a second time, our relations with Japan will be damaged massively. Or we could try for a trade, information for information…

Either way, it would be costly. And my capital to conduct international operations has been depleted. I’d need to get support from the others…

Grabbing the remote control, he turned off the TV, muting the Presidential hopeful. “Unfortunately the path to victory here is a narrow one. My only consolation is that China, Japan and other countries seem to be struggling just as much as we are…”


Side One Hundred And Seven – Uriel, 'Rei Dos Morros’, Rio de Janeiro


“You can’t do this to me! Don’t you know who I am, you crazy piece of shit?” The man in front of him, overweight and wearing an ill-fitting silk shirt, the buttons straining, stained with sweat, cried out. “Carlos, Luiz, where the fuck are you? I… argh!” The man cried out in pain as Uriel reached out, his arm wrapped in a strange grey armour, and twisted the man's pudgy limb painfully, the joints creaking.

“Oh, I know very well who you are. Why else would I be here, you fucking Arrombado.” Uriel grated coldly. “As for those two pieces of shit, don’t worry, you won’t be seeing them again.” He pulled harder, and seconds later the pudgy garbage in front of him was crying as his shoulder was dislocated, flesh bruising like an over-ripe, rotten peach.

A stinking rotten fruit. This human excrement only wishes he could smell as sweet as that. “Didn’t you get the warnings? All the crime, the prostitution, the drug dealing, it stops. I said I’d be here to dispense justice on those who failed to listen.”

“You… you’re truly a madman! Even… even if you kill me, you think that you can just wipe out crime in the Favelas? Just you and your band of fools? I heard that you already lost some, gunned down in the street. This is a war you can’t… ahh!” Bone splintered, Uriel’s grip tightening up savagely.

“I can’t? You better not mention those heroes with your filthy mouth. Merda, even talking to you disgusts me.” Uriel let out a bitter sigh. “Money, power. All of that doesn’t matter. What happened to humanity, decency?”

“Hah, they say you are named after an Angel of Judgement, an angry stone ghost.” The corpulent man was laughing now, giggling disgustingly, perhaps having lost his mind from the pain. “Nobody knows your surname, or where you come from. But you aren’t a ghost. You must have family, friends.”

He giggled, dribbling saliva as he gibbered. “Sure, you can kill me, but I’m still a small fish. Yes, I run the gear around here, but you think I’m the big boss, the Chefão? One man can’t clean up the slums, the Favelas! You think the UPP, the police sent to clean up the streets, isn’t corrupt? They’ll send people to…”

“Enough.” Uriel struck, and with one last giggle the fat crime boss died, neck broken. Uriel let the body fall, wiping the sweat from his palms. As he did so, a sound rang out, a gunshot.

“Hah, you fool. You think the boss only had two… huh?” The wiry would-be assassin gaped open-mouthed as Uriel’s arm moved automatically, somehow catching the bullet in the grey-clad palm. As Uriel turned, eyes blazing, the man backed off, fearfully.

I was careless. But I learn. “I should have expected you. Anyway, here, you piece of shit. Have it back.” He flicked the now-squashed bullet away, and it struck the man in the temple. There was a dull crunch, and the man fell, never to move again.

Reaching under his own clothes, Uriel held the crucifix he wore around his neck, a gift from his eldest sister, to commemorate his Confirmation, many years ago. Taking deep breaths, he calmed himself. It’s fine. There aren’t any problems left.

“Well, now to have a look around. But…” There was a large indoor plant in the corner, in a massive pot. It was a vanity object, to display status, but that didn’t matter to Uriel. Walking over, he kicked it to the ground, and as the soil spilt out, he bent down, heedless of getting mud on his pants. Forming the clay into some small, rough, humanoid shapes, he then closed his eyes, feeling the power he had been given within him. “Come to life, puppets of earth.” With those words, the small figures, each the size of dolls, began to move, following his will.

It never ceases to move me, seeing the statues of clay, soil and stone walk. I see the breath of God within such miracles. Yet I can’t help but wonder, God, is this blasphemy, what I do? “Search, destroy any drugs and firearms. If there is money, bring it.”

Surely God is willing to forgive? Killing is a sin, definitely, but is killing such evil men, who prey on the poor and the helpless, who you wish to inherit the Earth, really wrong? I gave them chances, chances to repent, to do the right thing, but they never do. Not without force.

Stepping outside, Uriel tried not to notice the bloodstains on the porch area. Taking a deep breath, he realised that the usually busy streets of this part of the slums were empty. Good. People are alert to trouble. A few minutes later, his little creations returned, carrying wraps of Brazilian reals, as well as some American dollars. Uriel quickly thanked his puppets, accepting the money. “Were there drugs?” he asked, and the little creatures nodded.

As expected. Drugs are the shame of the Morros. Uriel once more grasped his crucifix. His eldest sister had always told him to stay out of trouble, avoid the gangs, not to get involved in violence. She would be rather disappointed in me if she could see me now, I fear. Gabriela was always seeing the best in people, despite where we lived.

“Go, you can rest now.” He released his power, and the little puppets crumbled to dust. It always amazed him how well they could follow orders, so destroying drugs and guns was simple for them, though any drug Uriel was unable to recognise, they would fail to dispose of as well. They also respond poorly to circumstances outside their original creation. That’s why I was almost killed… was it foreign gangs, or did the local bosses bring in hired muscle?

It didn’t really matter. Uriel was going to bring some salvation to those that needed it, the poor and disenfranchised of Rio de Janeiro. The crime bosses, the corrupt police, foreign troublemakers… why else would a little street-rat like me be given this gift, if not to use it? With that he slipped out of the silent street, and headed for his hideout…
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“Hey amigo, you’re back safe!” One of his companions, a young man with his long hair dyed a lurid green, smiled in relief. “I mean, I know I shouldn’t worry, considering, but that guy, he had a bad reputation.”

“It’s fine. He can talk about his reputation with the Devil in Hell. Where are the others?” Uriel asked, sitting down, more mentally tired than physically.

“Out, gathering leads. Marcos heard some rumours about illegal prize-fighting and worse. He should be back soon. Carla is out too. With friends I think. She’ll be fine.”

“I see. I trust Marcos to be careful, and he has the stone arm.” Uriel flourished his own, as his friend passed him a drink. Taking a sip, he felt the sweet flavour of the juice restoring his spirits. “Carla… well, I worry. The streets aren’t safe.”

“Safer now than ever before.” his friend, Samuel disagreed. “Seriously, you’re too hard on yourself. Even the Angels themselves can’t solve everything, no?”

“Amen to that.” Uriel agreed. “Even so, God wants us to handle matters ourselves. There’s no sin quite like that of choosing not to help when you can. Speaking of, here.” He tossed over the bundles of notes he had retrieved. “Make sure to pass this out to the needy, and make sure we stockpile food and medicine.”

Seeing the large amount of reals and dollars, Samuel let out a low whistle. “Porra mermāo!” he exclaimed. “The fuck, was that son of a bitch a bigger catch than we thought? This is a lot of money!”

“It’s the dollars that worry me.” Uriel sighed. Having finished his juice, he went to look out of the window, out into the surrounding streets. In the cracked, old glass, he could see a blurry reflection. Short dark hair, brown eyes, skin on the darker side, and handsome features, which reminded him of his elder sister and his mother. Apparently I’m rather handsome, at least that’s what the senhoras say.

In his younger days, he had run with a hot crowd, and he was hardly inexperienced with women, having had plenty of fun. After all, making love is cheap entertainment. Cheaper than drink, or worse. Thinking that, he once more remembered his sister, warning him off some of the other pleasures of the slums.

“The fat sack of shit, he mentioned the UPP, saying they wouldn’t let this slide.” He flexed his stone-covered arm without thinking. On seeing that, Samuel’s eyes softened.

“Relax, man. No point worrying about it. Sure…” He waved the wedge of dollars. “This is big cash to us, but to those guys, they probably won’t miss it. Besides, I know people talk a lot of shit about the Pacifiers, but a lot of the Morros were cleaned up, at least a little, right? I don’t doubt there are a few rotten shits within, there always are, hey?” he grinned. “But they probably won’t come after us. Not after last time.”

Last time. Uriel let out a long, mournful breath. The attackers had come swarming out of the slums, surprisingly well-armed and numerous, with foreign muscle too, mercenaries probably. Uriel had been gathering the poor and disenfranchised, to share wealth confiscated from criminal gangs, and there were numerous old people, women, children… That was the day I realised I had to stop being recklessly kind…

Once more he grasped his crucifix, imagining he could hear his elder sister complaining, telling him he was making a mistake. Well I’m sorry, sister. Even you would have found it hard to hold in your anger, seeing what happened that day. Teargas first, and as the screaming started, the weak fell to the ground, only to be trampled beneath the fleeing crowd, red staining the dusty ground. Then came gunfire. Rubber bullets to start, but even those could kill the weak.

“Surrender, so-called ‘King of the Morros!” They had started to call out, mockingly, the gangs and their hired goons surrounding the crowd, battering those who tried to escape the encirclement with the butts of their guns, baseball bats or even their own fists. “You shouldn’t have made enemies of us, Comando Rubro!” The leader was laughing, firing wildly. “The only true kings of the poor here are us!”

Blood was streaming down his arm, a real bullet from somewhere piercing his skin, though the damage was modest. In the chaos, he saw one of his good brothers perish, a bullet catching him in the throat, and several attractive, if malnourished women were being dragged off by gang members, hauled screaming by their hair towards the back alleys.

It was then Uriel had snapped. Several of his puppets had been placed within the crowd. Those made from base dirt and mud lacked strength and speed, but were hard to bring down. He had dressed them in long pants and shirts, their faces behind carnival masks. But there was one other, as well. Maria, Mãe de Deus, forgive me, this sinner.

The statue of white marble had come from an abandoned church, and Uriel had placed most of his power within it. The smiling visage of the Virgin Mother was now covered by a real veil, and the white marble-like stone had been touched up with paint, giving it a vaguely skin-like tone. One arm was gone, broken off. But even so… “Protect the innocent, kill the scum who would crush the poor beneath their tyranny!” he cried, power surging. Sorry, Gabriela. Your brother, he’ll stain his hands for what’s right.

Rewriting the commands his stone and earth creations had, he rushed into the fray, his superior strength and speed, which was only growing stronger as he ventured into the other world day after day, expanding his reach, more than enough to allow him to deal with the thugs around him. A broken neck, crushed skull, fatal strike to the chest, soon the members of the slum gang Comando Rubro, the crimson, were receiving their just desserts.

The thugs dragging off the women were attacked by the statue of the Holy Mother, the white arm shattering bone effortlessly. A baseball bat struck her, only for the thug to cry out in pain, the impact of wood on solid stone jarring his bat free, numbing his hands.

“Son of a…” he shouted, only for a strike to end his life, blood splattering the hysterical women.

The battle quickly became a rout, the gang fleeing, only for a sudden impact to rock Uriel. Lying face down, tasting dirt, he shuddered as his whole body ached. It was then a net was tossed over him, the wires made of some sort of strong fibres, perhaps some kind of alloy. Struggling against it, even with his strength, all that he achieved was cutting his skin in numerous places, his blood mingling with the shed blood of other innocents.

As the square emptied, Uriel could see other friends he had made, people he trusted, lying dead. Yes, many criminals had died too against his creations, but could their lives ever be balanced against those of the downtrodden, innocent poor of the slums?

Someone said something. He recognised it as English, but Uriel was barely able to speak a few words. Seeing that, the man, a foreigner, grinned. “Hey, slum-rat. Looks like you pissed off the wrong people. Now, come quietly and we’ll take you to the people that paid good money to have you.” He spoke in passable Portuguese. “I think they’ll want to make you pay for this mess. Try not to scream too much though, they’ll want you to talk as well.” The blonde foreigner grinned evilly.

No. it doesn’t end like this. Why else was I given these powers, if not to make things better? No, this isn’t how it ends! His power could control statues and beings made of stone, but that was it. He had tried to make it do other things, always failing.

“Why do you do this? Surely you know in your hearts this is evil.” Uriel asked, just to buy time, as an idea he had considered yet never tried came to him once more. Under his hand he scooped up the dry dirt below, forming it into the shape of a glove. “Is the money worth the sin on your soul? The End Times are coming, Armagedom. Armageddon. Will your money keep you cool in Hell? Look around. Women, children, the elderly.” Despite his dry mouth Uriel spat. Please, God, just a little longer. Almost done.

To his surprise, the foreigners had looked around. “To be honest, it does hurt a bit.” The lead man agreed, his tone in stark contrast to before. “But at the end of the day, this was a job. I take no pleasure in it, despite what I might have said. Just doing what’s expected of me. All right then, time for you to go to sleep. When you wake up…”

The statue of Maria barrelled into the hired muscle from behind, and several went down, white stone legs trampling the fallen with fatal effect. “The fuck?” the man cried, English Uriel did understand, before pulling out a powerful handgun. “Die, bitch!” He fired, the recoil rocking him, and the bullet hammered into the veiled face, shattering stone below.

That won’t stop her… Indeed, the men froze in shock as the statue tilted, preventing a fall through sheer strength. Curses rang out, and for a moment Uriel was forgotten. “Hand of dirt, I command you. Strengthen my grip, tear through what binds me!” Sliding his hand into the glove he had crudely forged, he unleashed power, and the net tore, his bleeding hands stanched by the blessed earth.

The leader didn’t even see him, so busy he was with Maria, and with a single blow he ended the life of his assailant, his strength more than enough…

Bad memories. Bad memories indeed. Uriel brought his thoughts back to the present. That day blood had been shed, both righteous and evil. And from then on Uriel had not hesitated to deal judgement to the evil, just as his namesake did. And of course, I mastered the partial puppets.

It wasn’t possible to run too many at once, the broken, now faceless Maria taking up most of his power, as well as a couple of crudely made stone warriors to guard the base, and his lieutenants and himself with a puppet arm to increase their defences. That leaves enough for a few smaller creations when I need them.

“Lost in your thoughts?” Samuel asked, and Uriel nodded.

“Yes, just in my regrets.”

“Well hey.” Samuel slapped him on the back heartily. “We all have regrets. Ain’t anyone alive that doesn’t. Hell, I bet Jesus, up on that cross, he wished he just ran away, right?”

“Don’t be blasphemous.” Uriel chastised him. My older sister hated profanity and blasphemy.

“Sorry, but at least that snapped you out your gloom, yeah?” Samuel chuckled. “Anyway, tonight we are meeting the other cells, right? Splitting up, it seems a risky move, if you ask me.”

“No.” Uriel shook his head. ”There’s too much risk staying together. I learned that day. If we are together, they can take us all at once. Evil comes like a storm, to destroy. Well, at the meeting you’ll hear more about my plans, and the upcoming battle for the Earth. The Devil is coming, Samuel. The Devil is coming. But do you think the world cares? No, the rich will wait in their mansions and palaces, and send the poor and the downtrodden to fight their battles.” His expression was cold. “Well, not anymore. In the world that is coming, their money will be worthless.” He flexed his puppet-arm. “But until then, we have to look after our brothers and sisters.”

“Right, I get it. Fuck the Capitalist pigs, right?” Samuel laughed. “Well, since you are the bearer of miracles, the King of the Morros, with Maria at your side...” He nodded at the silent statue in the corner. “…how can we lose?”

Uriel only smiled at that. How can we lose? Just being righteous is no guarantee of victory, and… well, my hands are red with blood. The blood of evil men, yes, but… As Samuel chattered away, Uriel's thoughts were back on the other world that had been revealed to him.

There are many creatures, many evil beings there that need to be destroyed. Showing mercy to evil only breeds greater evil. I need strength. More strength, more power. So I can control more puppets, protect more people. And if my power grows enough…

He looked at Maria, a slight smile on his face. Maria, perhaps one day your son will walk alongside you…


Side One Hundred And Eight – Constantine Nikolaou, ‘Truthseekers.com’


“Ialways tell you to think these things through!” Constantine listened to his sister rant at him as usual. “Seriously, you expect us to chase down more internet rumours that are clearly nonsense? By God and all his Angels, you really are an idiot, Constantine. Why can’t you just get a proper job, like all our friends? Don’t you know how embarrassing it is when I meet people that know us and they ask about you?”

“Hése mas, sister, don’t be a bitch about it.” No wonder she’s never made a relationship work. Sophia is always such a nag, so overbearing. Her name doesn’t really match her, she should be called Tyrannos instead, as she rules the roost like a particularly shrill dictator. “I know what I’m doing. This time, it’s for sure! We’ll make it big!”

“Don’t you tell me to fuck off, you worthless layabout!” Sophia ranted. “Get a real job! This conspiracy and mystery website crap isn’t earning you anything! You even had to have me pay for the flights to Germany! I’m sick of cleaning up after your mess!”

“Peace, Sophia. I’m sorry, all right?” Constantine conceded, unwilling to argue further. It never gets me anywhere, and we are attracting attention. The people on the street in Berlin were watching them curiously as they passed, and that wasn’t improving his sister’s mood. Seriously, my twin sister is such a pain. We look so similar, so why are our temperaments completely opposite?

With dark brown hair with some lighter highlights, olive skin, dark brown eyes and a voluptuous, curvy physique, Sophia had always been popular all through school and university, at least until she opened her mouth. “Though you have to admit, I’m onto something here! I’m going to break the secrets of this world right open, and then we’ll be rich!”

“I would be less surprised if you were on something, but you don’t have the guts or the money.” Sophia sighed, exasperated. “Fine. I don’t like the stares. Let’s get off the main street.” She pulled Constantine into a side junction.

“Careful. From my research Luisenstadt and the surrounds doesn’t have the best reputation. A pretty girl like you should be on your guard here, Sophia.”

She gave him a withering look. “Too late to flatter me, little idiot. Besides, won’t my big strong twin brother protect me? Oh, I forgot, all you do is sit on your arse all day, scrolling through crap. Not all of them for your stupid website either. Learn to clear your browser history, creep. That fetish is why you’re single. No, one reason.”

“Skatá, you have no right to be snooping through my stuff, Sophia! I don’t pry into your life, do I? Even though half the guys you’ve dated I know, I never ask about…” He trailed off at the intense look in her eyes, his voice falling. “…well, just give your brother some privacy, okay?”

“Don’t use such filthy language with me. God’s grace, you suck. Well, maybe I went a little too far with that…” She apologised, at least half-sincerely, which was unusual for her. “...but I have a right to check up on you! After all, it’s me who is subsidising your … career.” She said the word as if it was dirty. “I have a real job, you know, and I’m taking time off to come chaperone you so you don’t get fooled or scammed, Constantine.”

Damn it, my sister trusts me about as much as she trusts politicians. I mean, I get it, but still, it hurts my pride. “Look, I’m hardly going to be fooled so easily. It isn’t like I’ll… uh, well, never mind. Look, we need to find somewhere to sit where we can talk to the locals. The rumour I’ve been chasing is a solid one, and this place is the epicentre. I get a really good feeling about her.”

“I’m sure you do, judging by your search history.” Sophia replied coldly.

“Enough about that. Look, there’s a bar over there. It’ll do for now, it’s in the right neighbourhood.”

“Are you sure? It looks a little shady.” Sophia muttered. “No, I guess this whole suburb is dodgy. I read the tourist advice. We need to keep our wits about us.”

“I always do, sister!” he boasted, only for her to sniff, unconvinced. Look, I’ll show you! This time it’s the one, I know it. Too many other coincidences and leads all point to something big happening. This time, I’ll uncover the hidden truths of the world!

Leading her to the bar he opened the door, and perhaps due to the early hour, there were only a few men drinking large glasses of beer at a scattering of tables. The patrons looked up when Constantine and Sophia entered, their gazes showing a slight interest in his sister, but they soon went back to their drinking. Sitting down, Constantine didn’t forget to pull a chair out first, which his sister took gratefully.

“Thanks. My feet hurt already.” Sophia complained.

“I told you not to wear heels. This isn’t a shopping trip, this is an investigation!” He pulled out his old laptop and opened it up. Turning it on, he waited for a server to come over, before realising his mistake as the bald, older gentleman said something in German.

Ah, I don’t speak German, an oversight. After some awkward fumbling in broken English and some gestures, a couple of beers were placed on the table. Taking a sip, Constantine smiled. I guess German beer holds up to the hype.

“Not drinking, Sophia?” he asked, only to recoil at the look on her face.

“So, idiot brother of mine, even if you find this mysterious magical girl, how will you talk to her? You don’t speak German!”

“I’ve thought of that, honest! Look, sometimes we have to take risks, don't we? You’ve already seen some of the data. Just look at the videos.” He opened a series of YouTube videos while drinking his beer, including his favourites, from an anonymous Australian content creator. Sadly after the first few, there had been no more, and the comment sections were alight with conspiracy theories that the big special effects companies had clubbed together to have them kidnapped to steal their technology, or that it was all a guerrilla marketing campaign for an unknown upcoming film.

“Oh yes.” Sophia agreed, finally taking a drink of her beer, watching. “I’ve seen that. Everyone has. It’s really clever. But let me guess, you think it’s magic, am I right? That’s stupid. Occam’s razor, ever heard of it? The simplest solution is usually the correct one.”

“Come on, I’ve watched a ton of videos going over this and a few others. Nobody can tell how it’s done.”

“Yes, but I heard that there are a few areas where it’s flawed, showing it to be a clever fake.” Sophia objected.

This is why you don’t have it in you to be a seeker of truth, Sophia! With a superior smile on his face, Constantine elaborated. “Yes, that’s the clever part. If I was going to throw off those looking for the truth, I’d drop a few clever hints to make it seem fake. It’s genius, really!”

“Right.” She sighed, clearly unconvinced. “At least someone is, you certainly aren’t, my gullible brother. But so what? You think that miracles and magic have been kept hidden for thousands of years, and then some magus just drops all secrecy and reveals it on YouTube of all places? Don’t you see how insane that sounds?”

“It sounds reasonable to me. Have you seen the views? Hundreds of millions. That’s a lot of advertiser revenue. I’m jealous.” I don’t have any advertisers interested in my website. For now. That all changes today!

“If someone could really control water like this video, I don’t think they’d need to resort to advertiser revenue. They’d be a celebrity. But I don’t believe in any of that. The only miracles come from God.” Sophia protested logically.

“It isn’t just this. Sure, I’ll concede that maybe one strange thing like this might be a hoax or clever trick. But it’s not just that. There was that Nordic weightlifter, who said he was blessed by Thor…”

“Thor is a heathen God, a work of fiction.” Sophia snorted, her face a little red as she had finished half her beer. “He was clearly on drugs.”

“Maybe, though the fact he broke the world records then went missing is undeniable. There’s a lot of chatter on my forum about it. Look, one or two things might be coincidence, but over the last few months so much as been happening. Everyone is talking.”

“Yeah, all just you and your loony conspiracy nuts.” Sophia signalled for another beer. “Really, it’s nice to dream, but the world isn’t that fun. Why can’t you just knuckle down and get a real job? I may be harsh with you, but you’re not that stupid, Constantine. Look, I’ve scraped together the money for this. If it doesn’t pan out, it’s time to quit and face the real world, all right?”

“Skatá. All right, I admit, it’s been years. But don’t you dream of anything wondrous, of something exciting?” Constantine shook his head as two more glasses of strong German beer arrived. “Just take a look, all right? I have a lot more…” He opened up a clip of a young Asian boy crying out, bleeding, wounded and distressed. “See? This was uploaded recently. There’s definitely something going on here, I know it.”

“Disgusting.” Sophia pursed her lips, upset. “If that’s real, it shouldn’t be online. Poor boy. But look at the comments…” She pointed, and Constantine held in a wince. That’s my sister, sharp as ever. But…

“I know it says that there have been reports of it being a terrorist group attacking. But I’m not so sure. Do you know how many religious figures have been seen in Kyoto over that weekend? It stretches credulity that it’s a coincidence!” he declared confidently.

“No, it doesn’t.” Sophia disagreed. “Occam’s Razor. Remember? Does it seem more likely that a group of madmen attacked, or that the government is covering up something so clumsily?”

“That's true, but… it’s not just that. There was the incident in Brazil, and the US has had several unexplained disappearances that have been well documented, all with strange circumstances, and then…” He brought up a series of poorly shot videos and grainy images taken by some low-quality phone cameras. They did seem to detail a number of strange phenomenon, such as people moving faster than was humanely possible, or shrugging off being shot.

“They could easily all be fake. There’s never an end to human deceit, and hoaxes can be very convincing. That’s the point of a hoax.” Sophia dismissed them. “You think that the government has been able to cover up this stuff for years? Ours can’t even cover up their own mistresses and bribery scandals. If there were superhumans among us, we’d know.” She had almost finished her second beer, and Constantine decided they needed some food.

“Look, I know all that. But here.” He brought up some charts. “All of the strange events started spiking around the same time period. The end of July and into August these hoaxes, as you call them, started up, and the rate of them has been rising steadily since. Now, numbers don’t lie, do they?” He had a conversation with the barman as best he could, and soon more beers and a plate of steaming sausages and cabbage were on the table. He bit into one, surprised it was so good, while his sister was examining the screen, her expression pensive.

“So, what do you think?” he asked.

“Okay, statistically speaking, you’re right. Though there are always outliers. The upsurge, assuming your data isn’t pulled out of your behind, it’s what…” she concentrated, working numbers on her phone. “…Two Sigma certainty, at best?”

“You always were good at mathematics, Sophia. Shame your job doesn’t use that much of it. Maybe when I strike it rich, you can get a job you like more…”

“Oh, so you’d make your sister work, even if you were wealthy? Considering all the money I’ve lent you, never expecting it back…” She shook her head, tipsy. “No, there’s no point listening to your pie-in-the-sky nonsense. Look.” she explained, a serious expression on her face. “Even a Two Sigma probability means five times in a hundred, it’s just coincidence. And when you are trying to tie together so many different events and data points, well, garbage in, garbage out, right? I still think it’s coincidence, or just pattern recognition. We are predisposed to identify false positives. Basic biology.”

She sighed then, tired of arguing. “Thinking you see a tiger and being wrong, is far better than thinking you don’t see that tiger and being wrong.” She bit into a sausage savagely, and Constantine was a little embarrassed by the looks his sister was getting. Yes, another reason she’s single, she can be rather tomboyish at times.

“That’s why we are here in Germany, right?” He flicked to the remaining videos, which were shot of a young-looking blonde girl, clearly beating the hell out of what looked like a gang of German skinheads. This was well-shot footage from a decent phone, and it had been passed to Constantine by a regular on his website. It had been uploaded to the internet a few times, but each time it disappeared quickly. Very suspicious. “This girl here, see that? Her moves shouldn’t be possible.”

“It could still be a movie promotion, or footage leaked from an upcoming project. By the Lord, you are gullible, Constantine.” She offered the most reasonable explanation. “The reason the video keeps getting scrubbed is likely copyright, okay? Always go with the logical solution.”

“Maybe so, but… filming in these infamous parts of Berlin? The video was located to here, as were the still shots and other less detailed footage. Geolocators take their craft very seriously, and several of the images were definitely taken from around here.”

Before his sister could protest. A shadow loomed over them. Looking up, Constantine could see a massive man, with muscular arms sticking out of the torn-off sleeves of a faded denim jacket. He had an angry scowl on his stubble-covered face, and he rattled off a quick sequence of angry-sounding German, pointing at the screen.

“Uh, Constantine, what do we do? This is why this was a stupid idea! Now he seems angry.” his sister whispered, suddenly scared by the overwhelming aura of aggression from the big man.

“Aha!” Constantine declared triumphantly, though he too was uneasy at their visitor. “I have thought ahead. Translation apps have come a long way.” He clicked on a few links, and soon the angry German was being translated into passable Greek.

“Why are you here looking for her? Who do you work for? Government? Police?” the software spat out. The other patrons of the bar were looking on, and one was reaching for a pool cue, which was leaning against one wall. Sweat dripping from his forehead, Constantine changed the language settings.

“No, we aren’t any official people! I’m a journalist! Internet!” he declared. “I want to know about the girl. She’s special, right? If I could just prove one exists…”

“Selfish.” The man slammed down his glass of beer, and panicking, Constantine operated the laptop. “She just wants to be left alone. You are not welcome here!”

“So… she’s real?” Sophia asked, puzzled. “This isn’t a film shoot or anything? No, this must be some sort of hustle, picking on gullible tourists…”

“Go home.” The man warned, and those in the quiet bar echoed him. “She is the Rachsüchtiger Geist, our vengeful ghost. Many have come looking. The wise left empty-handed. The foolish tasted her vengeance. I suggest you leave. While you still can.”

I knew it! There’s something going on, the secrets are out there! Why else would they be worried about the government and the police? If this girl can do what the videos show, then so can the others. It’s true! It’s all true! His excitement rising, Constantine couldn’t stop himself from talking. “So, why are you all so concerned? Do you know her?”

“Stop asking questions! We should go!” Sophia hissed.

“There’s no way I can back down now! This is the truth!” Constantine shot back.

“Yes, we know her now.” The man agreed. “A lost child, buffeted by the storms. Coming to rest in our neighbourhood, seeking shelter.” The man lowered his voice, ashamed. “There are many here that are not good people. She had it hard. But those who sought to abuse her realised that she is not for them. Now go back. The incarnation of the Furies has little mercy.”

“The Furies?” Sophia, who was oppressed by the atmosphere, perked up a little at that, her curiosity piqued. “You mean the Erinyes? Obviously they never really existed, but to think we’d hear about Greek culture here…”

“Is this really the time for that?” Constantine hissed, knowing she could be curious about the strangest things. “We need to convince these people to tell us what they know.” And not beat us up and toss us out into the streets. Or worse.

Another man came over and addressed the first man, in rapid, quiet German, too fast for the software to decipher. Watching their expressions anxiously, trying to determine whether they needed to run, Constantine was surprised when the second man grabbed the laptop.

“Hey, that’s mine…” Constantine began, but a glare froze him, and a bit ashamed of his cowardice in front of his sister, he watched as the man looked at the other open windows. The two men then had a conversation, before the man handed back the laptop and said something to the barman. Moments later more beers arrived, and the newcomer gestured to several of the images. “I am curious. What are your names, foreigners?”

“Constantine Nikolaou. This here is my sister, Sophia.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you all.” Sophia replied timidly. “Uh… my brother is an idiot, but he means her no harm, I promise.”

“You can call me Karl.” The man answered, giving no surname. “So, a journalist? One with… interesting… views. So tell me, Herr Constantine, why should she reveal herself to you? After all, if she hides like a ghost, clearly not wanting to be found, isn’t it rude to seek her out? Besides…” The man continued, this time not through the translation app, but in tolerable Greek. “…these images. The people in them disappeared, didn’t they?”

“You speak Greek?” Sophia asked, surprised.

“English and Russian too. Back in the day, I was quite the important man. As to how I ended up here, that is a story I do not care to tell.” Karl declared. “Now, is your truth worth putting a girl at risk, Herr Constantine?”

“Hang on, you are talking like all this is something real. It’s a hoax. It has to be!” Sophia objected, and the man gave her a pitying look, which was riling her up.

No, this is a bad time to get angry. “Calm down Sophia, we don’t want to cause trouble. Gamóto, this is tense.” At his words, Sophia kept her silence, grabbing her beer and taking a long swig. “So, you said that the police and the government and foreigners have been here looking for her? That makes sense, if I was able to find out, then so could others.” As he talked about it, his enthusiasm returned. “But how did she evade capture? Wait… were you helping her?”

“The ghost does not need our help, but we still choose to offer it.” Karl nodded. “After all, she is vengeful, but does not forget those who show her kindness. Even for the government, Berlin is a big city. They cannot cover it all. And there are many places to hide.”

“So what about surveillance? Tracking her phone or some such? I know that it happens. That’s not a conspiracy, it’s established fact!” Constantine proclaimed.

“She does not use them. After all, who would a lost runaway call?”

“A runaway? That’s sad.” Sophia muttered, her tense expression becoming more compassionate. “You must be kind people, helping her.”

Karl looked ashamed at that. “Hardly. Those who were not kind were many. But the ghost is not so easy to prey upon. Now go. You have what you need to know. The Rachsüchtiger Geist exists. Let that knowledge be enough. So go. Do not return here again!”

“But I need to know. There are others! Others like her! The weightlifter, whoever was doing the YouTube videos, many others. Why is it secret, what is happening? If…”

“Enough.” A young voice cut in, and the translator app, left on German, repeated it back. “Karl, I’ve been listening. I admit to being curious about what he knows.” The speaker was indeed the girl in the video, though her appearance had changed, her hair pulled into a ponytail, and she was wearing a long duffel-coat, hiding her figure. “Besides, it’s a problem that he managed to find this place. I’d like to know how. I’m sick of having to hide. I don’t want to leave, not now I’ve found a comfortable place to live. We can't keep hiding all this under a blanket, not if people like him have found me.”

“But are you sure?” Karl asked, and she nodded.

“If they try anything, then… Alecto’s anger will surely fall upon them. Besides…” She reached out and effortlessly hoisted up a heavy table one-handed, bigger than her own small body. “They don’t look so tough.”

Sophia was gaping open-mouthed at the display, but all Constantine was feeling was triumph. That’s not natural. No, I’ve found it! The impossible, I knew it! Two Sigma, Sophia says. Well, what does that make this now? If this girl is the real deal, then are all the others? No, maybe not all, but it’s impossible that none of them are.

His breath coming fast, hands sweaty, Constantine stood up and greeted the girl. “Hello there. I thank you for showing yourself to me. I promise I mean you no harm. I simply have to know more about you, and any others like you! The world needs to know, but…”

“What is he saying?” The language app interpreted her words and her confused look to Karl made Constantine wince. Oh yes, the app. I need to change the settings. It’s only Karl that speaks Greek…

“He says he wants the world to know about you and those like you.” Karl translated, and her cold blue eyes made Constantine tremble, his sister Sophia shaking like a leaf in a storm. I can feel it. It’s like her anger has a physical presence, a chill. No, if I was to anger her, who knows what she could do to me? Even so…

He glanced at his scared sister. “Sophia. I was right, see? But… what should we do? Now that the truth is in front of me… Gamóto, what in God’s name do we do?”


Afterword


Hi there, it’s me again, Ship Teaser! Thanks again for reading further in the tale that is On Astral Tides. Lots to talk about this time, but as always, if you read the afterword first, there are spoilers for the volume ahead, so… maybe come back after you’ve read the book?

Anyway… first up, I did say there were two more books to conclude Act One of the story, but as I broke it down, there’ll actually be three, of broadly similar length to this book. It was a bigger arc than I thought… oh well. In addition, I've made some slight changes to the status sheets now Akio's Eye gives the Class and Type of everyone now, adding some extra line breaks. Makes the tables longer, but hopefully more readable. Oh, and truthseekers.com, Constantine's conspiracy website, didn't exist when I first wrote his chapter. It's… appeared since, and has nothing to do with me or On Astral Tides, and I probably don't recommend trying to access it… you have been warned!

Now… about the Conclave itself. Honestly, it was tough. Akio failed here. People died. Originally it wasn’t quite this brutal, but his original failure was planned to happen last book, and the outcome with Miyu was very different, Akio blundering and removing her Favour. But this was wildly out of character, for both Akio and Hinata, so that was changed, and for the better, I and almost every reader agrees, giving us what we actually got.

In Conclave, Yamato was always going to screw this up, but the disaster was added to by the addition of Mine Minatogawa. She wasn’t in the early drafts, but was added, a Susanoo Chosen who had a bit of a crush on Yamato, and a likeable character, who could add extra sting to the tragedy. Yes, losing trainees is harsh, but… most of them weren’t deeply featured, and those that were thankfully survived.

Akio isn’t a Gary Stu. He makes mistakes and has flaws. Here…yes, maybe he underestimated the stupidity of those who ignored his orders, and maybe he shouldn’t have let his sister and the others drag him to the concert when Keomi was missing, but… it’s as he says. Ten minutes. He needs to spend time being himself, else the pressure will crush him.

He took precautions, guarding all he could, his friends, family and so on… he warned everyone, ordering them to avoid the Boundary. But again… he underestimated the chain of events casual words and actions caused, his actions inflaming Yamato’s pride and confidence, and he didn’t know that Susanoo would be so loyal to Kiyomizu-dera as to go against his orders and send their shrine maidens and priests into danger…

It also plays into another theme. Nobody can do everything. He can’t be everywhere at once, or take note of every possibility. Should he have done better? Probably. Taking Eri was a mistake, and they paid for it, but… how culpable he is, is down to individual judgement. But… it’s a huge moment of character development for Akio and others, and also shows that Kin Restoration isn’t infallible. It’s an awesome ability, and will prove vital, but… it’s not a panacea for any death…

Now, he’s tasted a bitter defeat and lost people, though fortunately nobody that was close enough to him to break him. He’s resolved, not to prevent all tragedies, as he knows such is impossible, but… to do better. To be more prepared, to help others be strong.

I know some people can’t stomach tragedy, and OAT is never going to be gratuitously dark, but… with so many powerful beings and abilities being tossed around, and the Boundary fraying… some sadness is inevitable, but the story will remain mostly hopeful, Akio and his allies growing and fighting, pushing back the darkness, saving what they can…

On a sadder note, as I was preparing Book 6 for launch, my father passed away after a brief but fierce battle with a very aggressive cancer. My relationship with my dad was nothing like Akio’s, we were close, so it was quite a wrench. It makes me think about the deaths here too.

My father was an avid reader of fantasy books, but… not mine, as he wasn’t into Japanese-inspired works. So he never read it, but… I hope if there’s an afterlife, and he gets chance, he’ll take a look. And yes, I’m not ashamed of family reading my harem power fantasies!

But while Mine wasn’t intended to be in the story originally, her presence will be felt for a long time, just as my father’s will be felt, even now he’s gone.

Anyway, enough gloom. Book 7 will be up for pre-order soon enough, and we’ll see Akio’s new resolve and determination in action. I hope to see you there, as while Akio may not be an infallible hero, he’s certainly an earnest one, and seeing him overcome all challenges is something worthwhile, I hope and believe. Until then, I’ll see you next time, or on discord or on ScribbleHub…

OEBPS/image_rsrc6EZ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc6F1.jpg





cover1.jpeg
BOOK SIX: THE CO





OEBPS/image_rsrc6F0.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc6ET.jpg
@9






OEBPS/image_rsrc6EU.jpg
Jojakkoji Temple

Horingi Temple. yaien
rand

K Saihoji Temple

fingoji Temple’

IS

(Suzumyshidera)
5

=]

Fr-:The World s cultural heritage

wRICHE

(1994.12 Registration)

To Ohara-Sanzenin

<~To Kurama

DKokuuﬁ?ai an S

Bioto Intormational
Erm————

Kitayama St

% JeKinkakui Temple

Kitaoji St A&

ikakui Temple Ryoanii Temple

\&

[Kuramaguchi

024
33 uoqua:

e Kitano tei

RO

' DGWiaha v

Q

-
Rander
Nkmomkubmm madegawa Sl

YaseHieizanguchi

\/'

S Takaragaike

B

BRIRRE Center,

~ aBrme
JfouliN-ounwQ
TSI

) Demachiyanagi g
HE

7S [pewEIEme,

3
5|5 |Kvoto Imperial Palace|
# Marutamachi St_AG3 § O Marutamachi x4 &
; i
2| E
H s [ &
Slalgnamn Ciy Haim 8
3 rasuma-Oike K| H
- . 5 &) mersronm
B mnE ¢ e O w

MOVIX W Higashiyama

! Rokkakudo, it
R
% 8 Dept. ]

(Chion-in Temple

; / i
aromits

]l

C Shighijot;%
e
s

angendo

SR

RSB W =

[JR Tokaido fine.
R

Temple| | Chishaku-in Temple

= A 2
£

2AS

Il mg Sennyuji Temple:

/g* ‘ Toufukuji Temple

o Nanzenji

To Digo’s
o g e Jemple

i
.‘

Maruyama Park®
BUAS

iyomizudera Temple






OEBPS/image_rsrc6EV.jpg
To Ohara-Sanzenin

TY- eHieizanguchi

<—To Kurama
i‘?’ %
DKokuu @ikan sz
EKyoto International /
Takaragatke Parkm®  CUERSHNG] [/

S Takaragaike
=7

Daitokwi Temple
Kitaol St_IA#E

*Ryoanji Temple

Kyoto Imperil Palace Gt Mo Center

larutamachi A8

mole” g gl SHag Kuramagiihi
Ritsunelian unie. = (S 8% Temple B, g
R Kitano TG | o wO5sfidatiny d
;% | Kitanchakubaicho ~  Imadegawa St_St)Ii& madegawa Sinil__ 2 ) Demachiyanagi i;as
Nisonin Temple o LS T [ Nisiin Textie m H iz @Kyoto Univ.
= | mowinz Conter . H] AT
zl Seir Shrinb | | Prfectura ffce 2
5 e L] 2|
< o)

Jojakkoji Temple : 7 h Marutamachi St_AA5E

FEEE]

FUTHEH
sxin Oty Hall
|Karasuma-Oike Ky

| suy Aenans ewnserey

Nijo Castle
=)

Tolysesi]

ijo

@R Kyoto Gity
Art 455 Zoological
B Cultural Museum m ) [PP58 Gargen

ST IBE + o O g

MOVIX W Higashiyama — 1o p.c6  Nanzenii
¢ Rokakude, inan %) R T D Temple
AEpaimaru ) ..‘
% 800, .

3 Tozal subway Tne]
[T

Horinji Temple gt
0%

(Kokedera) ( Kegoni Temole ) : AU
[ (Suzumushidera) \ FABS
&% hiad

(New Hanki
) ? bl d Hotel Kyoto
m Locomotive Umekoli Park BRI
Presareaen Ha_ [, e AT
; WEMANRN B L

[JR Tokaido fine.
Ef JREEEE
K Toji_Templef

Kujo Sty

Fr-:The World s cultural heritage
wRT(GAE

AT
Aﬁs Sennyuji Temple
/g* ‘ Toﬁujn Temple

(1994.12 Registration)






OEBPS/image_rsrc6EW.jpg






OEBPS/image_rsrc6EX.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc6EY.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc6F2.jpg






