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  A Brief Summary Of The Story Last Time


After the brutal events of Kyoto, Akio and his companions have little time to rest, as Tsukiko’s prophecy of her imminent demise is looming over their heads like a bared blade. 
Plans are advanced to secure a powerful Territory in Kyoto, since Tsukiko, her pride and faith in Tsukuyomi warring with her sense of self-preservation, refuses to leave Kyoto, her shrine and her duties, even if it costs her everything. 
But before this can be done, Akio is called to the new Ministry, where he is given care of a prisoner who was recovered from the ocean by a whaling vessel. Zhao Daiyu, a Chinese Cultivator and Chosen, she has nowhere else to go, her home and Sect destroyed by the political and darker undercurrents in China.
Other demands on his time are many, and Akio undertakes the long-planned Ether Healing of a number of foreign businessmen and their families, as well as introducing Mayumi and some other of the Japanese nobility to the Boundary. 
After setting up a new Ring Gate to Kyoto, after negotiating with the Treekin Prince Primal Forest for some suitable mushrooms, Haru is placed in charge of the Territory there, and forces are marshalled for the defence of Kyoto and Tsukiko, no efforts spared in developing defensive positions.
Japanese naval and military forces are stationed around Japan, especially in the approaches to Kyoto, but when dealing with mysterious powers, nothing goes to plan. The first clashes come when invading forces, led by the displaced Patriarch of the Mountain Fang Sect, face off and sink the Japanese coast guard vessel, the Shikishima.
The invading forces have been corrupted by the fell Outsider Gu’vex’ue, a monstrous, toad-like being of pallid slime, yellowing bone and rapacious hunger. His enslaved forces have been implanted with his flesh, which empowers and also controls them. Using Chosen powers, the invading force easily evades Japanese scrutiny, and the attack begins in both the Material and the Boundary, aided by a conflux of unique Divine Favours, one that can send people between the Material and Boundary, and one that can move objects in the same way.
When battle is joined, Akio, Shiro, Hyacinth, Shaeula and the rest rush to Boundary Kyoto, while Japanese forces led by Major Sasaki and Lieutenant Banri face off against both Chinese military deserters and Chosen in Material Kyoto.
Taṇhā, possessing Shiro, supported by Shiro’s allies Bunta, Suzu and Arisu, prove their worth, and Chosen are slain, Favours devoured, and Shiro becomes a true Chosen at last, as Taṇhā secures her Anesidora’s blessing.
Shaeula also has triumphs, obtaining lightning element from one fierce battle against a noble opponent. 
While this is happening though, the Chosen Nie Ling pulls a thousand Japanese civilians into the Boundary, where the Cultivators under the Patriarch of Mountain Fang slaughter them, trying to provoke war between China and Japan.
Akio and Daiyu join forces to defeat a number of Chosen, including the one who can transfer items and objects, and the Favour is seized. Meanwhile, the most powerful of the invading Chosen, the so-called Judge of Death, leads an attack on Haru’s Territory, but due to the combined efforts of Shaeula, Taṇhā and Haru herself, the Judge is slain, and another enemy Chosen, who was dying, is bound to Haru by a hastily constructed Throne.
Akio confronts Nie Ling, who in terror and guilt surrenders, if she can be freed of her imminent devouring. Akio does so, removing the parasitical elements of Gu’vex’ue from her, and she reveals the Material location of the invaders, buried underground. 
Battles rage in both Material and Boundary, and casualties occur, but the Japanese side is winning, until at Tsukuyomi-jinja, word comes that Luo Jiahao, the Patriarch, carrying a vile clone of Gu’vex’ue, is attacking alongside a number of powerful Chosen. Already several Japanese Chosen have fallen, and Akio and his allies race to face them.
The fighting is fierce, but one by one, enemies fall, yet just as victory seems in their grasp, Gu’vex’ue attacks Tsukiko’s Silver Cord, and the wound is mortal. However… after being shown how avoiding her fate was both impossible and yet strangely not by Tsukuyomi, Tsukiko finds peace, and accepts Kin Bonding, her spirit saved for potential future rebirth, even as she could not resist teasing Akio, her last words were ‘she was right’ and she gave a brief, chaste kiss on his lips, even as she faded away.
Enraged and relieved alike, his emotions a jumble, Akio takes one final last-gasp gamble, and with his new Prominence Twilight, he draws in Taṇhā’s fierce, thirsting flames, and added to his own endlessly hungry Foehn, the seemingly invincible regenerating clone is slain, and the battle of Kyoto comes to an end, a victory at great cost, imperfect, but Tsukiko evaded the worst case of spiritual dissolution.
Licking their wounds, Akio and his companions prepare to forge onwards, taking steps so that even this sort of partial defeat will not happen again…






  
  Three Hundred And Thirty-Four


Entering the hotel restaurant, the brilliant lights of the Tokyo night shining through the windows like a million neon fireflies, we were greeted by everyone, anxiety on their faces. 
“Akio, is everyone all right?” Eri asked, managing to turn her head, despite the discomfort. She was echoed by many of the other girls, and it was Aimi-chan who first noticed who was absent. Her face cramped, going pale.
“Wait, Akio-kun, where’s Shiro? She’s not hurt, is she?”
I shook my head as Shaeula and Daiyu followed me into the room, shutting the door behind us. “Don’t worry, Shiro’s fine. Well, she overdid it terribly and reopened her scars, but Hyacinth stayed behind to look after her.”
“Is she going to be all right?” Hayato-san asked, and I noticed a laptop beside him playing footage from Kyoto. Damn, it’s just like the messages I had on my phone when I returned to the Material. “That sounds rather awful.” he finished, concerned, and beside him, Hina-chan looked as if she was going to cry.
“She’ll be better than all right, I promise.” I declared boldly. “But she’ll be pleased that you’re concerned.” I then glanced at Yasu-san, who gave me a puzzled look. Yeah, I think I get why Shiro has been picking on Yasu-san tonight. It’s to take my mind off the failures. But… 
The thought of the people that died, Engetsu-san and Zuiki-san, the civilians, our Fae, that still hurt, but this was a war. The first stages of it, most likely, but a war still. And saving those that mattered to me, winning, that had to be my aim. I was strong, and getting stronger every day, but I wasn’t a God. I could only do what I could do. Besides, this time we prepared and did the best we could to not get blindsided. Sure, not everything worked as planned, but plans only last until the battle is joined, right? 
“She was thinking of you, Yasu-san.” I teased, smiling, and he looked puzzled.
“Whoa, that’s unusual. So, what did she say?”
I glanced at Eri, then at Daiyu, who was looking rather nervous behind me, though perhaps not everyone could tell, as her expressions were fairly muted on her face. Eri paused, raising one eyebrow, a complicated expression on her face.
“She said that she wishes she was here to … uh… well, never mind, you’ll get it.”
“What the hell’s that, way to leave a bro hanging.” Yasu-san sighed, before he and Shugo-san came over and slapped me heartily on the back, wincing a little as their hands stung. “Glad you’re okay though. It must have been pretty bad.”
“So, Shiro, please clarify her situation.” Hayato-san took charge like usual, and as I sat down, gripping a half-drunk bottle of sake and pouring myself a cup, I smiled.
“Like I said, she pushed herself way too hard, but she was doing it all for the right reasons. Actually, Tan was largely doing the legwork. She had her other friends with her too. I suppose we’ll all have to meet up at some point. Though I worry Yasu-san will get squished like a bug by Arisu-san.” As he protested at that, I continued. “Shiro actually managed to become a true Chosen candidate, like me and my sis.”
“She did? Wow, that’s crazy. But awesome!” Aiko giggled, looking at Daiyu and Shaeula, the latter of which gave my sis a thumbs-up and winked. “So, that’s not all that happened, is it? So, did you save the girl bro? Isn’t that the whole point of this?”
Shaeula and I exchanged looks as she led Daiyu back to the group of girls. “Well, not like I’d hoped. But…” I gestured to the spirit-light I could feel but nobody else could see… except surprisingly, Kana, who gasped loudly.
“I see them!” Her eyes were glittering with aether, and with my own heightened senses I could see a shimmering rainbow in her dark irises. “So many glowing lights. Wait, I can… is that the Lady Diviner?” she asked, awed, and I nodded.
“Well done, Kana.” I praised her, to giggles from her friends. “You’ve come a long way with your Eyes if you can see the spirits resting in Kin Bonding. Yes, sadly she was right, as she so gleefully pointed out to me as she died…”
“Hang on.” Shugo-san asked, confused. “If she’s dead, why are you taking it so calmly? That doesn’t seem like you at all, Akio-kun, are you… are you all right?”
Shaeula laughed loudly, trying to drown her own grief at the loss of some of her kin, as she poured herself some strong alcohol. “Because in the end-end, for some, death is not-not the end of all things.” She filled another glass, giving it to Aiko. I frowned as it was strong whiskey, but she merely looked at me. 
I see. She needs this. Her bonds go deep, to lose any of them hurt her. The golden-eyed devourer is going to pay for this, and it can’t afford the bill. She then handed glasses to Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi, who took them gingerly, used to drinking a little, but never strong spirits.
“Here.” She tossed me a pair of filled glasses, while handing one to Daiyu. At that Hinata suddenly narrowed her eyes, realising.
Catching the two glasses gracefully, not spilling a drop, I handed one to Eri.
“A toast then.” I declared, ignoring whispers from Mio-san that Kana should take a glass too. Kana. Her eyes were still shining, and I had a strange feeling. Moments later I was surprised, but also excited. So that’s how it is. I never thought of that, but I should have. It opens… possibilities. “To the fallen, who fought bravely to save others and protect Kyoto.”
“To the fallen!” my girls echoed, as did the others, swept up in the mood, Hayato-san looking pensive and thoughtful, the girls toasting with juice, or in some cases sake. Man, father would be pissed off if he could see all these underage girls drinking. Different cultures have different social standards though, to mom it'd be quite normal, considering the more relaxed age for alcohol consumption in Britain… 
“My kin who shall-shall return will earn my praise, and those that foul monster devoured, lost forever… they shall be avenged, and not-not forgotten!” Shaeula shouted.
“Yeah, we’ll build a monument. No, two. One in Kyoto, and one at the Spring.” I promised. “Tsukiko-san too. She gave her life for what she believed in… so, I’m glad…” I was surprised to feel warmth in my eyes, dampness. I think… it’s finally hitting me, we won, and while it wasn’t a perfect victory, those I love all survived, and Tsukiko-san, she’ll have a chance at freedom in the future… “…that one day soon, she’ll walk again. If Haru-san can be happy, Tsukiko-san can too.”
“I’m glad too.” Eri agreed softly, making a face at the strong alcohol, but drinking it dutifully. “She was a pitiful woman. Beautiful, so terribly beautiful, but tragic. Well done Akio, you freed her.” Eri understood how Kin Restoration worked, so she knew that Tsukiko-san was safe now.
“Beautiful?” Yasu-san perked up at that, and I nodded, feeling the warmth of the whiskey within, holding down my Ether Healing so it would affect me.
“She sure is. She’s as beautiful as Shiro, hard as that is to believe. She’s older, though she doesn’t much look it. But she lived a life of always covering her face, so nobody ever saw her, understood her. It was a life of sacrifice, of service, so… I want her next life to be one she chooses for herself.”
“Akio was the first-first to ever see her face.” Shaeula laughed, putting aside her grief again, drawing strength from my presence, and that of her sisters, and for a moment I realised anew why Shaeula was so eager to push other girls onto me. Not being human and worrying about concepts such as monogamy, she saw it as a way to forge bonds. Make kin. And she drew her strength from that. 
Proud of her unwavering dedication to getting what she wanted, I then nearly spat out my drink as she continued. “In her last-last moments, she boldly laid down her intentions.” Her smile was wicked. “Even as her Astral body crumbled to transparent dust, she did-did lean up and…” She made a kissing gesture with her lips, to much consternation in the room.
“…no way. There’s no way another girl as hot as Shiro exists.” Shugo-san denied it, and Hina-chan replied that if his girlfriend knew he thought that he’d be in trouble. Yasu-san had a different, equally stupid reaction.
“That’s not the issue! Akio-kun doesn’t get to have two Goddesses! Life isn’t that cruel! Spare a brother some mercy, man!” He reached out to shake me, and I chuckled, casually slapping him away, only for Eri to speak up from her wheelchair.
“So, what are we then?” she sniffed, irritated, and there was laughter as Yasu-san stammered to explain himself, insisting that she was definitely cute as well.
“Seriously though.” I gathered everyone’s attention. “The battle was hard, and people died.” I glanced at the laptop. “And it’s only going to get worse. But the dead would want us to keep on fighting for what’s right, and those who live have to get stronger.” I raised my glass again, and this toast was to “Growing strong!”
“Speaking of…” Shaeula interjected, walking over and fetching Eri, wheeling her over. “…Shiro and Hyacinth should be here, but-but… they know.”
No, I’m not going to be pathetic about this. Shiro was right. I’m past the point where I can claim to be concerned with feeling bad about my shamelessness. Daiyu is earnest, loyal, decisive… I can tell that just from the little time we’ve spent together, and she’s also hurting, lonely, lost. And I want to help her. I can’t save every sad, helpless girl in the world, but what comes into my sight… besides, it’s not just a matter of sympathy. Cultivation. If we could learn that, add it to our strength… 
I finished my whiskey, gesturing to Kana, who was looking particularly sour, as Shaeula gleefully translated for Daiyu, who was admitting to asking for me to be her Dao Companion. When that was said, some of the girls were quite confused, until she explained.
“Maybe he’s asking for you too, Kana-chan!” Mio-san whispered, and Asami-san agreed. She was one of the girls who had been drinking, so was flushed and swaying.
“Yeah, you go girl, make your move…”
“Oh, shut it.” Kana grumbled, before coming over to me, her eyes straying to the spirit-lights. “So, what do you want? It better not be to make me feel bad. You know, that first day I saw you and Shaeula, I thought you were a pervert playing with a young girl. Looks like I was half right, you lecher!”
Wait, has Kana been drinking too? No, I don’t think that’s it. She’s irritated. Well, she did say she wanted me to ask her out, so I guess seeing Daiyu come in can’t be fun for her. But there’s a difference between the two of them. Kana has options, Daiyu doesn’t. But then, isn’t that unfair to Kana? Shouldn’t like or dislike be the foundation…? I’ll think about it, I guess. 
“I suppose I deserve that.” I admitted. “You know, if the situation gets any worse, I might need to invade Kunlun and see if they have any Shadow Clone Techniques I can borrow to split myself into ten or so…” At her puzzled look I waved a hand, dismissing my attempt at humour.
“Yeah, I knew it.” my sis was boasting drunkenly, as I took Kana to the corner of the room. “So, spill, what do you like about my bro? Be honest… you can tell your new sis anything!”
“Oh, do be quiet Aiko.” Eri was trying to control her. “This is serious!”
“I am serious! I want to know what about my bro caught her eye! I need to make sure she’s good to go!”
Yeah… that one’s a tough one. Sitting down, being shamed by the conversation I was listening to, I offered Kana a seat. She took it, and sighed. “So, what did you want to talk about?”
“I have a question. And it’s a serious one.” At my solemn expression, she put aside her own irritation, another thing I respected about her. She knows what she wants out of life, and is always composed. Eri called it fake, but I’d say it’s being an adult. I think she’ll succeed wherever she ends up in life. “You’ve heard it. People have died. And it’s only going to get more dangerous. But… if you could be like me, like Shiro, like my sis… would you want to be?”
Kana swallowed, her throat working. She brushed a hand through her dark hair, thinking about it seriously. “You mean… a Chosen of the Gods, like you? I’m not sure what Shirohebi would think…”
“Put them aside. I’m sure they’d be happy that one of their shrine maidens was so blessed, and it would help spread their fame. But what they think doesn’t matter. What do you think?”
“If this is some cruel prank, I think I’ll hate you.” Kana sighed softly. “While you were gone, I spent several hours training with your sister. Aiko-chan is super fun, and despite being older, she doesn’t lord it over me like a senpai, she’s like someone the same age. She helped me a lot. I decided… I’m going all in. I want to be helpful. I can see your struggles. Those.” She pointed to the spirit-lights only we and Shaeula could see. “Shaeula too. I can see that she’s putting on a brave front… no, she’s genuinely happy right now, bringing in that new girl…” Shaeula’s translations were becoming more rapid, and Daiyu was shrinking under a barrage of questions. Yeah, I didn’t need to hear that Daiyu finds my eyes attractive. That’s something guys say to girls…
“…I don’t want to fight, but sometimes the fight comes to us, right? Like those Yakuza. Or Kyoto. But I will be a help, my pride as a shrine maiden, which I never had before, my pride as a woman, which I’ve always had too much of, and my pride… my pride as a person, which I’ve always had too little of, all demands it. So, if I had the chance, I’d take it. So, ready to level with me? Are you going to…”
“No.” I spoke, and she immediately looked at me in surprise, before starting to tear up, trembling. Oh shit! “Wait, wait, let me finish!” I insisted, reaching to pat her shoulder reassuringly as she started to cry.
“Now that’s more like Akio-kun!” Yasu-san smirked as I panicked. “Good to see some things never… ouch!” Aimi-chan hit him around the shoulders, exasperated.
“I said… I’d be mad… if it was giving me false… hope.” She blew her nose, getting snot on my expensive clothes, but I didn’t care.
“I’m not, I promise!” I denied that hurriedly. “Just who do you think I am?”
“Someone who toys with the hearts of girls.” She sniffled, rubbing at her eyes. “Damn, now my makeup is ruined, I must look ugly.”
“Never.” I assured her gallantly. “I’ve thought you were pretty from the day I met you.”
“See, that’s toying with my heart.” she protested, but managed a weak smile. “I was so high-tension after resolving myself, and then you go and say I can be like you, and then that I can’t… if this is some trick to break my heart and make me vulnerable to your advances it’s clever, but it isn’t really necessary…” She flushed, perhaps realising what she had clearly implied.
“It’s not that.” I shook my head. “Look, I don’t think that it’s fair to put young people through the sorts of things I faced tonight, well, my sis is a bit of a fearless airhead, so it’s a little different, yet... ideally I’d like to find an adult, fully aware of the risks to take this on. But… Kana, I trust you.”
“You… trust me?” she blinked, face still damp.
“Of course. I made a stupid decision the first time I met you. I should have denied everything and just walked away. I was an open, careless fool back then. But it was all for the best. Really, the beginnings of everything were when Ortlinde first gave me this power, when I saved Shaeula, when I met you, and when I met Hinata. Those were the big turning points. If I’d have missed out on any, I wouldn’t be here now. So I owe you, in a way. That’s why…”
“I’ll do it!” Kana grabbed my hand. “I’d just made up my mind, I’d be a fool not to.” Her expression changed back to her more usual impish, teasing one. “It doesn’t change anything, if anything it makes my aspirations closer to reality. And we girls, we’ve talked a lot. If we were minding our own business and something like Kyoto happened, we’d have a chance, wouldn’t we? After all, we’re stronger than normal people.” She shook her head, determined. “I’m still going to master my Eyes, I want to be a Chirurgeon, like your sister aspires to be. But I can be more, if I’m given the chance.” She released my hands, scrubbing at her eyes. “Damn, this is so uncool. It’s been a tough night.”
“No kidding.” I admitted.
“So, just what God will I be receiving a Favour from?” she asked, and I once again had to uncomfortably backpedal.
“Look, uh... right now, none.” Before she could get upset again, I rapidly continued. “You… well, it’s rather strange, but you are almost compatible with the blessing of Kṣitigarbha’s Earthen Womb.”
“Almost?” She tilted her head, puzzled.
“Yeah, I never thought about trying to purposely change people so that they’d be compatible, but …” I laughed. “Shaeula’s fortunate winds blew when I was checking everyone out, and out of everyone here, only you have any compatibility with the two Favours I carry. Mathematically, that’s not that surprising. It’s not enough, but…”
“But…” She was leaning forwards, and I had to look away as her neckline gaped. Seeing that, her smile returned.
“…but, it’s an earth element gift. Shirohebizumi is an earth shrine. You already have spiritual talents you’ve been growing, so I think, trusting in the winds… if you can master earth element, you’d be compatible enough.”
“I see. Well, that was in my training plan anyway. I think if the twins and Haru-san help me, like we did with light element…” Kana's expression changed, and the glow in her eyes was brilliant now. “Oh hey, I can grasp your emotions a bit. Damn, you do like me. And trust me too. That’s why this is so frustrating… anyway, for now I’ll settle with being the best ally I can be. So, I’ll be a Vassal like Haru-san or Kikuchi-san’s father, right? That noble girl too. You’ll look after me the same way, right?”
“Of course, but… you’ll need to learn fast. If I find someone better before you…” She placed a finger over my lips, cutting off my words.
“Don’t be a fool, Akio. I may be young, but I’m not much younger than Aiko-chan or Eri-chan. Besides, Hinata-chan is the youngest, and I bet you’d give her a compatible one in a heartbeat.” I had to agree with that, and she knew it.
“Earth element, huh. I think Shaeula wanted to get that one too, right? Maybe we can help each other out…” Kana continued her musings for a bit, before grasping my hand again. “…you’re half-British, right? Well, let’s shake on it like they do. Best regards, I look forward to working with you. I’ll be Izumi Kana, Earth Goddess. Sounds awesome. Father and grandfather will be pleased too. You… you won’t regret giving me this chance. I promise. Now… I need to go interrogate that Chinese girl with the others. And I’m sure you have places to be.”
I nodded, my phone vibrating constantly. “I do. But I have to say farewell to my friends first.”
“So get to it then. Us girls can handle ourselves. With Shaeula and Aiko-chan here, there’s nothing to fear. I think your new Chinese catch can handle herself as well.”
“Don’t say it like that. She’s a good girl at heart, I know.”
“I’m sure she is. I know your type well enough by now, big bro.” Kana teased me. “Now get on with it. I’ll fill the others in.”
As I watched Kana head back to the group, Shaeula grinning at her and clapping her on the back, obviously having heard our whispered conversation, I headed back to the guys. “I’m going to have to go shortly. My phone is ringing off the hook. There’s a lot to cover, and cover up.”
“It must be hard.” Hayato-san spoke consolingly, and beside him, the others nodded, Hina-chan looking especially worried. I winked, surprising her.
“No need to worry, Hina-chan. I’m just here to advise, I’ve done my part, winning the battles. It’ll be on the politicians to do the rest.”
“Just… just don’t get too used to killing and dying, all right?” Yasu-san suggested, surprising us all. “You’ve always been a soft guy, it must be hard. Just stay the way you’ve always been. After all, you have to, for their sakes, right?” He nodded towards the group of girls surrounding Daiyu and Shaeula. “If you become strange, they’ll worry.”
“Hey, they aren’t all mine, you know.” I joked, but he shook his head, still serious.
“Of course not, or else I’d spend all my savings on some yakuza to put a hit out on you.” he grumbled, half-joking. “But… you are their mentor, right? That means you have a responsibility. Shiro too. If you do a worse job making her happy than I could have, I swear I’ll…”
“Oh Yasu-kun…” Aimi-chan laughed. “Jealousy is such an ugly look for you. Pretty usual though. What isn’t is… you were a little cool there. Don’t let it go to your head though. He’s right. We only saw flashes on our phones and the computer, but it looked bad. Remember all the shounen heroes we used to look up to? They value life, they protect others, but the best make hard choices when it counts. Can you be that guy?”
Can I? “I already am.” I had decided, ever since I pulled the Divine Favour from Yamato. “I’ll never treat killing as the first resort, I’ll always try and resolve matters in the most peaceful way possible, but some people…” Kondou Kazuo, the agents who shot the Detective, the more insane of the Chinese Chosen candidates, drunk on vengeance and hatred. “…some beings…” That golden-eyed fuck, for one, Duke Myrcolaxriath and his deadly plan to make all existence himself… “…if I don’t stop them, even if it involves killing, then everyone pays the price. And… the more I shoulder, the more I have to protect, to love… the more determined I am to never let that happen.”
“Fine then.” Aimi-chan sighed. “That sounded quite heroic, I admit. Just… well, we’re your friends, right?”
“Yeah man.” Shugo-san chimed in. “We’ll keep you grounded, help you out.”
“That’s right.” Hina-chan agreed. “I think now more than ever, you need your friends. Shiro too. By the way, you said she’d be 'better than all right', but never explained.”
“Trust you to notice, Hina-chan, you’ve always been sharp.” I smiled. “Sure, she overworked herself, but she’s now pretty much the ultimate buffer…”
“I always imaged her as mad DPS…” Yasu-san interrupted, and I had to laugh.
“That’s what Shiro said. But anyway, she’s basically able to buff up all Skills a bit, and one Skill a lot. I Ranked up my Healing Skills, so coupled with her buffs and the healer the Night Parade sent us, who can be buffed too… I think a week should see her recovered, back to the perfect Shirohime we know and love..”
“Seriously?” Aimi-chan breathed.
“Why would I lie?” I countered. “When she’s fully healed, we’ll all go out for drinks. Then…”
“Don’t say it!” Yasu-san pleaded. “The thought of our pure princess being defiled… ouch!” Ignoring the punch he took from Aimi-chan, I turned to Hayato-san.
“If you still want to help, here’s my secretary’s number. I daresay I’ll be busy, but we can make time for Chirurgery, and then… we can sort out wages, what you’ll be doing, and all the other details. Don’t worry about the bill tonight, take taxis home, I’ll pay.”
“And what about them?” Hayato-san asked, ever the gentleman, nodding at the girls, Daiyu somehow looking small and weak, surrounded by eager questioners. Damn, okay, that is cute.
“Hinata will take care of it. Anyway, it’s been good to catch up, sorry Shiro and I had to dash out like that, and I have to head off again.”
“Don’t worry about it.” Hayato-san assured me. “You’ve got places to be, so we’ll speak to your secretary. Nothing has changed. Now I know we need to help you out more than ever.” As everyone agreed, I felt relief. Yeah, no more lies. My family is onside, now my friends. It’ll be reassuring to have them with me…






  
  Three Hundred And Thirty-Five


Gathered in a meeting room in the National Diet Building, the fluorescent lights flickering fitfully, I stifled a yawn, more mentally tired than anything else. Well, it has been a busy day. Not just for me though, it seems.
The red-eyed Prime Minister, Abe-san, was looking down at a number of screens, the built-in desktop surface PC’s showing a variety of livestreams and recorded videos. It looked rather futuristic, but if the most important government building in Japan didn’t have good technology, where would? To his side was Takakura-san, wearing a different red and white suit. Saionji-san had made the trip from Kyoto, picked up by a fast military helicopter, and strangely enough Akai was here too, already mostly asleep and drooling.
On the other side was Haru-san, here fulfilling her role in the Ministry as Undersecretary to the Minister, notepad in hand, her expression tense, as was the head of it, her boss, the Minister herself, Morita Yuna-san, in a smart, expensive charcoal grey suit and skirt, her black-framed glasses and tight hair-bun making her look like a schoolteacher. Then there was Fujiwara-san, Miyu’s grandfather and head of his house, and lastly Tsumura-san, Motoko’s grandfather.
“So, that’s the situation. The question is, how do we play this?” Abe-san asked, clearly at his wits’ end. “The situation was… unprecedented, even with our knowledge from the Lady Diviner…” At that, Saionji-san and Takakura-san bowed in grief. “…and the US tip-offs. I understand that the Diviner perished?”
Saionji-san looked at me, and I nodded. “Yes, she did. However, just like Haru-san here, we were able to engineer the circumstances so that she should be able to return in time. Don’t imagine we can rely on that often, but because I knew of the threat to her in advance, I was able to set it up.”
“I’m relieved.” Saionji-san agreed. “She’s a figure of support to the faiths, which are already reeling. Besides…” His smile was sly, teasing. “…you made bold promises to her, and all of us, at Conclave. I’d hate you to be a liar, Akio-san.”
“Don’t worry, she’ll be back soon enough, I promise, though getting a Throne for her, well, we’ll see. Kudou-san has notified me we’ll be holding a funeral for her, as well as Engetsu-san and the other Chosen candidates who died in Kyoto during the week. I’ll attend, of course.”
“From a military perspective, we have to count this as a great victory.” Tsumura-san observed. “Though not without worries. We lost three, and killed or captured twenty-three, if we just look in terms of these Chosen. In other terms, we lost the Shikishima and all crew, and three of the Special Forces you worked on were assassinated, and a number more injured, though I hope you can assist in recovering them to full health?” He peered at me inquiringly, and I had no reason to refuse. “The Chirurgery on our Special Forces certainly proved worthwhile, the survivors, as well as Major Sasaki and Lieutenant Nakano, say that without the extra strength and speed, the death toll would have been in the dozens, a loss we could ill-afford.”
“It isn’t as simple as that. We aren’t at war with China. We’re at war with the unknown. Every one of us lost is a disaster. But purely from a Japanese perspective, and ignoring the dead, only from looking at the absolute numbers, yeah we came out ahead in terms of Chosen candidates. This information is top-secret for the Ministry and related parties only, but everyone here can be trusted, else we have bigger problems. Saionji-san already knows, as does his subordinate Yasaka-san…” 
I fixed everyone with a stern glare. “…I learnt from Shaeula the Fae ways of manipulating spiritual bodies. It’s not perfect, but I can sometimes extract the Divine Favour from a Chosen. I’m holding two, though one, I believe I’ve found a host for. Then we have Nie Ling, who we took into custody, as well as one Haru-san captured, though her Material body died… so potentially a gain of four.” No need to mention Shiro’s new Favour, though that’s a huge profit. The Chinese will regret letting that one go. Buffing abilities are incredibly powerful…
“We also took seven of these so-called Cultivators into custody.” Haru-san noted, reading from her papers. “The Renyu’s physical bodies had vanished, so they remain in your Territory as captives too. But when Nie Ling’s gift wore off, the Cultivators returned to the Material.”
“Hiding them underground was a fascinating trick.” Tsumura-san observed. “Fortunately Nie Ling and these Chinese fellows are cooperating with us completely. Even so, to think…”
“Yeah, that they would be able to invade the Boundary en-masse.” I agreed. “Let alone move equipment there. Really, without the preparations we made, we could have lost all of Boundary Kyoto.” At those words Akai woke up, bubbles of spit popping, scaring her.
“Uh, what, where am I? Uwa, it’s the scary man! He’s even scarier now!” She leapt to her feet, hiding behind Saionji-san, eyeing me warily.
“Calm down Akai, he’s a friend. Without his help, we could have died.” he chided her, talking to her as if she was a child. She wrapped her crimson hair around herself like wings and sat down, still scowling at me. “Akai and others like her helped in the battle too, hunting down soldiers and these Cultivators. Without them we would have lost more shrines and temples, as it was…” That’s right, I did wonder where Akai and a lot of the defenders of Kinkaku-ji were. I guess Kyoto was too large for a few of us to cover alone…
Takakura-san took over. “Sixteen minor shrines have suffered spiritual desecration, their Kami slain. It is like the shrine of that fool who got themselves and their Kami killed by being reckless.”
Saionji-san agreed. “Yes, it seems that if a Kami dies, the shrine in the Material world shows it, sacred statues suddenly shattering, or fires breaking out, despoiling it. Symbolic, but saddening. Even so, compared to what we faced, it was a small price. You lost some allies too, didn’t you?” he asked me, and I agreed.
“Yes, some Fae were killed. Shaeula was terribly angry. I have to agree though, the losses were moderate compared to what they could have been.” Thank the Gods for Kin Restoration. 
“I believe compensation should be paid to those shrines that suffered, as well as to those of you who fought and endured these losses.” Abe-san suggested, and Morita-san pursed her lips, tapping on the touchscreen below her.
“We have considered these matters, but the legislation isn’t passed yet. We’ve been careful and secretive, so the Ministry for Spiritual Matters is barely functional, legally speaking. And then there’s the biggest issue…”
“Civilian casualties.” Abe-san groaned. “Nine hundred and four dead. Too many of those are the elderly, women and children. Could we have done more, ladies, gentlemen? Could we have stopped this?”
I shook my head. “Not without knowing the powers Nie Ling had in advance. The only thing that could prevent that sort of clever attack is having a strong Territory to defend the area, which would prevent entry. I think that Territory is going to become vitally important. It offers too many benefits in the Boundary, to say nothing of the Material protections.”
“I agree.” Saionji-san commented. “If I didn’t have a platform to defend in Kinkaku-ji, my battle might have been very different. Besides, with monsters such as the golden-eyed devourer Akio-san described, we will need greater security.”
“I can hardly believe the reports.” Morita-san sighed, looking at the sketches and descriptions of abilities I had provided. “And this was just a fragment?”
“Yes, a clone.” I agreed.
“It was vile. A monster.” Haru-san shuddered. “I wouldn’t have dared to face it alone.”
“China has a lot of issues, it seems, but from your talk of the Boundary fragmenting due to it, that’s a global concern. What does it mean for us?” Abe-san asked.
“It means creatures like it might be regular visitors, even invading armies of them. And we don’t know if it’ll remain confined to the Boundary. After all, the Renyu were given bodies en-masse while the clone survived.” I warned.
“So, what can we do? We can’t invade China, not even spiritually.” Saionji-san pointed out. “The only thing I can think of is strengthening the reach and power of the Territories all around Japan. We know the location of all of them in Kyoto, but countrywide…”
“Suzuki-san, a report, please.” Morita-san asked, and Haru-san swiped her touchscreen, and moments later all of ours were displaying graphs and figures I had provided, as well as a map of Tokyo and the surrounds that the government had put together.
“So, you control this then?” Saionji-san asked, curious. “It’s large.”
“Yes, thanks to Shaeula’s family, we managed to bring it all under my control. Ten kilometres from the Anchor. We need more Rank Three Territories in Kyoto, but right now there’s a slowing. Still, at a million ether for a rush-build to Rank Three, I intend to funnel that ether to Haru-san as soon as possible. I trust there’s no objections.”
“Protecting Kyoto is the most important thing. The faith has suffered. We cannot allow further blows.” Takakura-san spoke, and Saionji-san agreed.
“I’m fine with it, Akio-san. After all, we’re allies. I’ll also work on mine as well. Between us we can protect a good swathe of Kyoto. But what of Tokyo?”
“As you can see, we’ve identified a number of Chosen, as well as Territories that we haven’t identified the owner of. Using methods you suggested such as the placement of the centres, we have been able to narrow a lot down, but until we have full authority under the law… well, we should be able to cover Tokyo with what you call Rank Three Territories, I believe, but…” Morita-san explained.
“Yeah.” I nodded. “A single Rank Four would offer an order of magnitude better defences. Potentially more…” I used my finger to draw a line on the map.
“Yes, from our prisoner, Nie-san, we have discovered that the Chinese are already forcing their Chosen to combine their efforts, and they are working towards stronger Territories. We should do the same. But we don’t have the power or authority of the CCP.” Abe-san admitted, frustrated.
“Well, my Territory at Rank Four would cover the entirety of the greater Tokyo area, and just encompass Mount Fuji. I can also further increase the defences, as I suspect I’d be able to build another Anchor Spire, and I could take the Barrier Spire. However…”
“The cost. These figures are obscene.” Haru-san chuckled dryly. “If I wasn’t already dead, I’d have had a heart attack!”
“Ten million just to begin the upgrade.” Morita-san pursed her lips. “More than ten years in duration, and a cost to complete instantly of a further one hundred and sixty million units of this ether. How much have you raised so far, do you think, Oshiro-san? Just so we have a frame of reference.”
“More than ten million, maybe as much as fifteen or so, but most of that came from defeating Duke Myrcolaxriath. If we had twenty more of him, that’d be one thing, but… well, my Silos wouldn’t be able to protect it all anyway. All I can think of is to gather the ten million, go for it, then pour everything into speeding up the upgrades. We can hurry it a bit with Miyu too.” I looked at the impassive and contemplative Fujiwara-san. “Your granddaughter is blessed with a great Skill. Even if she can shorten an hour a day, which seems feasible…”
“That would save a little over four percent, or two hundred days.” Morita-san mused. “Which by my calculations… would save six point four million ether. It seems thirty-two thousand ether would shave off a day.”
“It's not quite that simple, as the tides ebb and flow. Right now time is only a bit above one to one. When it gets back to a more normal rate, each day here on the Material would pass between two and three days there. When I look at the numbers, it doesn’t seem impossible. And I’m wondering just what we could do with a buffed Miyu… oh, sorry Fujiwara-san, I don’t intend to abuse your granddaughter, but she’s resolved to use her talents for the benefit of us all.”
“I cannot say I was enthused at having my own precious granddaughter be one of you Chosen.” he answered me slowly. “However I am pleased to see my timid granddaughter start to be more assertive, like Honoka. I trust you know what will happen if she is harmed though?”
“I do. I look after my own, have no fear.” I promised.
“All right then. Can we implement a tax in this ether, as a price for Ministry recognition and support? I think pushing Oshiro-san’s Territory to Rank Four would be the wisest course, considering his status as the Advisor to the Ministry and his wide backing in politics, the military, nobility and faith. Are there other ether sources we can gather?” Morita-san got straight to the point. She’s certainly dynamic and decisive, I’ll give her that.
“Well, experiments in Material to Boundary drawing should commence soon, when Ixitt gets some free time, and our scientists have come up with the safety plans.” I suggested. “We also intend to flood Kyoto with Ixitt’s Artificial Ether Spires, made with every blue and green Etherite we can beg, borrow or steal. Not only do we hope that should slow the degradation in Kyoto, but it’s also all profit. When the Territory begins to upgrade, it’ll drop my Ether gain a lot, but even so, I can funnel it all in, shortening the time. I’ll need to rely on others to defend the Territory, but…” Plans such as Fae Stone Wards and more were discussed, and in the end, the decision was reached.
“Rank Four. As soon as we can. Multiple Rank Three Territories in Kyoto and other major cities. Then eventually a Rank Five would be able to cover most of Japan, I expect.”
“Akio-san, you should gather more Vassals. There will be a lot who would be more than happy to exchange some freedom for protection. I know I am.” Haru-san observed. “Then you can tax them directly too, right?”
That was something to think about. We had covered the military situation internally, now the next issue was more pressing. “So what do we do about the leaks and the cover-up?” Takakura-san asked.
“I can field this one.” Abe-san sighed. “I wish I couldn’t though. We’re blaming it on what it is. Chinese aggression. Though nothing supernatural happened. Fortunately with the previous event in Kyoto, the second layer of our deception ties into this, reinforcing it. Some of the smarter investigative journalists and conspiracy nuts have already picked up on that trail of breadcrumbs. The USA has agreed to back our story, since they still owe us for their actions and our citizens. That reminds me…” 
He paused, rubbing at his temples, as if his head ached. “…there is a chance we may be able to get our kidnapped citizens back, those that still live. Though from the hints I am receiving, they are… far from well.” He clenched his fist. “Fucking Americans. If we didn’t need their support, and have their troops on our soil still… regardless, if we can, they’ll be mentally damaged, most likely.”
I exchanged a glance with Haru-san, and she smiled, reassuring me. “Between Haru-san and I, we’ll help them somehow. But for now, we need other incentives, much as it pains me.” Getting them back to their families is important, and having more Chosen is vital. But right now…
“The US issued a joint statement, and the UK, France, Germany and other countries we have warm ties with have supported us. We criticised Chinese militarism and terror on our soil, calling it an invasion. Of course, this…” He pressed his touchscreen and a video came up, of the Chinese Foreign Minister and head of the People’s Liberation Army, soundly denying responsibility. There were subtitles, but Haru-san and I understood Chinese just fine.
“We deny the unfounded and lurid accusations from the Japanese, accusations that could easily stoke a war that none of us want or can afford.” the Foreign Minister was saying, while the General looked on sternly, in full dress regalia. “Such rhetoric as invasion is rich considering the history of Japanese Imperialism in the region, and their own history of sudden, illegal invasions and wars, and the atrocities they commit during them.”
The General took over. “Does the world really think if mighty China invaded, we would be so easily defeated, send such pathetic forces? No, if China is roused, then Japan would be squashed without any defiance. I do admit…” He put on a stern expression. “...that dissident, anti-Party elements did indeed defect, stealing our military assets, and strike at Japan. We thank the Japanese for serving them the just desserts for their betrayal, but we are in no way responsible. Every country has terrorists, undesirable actors, and no country can be held responsible for the actions of such.”
“We further deny…” the Minister spoke next. “…the Japanese request for recompense for the damages. While we grieve for the dead civilians, until the Japanese recognise their historic culpability for…” The video was shut off, Abe-san looking sour.
“We don’t need to rehash old history, open old wounds, do we?” he sighed. “Just like us, the Chinese seem eager to keep their own mistakes and this new paradigm under wraps for now. So since all our stories match, it’s just… the public. When the J-Alert system activated, we managed to get the majority of the citizens off the streets, but some foreign tourists escaped the police and military response. Fortunately none were killed, or it’d be a diplomatic nightmare, but we had to take them into custody, to prevent them leaking any footage they might have, which is a stopgap measure at best, and politically hot. Some has already got out, however, and what is worse…”
“Chion-in.” Takakura-san remarked sadly. “The shrine there has been streaming what they should have sworn to keep secret, and released a lot of lurid information to the internet and press.”
“Fortunately, we have significant sway in the media. Most of it is owned by nobility.” Takakura-san suggested, frowning. “Though the internet is a different beast, a newer one. We managed to capture a lot of the released data and scrub it, but it was impossible to contain it all.”
“Some other Susanoo faction shrines were involved as well. Was Uchida-san?” Saionji-san asked, and Takakura-san shook his head, denying it.
“No, he is still too grief-stricken with the fate of young Yamato-kun to partake in such treachery. But rest assured, the faith will come together to prevent this happening again.”
“Once more, the US is on our side. At a cost, of course, politically, but we have advantages. So they are also using their know-how to restrict the data on the internet. But this can’t last. We need to accelerate our plans, to prepare for the inevitable, when the cracks shatter the dam of secrecy, and the water of truth floods out…” the Prime Minister declared, and we all agreed, putting our heads together, planning what we could…
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The sun was shining outside, our talks running through the late night and into the next day. I was about to leave, when Fujiwara-san and Tsumura-san stopped me.
“Do you have a minute, grandson-in-law?” Tsumura-san asked.
“Of course I do.” I agreed, and we went to a separate room. “So, what can I do for you both?”
“We need to talk about the visit to Great Britain.” he began. “The date is set, two weeks from now. You will accompany my Motoko as her husband-to-be, and attend a gala at Buckingham Palace.”
“My granddaughters will be going too, as will I.” Fujiwara-san advised me. “Ostensibly we have been invited as it is an internationally-focussed goodwill event, celebrating cultural, military and economic ties, so I represent Japan. As for your attendance… it is as a Chosen. With the information from the Lady Diviner, who sadly… is no longer with us… for now...” he amended. “…it seems that the Queen’s granddaughter is an important Chosen as well, one we have to make contact with. She has a team of her own, so you will scout them out, assess them, and hopefully build good ties. And if she is facing the danger that the Lady Diviner predicted, if we can provide support, then we will accrue many favours and closer support from the United Kingdom.”
“That sounds wise. Well, the UK are backing us in the cover-up with China, right? Besides, I’m half a Brit myself. That should earn us some favour.” I agreed easily enough.
“Yes. I do not believe there is any danger, Buckingham Palace will be guarded by significant strength, both mundane and… special. But I would like you to make sure my granddaughters are protected, should the worst happen.” Fujiwara-san asked.
“My Motoko as well, though I should hardly need to ask about that, should I?” Tsumura-san grinned.
“No, you should not. I’ll protect Motoko and Natsumi to the death.” I promised. “And Miyu is my precious Vassal, and since Honoka-san is her cousin, and we’re already acquainted, leave it to me.”
“That reassures me. Therefore, I will take my leave.” Fujiwara-san swept out, leaving me alone with Tsumura-san. There was a bit of an uncomfortable silence, before he spoke.
“My Motoko is extremely excited about the first event as your fiancée. I believe Natsumi-chan, while she cannot formally declare herself so, is also thrilled to be going with you both. I have prepared suitable clothing, watches, accessories and gifts. I shall need you to come and have a final fitting a few days beforehand.”
“Not a problem.” I promised. “I have to admit, I’m looking forward to seeing what dresses they’ll wear.” They looked gorgeous in their outfits last night, so at such a gala…
“I see.” He smiled faintly, but I could sense the tension, and when he spoke, the question surprised me. “You do love Motoko, yes? You will not abandon her in shame…”
I blinked, shocked. “Where did that come from? I’m offended. Sure, I’ve not spent much time with Motoko compared to Eri or Shaeula, Natsumi neither, and the way we got together… yeah, it was awkward. But no, I do love them. Your granddaughter is a proud, dedicated girl, who shines wielding her weapons, and also retains the elegance and grace of a noble daughter, and is kind to everyone, even her fellow sisters. I’d be a fool to discard such a treasure, and I’m no fool. I do love her, and I’ll make her happy, just like the others, Natsumi too.” I vowed, meaning it. Going to need to invade Kunlun though, sticking to that joke… 
“I see. Do forgive this old man for worrying about his granddaughter and her future happiness. I am certainly relieved to hear you so openly praise her.” His smile turned sly. “I hope you do not mind if I tell my Motoko your exact words here, do you?”
Wow, embarrassing. But I guess not. I should say them more myself. Shiro’s dead on. I have to maintain… no, it’s not an illusion, I do love them… but I have to maintain the effort, so that they know it’s true. Words are part of that. Words and deeds. “Feel free, though I should tell her myself, more often anyway. So, what’s this about?”
“These events in Kyoto have frightened me. If even our own country is no longer safe from attack by supernatural abilities… I want Motoko to be stronger, safer. I have spoken to the Hori family, and they agree.”
“I see?” I asked, though I had an inkling.
“If you will not forsake my granddaughter, and the marriage is set in stone, then… for the sake of strength, safety… I give you my blessing.”
“Your blessing? For what?” It can only be…
“As I said, I spoke to the Hori house, they discussed it with you, did they not? Lovers’ Link. With such, our beloved granddaughters can gain strength similar to the Mori girl, from your hometown, yes? Strength that can potentially keep them safe against these Chosen.”
I knew it. “Yes, it can certainly strengthen them a lot, with some extra training. Against a competent Chosen candidate, they’d still lose hard, like Eri would, but… yeah. Uh… have you talked about this with them?” I asked, and he put his arm around me, smiling, a touch scarily, I thought.
“While they do wish to maintain noble traditions, they and we both recognise the extraordinary nature of the times. It will be a secret, and medication has been prepared to prevent… accidents. As far as the world knows, they will remain pure until the day of the wedding, preserving their honour, and not stirring up trouble with other noble daughters, who would be horrified. Do you have any objections?”
I imagined Motoko and Natsumi in my arms. How could I object to that? And it’s true, I would like them to be safer. Hinata too, but I’m a bit resistant to her as she’s still a touch young, even if old enough for marriage, but then, isn’t Daiyu a similar age to her, I haven’t asked… Shaking my head, I denied it. “Of course not. How could a man hate holding the woman he loves? Well, women.”
“Well said. Then I leave my Motoko in your care. Just know… if you ever disgrace and abandon her, I shall use all my strength to crush you! Of course, that will never happen, I believe in her charms! Besides, you will be showing her off as your fiancée to the world soon.”
As he patted me on the back, laughing heartily as he walked away, I nodded, impressed at his guile. He’s trapped me good. After showing myself in front of the Queen of Great Britain and assorted dignitaries worldwide, he knows there’s no way I’d ever be able to break my engagement then. Not that I ever would. When I decide, I decide. Well, as cages go, it’s a rather nice gilded one to be trapped in, but… how do I broach this to them? 
Feeling hot, I went outside to where a Ministry car was waiting for me, to take me back to Shirohebizumi shrine…






  
  Three Hundred And Thirty-Six


On returning to my home at the shrine, I found my sister eating a late breakfast, accompanied by Yae and Rika-san. On seeing me she waved cheerily. “Hey bro, back from your meeting? How’d it go?” Last night reminded me that I’d been on my first ever date with Yae, technically, and I’d promised to drop the honorifics. It’s hard though. The only girls I don’t use honorifics for are my fiancées… and Kana, I guess?
As I sat down beside them, I shrugged. “It was long and talky, but I guess a lot of important matters were decided.” I narrowed my eyes then, remembering last night. “Well, aren’t you surprisingly chipper this morning, sis? I remember you drinking rather a lot, I’d say even with your boosted stats and Ether Healing you should feel like crap.”
As Rika-san and Yae giggled at that, my sis winked at me, tilting her head cutely. “Wow, so you saw all that? It was totally justified, right Rika-chan, Yae-chan? You were drinking too, Rika-chan!”
“Well, the atmosphere was pretty tense, Ai-chan.” Rika-san replied, and Yae nodded at that too. “Besides, some of the other girls were drinking too. When else are we going to get the chance to act like grown-up adults in such a fancy place? This isn't Britain.”
“Then the party got quite festive. I’m still a bit mad though.” Yae grimaced. “At least it isn’t just me. That girl Kana-chan was super annoyed with you, Aki.”
My sis was the one grimacing now at the nickname Yae used, but she took over the conversation. “So yeah… putting that aside. Daiyu-chan… no, that won’t work… screw it, I’ll just call her Daiyu, she’s going to be my sister-in-law anyway, she’s damn cute bro. Though needing Shaeula to translate for her is a pain… anyway, Shaeula had a lot of Ether Healing to do this morning, but she did it without grumbling. She’s such a good girl.” She laughed a little at that.
“I see. Well, it’s a waste of aether, but now that we have Shiro’s buffing, we can push our generation through the roof.” I took a bottle of cold milk tea from the fridge and chugged it, feeling refreshed. “So, you girls are heading back tonight, Rika-san, Yae?”
As I remembered to call her without an honorific Yae smiled happily, which made me feel a bit guilty, but I had promised. My sis nodded, answering for them. “Yep, our parents won’t let us miss any more school. You know what dad’s like, bro. So we’re flying back by helicopter again tonight.”
“But…” Yae asked cheerfully. “Before we go, surely Rika-chan and I have to see this magical world you’re all involved with.”
“I guess I don’t mind, but…” I looked at them seriously. “What about the dangers? Last night… you saw what can happen. You heard people died. Aren’t you scared?”
Rika-san and Yae exchanged glances, before Rika-san shrugged. “It was all a bit too much to take in, Akio-kun. It hardly seemed real, but we know it is. We may be gals, but we’re not idiots though, even if our grades kind of suck.” She snickered suddenly. “Though I do feel smarter now! No, this is your place, right? There shouldn’t be any danger there, we heard that much.” Yae nodded behind her, and my sis chimed in again.
“See bro, that’s just how it is. I’d feel bad for them if they didn’t get the works. I don’t want to take them to Nishimorioka Boundary, there’s no point, nothing to see, and it’s not like they can gain any Levels. So… might as well give them some happy memories, before Yae-chan here has to give up on you bro. No way she can compete with any of your other girls.”
“That’s so rude Ai-chan!” Yae pouted, and there was more laughter.
“Fine. You’re right in that my Territory is about as safe as the Boundary can be. But it won’t be sightseeing for you, sis. I want to assess your growth and set you a training regimen before you go home.”
“Fine.” she sighed. “Well, I was envious of Eri and the others, so I suppose I can’t complain now. Wow, I’ve really become a workaholic, what with study and training. At least I’ve always enjoyed practising, seeing my skills in volleyball, Kyūdō and athletics grow, so bring it on!” As she pumped her fist, I drank another bottle of tea, before starting to cook up some breakfast. The girls, seeing that, seemed excited, and so I was forced to make them some too, despite the fact they’d already eaten. Just where do they put it all?
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“Sorry instructor.” the Special Forces soldier apologised respectfully, as I inspected his wounds. I let out a dull whistle, amazed he had survived. There was a terribly deep gash along his abdomen, bone and even internal organs visible below, and even with his hardy physique and the Chirurgery boosting his base Statistics, it must surely be agony to endure.
“Guess I screwed up.” he managed to finish, sweat beading his brow, eyes dull.
“Don’t be so hard on yourself.” Major Sasaki sighed. He too was fairly bashed up, and had a lot of new wounds that would likely scar, even if they weren’t life-threatening. “Even Lieutenant Nakano and I were helpless, the best we could do was fight him off.”
“Even so, I…” he began, only to gasp in shock as my aether poured into him. With Shiro having refreshed my buffs this morning, currently on my Chakra Network, my aether regeneration is stellar, and since Ether Healing has Ranked up… I can do this easily enough…
“Just be glad you survived. There’s always a next time. Well, not for the guy who wounded you. He’s dead, I’m afraid.” I pointed out, watching as the flesh knitted at a speed visible to the naked eye. Guess the increased replacement of Material flesh really does work. With this… today, I want Shiro’s eye back.
“So the reports say.” The Major grimaced, troubled. “I appreciate that you’re strong, Akio-san, and that’s a good thing, strong allies are a soldier’s best friend, but it does sting my pride. Really, it was the Lieutenant who drove him off, with desperate wide-area attacks with his flames. I was nearly useless.”
“Well, we each have our specialities.” I put half my Split Thoughts into the Healing, while conversing with the Major. “Really though, in terms of one-on-one battles, it’s hax that will decide most fights going forwards, I think. Raw power is for fighting armies.”
“Hax? I don’t recognise the term.”
“Sorry.” I shrugged, aether scanning the insides of the restored soldier, checking there was no internal damage or infection remaining. Though Ether Healing is fantastic at removing bacteria and other contaminants, ever since I went through the mad training with Shaeula and Hyacinth to become immune to the Myconid Spores. “It’s a gaming term. It basically means cheats. That guy was able to bring down a mist that made him almost impossible to perceive. That’s the ideal assassination tool. Unlucky for him, I have my Eye, and my mental stats are rather high.”
“I see. That does make sense. It doesn’t matter if I could conjure up an entire fortress of guns, if I can’t see him coming, then I’ll still be killed.” the Major mused. “The top brass should be planning on how to deal with various scenarios, but…”
“Indeed.” I agreed, before slapping the surprised Special Forces soldier on the shoulder. “Okay, you’re all good. Back to training with you.”
As the surprised man gave me his gratitude, another was hobbling in, broken arm and numerous slashes on his face and shoulders bandaged up. As I got to work on him, ignoring the same apologies I had received from the other soldier, I sighed. “It’s a shame so many Chosen had to die, but I suppose better them than us.” I kept the knowledge to myself that we had liberated some Favours. The two of them were still slowly burning my adherence, but luckily with what I had gathered from the fallen clone, I could still transfer one. And I can get the rest from Shiro’s tainted injuries, I think.
“That’s right.” the Major agreed. “We were defending ourselves and our own soil, just as the JSDF was designed for. I think you’re an honorary soldier today, Akio-san.”
“My father would be so unhappy. He doesn’t believe in violence or military force. He’s old school.” I shrugged. “But I’m not going to roll over and let our enemies have it all their own way.”
As I worked on more of the soldiers, chatting with the Major, his perspective on the battle helped me process what I had been through. It’s not that I haven’t accepted the battles, even the killing. But it definitely helps hearing how professionals compartmentalise it. It was then, as I dismissed the next Healed soldier, that a man came in, hopping on crutches, one leg missing entirely below the knee. My eyes widened, and on seeing my expression, the soldier sighed.
“Sorry, instructor. I would salute, but my hands are tied up. The bastard took my leg, I knew it was too much to hope for any recovery. Guess I’ll be pensioned out…”
“No, I was just caught off-guard.” I shook my head in denial. “If you’d have asked me yesterday, I’d have said I’d struggle, but… luckily, that was yesterday. Down on the bed please.”
Hope warring with the fear of disappointment in his eyes, I started to work. “Okay, yeah, it’s tough, definitely, but I can do it.” As the flesh started to regrow the man winced, and as bone, muscle and nerves spread, he broke out in a sweat, before starting to scream. As the Major looked concerned, I realised that the feeling of regeneration must have been agonising, so I used Ether Healing to isolate the sprouting leg. As he quietened down, I exchanged a wry look with the Major, before continuing my work…
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“I can’t apologise enough for the shameful failures of the Susanoo faction… well, there is no faction anymore, not really, not now Uchida-sama and his son are… indisposed, and the majority have fallen in behind you.” Hikawa-san was looking exceptionally downcast. His son, Ren-san, was beside him, as were the twins. Beside me, was Haru-san on one side, and Karen-chan on my other, both with laptops and copious notes, Karen-chan shooting Haru-san a sympathetic look. It makes sense. I’ve been working Haru-san constantly since the battles yesterday. But then, I’ve been working non-stop too, so I’m not asking her to do what I wouldn’t!
At that, Haru-san winked at me, having obviously used Telepathy to read my thoughts. Feeling rather embarrassed, I continued listening to Hikawa-san’s apologies.
“I never believed that Chion-in and other longstanding Susanoo shrines and temples would betray the secrecy we’ve kept for fifteen hundred years, out of misplaced spite. Rest assured, Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine now firmly stands behind you. After all… you saved my precious girls. That goes beyond politics.”
Chiaki-san and Chiasa-san seemed embarrassed by their father, which made me smile. “Don’t worry, I’d do it again if they were in danger. Ren-san too of course.” I affirmed. “We all hate the way things turned out, and every time I look at Eri in her wheelchair, I get pissed off… but at least some of the blame for that is mine. So we need to draw a line under it. More importantly, there’s no need for worry. The faith agreed to enter the Ministry and offer full support, though Saionji-san, the representative, he’s still hashing out the details on what the faith needs in return, with help from Kudou-san.” 
I left it unsaid that the plan was still for Tsukiko-san to enter the Ministry as an advisor equal in rank to myself, though that was only if she wanted to, when she returned. Having the spirit-light there is calming. I feel stirrings from Ginneka, occasional flashes of amusement, but from Tsukiko-san, merely a relieved quiet. But she should be able to decide her own path, in her next life. Live how she wants, finally, as Tsukiko, not the Diviner. 
“I never thought I’d see the day when I was relieved that Saionji-sama, our greatest rival, was in charge. But in winning your favour, and keeping a clearer head and firm hand on his faction, he proved the wisest choice.” Hikawa-san bowed in defeat.
“Don’t worry. I have to admit, I was very disappointed in all of you Susanoo shrines, other than Chairoakitara and Shirohebizumi, of course, that you forgot gratitude…” He winced at that, having no excuse, and I continued. “But there’s no point holding grudges. The shrines that lost their apprentices and shrine maidens, they’ve suffered enough, and as for Hikawa-Kawagoe, Ren-san, Chiaki-san and Chiasa-san have more than aided me enough to pay those debts, and I hope all three of them will continue to do so.”
“Of course we will, Akio-sama. After all, how can we not aid the one who saved our lives?” “Indeed we will, Akio-sama. After all, you have the favour of many Kami, and the Lady Diviner, and the Priestess of Ise.” the twins chimed in, speaking together, words overlapping.
“Yeah, me too, I suppose.” Ren-san agreed, embarrassed. “I’m grateful that my sisters were saved, and I know… if I’m going to be strong enough to protect them, I can’t get that strength without your help. I’m not doing it for you though, but for my sisters, and my shrine.” He looked away, a touch red, and beside me Haru-san nudged my leg, amused.
Yeah, I get it. Damn, Ren-san, male tsundere just aren’t popular, you want to watch that one. “Now that we have that out of the way, I’ve called you here to put you to work, Hikawa-san. Your children too, but theirs is more standard.” I nodded to Karen-chan, who brought up the list of shrine maidens and priests and even family members of the various shrines around Japan who had eagerly volunteered for Chirurgery to enhance their ancestral talents.
“I went through the list, narrowing them down.” Haru-san explained, faking a yawn. “I’m dead tired right now.” she joked. “Luckily, Onryō don’t need sleep. My overtime pay must be shocking though. It’s good fortune that the Ministry is paying, or you’d be out of pocket, Akio-san.”
“Yeah, whatever. I know you’re worth the money.” I retorted. “Anyway, these are the ones we think might be potentially compatible. I’m trusting you with this, Hikawa-san, considering our past relationship. Secrecy is not just paramount, but governmentally enforced.”
“I understand. I have made my mistakes. I won’t again.” He looked at his children. “Your father was a fool, too blinded by political gain. Now, the future of the shrine rests on your shoulders. Work hard son, girls. Your father will do the same.” He studied the documents carefully. “So, you managed to get hold of a blessing from the Gods, a Divine Favour, of this Laverna?”
“Yeah. And we need to find someone who can use it. There are potentially two others as well, and we are in the process of identifying suitable candidates.”
“Please note…” Karen-chan pointed to the contract documents. “…that the recipient must sign both a Japanese governmental contract, clearly stating terms and conditions of employment, as well as a Vassal contract with Akio-kun here. Breaking the terms of either would lead to swift and ruthless penalties.”
“I understand. What with the news…” He grimaced, trailing off uncomfortably. I hadn’t had time to check it myself, but my parents had called earlier, shocked, and the newspapers and TV stations were constantly reporting on Kyoto.
“So, can we leave the faith representatives to you? I want you to contact them all and arrange travel to Shirohebizumi shrine so I can check their compatibility. Assuming they agree to the terms, of course. They would have to move to Tokyo if not already resident, as we need Laverna’s ability for other projects.” I asked.
“Trust me, I won’t make the same mistakes again.” Hikawa-san promised, relieved to have another chance.
“In that case, Karen-chan, can you and the guys handle supporting him? I need Haru-san for our training."
“Sure, leave it to us. We’ll be expecting a few nice bottles left on our desks later though.” she joked, and I made up my mind to deliver a whole case of decent whiskey.
“I'm sorry you three couldn’t make the party last night.” I said to the kids as we moved towards the training hall. “Up until the chaos in Kyoto, everyone was having fun.”
“No thanks. There were way too many girls there. And too many of them interested in you.” Ren-san scowled, embarrassed, and I held in a laugh, supporting his pride. I’ve really warmed to him after he gave everything to reach us to save his sisters and the others. He’s less arrogant too now. A good result. I can even forgive him for ogling Shaeula that time. Well, he is at that age where he likes girls, but finds it shameful to admit. I understand, we all go through that.
“Yeah, there sure were a lot, but my old uni friends were there too. I get it though, sometimes guys need guy company… anyway, go to your rooms and dive in, we have training to do!”
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“This is amazing! I can’t believe you kept this from us, Aki, Ri-Ri, Ai-chan.” Yae was saying, as she sipped on a drink made from orchard fruits and Mirror Bee honey. Beside her, Rika-san was equally awestruck, but what had amused her more was the appearance of Eri, who in the Boundary was still sporting cat ears and tail. Apparently before my arrival, Eri had nearly lost her patience at the teasing and requests to stroke her tail and ears, and a laughing Shaeula had to wrest her axe from her.
“I’m sure you can see why.” I suggested, and Yae nodded.
“I don’t much like it, but yeah. Ai-chan tells us you weren’t even going to tell them until the secret came out, so I guess we can’t feel too bad about it. This has been the most amazing trip ever.”
“Yeah, seeing a little of Tokyo was crazy enough, but this too…” Rika-san agreed, her gaze once more going to Eri’s fidgeting tail.
“I'm sorry that you won’t have time to go shopping for souvenirs like you no doubt planned.” I apologised. “But I need to make sure my sis is up to the task before I send her back to Nishimorioka. As her brother, I do worry.”
“Damn bro, way to make me feel bad. I’m being careful, promise.”
“Oh really? I happen to remember you said something about ‘grinding every…'” My sis clamped a hand over Rika-san’s mouth, muffling her words, while Yae laughed.
“Ignore her bro, wow, I wouldn’t be so careless, not after everything we’ve been through…”
“Really? What do you two think?” I asked Shaeula and Shiro.
“No way, she’s guilty as sin, Aki.” Shiro piped up, and Shaeula echoed her.
“Indeed. Aiko is most-most likely pushing herself to the limit. I do not-not hate that, not-not at all, but… safety first!”
“You traitors!” she howled, and we all enjoyed the calm before the training. Hyacinth was preparing the area up by the gushing streams of earth element near the shrine, the twins and Haru-san already practising their Telepathic abilities together, while I was letting Ren-san train with the mirror again.
“Before that though…” I headed towards the Treasury and Warehouse, where Daiyu was sorting through the loot we had collected from the Cultivators who surrendered. The Formation Plate was there, as well as several Talismans and a number of bells carved from jade of various colours. They seemed to be a common item, and Daiyu had explained that bells were favoured in Kunlun, or so the teachings of her Sect had said.
On seeing me arrive, Daiyu turned pink, looking away, before steeling herself. “Akio, welcome. These are the treasures we have obtained.” The bells she had liberated from the Cultivators before, the yellow earth bells, were now accompanied by another set, these ones smaller and carved from a reddish-purple jade, and apparently their element was fire.
“Great. I don’t understand how they all work, but having you here to teach us will be reassuring.” I offered.
Her flush deepened, and behind me Rika-san was whispering theatrically that I was being smooth, judging by her reactions. No, it is reassuring. I’m quite eager to start on Cultivation, really. We need to use every tool we can. If beings like Tan and the golden-eyed devourer have already reached us, what others lurk here or are coming? The newbie protection Ortlinde alluded to is rather crappy, we are already seeing high-level PvPers coming to take us out…
“Even as Matriarch of the Incorruptible Jade, I am inexperienced. But I shall do my best… my Companion.” Daiyu managed, the words deepening her slight blush.
Shaeula snickered, clearly loving this, so I decided to change the subject. “While we are here, it’s a good time to take stock of our assets.” Opening up the vault, I started bringing out our treasures. When Daiyu saw the seemingly useless vestment that we had hoarded, saved from the fallen Kami in Inuyama, her eyes widened.
“What is it?” I asked, and she reached out, grasping the fabric.
“This… I think... this is a robe that has significance to Cultivators. We no longer practise such, but…” She stroked the cloth. “In the times of old, before Kunlun deserted us, this would be a robe signifying one had started to Perfect The Self. After all, one must become pure, white, perfect, to then be dyed in gold and other colours, and choose the true path to the Dao.”
“I see. Well, I knew there was something to it then, but Bjarki and I couldn’t work out what. Do you want it?” I asked, and she hesitated for a moment, before shaking her head.
“No. I am not ready. Far from Perfection, I have not even reached Accumulation. But…” She eyed me calmly, a small smile on her placid face. “…soon. The Spiritually Pure Body, and more plentiful yang energy… surely I can reach it.”
“Fine. At least we know what it is now. We also have this…” The Petrified Ritual Flute, we still couldn’t find a use for. It was light, earth and darkness elements, all jumbled together. I had all three, but had never been particularly musical. We also had the… wait, Foresight is buzzing. As my hand closed on the Obsidian Amulet Of Sacred Fuji, I felt a stirring. My Eye shining, I read the description again.
Obsidian Amulet Of Sacred Fuji [Item Class: Powerful] [Item Type: Rule]
An amulet carved from volcanic glass from one of the most spiritually pure sites in Japan, this amulet wards off misfortune, and will warn Yōkai that the bearer is an important figure, not to be touched carelessly, lest they invoke the anger of powerful beings.

Well, the Night Parade, at least the ones we met, weren’t the sort to care about upsetting important people. But other Yōkai … hmm… “Shaeula, can you give me the fortunate winds again?” I asked, and she nodded. As they blew around me, I tried to divine the threads of Foresight, also pulling on the Favour I had received from Tsukuyomi. The winds immediately died down, but I had the faintest flicker of a concrete inkling. Stepping to my sister, I draped the amulet around her neck.
“Uh, wow, thanks bro. It’s kind of ugly, but… well, a gift’s a gift. But why now?”
“I just felt it’s meant for you. No other reason. Just be damn careful, all right?” I emphasised again. She opened her mouth to retort, but on seeing my determined expression, she swallowed what she was about to say.
“I will do, Akio.” She used my name, showing she was serious. “I want to be a sister you can rely on. Not just you, but Eri, Shaeula, all the other sisters-in-law too.”
“That’s a good ambition.” Shiro laughed, and Eri muttered that Aiko had always been eager to please.
“We also have a pile of precious metals and gems from the mines. Now the Dwarven Mines are running too, we have… cool, is this supposed to be mithril? It’s called Dwarven Silver, according to my Eye, but it seems to be it. It’s light. And this one is heavy. Dwarven Lead? Not an inspiring name, but the greenish colour is cool.” There were other metals too.
“Then there’s the book. I still need that ancient language teacher. One for ancient Chinese too…” I pulled out the Seal, and Daiyu gasped, her eyes going wide. Trembling, she reached for it, her fingers stopping just before it, spasming, clutching at air.
“An Heirloom Seal…” She seemed shocked. “…how did you get this? Surely no Cultivator at Perfection would be carrying such, unless… no, it makes no sense. A deserter perhaps, a disgruntled thief, but how….”
“Just what is this?” I asked, and after a moment she collected her thoughts, beginning to speak.
“Our Halls have few defences left, time and the ever-dwindling talents of our Cultivators has left the Formations to decay and crumble, starved of Qi. But it is tradition to unlock the defences by using Heirloom Seals, allowing entry. That one… it is old. I am unable to read all the characters, but… if it is not from a mighty Sect from Kunlun itself, I would be shocked. That… that is a great treasure, but were the wrong people to discover you possess it… it is perhaps good Kunlun has retreated. A lost Heirloom Seal, any Sect would mobilise their greatest disciples to retrieve it. Otherwise the Formations would have to be retuned, and old Seals scrapped…”
It's a bigger deal than I thought, huh? Putting away the items, while Shiro translated for the others, via Tan, listening to the girls from Nishimorioka saying what a big deal we were, Shaeula suddenly perked up.
“Ah, the Thunderbird blood. I knew-knew there was a reason I made sure to secure it.” She licked her lips, seductive and flushed. “I can taste-taste the lightning element within. I think… well, it can surely only strengthen me, and perhaps…” She took out the sack. “Akio, can I have-have this?”
“Of course. If you think it can help. Damn, lightning sure is flashy, I wish I could learn it.”
“Well, in time, perhaps.” She grinned. “It is not-not a bad feeling to be ahead of you in something again.” She removed the congealed blood chunks, and began to channel her lightning element, and slowly the blood separated into a reddish, glittering substance, as well as a liquid charged with vivid energies, which Shaeula began to absorb.
"All right, we’ve taken stock.” I declared, pleased at all we had gathered. “Now, I need to speak to master Bjarki.” And take a beating, no doubt. My poor Cutting Twilight. It was truly awesome, but then, taking on that clone was unexpected. No weapon would survive such a hungry spatial element, no matter how good. Right? Right?
As Shaeula shot me a sympathetic look, before returning to her refining of the blood, I prepared myself for the inevitable scolding…
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“Ye damn bastard, ye broke t’damn sword again, after’n a mere few days?” Bjarki was indeed enraged.
“Now, do not be like that, Bjarki.” Ixitt laughed, lashing his tail in amusement at my chagrin. “The opponent he faced was terrible indeed. Spatial element is the enemy of all physical weapons, is it not?”
“That’n be true, but, ye surely ken what I mean, Ixitt. Havin’ ye masterpieces be destroyed, it’n be heart-breaking, no?” He had taken Cutting Twilight from me, and was examining it carefully, tapping it gently with his tools. “Tch, the steel, it’n be tainted by a foul spatial mess. Most of it nay be salvageable, ye get it?”
“I do. But if you can make me a new weapon, no, several, I’d appreciate it. To that end…” I turned to Shiro, who was gloating at my lecture, in her usual teasing yet charming manner.
“Shiro, can you give Bjarki the buff buffet? For his specific Skill, Dvergr Techniques should be best, I think. That way he can really exceed his limits!”
“Seriously?” she pouted. “I’m tired, Aki. I’ve been handing them out like candy. You, Shaeula, Bintara, Kana… Tan has had to help me out with aether, and she’s not happy about it. Give me a break, Aki!” Despite her complaints, she stretched out her hands towards the puzzled Dwarf, summoning her abilities.
“Well, that just goes to show you need more Levels and Statistics.” I warned, and she shot me a cute one-eyed glare as she powered up the Dwarf, who gasped in amazement as he felt his abilities suddenly spike.
“Shit, Aki, are you trying to work me to death?” Shiro sighed, face pale, scars standing out even more because of that.
“Don’t worry, we can grind together today!” my sis cheered. “I’m looking forward to it!”
“Oh joy. I like grinding in games. But it’s so damn tiring when I have to do it for real.” Shiro protested.
“There's no need to worry just yet. First… I’ll get Bintara, and then we get to start Healing you, Shiro. I’m feeling confident I won’t even need to have you change your buff to Chirurgery.” At the look of hope in her remaining eye, I smiled, pleased I could inspire such feelings within the cheeky, beautiful junior I had yearned for, even if I didn’t know it myself at the time. No, I knew it. I was just too much of a coward to admit it, even to myself.
“First, if I may…” Ixitt spoke up, his expression amused. “…can I be buffed as well? My Mortal Engineering please.”
“No way, I’m exhausted!” Shiro protested. “And why do you need it anyway? Your Dwarf over there has to make Aki a weapon the idiot won’t break, but you…”
“Aha, I am so very pleased you asked!” Ixitt grinned in triumph, producing some blueprints. “Now that the princess has access to lightning element, I believe it is time to make my two-way converter. Electricity to aether, aether to electricity.” I inspected the plans for a complicated device that looked a bit like some sort of turbine, just with additional spires placed in complicated fashion around the inner workings and outside.
“Shouldn’t you be pushing for Artificial Ether Spires to stabilise Kyoto?” I asked, and he laughed.
“My apprentices and fellow Mortal Engineers are doing most of the work on that, I merely need my expertise for the finishing touches. This however… this is what we need, do we not? For the plans on the Material.”
Grumbling, Shiro was forcing herself to output more aether, having realised that it was something I wanted. I smiled in thanks, determined to reward her. At minimum, today the eye… with Shaeula refining the blood, Bjarki gathering materials, his sight cast on the glittering by-product of her work, and Ixitt excitedly exclaiming how powerful he felt, I raced off to find Bintara…
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Hinata, accompanied by Kazumi-san, had arrived, and had joined the watching crowd, as Bintara, still missing one horn, and I, were surveying the nervous Shiro. I had asked where Motoko and Natsumi were, and Hinata had only smiled, saying they were busy, but would see me later, when I returned to the Material to see my sister off. I guess… a girl wants to look her best for her first time? Putting that simultaneously happy and frightening thought aside, I exchanged a glance with Bintara, who nodded.
“I believe we can. I would be most grateful to finish this as soon as possible, and return to Lord Nurarihyon.”
“Hey, not so fast. I was hoping we could use her for healing some more serious cases, make some profit.” Hinata protested, only to flush as I stroked her head, and she leaned into me, giggling, casting a sly glance at Daiyu, who was watching us.
“She can’t walk the Material yet, can she? Besides, I think my Skills have improved enough, that with Shiro’s buffs I can regrow limbs, heal great damage, the works. Though keeping that secret would be impossible.”
“I know.” Hinata sighed, exasperated. “In that case, can I put wave two into motion? I don’t want Mayumi to snatch up any more rewards that should go to us!”
“Fine. Now… watch and see how far I’ve come!” I turned my attention back to Shiro. “You ready?”
She gulped, before nodding, her silver hair swaying. “I am. So… what’s first?”
“Shut your eye and see. Now, I need the adherence, so I’ll be carefully removing it.” Having learned from earlier, I numbed Shiro’s pain receptors, both physical and spiritual, before starting the Chirurgery. It was meticulous, difficult work, especially around the eye, which was very close to her third eye and crown Chakras, the adherence threatening to leak into them, causing great harm. 
Damn, these scars, this eye, her arm, they must all have been paining her so, but she barely complained. I am so going to redo the night we got engaged after she’s Healed, do it right, no sorrows. My Eye could see the threads, and also where Tan was connected. Careful to avoid injuring those links, Bintara following me up, keeping my damage to a minimum, I untangled the broken Chains Of Sancus and the adherence left behind.
Wiping my silvery sweat from my brow and palms, I had passed the most difficult phase. Flushed with success, while everyone watched on, not even daring to speak, I started work on the scars around her eye. Bintara stared at me pointedly, and I nodded. If she’s going to see clearly again, I at least want her face to be beautiful, like she remembers, like she deserves. 
Once the poisoned adherence was out, I moved to her cheeks, the wounds under her hair, and down her neck. After half an hour more of extreme concentration, which had left me totally wrung out, Bintara had cleaned up behind me, and Shiro's skin was pale, white and pure again. Last step, regenerating the eye. 
“Hey, that tickles, no, it itches… hey, it burns!” she protested, even my numbing of her senses not enough to stop the pain. “Shit, Aki, what the hell…”
“Just bear with it.” I whispered reassuringly, and though she cursed me out, she clenched her jaw, teeth grinding audibly, and five minutes later, it was done. I took the drink one of the weaselkin maids handed me, Hyacinth assisting elsewhere, and took a long sip. “You can open your eyes now.”
“Eyes?” she muttered, her gummed lids opening, wet with tears. “Wait, what… my field of vision…” Closing her dominant eye, she realised she could see. With a smile, I created a mirror out of aether purely through imagination, wasteful as hell, but as my network was running effectively at Rank 7 due to the buffs, I could spare it, and as she saw the unblemished skin on her face, two dark eyes staring back at her reflection, she let out a wail, throwing herself at me. She tried to put both arms around me, but of course one was still a ruin, immobile. Even so, I let her cry out her emotions, everyone looking on warmly, even Eri, who had a sour look in her eyes.
After a while, Shiro, embarrassed, stepped away from me. “Uh, well, that surprised me. So... it’s fixed in the Material too?” she asked with some trepidation, and I nodded.
“I think it might need a little touch-up on some of the scars, but that’s easy. The face that broke a thousand hearts at uni is back.” I grinned.
“Aki, that’s a mean thing to say. But…” she sniffled, eyes moist. “I forgive you. No, I will, when you fix my arm!” she teased, clearly exultant at her face being restored.
“I’m happy for you. Seriously.” Eri spoke, and Shiro laughed.
“I’m sure you are. Jealous too, right? Aki can’t help you much, even with his Skills.”
“Yes. You’re not wrong.” she admitted, and I forestalled her by stroking her ears, both sets.
“I know it’s frustrating. But you’ve been putting in the work. You’ll get there in the end. Be happy for Shiro, all right?”
“I am, I am…” Eri protested, and I made it up to her with a kiss.
“Aki, me too!” Shiro demanded, and then Hinata wanted one, impishly offering Daiyu the chance, but after translation, Daiyu shook her head, declining.
“Well then, we’ll take a break, and during that, you might as well do some hard Levelling.” I suggested playfully.
“Shit Aki, I thought you’d forgot that.” Shiro grumbled, to much more happy laughter.
“He never forgets to Level up. My bro is a fiend!” my sis rejoindered, and Eri muttered her fervent agreement…
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After setting Shiro and my sis up at the southern shore by the bay, along with some support, I marvelled as she pulled out a number of Golden Warriors, all of them resembling girls I knew. My sis, she sure has strange tastes. Oh well…
Returning to Shirohebizumi, the ten kilometre jog through my Territory only taking a few minutes, I admired the bustle, Mirror Bees flying about the place, Kobolds, ratkin, weaselkin and more making various improvements to the Boundary. Really, It’s starting to look like a more cohesive, less fantastical mirror to Tokyo. Though it still has plenty of mythic elements for sure…
Once there I met up with Kana, Haru-san, Ren-san and the twins, supported by Hyacinth and the Kami of the shrine, Shirohebi. In addition, Kana’s friends, as well as Marika-chan, Keomi-chan and our other surviving trainees were there too, even Hotene-san, who was still extremely shell-shocked by her experiences, but whenever Haru-san had any free time, she was using Mind Healing Light on her. They were doing the Telepathic linking again, all eagerly trying to learn earth element. Since none of my students had anything but light, which didn’t clash or interfere, it should be feasible, with their perfected networks. On seeing me, Kana brightened up.
“Hey Akio. How’s things been going? I hear you were going to have a go healing Shiro. Did it go well?”
“It sure did.” I smiled. “She’s got her sight back, and her face is fixed. There’s still a ways to go, but we’ll get there soon.” At my words the dark-skinned girl Hotene-san touched her own face, remembering when her own eyes were lost. Seeing that, Haru-san gently released a little more light, careful to avoid sharing her pain across the Telepathy.
“Speaking of how things are going, how’s the progress?” I asked.
“Slow. Well, I’ve been trying to master earth element for a while. I want to impress my Kami, after all.” Kana laughed. “I can’t believe how far I’ve come. My attitude right now so isn’t me.”
“Not true at all. You’ve always been earnest.” I declared, and her friends started ribbing her.
“I am trying tooo help.” Hyacinth intoned, pondering. “My nature element is ooof earth as well. It would be nice to master it myself. But it is tooo hard for me.”
“Yesss, well, I am offering my insssightsss where I can.” Shirohebi declared. “I too would wisssh for the faithful of my ssshrine to partake of the earth asss I do.” They went on to explain a bit more, and with a smile, I got Haru-san to add me to the link, as I had insight into mastering it myself.
After giving some pointers and letting Haru-san share my prior experiences with everyone, the memories vivid, I excused myself. Everyone was pumped up, especially Kana, so I didn’t want to distract them. Shaeula was still using the Thunderbird blood, though she had nearly absorbed all she could, and so I returned to the bay, where my sister, protected by her Golden Sister Army, as she called them, was unleashing storms of flaming arrows and arrows of light from her bow, clearly loving every minute of it. My sis… have I raised a monster? Well, at least she’s enjoying herself, and strength won’t ever betray her…
Shiro was rather exhausted, but she was using her own fire element, aided by Tan, and the seawater bubbled and occasionally fountained up in columns of explosive steam, the nigh-endless tide of sea-dwelling monsters being boiled alive or burned to ashes. The few that got up onto the beach were being carefully taken down by Eri, who was still trying to control her ragged, clumsy movements. 
I was a bit worried, but the others had assured me they would watch over her, and indeed Daiyu was beside her, using Shaeula’s dagger of light that she had borrowed, as well as the three sets of bells, though for now, she could only call upon destructive earth, though she believed that Shaeula’s pink jade bells should also be able to call wind element forth, as well as merely enhance it.
Watching them all, I sat down beside Rika-san and Yae, Hinata too, who I was surprised to see here, Kazumi-san watching on with a silent smile as usual. “I thought you’d be trying to learn earth element with the others.” I asked Hinata, and she shook her head, surprising me.
“No, I’ve decided. Fire first. Though for that, I’ll need you to fill a battery for me, the way Ixitt did it.” she chuckled. “We really need a source of fire element, don't we? We have air, earth and water, but fire is vital to our future development. I asked around, and the Seelie Court has plenty in the mountains around Duke Formor’s Territory, but that seems like something we shouldn’t be considering. How about Kyoto? We have a foothold there through Haru-san to investigate…”
I ruffled her hair affectionately, and she leaned into me. Shiro shouted out a curse at my flirting, but I merely waved and urged her to continue, which she did, grumbling to herself.
“You’re always looking for the ways to profit. I love that about you.” I kissed her forehead softly, and she giggled.
“Of course. That’s my role, and one I wanted.”
“Seeing this hurts my heart a bit, Rika-chan.” Yae protested, and her friend laughed.
“I bet it does, Yae-chan. I’m not really into Akio-kun, not that I’d likely say no if I was asked, having seen all this, and hearing from Hinata-chan here just how rich you are now…” Rika-san snorted wryly. “…but even so, when I’m single, seeing you so flirtatious really stings.”
“That aside…” Yae was watching my sis and Eri. “…could we get to their level, one day? I mean, I can’t see the appeal of fighting…” She glanced down at her perfectly manicured nails. “…I’d chip my nails, my hair would get messy, I’d sweat…”
“But…” Rika-san finished for her. “…Kyoto. It scared us, Akio-kun. I don’t want to be one of those nine hundred next time.”
“I don’t want that to be our friends back in Nishimorioka, our families either.” Yae stared at me, her flirtatious nature vanishing, her brown eyes serious. “I know Ai-chan felt bad keeping secrets from us. I’d like to even think Ri-Ri did too.”
“I didn’t! I’d never have told you!” Eri shouted back, having heard.
“She doesn’t mean it, I know. She’s a dark, gloomy little thing, but when she does like someone, she’s serious about it.” Yae countered.
“Shut up unless you want me to hit you with this!” Eri waved her axe, embarrassed, then almost falling, Daiyu having to steady her.
“Do you think Ai-chan can tell her friends in archery and volleyball?” Rika-san asked, and for now I had to decline.
“Not yet. The timing isn’t right, and we are struggling to keep matters secret as long as we can. When the truth is out though, I’ll pay Nishimorioka another visit, I promise. It was my home for a long time too. I have friends there as well.” I remembered Imai-san, and his new wife and child. “Don’t worry, it’s early days yet.” I reassured them, even if I wasn’t certain myself, things seemed to be moving a lot faster than Ortlinde had intimated they would.
“As for reaching their level…” I watched as my sis put an arrow through the head of some shark-creature still hundreds of metres out at sea, a trick she had learned during her duel with Shaeraggo, no doubt. “…that might be a bit much. But stronger, mastering a trick or two… well, I don’t see why not. Do the exercises, and if you stick to Chairoakitara shrine for your trips in, you can probably pick up a Skill or two. Then in time, maybe even master an element. We’re still working on a programme to help with that. You can test it out when we’re done.”
“That’s a promise then?” Yae asked, tilting her head, eyeing me strangely.
“Of course. Don’t I keep those too? I even had that date with you, right?” I countered.
“Yes. You did.” Her smile turned to one I recognised, impish and amused. “He blew it though.” she confided in Hinata, faking being scandalised. “Here I was, ready to totally go the distance, put out, and he was a perfect gentleman! Why, I was looking fantastic, and…”
As Hinata curiously asked what 'putting out' was, which left Rika-san howling with laughter as Yae went crimson, and was forced to explain, I enjoyed the momentary peace, knowing I would be busy again soon, having to deal with the China situation and the potential fallout from that in the press…
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“Thanks for everything, Hinata. Like I always say, having a rich sister-in-law is totally the best!” my sis gushed as she waited to board the helicopter, along with Yae and Rika-san.
“I know, I am great, aren’t I?” Hinata agreed impishly. “Seriously though, stay safe, Aiko. Akio would be crushed if you got hurt.”
“Don’t I know it? My bro’s the siscon King… no, the siscon Emperor!” She laughed heartily at her own joke. “I’ll tell mom you’re going to the UK on a business trip soon. She’ll probably want you to go see our grandparents, but do you think you’ll have time?”
I shook my head. “Probably not, but if I can make time I will.”
“I’m jealous.” Yae pouted. “Foreign travel is cool. First Las Vegas, now this?”
“Yeah, it’s totally unfair. I need to find myself a rich boyfriend, but in Nishimorioka, there’s no chance of that…” Rika-san agreed.
“Who knows what the future holds?” I suggested. “Try and do well in your final exams, even if you don’t aim for university, it’s not a bad thing to push yourselves. And well… the world is changing, isn’t it?”
“Wise words, bro. Now come on girls, we have to go!” my sis insisted.
“Don’t worry, I’m jealous too.” Hinata spoke suddenly, surprising them all. She raised an eyebrow at our shock. “Why wouldn’t I be? Akio gets to go with Motoko and Natsumi, and he’ll even be going as Motoko’s fiancé. I’m very jealous. My turn will come, right?” She gave me a cute look, tilting her head back to peer up at me innocently.
“It sure will. Well, the trip is hardly going to be all pleasure, you know that.”
“That doesn’t matter bro. You should be getting how girls think by now, being a harem bastard and all.” Aiko giggled. “Wow, I can’t believe you don’t see what she means.”
“Oh, he does.” Hinata giggled too. “But he knows I’m not really mad. After all…” She pulled me into a hug. “…I’m very excited about the prospect of Ixitt’s new invention. If it works…”
“We then have to work out a way to get it to the Material world, but…” If we can find a suitable candidate for the Divine Favour of Laverna… 
“Yes, our new business will be printing money!” Hinata declared, eyes sparkling.
“I think we should go.” My sis made gagging noises. “They are in their own world anyway.”
“Rude.” I snorted. “We’re listening. Anyway, Sis, Yae, Rika-san, I’ll see you again soon. So be careful, and sis, stay safe, and don’t get cocky! I don’t know why I felt the urge to give you that amulet, but… no, I trust you. Just call me if you need anything, okay?”
“Wow, you went from full lecture mode to cool bro mode in an instant. Be still my heart!” she laughed.
“It was good to see you, Akio-kun. A shame we didn’t get to do any shopping or see the sights, but.. next time, okay?” Rika-san said her goodbye.
“Yes, there has to be a next time. Otherwise I’ll live with this sense of defeat forever.” Yae complained.
“Well, when things settle down, we can have a proper break. I’ll show you around. Eri might even be out of her wheelchair by then, and Shaeula loves being in charge so… it’ll be fun.” I offered.
As we finished exchanging promises and light, harmless talk, they finally boarded, and as the sleek helicopter lifted off, blades thrumming, I turned back to Hinata. “So what now? It’s getting late, you have school tomorrow too, yeah?”
“I do. Yes.” she agreed, the nuance confusing me.
“You do?” I asked, as I noticed an expensive foreign car on the hill ready to take her home.
“Yes, I do. I know two girls that don’t though. Go inside. Your night isn’t over.” She paused, her skin flushed. “I expect a full report, all right? After all… my time will come too. Anyway, I love you. Good night, Akio.” She kissed me on the cheek, before, after a moment of hesitation, moving to my lips. Our mouths touched, and then her tongue came into my mouth aggressively, surprising me. I responded, grasping her tightly into a hug, and then we separated, her gasping for breath.
“There. At least I had my share. Good luck!” she declared, as her driver got out and opened the door for her. She stepped inside, waving, and after I watched her car leave, I entered my house, looking down to notice two pairs of shoes by the door. My nose picked up a sweet scent, and… so, it’s come to this. Well, from Hinata’s words earlier I knew.
Opening the door to my room, I was greeted by the sight of two young women, made up beautifully in furisode kimonos, hair and makeup impeccable, as if ready for a wedding. On seeing me enter, the two of them greeted me brightly, though their nervousness was clearly visible as well.
“Akio, my husband. Your wife is here to receive you.” Motoko declared, followed by Natsumi.
“Akio, also my husband. I, Natsumi, am here to fulfil my wifely duties. I hope that we both satisfy you!”
I smiled gently, touched and happy. “No, I, Akio, your husband, am grateful to be receiving your care.” I replied formally, since it fit the mood. “May this be the first of many days we spend together, from now until eternity…” Well, looks like Tsumura-san was serious. Not that I can complain now, can I? Thinking such inane thoughts, the situation making my heart race, despite my past experience with Eri, Shaeula and Hyacinth, I asked a question. “Would you like a drink or something, to loosen up?”
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“Adrink?” Motoko and Natsumi exchanged a glance, faces red, before Motoko slowly nodded. “Perhaps that would be wise. I find my throat rather dry.” she admitted, and Natsumi giggled softly. 
“Mine too. And my stomach aches as well, and my chest is tight…”
As I retrieved a bottle of sake, pouring three small cups of it out, I glanced at them again. “I have to say, you both look absolutely stunning. Those furisode are amazing. No, it’s not just the clothes, of course you both look beautiful as well.” I grinned then, teasing them. “I’m a very lucky man, aren’t I?”
Their flushes deepened, Motoko’s going almost as red as her long-sleeved kimono, which was a delightful crimson, with beautiful white flowers. That’s no store-bought one, that’s for sure. I have an idea where they came from. She was wearing matching hair ornaments, beautiful red flowers, and her face had been lightly made up, to make her eyes look bigger, and her lips were shining with a faint hint of red, unlike her usual clean appearance, and the gap with her ordinary looks and demeanour was exciting.
As I handed Natsumi her cup, our hands touched, and she flinched, before her smile changed. She too was wearing a little makeup to accentuate her beauty, her curly hair combed into a slightly more mature fashion, a blue flower pin setting her look off nicely. Her kimono was a deep ocean blue, with white flowers to compliment Motoko’s, and I asked the question I was thinking on seeing them.
“So, these are from your family, right Natsumi?”
She nodded, her smile broadening. “They are. I even did some of the embroidery myself. I started some time ago, hoping to see Motoko married in a furisode I had worked on myself. I thought it could be the only way I’d have to be with her on that day, considering I’d be dismissed as a bodyguard when we graduate, and I’d likely have my own marriage arranged. I told you, right? I want us to be married in beautiful kimono or dresses the Hori family created.”
“Oh Natsumi.” Motoko was tearing up. “I too wished you could be there, but it seemed impossible.” She took the sake from me, her long fingers, slightly calloused from her constant training, but still soft and feminine, lingering on mine, her touch hot. “But now… this is certainly not a formal wedding, but…” She took a sip, the strong sake contributing to her flush. “…it is a wedding. Our pledge.”
“Well said.” Natsumi spoke gently, drinking some of her own alcohol, as I did the same, feeling the pleasant sting of it in my throat. “I still want us to wear my clothes when we marry in front of our families, the other nobility… and all the other families.” She giggled charmingly. “That will include all sorts of spiritual beings too, right? But for now… these clothes will do.”
“Well, beautiful as the clothes are, you two are more beautiful.” I insisted, and I meant it. All of my girls were different, even the Japanese ones, and understanding their quirks and charms was something I was only just scratching the surface of. Motoko was elegant, graceful, yet driven, bold, unwilling to concede, while Natsumi seemed quieter, but had a wicked sense of humour, as well as being loyal, dedicated and kind. Really, they were the perfect flowers of nobility, if you asked my opinion, more so than the brash, selfish Mayumi-san, or the timid Miyu.
“Really? You are not simply flattering us?” Motoko asked, and I could see her vulnerability, her need for reassurance. Beside her, Natsumi blinked as well, waiting for my answer. I first paused, refilling our cups with a little more sake before adopting a serious expression.
“No, I’m not. I’m your fiancé, so of course I want to flatter you both shamelessly. But I think it’s just your nerves talking.” I soothed, gesturing to a mirror over by the wall. “Look at your reflections, both of you. See? You’re both stunning. Don’t worry though, I’m nervous too.”
“You?” Natsumi asked in surprise. “Why?”
“Well why not? I know you probably hear Eri and Shaeula talking, maybe Hyacinth too, but I’m not very experienced myself. But even if I was… the first time is always special, and I’ll remember it for a lifetime. So, we probably don’t want to get too tipsy, it’ll spoil the fun…” The way they both looked eager and nervous at the same time, flushed faces sweaty, was simply adorable, and made me want to hold them both close to me. “…how about a toast? To proof that we’ll be together forever, and the two of you will never have to part.”
The two of them exchanged a look, before Motoko spoke for both of them. “I like those sentiments. Natsumi, Akio, I am… well, I admit to being hesitant still. When I travelled to your hometown, I was being selfish, only thinking of what benefits I could gain.”
“Me too. I’m so ashamed.” Natsumi murmured.
“Then we were hesitant, frightened. I was so certain when I knelt before you, but then when I was back at my family home, in the cold light of day… it was as if a bubble burst.”
“I know just what you mean. I knew I was just taking advantage, and seeing you waver, I wavered too, of course. Back then…” Natsumi looked me in the eyes, and her brown orbs were filled with regret. “…if it wasn’t for Motoko, I never would have considered you. I’m sorry… I’m not as worthy as Hinata, or any of the others.”
“Back then?” I asked, getting to the heart of the matter, wanting all of this out in the open. We had touched on it before, when I accepted them, but if we were to truly become lovers, then I wanted it to be clear, our emotions and hearts all aligned on it.
“Now… I’ve seen your kindness, and you’ve never rebuked us for our selfishness. Not just us. You treat everyone the same.” she explained. “I am treated no differently to Motoko, and while part of me can’t help but find that wrong…”
“Oh, Natsumi…” Motoko sighed.
“…I also find it makes me happy. Perhaps…” Natsumi glanced at Motoko with a slight smile on her red lips. “…if you wish to back out now, Motoko, I think… I would still offer myself here.”
“Natsumi.” She laughed in surprise. “Do you think I would get cold feet at this late stage? I feel the same as you do. I feel pride and happiness when you are treated the same as me, or even Miyu… it is hard to say her name without honorifics, so ingrained in our school and noble society such hierarchies are. But… things are changing. Mayumi-sama is in for a rude awakening if she thinks she can control you, I think, Akio.”
“Hinata won’t let that happen anyway. Sure, Mayumi-sama has scored what she thinks are a few wins, but… she has a plan, I’m sure.” Natsumi added.
“We aren’t talking about Hinata right now, but us.” I chided gently. “Look, I get it. It all seems sudden for me. Eri… I’ve known her a long time, ever since she was a kid. But Shaeula and the others… I’ve not known them that much longer than you two, really. But do I need to know everything about you, when all I need to know is… I want to see you both happy. And I think the best way to make that happen is to be with me.”
“But will that make you happy?” Motoko pressed, clearly insecure, at this late stage, and I directed them to the mirror again.
“See? I’m not even talking just about your looks, which obviously I can have no complaints with. But your personalities shine through. And I love girls like you two. Really, you’re both so dedicated and hard-working. In a way, it’s a bit like my sis, though she could certainly stand to learn elegance and grace off you both. Forget about your family ties. I’m not marrying Tsumura or Hori house, I’m not doing it for political gain, though I won’t deny that was what our marriages were definitely pushed as. I’m doing it because I want to hold the two of you in my arms, and see you both smiling. Now, a toast!”
My words caught them off-guard, and they instinctively raised their cups, the fragrance of the sake dim compared to the faint scent of sweat and perfume the girls exuded. “So, to our future. Together.”
“To our future!” they echoed, and we drank, all smiles. That’s better. They are much more beautiful when they smile, not when they’re worried. I think… this is the right decision. The world is a dangerous place and only growing more deadly. And with their talent for martial arts, they should be able to reach Eri’s level at the least… but for now, thinking that is an insult to them. Now… I should only be looking at their hearts…
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The bed was large enough for all of us, something I had insisted on, as I did enjoy sleeping with Eri and Shaeula together, and sometimes Hyacinth even snuggled in. On seeing that, the girls froze for a moment, before laughing sheepishly.
“Who’s first?” Natsumi asked. “I feel as a bodyguard, I should go before Motoko, since I hear that some pain is involved, but… since this is a happy occasion, our shadow wedding, I think Motoko should go first, as befits her…”
“No.” Motoko shook her head. “We are equals now, Natsumi. Truly equals. Akio has made us so, will make us so tonight.” Her breath was coming fast at the thought of what was ahead. “I confess to not knowing much of the act of love between men and women, this sex, unlike your sister and the girls we met in your hometown.”
“We’re terribly sheltered. But… I feel a little pride that we’ll be going ahead. We’ll have to feign ignorance at school.” Natsumi was reminding me a little of Hinata now, her smile wicked. “That said… Motoko, please go first, before me. Equal or not, I want…”
“How about this? Rock-paper-scissors should suffice to decide. Then… well, you wanted to be together, so how about the loser holds the winner’s hand through it all, shares the joy? Then we can swap over, and…”
“And?” Motoko asked.
“…if you still feel up to more after your first time, well, we can have fun, the three of us.” I’ve had many threesomes with the girls, even a foursome. These two probably aren’t as sexually greedy as that trio, but even so… sex is fun, when it’s with someone you love.
“The three of us?” Natsumi swallowed, eyes bright. “Well, I suppose leaving it to chance is fair, if you don’t mind, Motoko.”
“No, I certainly do not. After all, whether you watch over me, or I you, I shall be happy. Overjoyed. I feared for our future, but now… I am simply excited, eager to see it.”
“That’s settled then.” I grinned. “Well, whenever you two are ready.”
“Very well. Janken… pon!” the two girls declared loudly, showing their hands, and Motoko was still balling her fist, while Natsumi had her fingers apart.
“Looks like you win then, Motoko.” Natsumi muttered, red-faced, a mixture of worry and envy on her pretty features. “I’ll watch you go on ahead, here by your side, where I’ve always been.”
“And then, you will follow. As your sensei in the Tsumura Arts, I find it fitting I should lead.” Her solemn expression cracked for a moment, a sly smile creeping in. “Perhaps I can even instruct you in the art of love as well.”
“No way.” Natsumi denied. “In this, we’ll be fellow pupils. I can hardly wait.”
“Well, you won’t have to wait long.” I promised, my heart now starting to beat faster. “So, Motoko…”
“Wait!” Motoko declared, and I paused. She exchanged a meaningful glance with Natsumi. “Wifely duties often involve helping a husband change when he returns from a hard day at his work, does it not?”
“I think that’s right.” Natsumi agreed, her gaze drawn to me. “Do… do you want to do it together?”
“I think we should. As sisters, as wives of the same man. Saying it… I find a thrill within me, but…” She squirmed under her kimono. “I feel a hot dampness inside me. I hope I am not unwell, not today of all days.”
“I feel it too, and it’s spreading to my chest.” Natsumi agreed, as they stood on either side of me.
“I think that’s normal. It’s just arousal.” As they looked at me questioningly, I once again realised they knew little of the biology or emotions behind the act of sex. “It’s… just your body preparing for sex. I’ll explain it in a moment.” I promised, as Motoko’s hands were skilfully undoing the buttons on my shirt. Natsumi had bent down, and was slowly taking off my socks, which felt very lewd, and entirely different to the way sex with my other girls started. She looked up, her head near my groin, and her eyes widened as the cloth was pressing out.
“I see. That must be…” She giggled, caressing my feet, before rising and unfastening my belt. As Motoko removed my shirt, she leant in for a kiss, and we did so, her tongue offering no resistance as I slid mine into her mouth. We tangled with each other fiercely, passionately, and then as Natsumi gasped, my trousers down, my pants rather tented, Motoko pulled away, eyeing me.
“My turn.” Natsumi cried, her tongue licking at my lips, before hers was toying with mine, her kiss different, yet equally passionate. Motoko removed my trousers, tossing them aside, her eyes also fixated on my lower body, my manhood still hidden by my underwear. As Natsumi pulled free, spit on our lips and chin, she asked Motoko if they should remove my last stitch of clothing.
“No.” I answered for them. “That I’ll do myself, but first… Motoko. I love you, and I want to marry you. So tonight… will you be mine?”
“I shall. I, Tsumura Motoko, proud bearer of the Tsumura Combat Arts, will be your bride, and offer my dedication, my love, my everything. I do not believe in half measures. Not anymore. My hesitation is gone.” So she says, but I still see her eyes trembling. Well, I suppose it’s understandable. This is… a huge moment in the life of any girl, never mind a noble such as her.
Her hand went to Natsumi, who grasped it tightly, a warm expression on her face. As Motoko lay on the bed, Natsumi sitting beside her, I once more told Motoko she was beautiful, kissing her again. When we were done, I started touching her, gently at first, her hair, her cheeks, her bare neck. 
My hands then slid down, and she tensed for a moment, before smiling invitingly, her free arm snaking around my back. My hands cupped her breasts through the fancy cloth, and I squeezed, toying with them a little. They weren’t large, certainly smaller than Eri’s, and likely Natsumi’s. Actually, Hinata has bigger too, now I think about it. She’s quite stacked for a shorter girl. Still, they felt good, and the damp moans coming from Motoko’s flushed face were certainly arousing.
My hands went further down, stroking her stomach through the cloth, and then I reached the obi, the decorated sash-like belt that held the kimono together. My eyes met Motoko’s and she muttered to “Please go ahead, my husband.” So stupidly adorable…
“I will.” I answered, and with deft movements I unhitched it, and as the crimson kimono fell away, I realised she wasn’t naked underneath, but wearing a light, negligee-style silk undergarment in pure white, her toned, pale legs on full display from the short hem, the sides open and gaping, showing off much of her modest breasts. She must have noticed my puzzlement, because she snorted, surprised.
“It is a hadajuban. It does not show on the body line, so… are you disappointed?” she asked, clearly amused, and I shook my head, before kissing her again, our hot breath mingling.
“Disappointed? By you? Never.” I assured her when we parted, a line of spit briefly linking our mouths. “But…” I slid a hand inside the opening, now feeling her raw breast. She gasped, and Natsumi winced as her hand was squeezed tightly.
“I can feel your heart beating.” I grinned. “And this, too.” Her nipple was hard, so I pinched it, toying with it, delighted at her gasps which were becoming more passionate. With that, I slid my free hand up her bare legs, before finally reaching her pussy.
“Wait, there, that is…” she gasped, but I continued my massaging, my fingers tracing her slit, feeling moisture.
“That’s the place where we’ll become one. Are you scared?” I asked, making sure to only gently toy with the outside, avoiding her clit for now. I moved my hand to her other breast, and bent in for a kiss while waiting for her answer.
“A little. This… I do have the blessing of my grandfather, father and mother. Even so… we were told from our youth, never to allow a man other than our husband our bodies…” I increased the vibration of my finger, and it was now making damp sounds, to match her gasps. Her lips parted, tongue out, and I took her invitation, sucking on it playfully, while her eyes pleaded for a stronger, fiercer kiss.
“But he is our husband…” Natsumi, her face redder than Motoko’s, her legs rubbing together, whispered, still clutching Motoko's hand tightly in both of hers, and at those words, Motoko’s eyes went wide, and her body relaxed. Wet liquid gushed from her pussy, sticky and lurid, and I took that opportunity to drive our tongues together, giving her a deeply passionate kiss.
“So… sensual. So much… fiercer… than I could’ve imagined.” Natsumi muttered. “So this… this is sex?”
“I… Natsumi, I think I am becoming strange!” Motoko gasped, and I turned to Natsumi, shaking my head.
“Nope, this is merely a bit of fun before the real thing. It’s definitely sexual in nature though. Now…” I pushed up the cloth of Motoko’s undergarment, which barely covered her private areas, and revealed her twitching slit, her inner thighs soaked. Motoko squirmed in embarrassment, her entire body flushed and sweating. She then said something that surprised me.
“I… I have heard that vigorous exercise can affect the body, which leads some men to believe that a woman is not a virgin. I can assure you that whatever you might think, Natsumi and I have never opened ourselves to any man. You surely…”
“Silly girl.” I stopped her worries with another kiss. When we were done, I looked at her seriously. “As it happens, I do believe you’re a virgin. You too, Natsumi. You’re both very refined and strong-willed, and that’s how you’ve been raised. But whether or not you were… that would be the past. In the future’s different, I’m a jealous, sinful hypocrite…” I laughed, though it still stung a bit. “…but for now, you’ll be mine. But… are you curious?” I asked, and she nodded weakly, her damp hair spread on the pillows behind her like a halo.
“You want to see, Natsumi?” I asked, and she shivered. “I mean, you’ve bathed together naked, right? Have you ever shown each other your bodies?”
Natsumi shook her head. “Never, that would be improper. But… I admit, I would like to see. Motoko, do you mind?” she asked.
“I… can hardly object at this point. We are sharing… our most intimate moments.” she gasped, as I continued to softly stir the outside of her pussy.
“In that case… here.” I gently opened her up, and Motoko shuddered, groaning, as cold air touched the inside of her body. More liquid seeped out, and as I spread her pussy, I could see a faint, pinkish-white film within.
“Like I said, it wouldn’t have mattered to me, but there’s the proof a girl is pure. The hymen. Yours is still intact.” I reassured Motoko.
“I see.” Natsumi was eyeing it with interest. “I never imagined I would be looking at Motoko so lewdly.”
“I think you’ll end up seeing more girls lewdly.” I snorted, just imagining the future. “Though you won’t see any hymens. But Shaeula especially is keen to deepen her friendship with other girls by making love together. I expect you’ll be getting the invite soon.”
“I am glad. I can do it properly the first time.” Motoko exhaled. I could tell she wanted to close her legs, embarrassed at having Natsumi staring at her so intimately, but I held them open with my own, and continued to toy with her chest and pussy.
“Well, the downside is, it’ll hurt the first time. Girls with torn hymens don’t really suffer as much. But I can use Ether Healing to fix the pain if you…”
“No!” Motoko insisted. “A little pain has never frightened me. I wish… I wish to do it properly.” Her smile was kind and proud. “Besides, if I ache afterwards, I shall let you soothe me. I will have earned it.”
“I don’t want relief either, when my turn comes.” Natsumi swallowed. “I have my pride, I want it to be perfect.”
“Fine then. How could I disappoint either of you?” I felt my love for them rising at the expressions on their faces, Natsumi’s so eager, embarrassed and yet afraid, Motoko’s exhausted, shamed and lewd. God damn it, I’m so easy. But then… you tell me a man who is into girls who wouldn’t love these two now, and I’ll show you a liar.
“In that case…” Motoko sighed a little as I removed my hands, before I pulled down my briefs, and my erect cock popped free, iron hard and eager, the tip shining with my own juices. Motoko’s eyes went wide, and Natsumi gasped.
“That’s… the male member, the penis?” she muttered, eyes spinning. “That can’t go in, you’ll tear Motoko apart!”
“Hey, I’m not that big.” I laughed. “I’d say I’m well above average, being a half, but I hear some Westerners have monsters.”
“Well, that looks plenty big enough…” Natsumi was transfixed, mouth hanging open, and I noticed some saliva tricking out. Perhaps Natsumi is lewder than she looks?
“I see. There is no going back.” Motoko muttered. “Not that I would wish to. Akio. Kiss me again, then… make a woman of me, a wife.”
“Your wish is my command.” Our lips met, my hands now on her breasts once more, pulling them free of the silken cloth barely covering them. Once Motoko had melted at my kiss, I then started sucking on her nipples, as I moved my cock closer to her body. She shivered at the new, lewd sensations, and I could smell a second scent in the room, Natsumi breathing heavily.
“You are eating me up!” she cried, as my sopping glans pushed against her slit. Motoko trembled, her eyes pleading for reassurance, and so I kissed her anew, as my dick slowly drove deeper, her pussy spread as wide as Natsumi’s brown eyes as she watched on in aroused awe.
“It… there is no further to go.” Motoko whispered, as my cock hit the obstruction of her hymen.
“There is. But…” I whispered to her. “Be brave, the pain will be over soon. And eventually there’s pleasure. But for now… I love you!” I breathed in her ear, and her eyes went as wide as Natsumi’s. She yelped in pain as my dick tore through her hymen, and blood joined the love nectars on her thighs. A final surge, and our bodies slapped together wetly. Kissing her again, Natsumi still holding her hand, I waited until she calmed down.
“Congratulations Motoko. You’re a woman now. My woman.” Tears gleamed in her eyes, and as Natsumi congratulated her as well, I contented myself with licking her nipples, stroking her thighs, belly, arms and everywhere else until she stopped trembling.
“Are you up to me moving?” I asked, and she nodded, still a bit stunned by the experience. As I did so, she muttered a few words of pain, her face screwing up, so I slowed my gentle thrusts.
“Why did you… stop? I can handle this.” she gasped.
“Are you sure? Compared to Eri, you seem to be rather more hurt from the deflowering.” I observed. “Maybe I should use Ether Healing…” I began, only for her free hand to strike me weakly.
“No. I told you. Go to the end! I am proud Tsumura Motoko! Such pain is nothing to me, or how else could I dream of battle? Now, enjoy yourself, and I shall serve you. And… I have taken the medicine mother secured for me, so I am supposed to say… what was it? Oh yes, feel free to finish inside me, as is proper for man and wife.”
Okay, I don’t think she fully gets just how lewd that was. The gap between her prim and proper nature and that lewdness is deeply arousing. Good job, Motoko’s mother! “No, we both should enjoy it. This isn’t just sex, it’s making love.” 
With that, I began to move, sliding in and out of her pussy, the noises loud and damp. At first Motoko winced with every thrust, but I secretly allowed just a trickle of Ether Healing out. Sorry Motoko, but I hate to see you suffer, and you’ve had a tough loss of virginity. I had the fine control now to only very slightly Heal it, so that she wouldn’t notice, but I think Natsumi did, as the look she gave me was both kind and amused.
“I… it does not hurt… as bad as we have been told at… school.” Motoko was moaning now in-between her words, and her body was hot, tight, clamping down on me. She leaned upwards, seeking more kisses, and I happily obliged, my hands on her back and chest. As I began to speed up, I could feel a hot bullet rising within me. Seeing my expression change, her kisses became more frantic, our teeth knocking together. Pulling free, I let out a gasp myself.
“Motoko, I’m going to…”
“Inside!” she gasped, and how could I refuse? I sped up, our bodies knocking together, her moans increasingly lurid, and with a heaving gasp, I convulsed, ejaculating fiercely, hot liquid spraying deep within her.
“What is this…? So… strange! Warm, and… filled with love!” Motoko gasped, clinging to me with one hand, Natsumi the other. “Like a fire within me… so tender!”
I thought my orgasm would never end, as I continued to thrust, pumping it out, filling her. Finally, with a last spurt, I slumped down beside her, looking into her brown eyes. “Sorry Motoko. I don’t think you came, did you?”
“Came? I do not understand.” she answered weakly, a soft, contented smile on her lips.
“Well, it’s the womanly pleasure from sex. I wanted you to reach it with me, but I guess since you’ve only just lost your virginity…”
“Yes, I have, have I not?” She stared at me then, her eyes serious. “So… please do not abandon me now.”
“I would never.” I assured her.
“Then kiss me. Show me.” She sought another kiss, needy like a kitten after her experience, and I obliged. When we pulled free, I had a thought, seeing the expression on Natsumi’s face. Gesturing to her, my lips met hers, and I savoured Natsumi’s mouth as well, licking at her tongue and teeth, while she aggressively did the same to me. When we parted, I asked her a question. “Natsumi, do you want to kiss Motoko?”
“What? Why?” she asked, puzzled, and Motoko had the same expression on her own face.
“I just think the two of you clearly love each other. Don’t you want to try it at least once?”
“I… well, I can’t say I’ve never wondered.” Natsumi agreed hesitantly.
“Would you not mind, Akio?” Motoko asked me, puzzled. “My lips should only be for you.”
“I’m just curious. Besides, us three will be together forever, right?” I don’t think they are in love with each other like Miyu and Michiru-san seem to be, but their feelings definitely go beyond friendship. I just wonder…
“Motoko, please excuse me.” Natsumi apologised, bending down, and Motoko tilted her head. Their lips touched, and for a moment there was nothing, before I heard wet sounds, as they copied the kisses they had done with me. I found my spent cock starting to rise inside Motoko at the alluring sight of the two girls kissing deeply, though I also felt a sting of jealousy as well. 
Yeah, okay, it certainly is hot, but I can’t help but feel Motoko is being taken away from me. Still, if they do want to seek comfort with each other, I suppose it’s not a bad thing. Deep bonds of love and friendship and all that…
The two parted, licking their lips. “How was it?” I asked, and it was Motoko who answered.
“Comfortable. It was… comfortable?”
“Yes. Kind, and warm. But… it didn’t make my heart race, like it does when I kiss you?” Natsumi tilted her head. “I didn’t mind it, but...”
“Yes. Natsumi is my dear friend, who I never wish to be apart from, but… she is not my husband.”
“He looks conflicted.” Natsumi giggled. “Akio, did you really want us to indulge in each other or not? Your eyes say not…”
“But this…” Motoko placed a hand on her bare body, where my newly-hard dick was spearing her. “…it perked up. I do not mind, if you wish to see it, Natsumi and I…”
“Well, putting that aside for now, I think it was worth it to see how you really felt about each other. It’s pretty much impossible to kiss someone like that and not know how you feel.” I am relieved, I guess, that they aren’t into each other that way. Damn, how can I be insecure after all this? I don’t know about lesbian play, but threesomes… totally fine with me. “Now…” I pulled out of Motoko, who winced, and a pink mixture of blood, cum and love nectar spilled onto the sheets.
“I should clean you…” Motoko began to rise, her face pale, expression pained, but I shook my head.
“I’ll do it. Rest. You’ve worked really hard.” I stood, and quickly towelled off the worst of the mess, ready for Natsumi’s turn.
“All I did was my duty and lie here.” she protested.
“Nonsense. Our bodies and hearts connected. I don’t even need my Eye to tell me Lovers’ Link will have Ranked up.” I kissed her again. “Now… you need to be the supporter. Cling to Natsumi’s hand, while I show her what it is to be my woman.” I boasted, and Natsumi giggled.
“You’re a bad man, the sort Hanafubuki and our parents always warn us about. I wonder how many other noble daughters you’ll end up bringing to this bed?” She stood before me, in her blue and white furisode, pushing out her decent chest, inviting me to grope it, so I did. As she gasped and moaned as I kneaded her through the cloth, I shook my head.
“Just Hinata. Though… not for a little while. She’s still… no, I guess it’s not fair to call her too young, she’s old enough to get married and have sex, and she’s basically doing adult work helping me run my upcoming business… but, I feel kind of like a bastard, you know? I’m a bit older than her, after all.”
“Us too. Do we really seem so much more mature?” Motoko asked, curious, and I nodded.
“You do actually, you’re so calm and collected, well, most of the time, and Natsumi kind of feels a bit like a college girl, with that hair and mannerisms. I guess it’s good breeding? Well anyway, Hinata only.”
“I don’t believe you!” Natsumi disagreed, my hands making her gasp. Her free hand had undone her obi, and her blue yukata fell open, revealing she was wearing a similar undergarment to Motoko, also white silk, though her chest was straining against the cloth, her erect nipples clearly visible. “But I’ll pretend to. Now, it’s just our time, my time.”
“If I can succeed, you shall have no trouble, Natsumi.” Motoko cheered her, holding her hand despite the exhaustion she was feeling. “Though I confess, it stings a little, and feels like Akio is still inside me. In a way, it is surely a comfort. Oh mother, father, grandfather. Your Motoko is a shameless woman it seems.”
“Not shameless, just a woman. My wife.” I reassured her. “But for now, Natsumi.” She lay down on the bed next to me, breath hot and damp, eyes moist, skin flushed.
“Yes, I’m ready.” Natsumi agreed. “My heart is racing, I think it will beat out of my chest.” She grabbed my free hand, thrusting it through the gap in her undergarments, and I found my hand squeezing a meaty globe, the soft flesh irresistible under my hands. “You can feel it, right Akio?”
“I can.” I agreed, making her moan as I toyed with her chest, relishing the feeling. “Mine is too.”
“Liar! You’re so composed, while Motoko and I are frantic!”
“No, listen.” I pulled her head to my bare chest. “Hear my heartbeat, isn’t it thumping?”
“It is.” she muttered, surprised. “But you looked so confident with Motoko.”
“I’m going to be her husband, of course I have to look calm. Besides, no man could hate holding a cute girl like Motoko. Nor you, Natsumi.”
“I see. You do know what to say. You’re definitely the sort of man we were warned about. But I find I just don’t care. Do you, Motoko?”
Motoko shook her head weakly. “I made my choice. Now… Natsumi, join me.”
“Yes, I suppose I should. A kiss, please, before we start? I love kissing. It makes my chest tight and my heart ache.”
“If you love that, then sex…” I grinned, kissing her, tongues dancing, her eyes wide and passionate. “…will make your heart burn.” I promised when we were done. I pulled down the cloth she wore, freeing her tits, and after sucking on them and toying with them like I did Motoko's, I stroked her arms, thighs, and stomach, before I went to her soaked pussy. “Wow…” I exclaimed in surprise. “…it’s a mess down here.”
Natsumi flushed. “Don’t be mean, Akio. I just… when I watched you and Motoko, the heat inside me was blazing, and … it’s not pee, I promise!”
“I know. It’s love nectar.” I gently stroked her sodden pussy, making her mutter in pleasure. “You must have felt really turned on watching Motoko, your dearest friend, become a woman.”
“I… I was!” she admitted as I sped up my fingers, fresh liquid splashing out, soaking the sheets and my hands. Beside her, Motoko was smiling, clutching Natsumi’s free hand. “And not just Motoko. Seeing your body, your… your penis…” she cried out, her pleasure rising. “…I knew I wanted it, I wanted it to thrust in me, make me your woman!” It seems like Natsumi has a good constitution, she’s easier to turn on than Motoko. But I should stop now, otherwise she’ll be too exhausted for sex.
As my hand slowed, she groaned. “Why… why did you stop? It felt strange, but I liked it.”
“Because…” I kissed her gently. “…there’ll be time for that later. First… we make love.” I gently opened her pussy, and the touch was enough to send Natsumi shivering with pleasure. “Motoko, want to take a look?”
As Natsumi muttered it was embarrassing, Motoko rolled over, curious. “I see. Is it like mine?” she asked, as I pointed our Natsumi's hymen, a dark red film.
“Yes, there’s no doubt Natsumi retained her purity. Looking at it, I think… it should hurt less than yours did, Motoko.”
“I am glad. I have no wish to see Natsumi in pain.” She then softly kissed Natsumi on the forehead, before lying back down beside her, gripping her hand. “Natsumi… be strong. You can endure it!”
“I don’t think it’s about enduring…” she smiled. “I feel a deep heat leaking out of me. I want it. I don’t think I could stop myself now. I’m like you Motoko, a shameless daughter. But… is it really shameful? Our families approve of the marriage, so… I’m not ashamed!”
“I see. Yes, there is nothing shameful about this at all. I apologise, Akio, my thoughts have been shallow!”
“It’s understandable. A woman’s first time is a big deal, it’s a lot to process, a lot of emotions. But now we’re keeping Natsumi waiting, so…”
“My apologies. Please go ahead. Natsumi… I am here with you.”
“Well then…” I placed my dick against her pussy, and she shivered, leaking more love juices. I bent over, kissed her again, and as I pulled free, I told her I loved her, just as I had Motoko.
“I love you too…” she muttered in a small voice, as her pussy was opened, my dick reaching her hymen. Her damp eyes pleaded for me to go all the way so I pushed through, tearing the obstruction. She winced a little, but the pain was a lot less, as I suspected, and I forced her open, finally kissing her insides tightly, my penis pulsing within her.
“That… wasn’t so bad.” Natsumi sought my lips, guiding my hand to her breasts. I exchanged a glance with Motoko, who looked happy, now that the two of them were the same.
“It gets better, I promise.” With that I began moving, and I could immediately tell that Natsumi was feeling pleasure, rather than pain, sweat smelling of sweet lemon springing from her flushed skin. Her moans quickly became ones of pleasure, and her nipples throbbed as I teased them.
“This… this is sex? Our… why… I’m feeling strange, floaty!” she shouted, as my cock slid in and out of her, juices splattering the sheets and our thighs like a leaky faucet. I bent to kiss her and our heads clashed as she surged for me at the same time. We giggled, before sticking out our tongues and tangling them lewdly, saliva dripping on her body, making sure Motoko could see.
Using my free hand, I reached for her ass, which was springy and tight. She spasmed, and I realised that unlike Motoko, who was too pained by her hymen tearing to move much, Natsumi was rocking backwards and forwards, making my dick drive deep, kissing the entrance to her womb, which was trembling.
“… something… is… coming? Motoko, what do I doooooooooo?” She started slurring her words, as Motoko looked on kindly, clutching her hand.
“Just entrust yourself to our husband.” She smiled warmly. “Let him hold you.”
“I… yes… uh…” she cried, suddenly arching her back, losing the ability to form coherent words as a massive orgasm rocked her. A few moments later she was gasping, exhausted.
“What… the world was shining. I felt euphoric. Was that…” she remembered what I had said to Motoko. “…I came, right?”
“You sure did.” I chuckled fondly, patting her head. “That’s womanly pleasure.”
“It was… very intense.” She shuddered, spent, before her earnest eyes gazed at me. “But you don’t look satisfied, Akio. My Akio. Husband.” She giggled. “I feel it’s real now. I worried and pondered… and it’s all blown away. Sex is amazing.”
“Well, there’s always next…” She stopped my words with her breast, thrusting it into my mouth.
“You licked Motoko's, but not mine.” she complained. “I want the same! And you should pour it inside me, I’ve had the medicine too!”
As I sucked and groped on her breasts, Natsumi’s expression was loose, languid. My dick was still rock hard inside her, squeezed by her damp, post-orgasm walls. With one final playful bite of her nipple, which made her gasp, I asked her if she was sure, and she nodded.
“I guess I do think it should be done right the first time.” I agreed. “So… here goes!” I began to push into her again, her sexy gasps making Motoko flush. I slid in and out, lubricated by her copious fluids and the thin traces of blood, and soon she was shaking, mouth open, tongue lolling out, which I sucked on greedily.
“Natsumi, Motoko, you two are wonderful. I ought to punch myself for hesitating back then. If you’d have gone to some other arranged marriage that didn’t make you happy, I’d have regretted it forever…” I’m so selfish. But… everyone wants happiness. I don’t think I’m wrong, in the end…
“Motoko, when he rubs me deep, I feel happy…” she cried, and Motoko smiled gently at her dearest friend.
“I am envious of you. Mine was rather painful, but in time…”
“I’m going to cum!” I groaned, feeling the familiar sensation rise within me, hot liquid waiting to be released, like boiling metal. “Natsumi, do… do you want it?”
“I do, I want whatever you want to give me!” she cried, and I sped up, delighting in her moans, the soft feel of her body, and the warm eyes of Motoko on us.
“Natsumi, I love you!” I called, my final thrust knocking deep inside her, pleasure writ all over my face as I discharged. I could feel her insides writhing, greedily gulping at the semen as it sprayed inside her, and she shuddered, not quite reaching orgasm a second time, but clearly still feeling pleasure. I thrust again and again, emptying myself, before finally collapsing down beside her, spent, watching cum trickle out of her twitching pussy from around my shrinking dick.
“So warm. I get it. This is what it means to be a woman, Motoko.”
“Indeed. We are both women now. His women.”
As the two reaffirmed their unshakeable bonds, I lay back, staring at them both, burning their flushed, happy visages into my eyes…
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“Here.” I brought them both some water, so they could refresh themselves. As the two girls drank, still wearing little but their dishevelled undershirts, I looked down at the bed and whistled. “Yeah, that’s quite the mess. Well, Hyacinth doesn’t mind cleaning this sort of thing up, but it does make me feel a little bad for her.”
“I don’t mind doing it.” Natsumi mused, thinking. “But there’s one thing bothering me.” She looked at Motoko, pensive.
“Oh?” I asked, and Natsumi elaborated.
“I feel sorry for Motoko that she never came. I want her to know what that feels like. Can we go again?”
“I think Motoko is in too much pain. Though I suppose I can use Ether Healing if you want to have another try? I’ll be honest, I don’t think I could ever get tired of holding you both.” Eri. Shaeula. Hyacinth. Motoko. Natsumi. Any of them would be enough to give a man a happy life. And I have five of therm. Well, I guess this means I’ll have to save the world, otherwise I’d be spitting on the good fortune I’ve clearly gone and stolen from whoever was destined to be with them in the future, before Ortlinde came…
“No. Not yet.” Motoko shook her head. “I will bear the pain. I wish to do it properly. But… Natsumi, is it that amazing?”
“It is.” she insisted confidently. “It felt like it was meant to be.” She held out her arms, and with a smile I got between them, cuddling the two nearly naked girls.
“Well, in that case, there’s something else we should try. It’ll probably boost your Lovers’ Link more anyway.” I suggested.
“Now I’m curious.” Natsumi kissed my cheek, and Motoko the other one, both of them still pink with shame and arousal.
“All right then. We are going to overlap our lunar Chakras and share our aether, elements and… well, our spirits, I guess? It’s pretty mystical, but feels really good. It’s apparently the Fae way of lovemaking, though Shaeula certainly likes our mortal ways too.” With both at once it might be interesting for their first time. I’ve done it with Eri and Shaeula together so I am certain we can…
I spent some time explaining, and more time guiding the two of them, as their Skills were lacking compared to my other girls, something I was determined to correct in time. As I felt my essence seep into them, their eyes went wide, and I, in turn, felt theirs come into me, along with their thoughts, feelings and insecurities.
“I… I…!” Natsumi, confident, cheerful Natsumi, surprised me by bursting into tears, weeping and clinging to me. Puzzled, I looked over at Motoko, only to see she too was crying, shining sparkles running down her cheeks.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, only to feel their emotions as well. Oh, I see. Yeah, I understand that. These girls have been struggling so long to find a place to belong, no wonder they were so stressed.
“You truly love us both. We can feel it, feel you. How can we not cry, in joy or relief!” Motoko insisted through her tears.
“Yes, that’s…” Natsumi murmured in-between the sobs. “I know you said it a lot, and that you’ve always shown us kindness, but… words are just that, words. Even… even as you made love to me, I couldn’t escape the suspicion that you just wanted my body. I buried it deep, as… I felt guilty, considering how poorly I tried to… use you… before…”
Motoko took over as Natsumi started sobbing again. “We do not trust words. We trust your actions, or we never would have consented to this, but… trust is not certainty. After all, Tsumura house is a noble one, second only to the Three Great Houses. There was a slim chance you were fooling us all for the purpose of usurping it.” She wiped at her tears as Natsumi hugged me, her breasts pressing against my bare back, my neck wet with her tears, my mind full of her emotions, happiness and relief consuming her remaining doubts.
“I believed, I did… but… I’m sorry. I should have trusted you more. If you want, feel free to punish me!” she managed after getting her heaving sobs under control.
“Punish you? For what?” I asked, genuinely puzzled. “We lay on this bed, we kissed, we made love. We pledged our lives together. Even if you had some doubts, you did it, and you meant it. Why would I punish you?”
“You see, Natsumi. We were right all along. He… is the one for us.” Motoko’s smile was radiant, as she dried her eyes. “It is a comforting thing, this sharing of lunar Chakras. I can see why Shaeula loves it so. We… we will always know the hearts of each other, a privilege the closed, regimented nobility will never have. Unless they come to you.”
“Well, like I told Natsumi earlier, Hinata certainly, but others… no way.”
“And like Natsumi, I will choose to believe you for now, though I also have my doubts.” Seeing Motoko tease me like that fired my lust, as did the feel of Natsumi’s hot skin against mine.
“Well, Motoko, I agree, I would like you to achieve orgasm before we finish. And I think Natsumi is quite a lewd girl, she’s eager for more.”
“I’m not lewd, I’m just loving!” she protested, reaching her hands down and grabbing my hardening dick. “Hey, it’s hot and twitching. Motoko, touch it.”
Curious, she stretched out a hand, long fingers wrapping me softly. They touched the tip, which was leaking precum, and even started fiddling gently with my balls, amazed at the difference between us. That’s pretty sensual. They might have seen drawings in textbooks, but the real thing…
“He likes it. How about if I do… this?” Natsumi read my face and the emotions through our bond, and was now gently squeezing and stroking me, while Motoko was kissing me, her hands massaging me. Moments later, I felt my pleasure rise, and Natsumi giggled in shock as my cum sprayed out, all over her hands and chest, some even hitting her face.
“That surprised me!” she cried, and Motoko was also transfixed, eyes wide. Natsumi licked her lips reflexively, tasting my semen. “Bitter.”
“Is it safe to lick?” Motoko asked, and I nodded. With that she reached out with her own tongue, swiping it along Natsumi’s cheek.
“Yes, it is bitter. I do remember that girl talking about drinking it when we were staying with your family. Is it commonly done?” she asked.
“Oral sex isn’t that rare. But you two have done it now.” I grinned, pushing Motoko down. “That question makes me want to show you how it’s done.”
“Wait, what are you…” Motoko began, as I spread her pussy open, beginning to lick it. “…that place, it is dirty…”
Ironically, now it is. They had cleaned themselves a little while I fetched water, but she still tasted of love nectar and other fluids. Not that I was deterred. “Nope, nothing dirty about you, Motoko. You’re my precious woman, and I love everything about you. Now…” I reached up a hand, playing with her chest, while my other gently touched her clit. At that, she shivered, and so did Natsumi, who was starting to twitch.
“What… uh… hey, I can feel… Motoko’s…” She squirmed, her thighs gleaming wetly, despite being cleaned earlier. As I continued to lick the moaning Motoko, now swiping my tongue on her clit, kneading the little ruby bead gently with my fingers, she was gasping hoarsely, and with a little aether to widen my vision I could see that every time I teased Motoko’s pussy, Natsumi leaked. Well, isn’t this interesting? It must be the way I helped them synchronise their lunar Chakras with mine, it’s connected them too.
“Natsumi…” Motoko gasped, eyes going unfocused, body trembling incessantly. “Is this what you… meant by shining? I feel the world is very bright right… now…”
“To think… we would have been separated, and never… known this together.” Natsumi managed, body arching. She collapsed on the bed, breathing heavily, legs spread carelessly wide, defenceless, having orgasmed again. “No, wait… ahn... I’m still… so shaky…” she muttered, the relentless pleasure transmitted from Motoko still attacking her.
Sorry, but there’s no stopping until Motoko knows what it is to be a woman. I sped up my finger and tongue, the taste of her nectars growing on me, alternating between licking and thrusting my tongue inside, before Motoko finally rose to euphoria, tears rolling down her cheeks again, this time from pleasure. As she shuddered, I laid her down gently beside Natsumi, who was gasping in relief that the assault of ecstasy had halted.
“How was it?” I asked her gently. “In time, you’ll be able to feel even better through actual sex, when the pain diminishes.”
For a long moment there was no answer but their panting breaths, before Motoko spoke. “Yes, I… think I am ruined. Natsumi, we have to keep this a secret at school, from other daughters of nobility.”
“We do.” Natsumi managed at last. “But I know it’ll be hard. We promised though, even if we feel sorry for them.” She laughed dryly. “Men are terribly scary creatures, our teachers were right. I felt my heart fall even deeper.” Her hand sought mine, as did Motoko’s, and all three of us grasped each other, feeling the shared warmth, as happy emotions were passed through our bonds. “If Akio was a bad man, we’d be finished, Motoko. Hori house would surely be ruined…”
I could see her smiling, but even so, her cheeky attitude was arousing me. “Oh, I am a bad man. Fall for me Natsumi, Motoko. Fall until the hole you are in is so deep you never want to leave me!” I gave Motoko a deep kiss, stroking her hair as she lay there, sweaty but satisfied, before turning to Natsumi, who blinked at me, her big brown eyes earnest. “I know you haven’t had enough, I can tell.” I massaged her breasts, nipples still stiff, before gently touching her clit with a finger smeared in her love nectars.
“It feels different when it’s a physical touch…” she gasped, the fresh sensation assailing her. Now it was Motoko’s turn to moan, as the transmitted pleasure from Natsumi burrowed into her body, her muscles loosening, a strong smell coming again.
“It is, because each of you is different, unique. But I guess as girls you can feel it properly. I can tell you are in pleasure, but I can’t really feel it.” I kissed her, toying with her breasts, pussy and clit until she was starting to rise towards another orgasm. The moans from Motoko were louder, and both sets of her lips were open and drooling, her face dyed in shame at her lewdness, but with pleasure too.
“I think we should finish with a bang.” I grinned, putting my arms around Natsumi, who hung limp, helpless to stop my touch, rapidly coming to crave it. I turned her around, so she was facing Motoko, her ass up in the air towards me, which I gently slapped.
“Hey…” she cried, surprised, not feeling any pain, just a slight stinging sensation. Motoko jumped as well as it was transmitted, the shock making her spray love nectar. Yeah, maybe it’d be easier to burn the sheets than clean them now… they’ve had a workout…
“Don’t worry, I’m just a bad guy, punishing a lewd girl.” I laughed, occasionally gently slapping her ass, alternating it with more licking of her pussy and clit, fondling her breasts, and even once, roiling my tongue around her asshole. When I did that both of the girls moaned in mortified shame, but they visibly tightened up, their pussies clamping.
“Please, I…” Natsumi begged, eyes moist. I had been carefully keeping her from finishing for a while, so Motoko was far closer to orgasm again from the reflected pleasure. Watching, judging, bringing her to the boil, I slapped Natsumi’s ass gently once more, before pulling her in for a loving kiss, which she greedily reciprocated. I then positioned her next to the limp Motoko, bending over to suck greedily on Motoko’s lips, and as she thirstily drank me in, I pushed my dick into Natsumi’s desperate pussy all in one motion.
“Ugh…” she groaned, still a little pained, as I scraped off the rest of her torn hymen, but after all the teasing her body was so excited it was barely noticed. As she gasped, feeling filled up inside, I glanced down at Motoko, whose eyes went to pinpricks as she shuddered, gushing so much it was like she had wet herself. Well, at least it’s not urine. That’s Eri’s trick, though she’s not so bad recently.
“I am surely dying. I did not… uh... ah... know… I could... ah... feel this way…” Motoko was murmuring, contented and confused, her brain fogged by her second powerful orgasm.
“Please…” Natsumi begged. “I… can’t wait…”
“Nor can I, good girl. Love you.” I whispered in her ear again, which caused a spark of joy through our bonds, and her body to tighten. As she did so, I started pawing at her ass and breasts, thrusting in, knocking deeper than ever. Yeah, stats make all the difference. I’d have been asleep and snoring, leaving two very disappointed girls, long ago if I was just a normal guy.
“This… we get to do this again… when we get… married for real, right?” she asked in-between her lewd panting, and the wet sounds of flesh on flesh as my body slammed against her ass, my dick piercing her deeply each time, her walls tight around me.
“Of course. Our true wedding night will be spectacular.” I gripped her ass and breasts tight, speeding up, as Motoko was moaning, the pleasure quickly bringing her to another peak. I see, it’s tough, but since all three of us are sharing our bonds and I can feel all our pleasured thoughts, might as well try for a triple…
“But then, why wait for that?” I suggested, changing the angle, rubbing at a different spot inside her, allowing Motoko to have some respite from the reflected thrusts, while speeding Natsumi on. I could feel my own body eager to unleash more cum, to fill up the adorable girl in my arms. “The beauty of being a man and woman is… when we are horny, we can just have sex.” I grinned, enjoying her body, her moans, her thoughts, her heart. 
Really, these two, it would have been cruel to separate them. It’s like my sis and Eri, they get along so well, it’d be evil to part them…
“I see.” She brightened up, even as I changed back to spearing her deepest areas, and she looked down at Motoko, elated. “You hear that, Motoko? We… any time we want…”
“I know.” She reached up, gripping Natsumi’s hand as I pulled her into a half-standing pose, gauging that a final sprint should match the needed timing. “Today… I am happy I was born a woman. I always thought…” More tears, these ones of relief and acceptance of an inner trauma relieved.”…if I was born a man, I could have carried on the Tsumura Arts with no resistance, that I would be respected. But then…”
“But then…? Oh, I’m falling, the world is all shiny white…” Natsumi asked, before starting to shake, her body on the cusp, damp noises and hoarse breaths filling the room.
“I would never get to hold your hand like this, or feel so loved. So… I can finally hold my peace. I am glad… we were both born women, Natsumi. Our hardships…” Her body spasmed, and her eyes lost their focus, her pussy twitching as if it was being pierced by my cock, as Natsumi also cried out, her body flooded with pleasure, and my hot cum as I poured another load deep inside her. “…were all worthwhile, all for this!”
“I agree! Motoko, Akio… I’m happy right now, so happy!” And with that I let her fall to the bed beside Motoko, and her arms snaked around her friend, Motoko reciprocating, as they hugged. Yeah, that’s a good way of thinking. The past sorrows are behind us. And for the future, we have to make our own happiness, and… Motoko, Natsumi, there’s no future I see without you two in it. Lying down beside them, exhausted despite my high stats, probably from all the deep emotions the two of them had shared with me through our bonds and lunar Chakras, I joined in the hug, contented.
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Moments later the door to the room was slammed open, a cackling Shaeula rushing in. “That was quite the show, was it not-not?” she giggled. Motoko and Natsumi flinched at first, surprised, before relaxing when they realised who it was.
“Hyacinth will clean all the mess, have nooo fear!” she drawled, picking up the fallen kimonos and starting to fold them.
“No, we can do that…” Motoko began, panicked, but I merely held them both tighter, sharing my warmth and affection.
“No, let her. It’s her way of showing she accepts you as a proper mistress, as her sister.” At that, Hyacinth nodded, all smiles.
“Well damn, Aki, you’re a beast!” Shiro teased, her freshly restored face bright red, twirling her hair with her fingers. “When… when it’s my first time…”
“I have plans, don’t worry.” I assured her. Last was Eri, in her wheelchair. Ordinarily I’d have felt terribly guilty, meeting her gaze, but she had accepted Motoko and Natsumi, so there was no need, and it would just be an insult to everyone, their will, their resolve.
“Well, that seemed rather more impressive than my first time.” Eri pouted. “I confess, the hotel was nice, but these furisode… a lovely touch.” She praised them, puzzling the two girls, who weren’t sure how to respond. “But don’t forget. I had him first.” she declared. With that, there was laughter from everyone, Motoko and Natsumi chuckling wearily in my arms.
“Yes, I guess you did.” I had to agree, a happy smile on my face. Eri may have changed, sure, but she’ll always be the Eri I remember. Somehow that’s comforting…






  
  Three Hundred And Thirty-Eight


Motoko and Natsumi, despite being noticeably stronger than ordinary girls because of the Chirurgery and the few Levels they had gained, were still exhausted by our lovemaking. It was probably more emotional than physical, but nonetheless I decided to let them relax in my bed. Though I’m not sure how relaxing it really is… Hyacinth had gathered up the dirty sheets, which were in a truly terrible state, and was preparing a bath for us all. Until then, I made do with wiping my sweat and other liquids with an offered towel.
“So, how does it feel?” Eri pressed the two girls, though there was a hint of kindness in her obsidian eyes that if I was honest, never used to be there when she looked at her rivals, as I remembered the way she had railed against Shaeula so bitterly at times, insecure and jealous, at least until she had changed and pushed us together. Eri sure has matured. But… I think it’s for the best. She can now make other friends, and … I hope she, Motoko and Natsumi can be true friends too…
“It makes you feel like you are truly meant to be together, doesn’t it?” Eri pressed. “Well, if it doesn’t, then you have no business being here.” she insisted, and Shiro shook her head, frowning.
“Eri, you shouldn’t be so forceful. Besides…” Her cheeks were flushed a faint pink. “…you watched it the same as we did. Shit, they certainly looked like they fell hard. Damn, Aki… you were a loser virgin like me and Yasu only a few months ago, right? Or were you fooling us all this time… no, there’s no way you were a riajuu, like recognises like…”
Eri rolled her eyes, exasperated. “Considering you are much older than me, Shiro, shouldn’t you be more of an adult about all this?”
“I’ve only got a couple of years on you, I’m not some old woman!” Shiro protested, rebooting, and the utter lack of tension and usual banter between Eri and Shiro, who seemed to gel surprisingly well, relaxed the stress and pent-up emotions Motoko and Natsumi were feeling.
“Yes. I even said it myself, didn’t I, Eri?” Natsumi’s smile was tired but contented. “I wanted to believe I didn’t have doubts, but I did. Everything has been happening so fast, there was so much to take in, it was inevitable I’d harbour misgivings in my heart. I was prepared to accept them, but… that white, sparkling feeling blew them all away.”
“Yes.” Motoko agreed. “Sex is a fierce and powerful thing, a way for two hearts to be joined as one.”
“Three. I felt even closer to you than ever, Motoko.” Natsumi corrected.
“Yes, and I to you.” As they exchanged happy glances, Shaeula laughed and Eri coughed, before she addressed them again.
“I get that you’re both happy. I’m glad. I feel better now that Akio has made love to you both. It’s strange, but I feel closer to you both too. I feel you won’t betray us.”
“Never.” Motoko affirmed, and Natsumi nodded fiercely beside her. “I saw his heart, and he saw ours. There was nothing there but love. Love and… desire.” She flushed. “I see now that my eyes were not wrong. We should never have to sacrifice, did you not say, Akio? Now I truly understand your intent behind that. You hate seeing people in pain, hurting. But you never thought you could do anything about their suffering. You were like Natsumi and I, helpless against the tides. But no longer…”
“That was mostly my fault. No, I’ll blame Aiko too.” Eri admitted. “We were… well, I was a needy cry-baby my whole childhood, until Akio finally had enough and left. I burdened him, which is why now, I want to support him. But not just that, love him too.”
“This is heavy stuff…” Shiro muttered. “But I get it. Anyway, let’s not rehash old ground, all right? I had my doubts too, you know? I was always too weak for love, likely to drop dead at any time, then there was Tan… oh, screw it. I’m just going to do what makes me happy, and you girls should do the same. We’ll be happy, and that’ll make Aki happy, right?”
“Right. I’m just fortunate I’m now in a position to support you all, make you smile.” I replied.
“Yes.” Natsumi agreed. “We keep our honour as nobility, we continue to stay together, we take Tsumura Arts to new heights, and… we even found love, and it was really nice.” She giggled and flushed, and Motoko hid her face behind her damp hair, but I could see her neck and upper body were pink with mortification.
“Speaking of Tsumura Arts…” I caught their attention while listening to Hyacinth humming happily in the bathroom as the hot water ran. As my Eye glittered amber, I observed the clear, complete status sheets of the girls. “…you’re both Bonded Kin like Eri now. Congratulations.”
“I do not quite know what that means, but if Eri, the first wife is, then I shall desire to be so too.” Motoko paused. “Do not worry, I understand my position. I shall not seek to usurp your place.”
Eri looked troubled at that. “Look, that’s… well, mostly Shaeula causing trouble. I was first, and I’ll always cherish that, but I know Akio won’t play favourites, much as I’m sure we all want him to.” She shot me a reproving look, while Shaeula found that very funny indeed and was cackling like a madwoman. 
“All right…” Eri continued. “...I’m first wife, so it’s my job to make sure we don’t let in any bad influences. So… if there are any girls aiming for Akio, we need to vet them, make sure they aren’t just users or bitches.” She sighed, a long exhalation of breath. “It’s bad enough now, but when the world knows and accepts Chosen and those of us with powers, trouble will flock to Akio like cockroaches. We’d best have the slippers ready to squash them!”
“Uh, but what if there’s a girl I really like?” I asked instinctively, before wishing I hadn’t.
“Is there one?” Eri sighed again, clearly frustrated. “Well, we love you, but you also have to love and respect us. Don’t fall for any bitchy fake trash, all right? Though I think you’ve better taste than that at least. Kana-san wasn’t anywhere near as bad as I first thought, and this Daiyu girl…”
“That reminds me, where is she?” I asked.
“You wished to make-make her watch this?” Shaeula snickered, still barely controlling her amusement at this situation. “You are quite-quite depraved. I do not-not dislike that, I confess. But no… the girl, after training, which she partook in with great-great fervour, she retired to her room and said she would be transcribing all the many-many secrets of her Sect. She is good-good, a worthy addition. I do approve!”
“Well, Daiyu’er is for later.” I suggested, going back to Motoko and Natsumi’s status. “Anyway, all your practice with Ulfuric sure has been paying off, but what’s interesting is… Tsumura Arts is listed on your status sheets as a Skill. Congratulations, it seems that the multiverse has accepted your hard work as valid.” I teased, only to be utterly shocked by the reaction of the two.
“Our Arts…” Motoko was crying, holding on to the weeping Natsumi as they hugged, with tears completely different to the joyous ones of earlier. Are these... tears of release?
“I know. Motoko, we were right! They can’t end with us!”
“They will not!” Motoko wailed. “After all… we will perfect and strengthen them, and…”
“Our children, they’ll carry it on too. Maybe not just ours…” Natsumi blew her nose, her eyes streaming tears.
“Shit, you should have expected that, Aki. It’s good to see that despite you being smooth as hell now, you’re still the same dumb little Aki I know and love. It was a killer line though. You basically just validated all their choices and sacrifices. Best let them cry it out for a bit.” Shiro advised.
“The bath is ready! You should gooo in!” Hyacinth declared with perfect timing, and with a wry smile I took the two crying girls to the bath…
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“I apologise for our shameful outburst.” Motoko bowed to the others, and Natsumi echoed her. The three of us had bathed together, but there was nothing sexy about it, instead I just let their tension work its way out, though washing their bodies was certainly enjoyable enough. Now we were freshly dressed, we were all sitting around the table in the kitchen.
“Don’t worry about it.” Eri spoke magnanimously. Daiyu, who had arrived, yawning, tilted her head, inquiring, and Shaeula filled her in. When done, she had nodded, understanding.
“I see. Yes, it would be as if I was a failed disciple, looked down on for being weak, only to suddenly break through a Realm, and be validated by a senior disciple I had always respected. It would certainly shake my Dao and my heart.” Daiyu then resumed eating.
“Now that’s an… oddly specific… example.” Shiro remarked. “I think I get it though. Well, anyway, don’t worry about it girls. If we can’t cry in front of each other, laugh, share our hopes and fears, we’ll never make it. Or someone will stick a knife in Aki. One of the two.”
“Yes, yes. We get it.” Eri grumbled. “Now I’m curious. I know Aiko’s Spiritual Kyūdō and how it works…”
“Oh yes, you remember, Motoko?” Natsumi asked, excited. “Akio explained it to us when we visited his hometown.”
“Yes, I do remember.” Motoko was leaning forwards, looking excited. She and Natsumi were in casual clothes as they had a rare day off from Hanafubuki. It so happened I was scheduled to meet her grandfather, among others, later in the afternoon, so the two of them were going to come, and hopefully Natsumi’s parents could make time to see me too.
“Actually… I probably shouldn’t spill it without your permission?” I asked. See? I am slowly learning discretion. Hinata would be proud of me.
“There are no secrets between us here.” Motoko declared stoutly. “Besides, I would welcome any assistance in strengthening our Arts. So please assist us if you can.” Once more Natsumi echoed her.
“Fine then. I admit, I prefer it that way. So… you’re both at Rank three, so good job, I guess?”
“Motoko is more skilled than I…” Natsumi began, but Motoko patted her shoulder lightly, more comfortable with casual contact after last night.
“But the gap is closing fast. Akio’s Eye would not lie, nor he to us, Natsumi.”
“True. Anyway…"
This Skill is a representation of ancient techniques with spear, sword, bow and the physical body, arranged to fit modern, Ether-starved battlefields. With a solid foundation in pure combat, the moves are designed to be complimentary with various Elements, and it can only reproduce a fraction of its power without them. [Class: Cantrip] [Type: Foundation] 

"...pretty cool I'd say. Now, don’t pout.” When they heard it was a Cantrip Class, they felt deflated. “The main thing is that it’s a Foundation-Type Skill. I’d say the closest match to it is my Elemental Weapon Technique. But I suspect this has a lot more utility, based on the description. So, you know what you need to do, right?” I asked, and they both agreed.
“We must put our all into mastering elements, as many as possible!” Motoko declared.
“Yes, we have to, I can’t bear to see our Arts referred to as cantrips!” Natsumi scowled.
“I recommend wind first.” I gave them some advice. “It has a lot of synergy with bows and swords, and I can give some pointers with the spear. Shaeula, you’ll help too, right?”
As Shaeula agreed, I continued. “So, Lovers’ Link, you both have at Rank four. Your maximum Levels have spiked nicely, so we can work on grinding you up.”
“Rookie numbers.” Shiro scoffed, despite only having hers at Rank 2. “Going to have to get busy until you pump them up, right?” she teased. I flicked her forehead, and she pouted cutely, sticking out her tongue.
“Aside from that, the only thing of note is… you both got the Fae-Bonded Class, like Eri did. I guess I’m definitely counting as a Noble Fae now, so my mortal lovers seem to be getting the benefits. Well, it’s a good class, if a pain to Level up. It gives a lot of Charm, Fortune and some Majesty, as well as Aether. Fortunately, gaining elements is a good way to Level it, so we get a two-for-one there.”
“I did think they looked more attractive.” Shiro mused. “I thought it was that myth that says a girl who does it for the first time gets sexier, but maybe it wasn’t just that.” Her gaze made the two embarrassed again, which was painfully cute to witness.
“Anyway, that’s pretty much it for now. One thing though… I have a very… uh, interesting idea, if we can ever find a host for the Divine Favour of Laverna, but I’m not sure if you’ll go for it? Well, that’s for later.” As Motoko and Natsumi looked puzzled, I changed the subject. “I’m meeting Hayato-san and the guys in…” checking my phone I sighed. “…a couple of hours. Damn, time flies when you’re having fun. At least they’re coming here. Well, I’m rested up, so Shiro, ready for round two?”
She sighed. “Ugh, more pain, huh? Well… I hate being left out so… bring it on!”
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“I still can’t move it…” Shiro was saying to Eri and Hyacinth, her sleeveless t-shirt showing off her arms. I had removed the scars from her uninjured one, after making the first adjustments to her ravaged arm. It was now outwardly healed, the deep fissures and blackened flesh now smooth, pale skin, but the internal damage still remained, even if I had absorbed around half of the adherence staining it. Now I had to let my aether recover, as well as my willpower.
It’s incredibly fiddly work, even with Bintara’s help. Besides, I’m going to be doing more Chirurgery on Special Forces soldiers later at the meeting, thank the Gods I’m almost finished with them, but no doubt Abe-san and Tsumura-san will want more people adding to the list, especially now… well, as long as I get paid or suitable concessions, I guess it’s fine. I also have a little Chirurgery before that…
“It looooooks fine though.” Hyacinth observed, poking the skin. Shiro flinched, a little pain spiking through her.
“Yes, well, looks can be deceiving. But… I guess Aki wasn’t all talk. I do believe I’ll be healed by the end of the week. I never thought it would be so easy, considering.”
“Shit, Shiro!” I copied her usual manner of address, deadpan. “Easy my ass! I had to go through hell getting Bintara's aid, and then learning Chirurgery to this level…”
“This is where you should have just agreed, to look cool.” Eri observed, a smile on her face. “Guess I have to try harder to compete.”
“You sure do, Eri. Else I’ll steal Aki’s heart…”
There was a loud, forced cough, and we turned to see Karen-chan looking at us, exasperated. The guys were pretending not to listen, looking busy at their work. “If you don’t mind, we aren’t looking for a romantic comedy in here. Your friends should be arriving soon, right?” she suggested.
I nodded. “Uh, guys, a word, if I may?” With my serious expression, they looked up, waiting.
“I’m sure you’ve seen the news this morning. It’s chaos out there. People are saying that we are at war, all sorts of misinformation. Just… well, stay calm all right? We have it in hand, Tokyo won’t become a battleground, not if we can help it.”
“We know.” Noboru-san agreed softly. “Karen-san here filled us in on the details. We just have to keep working, to do our part, right?”
Tanaka Taku-san agreed. “You gave us a second chance. We’ll not squander it through fear. Besides, we won, didn’t we? I feel sorry for all the people who died, but we showed the Chinese us Japanese are not easy targets!”
As Noboru-san nodded, I was surprised. I guess some people would think like that. That sort of sentiment is fine, just so long as there’s no push for us to retaliate. There was pretty much zero chance of that being successful. According to our captives and Daiyu, the Chinese had multiple Rank 3 Territories, and many powerful Chosen. Even though I was strong, with the drag of attacking a Territory and being outnumbered severely, even I’d be pushed back or perhaps even fall in battle in the end.
“I’d rather not have to fight at all. You know more than most people about what’s going on, so you know some of what’s at stake. But don’t worry, this was a wake-up call, but one we’ve learned from. Anyway, Karen-chan, any news from Hikawa-san?”
“Oh, let me get the reports…” she scrolled through the files on her computer. “Ah, here we are…” For the next thirty minutes or so, we talked about the potential new candidates for Laverna’s Favour, before my friends arrived.
“Whoa, hey Shiro, your face!” Yasu-san said by way of greeting, open-mouthed and shocked.
“You call that a greeting, Yasu?” She smirked, winking, her dark eyes amused, both of them. “Well, I suppose it beats your usual first impression, where you talk to my chest!”
As he stammered a denial, Aimi-chan and Hina-chan, more observant, also noticed her bare arms. Rushing over, they pulled her into a hug, while Shugo-san, Hayato-san and I watched on warmly.
“Shiro, you can see again! Wait, your arm…”Aimi-chan noticed her arm was still immobile and that Shiro appeared in pain, hastily letting go.
“Yeah, my arm isn’t fixed yet. Looks a shit-ton better though, right?” Shiro smiled happily. “Damn, this emotional crap is getting to me. Look, Aki promised, right? He’d heal me. And my eye is already fixed. The arm will be working again in a day or two, and… well, you can’t see the scars under my clothing, and if you ask to look, I’ll kill you, but probably not before Aki does…” she warned jovially. “…but just look at my face. Removing the scars is a done deal now. So Shiro will soon be back to being the hottest woman alive, have no fear!”
Hyacinth clapped, moved by her performance, while Eri muttered that she didn’t lose in looks. Hayato-san reached out and patted my back, smiling wryly.
“Good job, Akio-kun. Not that I doubted you when you said it would happen. You’ve never been a liar, man.”
“Besides, I bet he can’t wait to have Shiro back to her best, right?” Shugo-san winked.
“True. I am very much looking forward to that.” I didn’t deny it, and Shiro blushed. “Anyway, thanks for coming. Take a seat, someone’ll bring you refreshments. We should get down to business.”
“Hey, where’s the short orange-haired cutie?” Yasu-san asked, not seeing Shaeula. As the girls took Shiro to a seat, siting on either side of her, relief showing at her seemingly miraculous Healing, I shrugged.
“I’ll call her soon, you girls would probably rather have Chirurgery from her than me, I bet. She’s trying to help various people and Fae to master new elements. We’re going all out to strengthen ourselves. Man, filling bluesteel batteries with fire element really is a pain.” Shaeula and I had emptied ourselves out, and while it would probably take a genius like Ixitt to learn quickly from a limited source like that, in time it would happen.
The Kamaitachi are mostly going to aim for water. Shaeula thinks that they will have a harder time, not being Fae, so they wouldn’t be able to replicate how we’ve been doing it, but if we can achieve that, it might give us leverage with the Night Parade, as well as impress her mother Urakaze. Motoko and Natsumi are going to go for wind as we discussed, and Shaeula is confident she can aid them. Kana and the other trainees are going for earth for the potential Levels they can gain afterwards, and well… Kana for obvious reasons. Though they are all at school right now, like Hinata, who is going to try for fire. 
That left a number of other Fae who were interested, even some bolder weaselkin and ratkin. Ulfuric, when he was back to full strength, was also interested in fire, due to his birthright, though he was willing to let Hinata master it first. Even Shaeraggo and Selensha were convinced to try by Shaeula’s mixture of urging (for Selensha) and taunts (for her brother).
“I can’t believe you and Shaeula came up with the idea of charging for training.” Eri giggled. “Shaeraggo looked rather sour, as he handed over more Etherites. I hear that they are trying to get in touch with her other brothers too. You’ve not met them yet right, Akio?”
“Yeah, just her sister. I’ve heard about Shaetourach, apparently he’s been garrisoned at one of the border hotspots where clashes with the Unseelie are most frequent. The last brother… well, apparently he’s been travelling the lands of the Fae a long time, so Shaeula hasn’t even met him since she was just a tiny little weasel, and she doesn’t really remember him…”
“Let’s just hope they aren’t as big a siscon as you or Shaeraggo.” Eri smirked, teasing me. “Hinata loves the plans though, training up Way-Wardens and other interested Fae for a price as well. Though she was worried…”
“Yeah. She thought that after a while, others would learn and take our techniques and strategies. Shaeula was all 'Fae will not-not break their Oaths'… but Hinata insisted on using the befuddling winds on each Fae who wished to pay for our expertise. She’s a bit of a frightening girl. I wouldn’t have her any other way though.”
“I don’t get it, but that’s the rich girl, right?” Yasu-san said. “The Nichibotsu girl.”
“She has a name.” Aimi-chan chided him.
“Yeah whatever. Sounds like she likes to do business. Speaking of…” Yasu-san got to the point, looking to Hayato-san. Once we all had drinks and snacks, I did likewise.
“So, if you want in, I’d be happy to have you. But Hayato-san, your career was just taking off. Hina-chan’s too. Are you sure you want to throw that away? You saw the videos. This isn’t a game.”
He sighed in response. Looking at the others, who all nodded, he looked me in the eyes, speaking seriously. “Come on, Akio-kun. Don’t be a fool. We promised at uni we’d be friends forever, always help each other out and have each other’s backs. Didn’t we?” I nodded at that, as did Shiro, and he continued. “At first it was just us six, then Shiro made seven. I don’t know about all of you, but those words meant something. We always shared work with each other when we were desperate, were shoulders to cry on, always encouraged each other… and now, you and Shiro are both wrapped up in this. And you want us to just turn our backs on you?”
“No, I don’t, but…”
“Look, if it’s money, our livelihoods, well, you’re going to cover that, right?” Shugo-san pointed out.
“He’s got you there, Aki.” Shiro smirked. “And I know you overpay like a moron sometimes.” Behind her Karen-chan stifled a laugh, and I had to admit that was true. I like to reward people for their efforts, is that so wrong?
“I have a question.” Hina-chan asked, looking serious.
“Fire away.”
“This Chirurgery… it isn’t something an average person is going to be able to take advantage of is it? It’s like being an enhanced human, right?” She got straight to the point. “Don’t you think that will improve our lives, isn’t it adequate payment?”
“Yes.” Aimi-chan agreed. “Come on, how often did we talk about being protagonists, super-human heroes, when we were in the bars of Akihabara? I get that it’s scary and dangerous, but… Shiro, Akio-kun, I don’t want you to shoulder it alone. And if I get some benefits along the way…” She smiled tremulously, her eyes damp with emotion.
“Fine. But what’s your work situation like? I don’t want you burning bridges and screwing your clients.” I insisted.
“Have no fear, I’ve already started prepping up for a period of absence.” Hayato-san reassured me. “Sure, there’s a few projects to see off, but considering how fast you started working a few months ago, I expect with this Chirurgery we can rattle through it in a week or two? I should have realised something was up then, but I thought you were just working yourself to death without sleep, as you had money worries.”
Yeah, I certainly wasn’t that discreet, was I? Luckily Hayato-san is smart, so he’d believe the simplest answer is true, not that it was mystical powers. “So is that everyone’s opinion on the matter?”
As everyone affirmed their resolve, Shiro punched me gently in the shoulder with her good arm. “Come on Aki, it’ll be the gang of seven, just like old times.”
“Right then. In that case… Chirurgery. I’ll send Azuki to fetch Shaeula and we can get started.”
“There’s no need.” Shiro grinned. “Girls, if Aki wanted to see you naked he could any time, he has a magic X-Ray eye.” She dropped my secrets. Aimi-chan flinched reflexively, but Hina-chan shook her head.
“Akio-san wouldn’t do that, peeping.” she asserted, and I was touched. “Besides, he has you, Shiro. That should be enough for him.”
As Shiro preened at that, I sighed. “Yeah, I don’t need you to strip anymore. I guess I can do it. Just be aware, it hurts a fair bit…”
“So we were told. Oh well. No point putting it off…” Hayato-san spoke for all of them, and I guided them to the training school across the hill…
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“Damn, my whole body itches like a bitch.” Yasu-san squirmed. “You weren’t kidding, this sucks.”
“It takes a few days to flush out the debris. Once the itching stops, pulling in ether and turning it to aether feels rather warm and pleasant.” I reassured him. “You girls okay?” I asked Hina-chan and Aimi-chan.
“I think I’m going to be sick.” Hina-chan sighed, looking pale. “…but my head does feel clearer.”
“Just look at me lift!” Shugo-san was messing with some of the weights I bought during my first days of being a Chosen candidate. “I never could do this before without running out of strength in minutes!” As he continued to play with the dumbbells, I had to smile at their enthusiasm.
Shiro grinned too. “If you want to see some lifting, get Aki here to pick up a bus…”
“I’m not competing!” he protested, laughing.
Well, a car sure, but a bus? No way… well, not yet. Give me a few months and maybe… “So, now that you’ve had the Chirurgery, you need to clear any outstanding work the lot of you have. I’d love to help, but I’m too busy.”
“It seems that way.” Hayato-san commiserated. “But between us we can all clear our backlogs. A bit of crunch for a week won’t kill us. Especially now, right?”
“When you get to our level, you don’t even need to sleep for days!” Shiro boasted, but Aimi-chan protested that wasn’t something to be proud of. Which is true. The body handles it fine, and performance doesn’t drop, but it’s mentally fatiguing. Plus… I need to sleep occasionally to use Tsukuyomi’s Favour…
“So, what will you have them doing, Akio-kun?” Karen-chan asked. “I’ll be honest, I could use the help, especially as I end up getting seconded to help Haru-san with Ministry work.” The two of them had grown quite close recently, which was nice to see. “That reminds me, I guess the job here does have good prospects, if you want to get into governmental service.” Her smile was wry.
“Yeah, I do want to have a couple of you working as researchers here. There’s a ton I need checking, looking up and sourcing.” I agreed. “Some of the queries might be easier for otaku like us to understand as well.”
“Like Valkyries, Tyr and Norse Mythology.” Noboru-san sighed. “I remember that one, wading through endless pages on various games and manga. I was so confused, not sure of what was important and what wasn’t.”
“Yeah. Well, every little bit of info and hearsay can help. I also want someone to help Hinata. I know she’s getting support from her grandfather, who is letting her borrow staff from Nichibotsu, but there’s also a lot of stuff I’d like to keep in-house, with trusted people.” 
The agreement with the Night Parade for one. Selling booze for Etherites and other treasures is certainly a fantastic deal, but it’s not something I want Hinata to handle alone… planning how to bring in rich patrons for my Healing too. Then there’s the partnership with Mayumi-san… 
I explained that briefly, as well as several other projects I wanted help with, and as we hashed out the final details, Motoko and Natsumi had returned. On seeing my friends they had met at the hotel the other night, they bowed politely and said their greetings.
“Hey, it’s two more of your girls. Bastard.” Yasu-san mocked me, but the girls had a different reaction on seeing them. Hina-chan and Aimi-chan exchanged looks, before turning to me.
“Busy night?” Aimi-chan asked, raising an eyebrow, crossing her arms under her ample chest, looking stern, while Hina-chan spoke to the two of them softly.
“So, I hope you aren’t too tired?” she asked, expression kind. The two girls blushed, realising that their new experience had been noted.
“No, we are … quite well, are we not, Natsumi?” Motoko replied in a small, embarrassed voice.
“Yes, it was fun.” Natsumi managed, face scarlet. “Uh, is it that easy to tell? If so, we’ll be in trouble at school…”
“Well, we saw you recently, and we also see how you are looking at Akio-kun here now.” Aimi-chan reassured them. “We’re sharp, of course we’ll notice. So, congratulations, I guess?”
At that, the guys had also realised, and apart from Yasu-san, who expressed his jealously, the others offered their congratulations too, even if they were a bit bemused, not used to my tangled harem lifestyle.
“Well, I’d love to stay and chat, but we have to go. Shiro, are you going to hang out with the gang for a bit?” I asked, and she nodded.
“Sure, we’ll catch up. Then I’m gong to see about getting other elements myself. Or maybe I’ll let Tan do some grinding for me. I don’t know. Anyway, have fun, you three. Meeting the parents the morning after, huh…” She smirked, enjoying our discomfort. As Yasu-san whistled, clearly enjoying my comeuppance, I shrugged.
“That’s the easy part, sadly.” I pointed to the news feed on the television that was muted behind us, showing protests outside the Chinese embassy in Minato Ward, Tokyo, as well as other sites associated with them. There were even scenes of immigrants being harassed, and a Chinese restaurant had been firebombed. “It’s crap like this we have to put a stop to. Amongst other troubling matters.”
“Rather you than me.” Hayato-san commiserated. “Well, don’t worry about us. We’ll be assets, just like always. The seven of us working for a common goal!”
With that said, the four of us (Hyacinth accompanying us as our maid) headed outside, where a black foreign car was waiting with a driver to take us to the Diet building, where we would be meeting the heads of the Ministry and other major figures. We really need to get a move-on with the Ministry buildings… we need our own space soon…






  
  Three Hundred And Thirty-Nine


Approaching the Diet Building, our car had to take a detour, as numerous police vehicles were set up in a perimeter, the police out in force to form a cordon, holding back the wave of protesters that were demonstrating noisily about the Chinese invasion. So far it seemed largely peaceful, if heated, but the numbers were steadily increasing, already up to fifty thousand people outside the Diet, with more in cities and towns all cross Japan. 
There were thousands more outside the Chinese embassy, and instead of the police, the JSDF had been deployed there, as any act of trespass, or worse, violence against the Chinese on effectively their sovereign soil would escalate tensions alarmingly.
“I believe these are the largest demonstrations since the late nineteen-sixties.” Motoko observed, and Natsumi offered her agreement. The two of them were obviously aware of the real reasons behind all this chaos, but the driver wasn’t, so they said little else. I merely listened to them talk, amused as I had spotted a disgruntled Detective Kato and a bored-looking, yawning Officer Usui among the police at the barricades. Guess they really have pulled in all hands. Today’s the day to be a criminal, there’ll be no police about to stop you…
With such idle throughs, we pulled through a road the police were keeping open, and as the car passed through two lines of protestors, I listened out, trying to understand public sentiment for later.
“Justice for the dead of Kyoto!”
“Chinese aggression must be stopped!”
“Our government is pathetic, we need fresh elections!”
“Prime Minister Abe must go!”
“More military spending! The JSDF needs reform!”
“We should have nuclear weapons too, deter Chinese expansionism!”
The last one surprised me, given the rough history our country had with atomic bombs. Though in this time of trouble, I can understand wanting power. Damn, what a mess. If only Nie Ling hadn’t used her power, we could have kept this disaster largely covered up… I would have to deal with her soon as well as the Chosen candidate Haru-san had bound to her Throne.
“Sounds like the Prime Minister is going to have a hard time.” Natsumi remarked as we disembarked.
“Indeed. It is the price of leadership, to bear responsibility when things go awry. The nobility is no different.” Motoko pointed out.
“Well, this seems a little unfair, as he’s been doing the best he could.” I sighed. “Anyway, you can go see your parents, I doubt you want to sit in on…”
“No, I do.” Motoko disagreed. “I am the daughter of Tsumura house. Yes, my brother will inherit, and take on the military traditions our family has carried for many generations, but I wish to be involved. As a woman, I was never fated for such a role, but… now, I want it. And you will help me get it, will you not?” She leaned her head on my shoulder affectionately as she walked, and Natsumi giggled over her change, as she grasped my free hand warmly.
“I’m just interested in the Tsumura Arts, so I’ll pass. But it’s great to see Motoko revealing her true ambitions. Things… they feel different. And I feel happy to see it.”
“Well, I’m not one to deny you, am I?” I smiled. “If nobody else objects, then I suppose that’s fine. Even if they do object, I’ll insist you’re my adjunct or something like that today.”
“I thank you.” She grinned, flushed, kissing my cheek. Natsumi, not to be outdone, kissed my other, and when I asked her what that was for, she merely shrugged.
“I just felt like it.”
“Akiooo, I am feeling rather sad here alooone.” Hyacinth protested, so I had to give her a quick kiss too, and then we stopped our banter and flirting, as the time for it had passed. Soon we were shown to the meeting room from before. This time it was packed full of people. Everyone from before was there, including Haru-san, who was here without rest after helping with the training in our Territory. Yeah, I need to get her some time off soon…
There was also Takatsukasa-san and Ichijou-san, the heads of the nobility all here for this crisis summit, as well as the leader of the Opposition in the Diet, Kishida-san. Haru-san’s father was there as well as several other heads of important Ministries. In addition, Motoko’s father Minoru-san was also in attendance, as were a couple of soldiers that I recognised as other Chosen within the JSDF, though I hadn’t worked with them much, unlike with the Major and Lieutenant.
The last guest was also a surprise. It was Princess Mikasa, well, Yukiko-san, as I was calling her now. She was wearing smart casual clothes, not her shrine maiden attire, and her eyes behind the red-framed glasses she wore were equally red. When she saw me, she flinched, before her gaze wandered, as if trying to see something invisible. I get it. I’ll have to console her later.
“Akio-san, so glad you could make it.” the exhausted, beleaguered Prime Minister muttered. “Take a seat, and we’ll get started. What a damnable mess.”
I pulled out two chairs, and got looks of surprise as Motoko and Hyacinth sat down beside me. I had to urge Hyacinth to sit as usual, but at least she was starting to be more of a wife and less of a servant when it counted, as Shaeula and Eri had explained at length to her it made me look bad when she insisted on her role in company.
“I’ll be going.” Natsumi smiled slightly, nodding to Motoko’s relatives in greeting. “I want to see my parents, tell them the good news. If I see your mother, Motoko, I’ll… let you talk to her.” With a polite bow she hurried out, shown the way by a secretary.
“Motoko here is working as my adjunct.” I explained quickly, to forestall protest. “She’s keen to be a working woman, and while the nobility does tend to discourage that, I’m more than happy to allow it if it makes her happy. Besides, we have some matters to discuss that involve her.”
Minoru-san was frowning, but Motoko’s grandfather extended us the benefit of the doubt. “What matters, grandson-in-law?” His expression was kind, and Motoko was turning pink in shame at knowing he knew she had become a woman in truth.
“Tsumura Arts. But we will discuss that later. I can see the Prime Minister looking fit to burst over there.” After some muted, nervous laughter, the Prime Minister thanked me.
“Yes, well, we should start. The situation could be worse, I suppose. Now the public has had a day to stew and find out more about what happened, their anger is coming to a boil. In Kyoto the situation is largely contained…” He glanced at Saionji-san, who detailed the measures that had been taken. 
The old Susanoo faction shrines and those close to them had been… taken into protective custody… for now, and their access to the internet and phones had been curtailed. The foreign tourists who had managed to avoid the J-Alert evacuations had been similarly detained prior to this, but had now been moved to very luxurious accommodation, which had stilled most protests.
“Those are just stop-gap measures though.” Abe-san sighed. “Akio-san, I am aware that you have access to a way to enforce contracts.” He looked at Ichijou-san, who had been under the befuddling winds before so he could attend our large planning meeting. “I am hoping to make use of that, so that those willing to swear they won’t reveal anything untoward can be released, adequately compensated of course.”
Now that’s a bit irritating. It seems we are cleaning up all the messes around here. But it does need doing… Feeling a little frustrated, I noticed that Motoko had grasped my hand under the table, and was giving me a concerned smile. I shook off my gloom and nodded to the Prime Minister. “Fine. I’ll get Shaeula on it, but can we gather them all together? I’m not kidding when I say I have a ton of demands on my time.”
“So far, there have been very few mentions of supernatural happenings, other than by a few conspiracy theorists.” Morita-san, the head of my Ministry, suggested. “I have to thank the Foreign Ministry and our diplomatic corps…” She nodded to the heads of those Ministries. “…for getting assistance from America in temporarily restricting and censoring access to the internet. I find it concerning as a sovereign Japanese citizen that a foreign power has so much control over our vital infrastructure…” 
As Abe-san flinched at her criticism, Kishida-san smiled broadly, enjoying his discomfort. “…which is a matter to be addressed in the future, I do believe, but it has certainly dampened down the fires. Though even America will fail to silence all voices.”
“It’s a question of time. Korea is having terrible trouble with their own problems. They have an incident happening as troubling as we do. Several other states worldwide are also struggling to keep the populace in the dark, and on the internet, rumours are springing up like mushrooms after the rain.” the Prime Minister pointed out. “So, we need to assume that we have little time to prepare before we have to act.”
“Weeks, not months, like we originally hoped.” Fujiwara-san spoke for us all. “Fortunately we have been proactive. The nobility is united in our will to see the best of Japan remain intact.”
“Speaking of that…” I interjected. “Now might be a good time. Motoko, if you would?” I asked, and she stood, facing the crowd, her noble poise and grace, trained by the harsh schooling of Hanafubuki, shining through, and she showed no hint of nervousness.
“I am Tsumura Motoko, proud daughter of Tsumura house, and fiancée of Akio here. I have to report that Tsumura Arts, like Kyūdō, is in fact an ability that must not be lost, for it contains power and truth.”
At that her father looked surprised, while her grandfather looked at me. With a smile, I tapped under my Eye, letting a little glow leak out.
“Power? Truth?” Takakura-san, ever concerned with matters of faith as well as nobility, asked.
“Yes. My husband, he can see what the value of something is with his eyes, and he has determined that Tsumura Arts are the derivation of an ancient path of martial arts, which will be the foundation of something great again. The nobility…” She turned her attention to the Three Grandfathers. “…they wish to protect the best of Japan, and I find this laudable, after all, I am a true daughter of nobility, but… reconsidering what is necessary and what is not should be looked at again. We must never throw out tools that can aid us.”
“I’m curious.” Ichijou-san asked me. “I know you have a lot of powers, Akio-kun.” Damn, her grandfather is still as annoyingly forward as Mayumi-san is, addressing me so. Must run in the family. “But are the Arts really that special? After all, you managed just fine in Kyoto without them.”
Motoko’s hand tightened on mine, hidden from view, and I found myself growing increasingly irritated. Taking a deep breath, my Resilience working, I nodded, answering him politely. “I think so. I myself don’t have a style, I’m just… well taught in the fundamentals. But to go beyond that is a challenge… besides, Tsumura Arts were originally a style from more than fifteen hundred years ago, when one potentially wielded elemental powers with weapons. I think that has value. I will certainly be trying to learn it.”
At that, Motoko let out a quiet gasp, squeezing my hand.
“I see. So it’s as old as that. That’s older than Tsumura house itself, isn't it?” Ichijou-san grinned, satisfied. “Well, perhaps you are right. We should have an audit with the nobility, the faith… and the Imperial Family.” He nodded at Yukiko-san, who responded slowly, obviously only half-listening to the conversation. “Who knows how many other techniques of value we have hidden away. It seems you’ll be busy, Akio-kun.”
Tell me something I don’t know…
“Conclave was an effort to do this already.” Saionji-san laughed. “I believe that Akio-san has been making progress on that front too.”
“Yes.” Haru-san spoke up for me. “We have gathered a list of many bloodlines and their abilities. Most are seemingly quite useless, but considering the potential for growth now, we might be able to make something useful of them with Chirurgery. Some might even be suitable to carry Divine Favours.”
“Increasing our number of known and loyal Chosen should be our top priority.” Morita-san declared. “This incident proved that. Can I ask you a question, Saionji-san?”
“By all means.” he agreed.
“If Oshiro-san here wasn’t present, how would the situation have been for Kyoto?”
He glanced at the sleeping, drooling Akai behind him, thinking a little before answering. “Not good. We’d certainly have lost all of southern and western Kyoto, and the defenders killed there to a man, and to a Kami. I… don’t think I have the confidence to say I could have defended my own Territory, even with Akai here. I believe I could have escaped, but I would have abandoned my foothold there. No… likely all of Spiritual Kyoto would have been lost. I am a match for any one of them, I believe, but outnumbered so…”
“With the Boundary lost there, then Nie Ling could have continued to pull in citizens and we wouldn’t have been able to stop her.” I mused. “The death toll would be ruinous, and Kyoto would be a nightmare ghost town, nowhere safe.” Their plan actually wasn’t too bad. That clone bastard would have been able to feed non-stop on Kami and the citizenry, and anyone sent to try and take back Kyoto could likely have found enemy Territories being set up there… we could have lost it, definitely…
“War going forwards is going to be very different. This is why we need strong Territories covering all of Japan. Even the barren mountains and forests. We don’t want enemies getting a foothold within the wilderness.” Abe-san mused.
“I had considered your report on the plan to consolidate resources, even these non-Material ones, into Oshiro-san here a dangerous act of wilful misuse of power and authority.” Kishida-san mused. “I was prepared to oppose it, but on hearing what could so easily have happened… I don’t think there’s any more time to delay. Now, while the public is distracted by China, we should bring on board the remaining members of the Diet, and pass all the legislation we’ve drafted for the new Ministry for Spiritual Matters.”
“All the newly briefed elected Members should be watched carefully. Fujiwara Security Services can keep a wary eye on them.” Fujiwara-san declared sternly. “It is for their safety in these troubled times, of course. We have no wish for a fool stirred up by the events of the weekend to take it into their heads to attack our politicians.”
“And of course, the real reason is, to be able to monitor their phone, internet usage and who they meet, to prevent leaks, right?” Ichijou-san laughed heartily. “As shrewd as ever, Shige.”
“So, what do we do about the protests and the civil unrest?” one minister asked, one whose name I didn’t know. “That firebombing was a black mark on us as a nation. The restaurant wasn’t even owned by a Chinese national, it was a Western Asian immigrant. I’ve also heard reports of anti-foreigner sentiment on the rise, even against those who aren’t Chinese, such as Europeans.”
“Well, the protests are a good outlet for their passion, even if it’s playing havoc with my chances of re-election.” Abe-san laughed bitterly. “All we can do is let them burn themselves out. The criminality though, that has to stop. But the police are stretched. We could draft in some soldiers as temporary support. I think that you wouldn’t instruct your Party to block that motion, right Kishida-san?”
“Not this time.” he agreed, but their plans were stymied by Minoru-san, who raised an objection.
“We have more important matters to discuss first! The performance of our Special Forces in Kyoto demonstrated that Chirurgery is required for a soldier to be effective in modern warfare. The remaining Special Forces are waiting on standby, ready for Chirurgery, so I would ask you do it as soon as possible, son-in-law. In addition… reports from your training school indicate further steps in the process, such as learning elemental powers. I admit, I find it hard to grasp just what those are, but it’s clear that our soldiers need that power! And not just our Special Forces, the Rangers, our Officers, Fighter Pilots…”
Yes, just as I expected. I mean, I get it, from a Japanese government standpoint, that’s definitely the best solution, but… It wasn’t just me who was a little frustrated. Motoko was glaring at her father, which surprised him.
“Look, I understand the benefits of strengthening the soldiers, and I do intend to finish my agreed-on Chirurgery on the Special Forces, just like I Healed the injured. But as for going further, or more…” I shook my head. “Right now I want to concentrate on improving my own allies. This battle in Kyoto was a lesson to me as well. I don’t just need more power, I need to strengthen those with me too. If I had more allies as strong as Shaeula, then perhaps Tsukiko-san’s death could have been prevented.”
Yukiko-san stifled a gasp at that, biting her lip, and I smiled at her reassuringly, deciding to say a few words to calm her. After all, Tsukiko-san was thinking of her in the end. I’ll speak to her more later. “Rest assured, Tsukiko-san was brave, and remained true to herself until the end. And you will see her again, Yukiko-san.”
“You promise?” she asked quietly, and I nodded.
“Of course I do. I’m many things, but no liar.”
“I’ll trust you then, Akio-san. I know Tsukiko trusted you too. To the very end.”
“If we could get back on topic…?” Minoru-san asked. “I get that you are busy, son-in-law, but the needs of the country should be the first duty of any good citizen. Besides, the Ministry is going to provide you generous support, so the least you can do is aid us in return. We can offer the same rate as before as payment.”
You mean the rate that probably wouldn’t add up to the money I got from one Healing of an injured patron Hinata brought in, even if I did the whole military? It was frustrating. Sure, I did want to help my country, and I was always happy to provide a quick win-win, but this was going too far. Motoko obviously thought so too, as her grip on my hand was tightening, and I had to grab Hyacinth with my other hand, as she was trembling with suppressed annoyance.
“There are other unfinished matters as well.” Takatsukasa-san spoke up for the first time. We had a complicated relationship, as I was marrying his granddaughter who had been born outside Takatsukasa house, and he had also been Healed by me from a rather grave illness. “I do appreciate your aid with the children of the Three Great Houses, but there is still much to do. As a pillar that supports the country, the nobility too should be prioritised for enhancement. Our children are the future leaders of Japan, powerful in business and influence. They should be protected and cherished.”
Well, I suppose I didn’t mind doing the previous noble children. Honoka-san is Miyu’s cousin, so I want to get on with her like I do Miyu, and Fujiwara-san has been good to me. Sakura-san is Hinata’s cousin, as was the younger Minoru-san, and the others… well, it was fine. Annoying, but fine. I want Hinata to get along well with her peers and she wants it too, so a bit of annoyance is nothing, but… I was beginning to think perhaps I was going about things the wrong way.
“I’m sure they are important.” I agreed. “But I can’t prioritise them right now. There’s too much going on, look around.” I pointed to the screens in the desktop, which were displaying footage from outside, where people were shouting and waving placards.
“All the more reason.” Ichijou-san piped up. “You need to shore up your support with the nobility if you are going to get ahead, Akio-kun.”
“Really? I’m marrying into nobility already. Hinata is Takatsukasa-san’s granddaughter, and I’m sure there was an agreement to treat her as a full member of Takatsukasa house, right? I should think my position is secure. Besides, I have that deal with your house too, Ichijou-san.” I shot back, frustrated and tired of this.
“Yes, that’s true.” he conceded. “But you can’t have too many friends, where the power lies.”
“I think we should take a break.” Abe-san suggested hastily. “We are straying from the issues. We are in agreement we move forward with the legislation plan?” he scanned the room. “No objections then. All the previously discussed laws will be passed, while this mess distracts the wider public.” He smirked at me. “That’ll be handy for you right now. Anyway, we’ll reconvene in two hours, after we’ve had time to take care of business.”
“Fine. Come on Motoko, let’s go.” She gave me a worried glance, sensing my irritated mood, but agreed, following me out, Hyacinth behind us, her own mood rather foul.
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“And you’re all done.” I slapped the shoulder of the last Special Forces soldier, Chirurgery completed at a rapid pace. I had great experience now, and with my Chirurgery having crossed the second wall, and my network currently an order of magnitude more efficient than previously under Shiro’s buffs, I was able to use Split Thoughts to grind through three or four at once. “I think that’s all of them, right?” I asked, and the Chosen who was overseeing the Chirurgery looked down at his manifest.
“Counting the ones you’ve done before, this concludes the roster of the Tokushusakusengun. I thought it would take far longer.” he observed, having some understanding of aether.
“Yeah, I thought so too, but practice really does make perfect. Even so, forcing it that way drains me far faster.” Without the better Chakra network, I’d have ran dry several times. I did have to borrow some from the Territory stocks too, but I just wanted this damn project completed…
“Looks like I still have a little while left.” Checking my watch, I still had a bit over twenty minutes until we reconvened. Just time to see Motoko and Natsumi’s parents…
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On entering the small room I was directed to, I saw Motoko and Natsumi, being fussed over by their parents. Well, Natsumi anyway. On seeing me enter, Natsumi’s rather energetic yet still beautiful mother Masae-san smiled gently, while her father Shou-san had a rather complicated expression on his face. They were both wearing yukata, likely from their family store. Motoko was with her mother, the elegant Tsumura Rikako-san, her long brown hair trailing down her back, and her movements graceful, like a dancer.
And then there is… A sixth person was in the room, Yukiko-san seated in the corner, fiddling idly with her long braid, though when she saw me enter she reacted, perking up a little.
“Good afternoon.” I greeted the parents of my fiancées, nodding to the Princess politely, wondering why she was here. “I trust that Motoko and Natsumi have filled you in on… progress?”
“Indeed.” Rikako-san agreed, her tone even and confident. “I confess that the decision we made was a hard one. Tsumura house is amongst the most prestigious houses in the land. To… go against tradition in this way is unusual.” She lowered her voice, a slight smile on her face, one eyebrow raised, as if sharing a confidence with us. “I will not say that no daughter of Tsumura house has ever chosen poorly and thrown away her chastity in the past, but usually that would be a cause for disinheritance. In this case however…”
“That’s manifestly unfair.” I protested. “I bet there were plenty of sons who slept around and still inherited.” I interrupted.
“He has you there, Tsumura-sama.” Masae-san chirped. “Though I do agree it’s a bit different for boys. But… well, this situation is also different, isn’t it? Even if our men struggle with accepting it.”
“Is that why father is being so… so rude to Akio?” Seeing Motoko’s normally composed expression twist into an aggrieved pout was fresh and charming. “Demanding from him, despite all Akio has given already! I shall not forgive that, not at all!”
“It’s true then.” Masae-san giggled, very reminiscent of her surprisingly wicked daughter. “When a girl becomes a woman, they no longer cling to their parents, but to their man. Well, I suppose it was like that for me, wasn’t it, darling?” she said to her husband, embarrassing Natsumi, who flushed.
“Father agreed to this!” Motoko insisted. “This was not done lightly! Besides, there is no shame, none at all.” Her voice dropped. “Natsumi and I, we could see his heart. There is no striving for gain or treachery. Only a wish to have us by his side. And we… that is where we wish to be.”
“I am glad.” Rikako-san stroked her head, surprising her. “Your father… well, yes, seeing his precious daughter grow up is a complicated feeling for him. It is for me as well. He is... not who I imagined for you, daughter.”
“I have always been a trouble to father and you, mother, with my obsession with Tsumura Arts. I know.” she muttered, tears in her eyes. “But it was all worth it, it was!”
“I heard. Tsumura Arts and your Eye.” Rikako-san spoke to me, still comforting her emotional daughter. “It seems there is no more room for doubt. Your father though… do forgive him. The situation is very tense. The military is in crisis. Searching for more power, the power to protect the country… well, as a Tsumura, he feels that need keenly. Besides, expecting the husband of his beloved, if frighteningly wilful daughter, to help out is only natural. Though I confess…” 
She turned to me, before bowing, shocking the Hori’s. “…I worried for my daughter. I feared unhappiness or disgrace, perhaps both, awaited her. And yet, she remains a Tsumura, duty fulfilled. I look forward to our grandchildren. Even if they are not of the sort of lineage we had envisaged.” As Motoko blushed, she surprised me again by winking, at odds from her stately demeanour. “Not until well after the official wedding though.”
Despite her seemingly relaxed attitude, Rikako-san is tense, just like Minoru-san. It makes sense. I'm not from the nobility, so... it'll take time to fully win them over. At least... at least she's making an effort, even if when she thinks neither Motoko or I are looking there's some disquiet in her eyes. She definitely loves her daughter, even if she doesn't quite understand what's important to her.
“Should I be here?” Yukiko-san asked, uncomfortable.
“Uh, we’ll be done soon, I think. I assume you wanted to speak to me about Tsukiko-san?” I asked, and she confirmed it. “Well then.” I finished. “We can talk in a minute. I do have things to say to you as well.”
“Before that… if I may speak?” Natsumi spoke diffidently, and Rikako-san smiled, a fully genuine one this time.
“Of course you can, Natsumi-chan. Not only are you my Motoko’s loyal bodyguard, but… I am not quite sure how to describe it. Fellow concubine is wrong. Sister and wife, maybe?” At that, Natsumi looked happy.
“Yes, I’m Motoko’s sister in truth, and a fellow wife. And I couldn’t be happier, but don’t distract me, please. You said… to help out is natural? But from what I can see… Akio is doing all the helping and getting little back. I… Hori house is not as noble as Tsumura house, being one of the Three-Hundred, but… it’s starting to upset me. I’m not alone in this. Hinata too.”
Hinata? I knew she had been making an effort to be accepted, to raise our status and power. She wanted to stand on equal footing with Mayumi-san, make her acknowledge her worth, her legacy. That should have been happening as Hinata was being treated as a Takatsukasa, but…
Is she? I remarked on it earlier. I’ve tried to do whatever Hinata wanted, to help her out, but was I misreading her all this time, or was Hinata making mistakes in how to get what she wanted? I forget, she’s a young girl, only recently spreading her wings… again, I liked quick wins that would benefit me, but it could certainly be argued I was getting back silver while giving gold, as the old saying went.
“Just what do you mean? After all, he has the privilege of marrying such fine daughters of the nobility, despite being a commoner, ordinarily never worthy to even speak to my Motoko…” Rikako-san seemed genuinely puzzled, and Yukiko-san tensed, biting down on a sigh.
“And we have the privilege of marrying a man who will defend, love and cherish us, and make our dreams come true. Who already is engaged to a princess, so common, he is not!” Motoko jumped in, defying her mother. “Besides, I understand what Natsumi means. Kyoto would have fallen without Akio. Those that were saved… can still be saved…” At those words, Yukiko-san searched around, as if looking for the spirit-lights again. “…owe Akio everything. He has freely shared his gifts with the nobility, getting dubious rewards in return. Rewards that are not… always… being honoured.”
“What do you mean?” I asked, having a bad feeling.
“It’s Hanafubuki Academy.” Natsumi explained, exchanging a glance with Motoko, who nodded. “I wasn’t sure whether to say anything, but after last night…” She blushed, before resolving herself to speak. 
“I know Hinata wants to be a strong wife who isn’t always a nuisance or a burden, so she hasn’t said anything. Oh, before I complain, I should say Miyu-sama… uh, Miyu… she’s been extremely respectful of us and Hinata. I was a little surprised actually, but I have no complaints. And her sister Honoka-sama, well, she’s trying, I think… and that’s helped some of the Three-Hundred and even a few of the lower Fifty-Eight to treat Hinata with a good deal more respect, but…”
“Let me guess? Everyone else is still treating Hinata the same, despite what I was promised?”
“Not the same.” Motoko insisted. “It is not that bad, but… not like Sakura-sama, her cousin. Mayumi-sama has not changed her attitude at all.”
“I see. Well, that’s… disappointing.” I exhaled slowly, contemplating that.
“It takes time to change the way people think.” Rikako-san mused softly. “The rule has always been those sons and daughters who marry out are not considered part of the main line. Even with the Three Grandfathers decreeing otherwise… it takes time to effect change. In due course, they will understand. Just as they will understand your marriage, Motoko. Just... just as your father and I will, I am sure.”
“I find I do not overly care whether other nobility understand or not. I know I serve Tsumura house, and while I also know you have made an effort mother, which I dearly appreciate, you still have many misgivings about Akio. But…” she looked at Natsumi, who nodded, finishing for her.
“We don’t want Akio to be looked down on! Not when he’s doing everything he can now! If he took his due time, Kyoto would have ten thousand dead, more, not a mere thousand!” she almost spat. “And we wouldn’t have the Ministry, or any of this…”
“There are others, dear…” Shou-san interrupted, worried Natsumi was being rude to a higher-ranked person in Rikako-san. “The nobility, especially Ichijou house, is gathering them. Though Takatsukasa house is… how can I put this... struggling.”
“Gather all they like, will they match up?” Natsumi refused to back down. “I know Eri is quite angry too, even if she doesn’t show it. I’m just grateful she doesn’t take it out on us. She knows we don’t look down on you. Not anymore.” She flushed, remembering. “I’m not going to apologise for being a bad girl again. Not after last night. Shaeula, she… well, she has a strange way of looking at things. She’s noble herself, so she expects nobility to have their due. But if she decides that the lack of respect towards you isn’t going to change…”
“…I do worry what she might decide to do.” Motoko finished for her. “Mother, can you honestly say Akio is getting the respect he deserves? Even you, mother, I know you struggle with it...” She turned to Yukiko-san, surprising her. “Forgive me for speaking to you so suddenly, Princess Mikasa.”
“Oh, it’s… fine. I’m not much of a Princess, not really. Though I suppose I am Princess of Heaven…” she muttered, a touch forlorn.
“Well then, excuse me, but… what do you think of what Akio has achieved?”
The question surprised her, but she answered, resolute. “I… well, now is the time to speak of it. Tsukiko… you failed to save her life, didn’t you?”
“I did.” I held nothing back. I owe it to her, the truth. Besides, Yukiko-san is one of the Princesses I swore to protect, along with Princess Eleanor, Shaeula and Shiro. Well, Shaeula and Shiro are givens, but… prophecy, I don’t like it, and don’t trust it, but I can’t discount it either, considering Foresight and the fact that Tsukiko-san died, even if it didn’t end with her annihilation. My Eye glowed, and I could see her spirit-light floating, gently sucking in aether.
Besides, when did I need an excuse to save someone, especially a woman? Damn, I sound such a lecher saying it like that, but… well, save first, worry about the details and consequences later. “She seemed almost cheerful when she told me she was right and I was wrong, but… I call it a draw. She will be back, just like Haru-san. And then… well, she laid down her life for her country and her God, so I think that she should be able to choose how she lives her new life, as simply Matsumoto Tsukiko, not the Diviner. You agree, right Yukiko-san?”
“I do.” she nodded, her expression softening. “Did she… suffer much?”
“It wasn’t too bad. In the end, as she passed, it was peaceful.” I resisted the urge to touch my lips. “And the ants plaguing Kyoto that sought her life were exterminated.”
“I wish I could have been there.” Yukiko-san sighed, teary-eyed. “But… apparently I can’t be risked, if I was to die, it would shock Japan, and Tsukiko made me promise I’d protect myself. I did take your advice… my Territory is flourishing. Even to be here today, I feel uncomfortable though, but it is being guarded by some others that the Imperial Family has ties with. When… when she returns, I can provide one of these Thrones for her. You won’t insist on doing it yourself, will you?” Her eyes were intense behind her glasses, boring into mine.
“Of course, she can choose who she wants for her Throne. Didn’t I just say that? I didn’t do it to earn her gratitude, I did it because I wanted to save her. You agree, right Yukiko-san? With her life of service, she deserves happiness as a reward. Though if she does want to be part of my Territory, I’ll scrape together the ether somehow. I certainly won't deny her.” Ten million for instantly building a Rank three Throne. That’s… too much. But then… well, we’ll see. 
“And that just proves my point.” Motoko stated confidently. “Akio should also be rewarded fairly for his deeds, just as he hopes to reward others. A win-win as you call it is good, and I would not have you change, becoming greedy and grasping. But I cannot bear to see you looked down upon anymore. Even if I thought it was natural, I have changed. I am a woman now, and no woman can tolerate her husband being insulted.”
“I agree!” Natsumi shouted. “Rikako-sama, I understand why Minoru-sama is troubled, and why despite your smiles, you feel pain and worry. But Akio is not the answer to every problem, he has his own concerns. Our own concerns. Princess Mikasa…” she asked, expression serious. “Do you believe in Akio?”
“I do. I’ve seen no reason to doubt him, and Tsukiko… she trusted him enough to claim he was the one to save Japan, save me…” She shook her head, brown braid bouncing. “…I know he’s a kind man.”
“Too kind. And too naïve. Hinata is right on that.” Motoko declared. “Akio, I think we need a change of approach. Do.. do you enjoy being humbled?”
“Perhaps it’s my own fault.” I sighed, realising the truth. “My father was very strict, so I was used to being told what to do, and then as a freelancer, I had to bow to the request of the client if I wanted to get paid. And I did want to get paid, or I wouldn’t eat.” I smiled, remembering those tedious days, seeming so distant now, despite only being a few months ago. “I think the habit to compromise, to accept… it isn’t a bad one. But… well, if Shaeula was here, she’d say I’m too often folding my hand while holding all the aces. What do you think we should do?” I asked, though I knew their answer.
“The timing is awkward, but…” Natsumi checked the time. “I should be able to reach Hinata. I’ll call her, Motoko, you…”
“I know.” She nodded. “Mother, I am sorry if this comes across as undignified, or could endanger my standing in Tsumura house. But I have to make a stand. I am a fighter, a warrior. Tsumura Arts was everything to me. Well, them and Natsumi. But now I have other things I treasure. My dear husband, the other wives. And it is now time to show I am a warrior. For not all fighting is against enemies.”
“Daughter, I…” her mother began, only for Motoko to shake her head.
“I believe I am not being unreasonable. Grandfather will support me, even if father does not. He recognises value, having the eyes of a warrior. But I have apologised in case I overstep and the Three Grandfathers try to force you to discipline me. If so… I shall take my leave, and move in with Akio.”
“Me too.” Natsumi agreed, as she was dialling.
Yukiko-san laughed then, and the sound was full of good humour. She moved her glasses, wiping at her eyes. “Oh, I needed that. It’s been… it’s been hard. You are all so passionate. The other women were like that too. You must inspire them, Akio-san. You even inspired Tsukiko. Well… my voice counts for little, but for what it’s worth, I support you.”
“Our daughters have changed, Rikako-sama. They were changing, but to think… one night could transform them so much. Just what did they experience?” Masae-san asked.
“Love.” Motoko answered. “And finding kindred souls. And that love is too fine to be squandered on the ungrateful, who think themselves great simply because they are old. Tsumura Arts were old, and yet scorned, despite the value they held.”
“The nobility doesn’t like change.” Masae-san warned.
“I know. But the right change is inevitable. Akio… this is just our selfishness speaking, but what do you want?”
“No.” I shook my head. “You’re right. I’ve been thinking too much… too much as an adult.” 
“Is that a bad thing?” Motoko asked.
“It can be. I’ve been trying to work within the rules of the adult world. It’s understandable really. That’s how the adult world is, well, perhaps not for nobility, but I’m as common as they come.”
“No, you were common.” Yukiko-san disagreed, shaking her head again. “Yet here you are, saviour of Kyoto, the spirit of my dearest friend in your care, talking casually to the Princess of your country, your… rather young…” She pursed her lips a touch disapprovingly. “…Fiancées from some of the finest families in Japan rallying around you. Tsukuyomi has blessed you, and supposedly you are going to help save me from a fate worse than death. Common? I think not.”
“Yeah, I get it. I do. As an adult, I tried to respect authority, compromise, get those quick win-wins. And I profited from it. It isn’t wrong. I’ve come a long way. But… I’ll never go further. Not fast enough. Because this new world won’t wait for that. If it’s starting to hurt Hinata, hurt you girls… well, it has to stop. The world… the adult world is crumbling. It’s a warrior's world now.”
“Indeed. I am glad we have finally realised.” Motoko agreed.
“Just what are you going to do?” Rikako-san persisted, still worried.
“Get fair value, and what we were promised.” I declared. “Don’t worry, a warrior can still be an adult. Besides, I think… most people are reasonable. Again, I’m a citizen of this country, I care about it. But I’m also a Chosen of the Gods. Gods.” In my case the plural was literal. “I have a greater calling. But my greatest calling is protecting those I love. And those precious to them.” 
I looked at the parents of Motoko and Natsumi. “You’re their parents, and you raised them well. They’re great girls. I want to protect all of you as well. But to do that… I need power. And not just the scraps I can bargain for. The world will change, the cracks are spreading, the walls of secrecy, the masquerade, it’s going to collapse. And then everything changes.”
“Hinata, when you get this message, call Akio as soon as you can, it’s urgent. No more swallowing your tears. It’s time to demand our due…” She put the hand over her phone microphone as she spoke to her mother. “Please, mother, father. This journey, embark on it with us.” She then went back to talking to Hinata’s answerphone.
“My mother, I ask you this too. We have to change. What was precious before might be worthless now, the worthless more valuable than gold. Besides…” She smiled radiantly. “You are my mother. You cannot be happy having me so looked down on, my husband likewise. We are the Tsumura house. Akio is a Tsumura now. We will fight for Japan, but as generals, as befits the Tsumura house, not footsoldiers, as some of the nobility would wish.”
“If you have made up your mind…” her mother said slowly. “…I will witness it.” She then smiled, and I think I saw a little relief and pride in it. “You seem stronger after your… night away from home. Are you?” she asked, and I could also see concern. It'll take time to reassure Motoko's parents I'm the right man for their precious daughter. Even as they try and be supportive I can see the hidden anxiety and strain... but they've still allowed more concessions than even they likely imagined. I'll win them over, no matter what it takes.
“Somewhat. I am stronger, certainly, with greater potential than ever. But…” Motoko let Natsumi finish, having left Hinata the message.
“…it is our combined strength that matters!” Yes, it is. Well, time for war then…
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“You’re late…” Morita-san grumbled sourly, giving me that schoolteacher look, seeming surprised with Natsumi now joining us as well.
Haru-san and Hyacinth looked at me, the later narrowing her eyes, perhaps picking up on my defiant mood. Saionji-san grinned, sensing something too, perhaps the wily politician had noticed from my body language.
“I am. I was discussing something important.” I replied, taking a seat after getting Natsumi another chair.
“This isn’t a daycare.” Morita-san sniffed. “Well, no matter. We were discussing the Chinese threat. It certainly hasn’t gone away, has it? We have reports from the late Diviner. If these so-called ants were the scales of the Red Dragon Of The Numberless East, then it is clear that China is that Red Dragon.”
Obviously. But from her other visions, then the golden-eyed devourer is also part of it, as well as something greater. If I had to guess… well, no point speculating. Not right now.
“That’s why we need to focus on our army.” Minoru-san was insisting. “We need every soldier strong and capable. New weapons too. How long before your factory starts creating new technology, Ichijou-sama?” Whose factory is that then? I’m fairly certain that it’s half mine.
“We are waiting on several matters. Any updates on that, Akio-kun? We need to know so we can start construction. Time is pressing.”
“Yes, it is.” I nodded sharply. “About that… I think it might be time to go it alone, Ichijou-san.”
“What do you mean, Akio-kun?” he asked, my words surprising him.
“I mean, I’m not convinced I want to do business with you, even with the stake in your house as a reward. I’m more than prepared to return it. If there are penalty fees, I can pay them.”
There was a dead silence. He then spoke, his usual jovial smile fading. “Just what do you mean by this? I thought you were happy to get such investments.”
“I was. Though Hinata could have financed it by asking her grandfather. But… I did it for her, really. You know…” I looked around the room at everyone. “I’m disappointed. In myself, mostly, but also in you. You all promised. That Hinata would be recognised as a true Takatsukasa…”
“She is. I have allowed it so.” Takatsukasa-san suggested, and I frowned, actually starting to get pissed off. Ordinarily I’d be an adult about this, and not get worked up. There’s no profit in rocking the boat. Nobody wins if we fight. My Resilience is trying to calm me as well. But not today. 
“Oh really? Well, would you try and order Sakura-san’s fiancé about like he was a servant?” I asked a pointed question. I then turned to Ichijou-san. “Mayumi-san, would her fiancé be treated this way, supposed to be grateful for scraps? Besides… Mayumi-san is quite dismissive of Hinata. I find it makes me angry,” 
Yes, this… this is good. Actively resisting the Resilience… I think I get it. I’d have gone literally insane if I didn’t have Resilience keeping my core largely the same. Massive boosts to intelligence, I’d be a totally different person without it. But… it isn’t all helpful. It makes me accept things far too easily…
I imagined I could hear a cracking noise in my head, and amber letters flared in my vision.
Your Determination has increased by One.

“My Mayumi is a forthright girl, she…” he began, but I let out all my League, suppressing everyone barring Haru-san, Saionji-san, Yukiko-san and Hyacinth, though even as Motoko and Natsumi were feeling the pressure they looked on approvingly, faces pale. Akai awoke with a squawk and on seeing the situation darted under the table, which made me laugh, rich and proud.
Your Determination has increased by One.

“What are you doing, Akio-san?” Abe-san asked, panicking. “To fight at a time… like this.” He managed to squeeze the words out, his head spinning, my presence seeming to loom over him like a giant. The other civilians were likewise affected.
“This isn’t a fight. This is a discussion. Of fairness.” I insisted firmly. “Hinata has always looked up to your granddaughter, wanted to be her equal, a true friend. But even now the chance should be there, she still doesn’t treat her properly, as an equal. Which she should be, right? If she’s a Takatsukasa?”
“My Mayumi is a proud girl…” he managed to say, face pale as a ghost.
“Yes. I’m sure she is. You’re all too proud.”
“He has you there.” Saionji-san grinned. “Akio-san, if I may?”
“Speak.” I allowed imperiously, and his grin only broadened.
“I get it. I tried the same, to use Akio-san. He rapidly put me in my place, and I’m not an idiot. I quickly saw the way the wind was blowing. Old Yasuhide too, he’s no fool. Uchida-san and his poor, moronic son… well, they made the mistake of not accepting reality. Princess…” he turned to Yukiko-san. “What do you think?”
“I think that Akio-san has a point. He has no obligation to put his life at risk for anyone but those he chooses, or extend his labours for those outside his family. I’m grateful…” She bowed to me, shocking everyone. “…that you stood for Tsukiko, and all the people of Kyoto. The lives you saved, even those that will never know it, I thank you on their behalf.” She looked at the nobility. “I understand it is not my place to interfere. The Imperial Family always stays aloof from the faith and the nobility, other than the Priestess of Ise. I can comment on matters of faith, but… Takakura-san, you’re the bridge. What do you think?”
“I think you should calm yourself, Oshiro-san.” he advised me mildly. “These old men, the pressure might do them injury.”
“If it does, I’ll Heal them.” I promised, but I did drop my League, allowing them to relax, slumping in their chairs.
“My thanks. I am glad we can keep things… civil.” Takakura-san muttered. “I thank you again for your Chirurgery on my granddaughters. You did not have to, but you have always been generous with us. I suppose we must not mistake that generosity for servility.”
“I hope people aren’t misunderstanding me. I’m not saying I won’t honour my commitments. I expect the same in return, as well as the appropriate respect for me and mine. Did I have to defend Kyoto? No. I did it though, and as we’ve said, without me it would have fallen.”
“We have other Chosen. Japan has many we can…” Ichijou-san began, and I shot him a withering look.
“Then why aren’t they here?” I looked at Fujiwara-san then, and my expression softened. “My apologies, you’ve always been fair with me, Fujiwara-san. And your daughter Miyu has, after our initial clashes, been a fine girl, and helped a lot. And she’ll continue to do so. Even your Honoka-san has made an effort.” She’s young, it’s no wonder she can be a bit forward and demanding. But she’s trying at school, it seems… “I understand your aims, but… I have my own aims too. I like win-wins. I want to continue helping us all win. But… I’m not a servant, I’m not an employee, I’m my own man! And everyone needs my power!”
“That’s certainly true. Perhaps others might master Chirurgery, or something similar. But only two can use it now that we know of, and the second will never move for us without his say so.” Saionji-san shrugged. “The faith… there are many old bloodlines that can be awoken by this. Isn’t that right, Suzuki-san?” he addressed Haru-san.
“That’s right. I think the Special Forces were a useful thing to do. And I can concede that further training in elements would make them extremely deadly as soldiers go. But Akio-san would easily tear them apart, even then. As would many other Chosen, I have no doubts. I could myself, I’m dead serious.” she insisted. “If you genuinely want them trained, then… find a way to persuade Akio-san, to compensate for setting aside his own ambitions for a time.” She looked at her father. “After all, he brought me back from hell. I’ll always be loyal, even if I wasn’t a Vassal.”
“Oh, my Haru…” he sighed.
“I’ve done a lot, I really have.” I insisted. “I’ve given us a head-start. After all, aren’t we about to pass legislation to prepare for the inevitable? I don’t see many others like me here helping with that, other than a few of the military. I brought knowledge others don’t have. I control the means of replenishing our numbers… and all I’m asking for is what’s promised. And to be treated with respect.”
“The faith is behind him. Even before he defended Kyoto.” Saionji-san shrugged. “With two Pillars, the nobility isn’t necessary. Sure, you’re all rich, but… well, so’s the family of his fiancée, isn't she? Nichibotsu is a multinational powerhouse.”
“Father. You’ve been rude, and I know why.” Motoko insisted, urging him to concede. “And I understand you are panicking. This was the first battle that showed just how helpless ordinary soldiers will be. You fear for the military, and thus for Tsumura house. But… Tsumura house lives within us. Support Akio. Grandfather… you know it to be true, or why else would you have allowed…” Her face turned crimson, Natsumi’s as well, and she said no more.
“I think my strong-willed granddaughter is right.” Tsumura-san responded slowly. “We do worry that the military is worthless. After all… you could defeat the entire Tokushusakusengun, you claim?”
“Yeah, but I couldn’t face off against the entire JSDF. Yet.” I allowed. “But one-man armies are going to become more and more common, so you need reform. I think there’ll always be a place for numbers. I learned that anew in Kyoto. But forget that, that’s not what we are talking about.” I glared at Minoru-san. “I’m not happy. You’ve treated me badly, and you’ve hurt your daughter. She’s a good girl, the best. Stop being a fool and listen to her.” I turned my annoyed gaze on the rest of the room. “Again, I’m not trying to break any agreements I made. Though I don’t mind abandoning the factory, Ichijou-san.” I insisted, showing I was serious.
Motoko was blushing scarlet at my praise, her father looking troubled.
“Excuse me, why am I being singled out?” Ichijou-san complained.
“Not just you, Takatsukasa-san too. I Healed him, and he still doesn’t treat his granddaughter properly.”
“This isn’t the time or place for…” Abe-san began, but I glared, silencing him.
“It is. I don’t like making a scene, I’m too adult for that, but if we don’t correct these misconceptions, it could be a disaster down the line. I prioritise those I have to protect. Worst case, I could leave the country. I am sure that any country worldwide would treat me and mine like royalty, with the power and knowledge we can offer. Motoko, Natsumi, Hyacinth, would you come with me?”
“Ooof course. Where you gooo, Hyacinth follows.”
“Tsumura house endures, wherever we are.” Motoko approved, though her hands were trembling.
“If you and Motoko are leaving, then I will. I’d be sorry to leave my family, but, I can probably persuade them to flee with us.” Natsumi offered.
“You’re bluffing.” The Leader of the Opposition countered, frowning. “I’ve seen the reports. You’ve invested huge amounts of effort in this Territory of yours…”
“I have, but before I go I’ll break it down. We can likely use the Spring of Clear Reflections as a jumping off point and stash the remnants there. Sure, it’ll set me back a few months, but with the Trees and support of the Seelie, and likely whichever country we end up in… I am a half, you know.” I warned them.
“But we agreed to support you, even with resources, despite it being a potential abuse of power and trust…” he persisted, and I rolled my eyes. Okay, now I need my Resilience. It’s annoying playing with a deck of aces and people still try and bluff me. 
“Yes, because it’s the best thing for Japan. You know you can trust me, I’m ahead of the game. And my complaints now don’t change that. All I want… is our due. I’m not even looking for power. But me and mine, we will be respected for what we bring to the table.”
“Change does not come easily.” Fujiwara-san spoke up. “And it needs to be managed carefully. The three of us have helped carry the nobility forwards. You may not understand, but we do protect much that is good.”
“I don’t disagree. But you also protect yourselves and your own privileges and rules. And that’s going to have to be bent, if not broken. Hinata gets the treatment we’ve earned her. Motoko and Natsumi, and their families, they get no disadvantage from our marriage. If anything, they should be honoured for their sacrifice in giving up their futures to tie me to Japan and the nobility. At least, that’s the way it’ll be, all right?” 
Your Determination has increased by One.

Still going up, huh? Well, I admit this is somewhat painful for me, but… it’s happening. I’ve had enough.
“A sacrifice? I’d say we’ve gained…” Natsumi muttered, only for Motoko to shake her head.
“Hush Natsumi, you know what he means.”
“From now on, I’ll not deal with any house that doesn’t treat us fairly. Which is a real shame for you, Ichijou-san. Ixitt’s finally designed a prototype aether generator. There’s only a few more hurdles to overcome, and we’ll have clean, cheap electricity. Ever since the nuclear power plant disaster of twenty-eleven, Japan has been dependant on outside sources of fossil fuels.” I glanced at Haru-san’s father, as well as Abe-san, Kishida-san and Morita-san. “When the world starts seeing events like Kyoto springing up everywhere, when people like me go on a rampage, how long do you think supply chains and international trade will last? Energy, recycling, weapons… we have plans for them all. We could make Japan self-sufficient. But… maybe you’d rather we take that elsewhere?”
“We could detain you…” Morita-san suggested, and Hyacinth broke the mood by laughing madly.
“Akio, there are toooooo many fools here. Hyacinth could purge them for yooou? Just ask and I shall dooo it!”
At that the JSDF Chosen went tense, but Haru-san was next to speak. “She’s not serious… well, mostly. But if you move, you’re both as dead as I am.” She rolled her eyes. “You aren’t hot stuff, I can tell. Even I could take you both. Akio-san could take twenty of you.”
“If your next words…” Motoko warned, backing Haru-san up. “…are something foolish like threatening his family or friends, I would be more than happy to kill you myself.” That’s bold of her. Natsumi is nodding too, even if she looks sick. “I get it. I do. I was raised noble, I have only known Hanafubuki Academy, I know little of the outside world. But I know this. You will regret rejecting my Akio over misplaced pride. Some small sacrifices, and the nobility, the country will be strong, united. Faith, Imperial Family and Nobility. Business, Politics. Five Pillars as one.”
Fujiwara-san laughed softly. “Well said indeed. If you were born a Tsumura son, I would have you marry my Honoka and be my heir. But alas, such is not to be. Kira, Itsuki, I fear they have a point.” Well, once again, I guess he’s reasonable. But then, Miyu is my Vassal, so he has limited choices.
“I don’t get why I’m the bad guy here.” Ichijou-san grumbled, frowning as he stroked his beard. “I’ve always been dealing fairly with you. Besides, my Mayumi… she’s a complicated girl. She’s the top daughter at Hanafubuki, no offense, Itsuki, Shige.”
“None taken. Sakura-chan, my Honoka, they are younger, while Miyu was too timid, though that is changing. I suppose I should thank you for sparking her fire, and looking after her.” Fujiwara-san agreed.
“Well, we started off on the wrong foot. Just like us now. She was rude and looked down on Hinata and I. Sound familiar? But when I helped her, she showed gratitude, and she pays her debts. Miyu, Motoko, Natsumi, Hinata. They are truly what I think of when I hear the word noble. Hell, Shaeula is more regal than Mayumi-san, and she can down an assault helicopter in battle. Compete with that!”
Motoko and Natsumi were laughing, Hyacinth and Haru-san too. It was then my phone rang loud, and the table shook, as the hiding Akai jumped, slamming her head. She rolled out, pouting, and I checked the caller ID. Hinata. Great timing.
“We’ve all heated up a bit. We should calm down and think.” Abe-san soothed. “We still have to deal with China. This is a distraction. You’ve made yourself clear, Akio-san. What do you want?”
“I’ll have to see. Let me take this call first.”
Morita-san tried to object, but Hyacinth glared at her, silver-violet eyes frightening, her hair shifting slowly like black, green and purple vines ready to strangle.
“Hey Hinata.” I answered, and she appeared on a video call. I nodded to Haru-san and she fiddled around with her surface tablet, and soon my phone was displayed on everybody’s screens, Hinata in her uniform, Miyu beside her, along with their bodyguards. “Good timing.”
“I heard. Natsumi filled me in. So…” She looked at me with her dark eyes, therefore simultaneously staring into the eyes of everyone in the room. Her lip trembled with emotion, and she finally spoke. “I’m sorry.”
“Why are you apologising to me?” I asked, genuinely confused.
“Because I wanted to be mature, a grown woman, to match you.” She sniffled, tears starting to come. “Sorry, I wanted to be the perfect wife, respected, doing business, but…” She sucked in a breath of air. “I’m still a noble daughter, despite what people think. My mother is a Takatsukasa!” Her voice was shaking. “I’m trapped by that thinking, by the teachings of Hanafubuki. But I saw confident girls like your sister, like Shaeula, and I wanted to be that way. I wanted to be free… no, that’s a lie. Sorry. I don’t want to be free, I wanted to be me. I wanted to be accepted as a true friend to Mayumi-sama, as noble, as respected as any. She’s dynamic, beautiful, prideful, imperious, confident… annoying.”
“That’s my Mayumi, all right.” Ichijou-san chuckled.
“…before I met Akio, and the girls around him, so unlike any I’d ever met, she was my role model, I wanted to be just like her. I may be beautiful, but I’m not full of pride, I’m not confident, imperious, no. I… hope I don’t annoy you, Akio…”
“Never.” I promised. “Even when you were effectively blackmailing me into marriage, I think I secretly loved it. You were so cute then.”
She flushed. “Ugh, way to make me feel bad. Well… I tried to bargain hard. I did it with Miyu. Sorry.” She apologised, and Miyu nodded her acceptance.
“You had no choice. I was a fool, and my own pride and stubbornness would have killed me. I have no regrets.”
“Well, when it comes to Mayumi-sama, no, Mayumi-san, no matter how angry I get, I just… I just fold. I let her walk all over us. and Sakura too. My cousin… I know she cares, but it isn’t fair. Just because she’s born from the son, while I’m born from the daughter, I’m nobody. We’re cousins! She’s kind, in her own haughty way, but… it’s not enough for me.” Tears were dropping now, and she sobbed, though she talked through them, trying to be strong.
“And when I wanted to appease them, was unable not to, you followed suit, Akio. For me. I know. I hate that. I’ve failed.” Damn, I hate seeing her cry. Especially when it’s not that at all. Well, I admit to trying to read what she wanted, not planning to rock the boat, put her ambitions, her wants at risk, but…
“Bullshit.” I denied it. “Okay, sure, I know how much being accepted means to you, so sure, I made an effort not to alienate the other nobility, especially your peers, the girls from Hanafubuki, but…” Of course, I’m also weak to girls, so it was a double-whammy of appeasement…
“…I’ve realised I’ve been thinking like a freelancer all this time. Weak to the strong, too diffident. But that won’t get us anywhere. So Hinata…”
“Yes?” she sniffled.
“Stop your tears. Even if we have failed, we don’t win all the time, but so long as we don’t lose... I couldn’t prevent Tsukiko-san from dying, but I did save her spirit. Likewise, you couldn’t get what you wanted, but you have another chance. I’m no longer going to acknowledge those who don’t respect us, be they politician, noble, priest or anyone else. We know our worth, and we have to get it. I’m no monster, I want to save Japan, but a Japan that hurts those I love isn’t a Japan I recognise. So… smile, okay?”
“I… I love you. I wish I could have been there…” Hinata sniffled, wiping her teary eyes. “…that night. But I know you think I’m not ready. Honestly, the way I’ve let myself be drowned in my insecurities and fears, I see why. I’m still a girl. But… I won’t lose either. No more.” She clenched her fist. “So, if Mayumi-san won’t respect me… so be it.”
“In that case, Hinata, what do you think we should demand to provide our support? Obviously we’ll prioritise requests that we feel are important, we aren’t servants, but allies. I think you should decide.”
“I see. Up to me, huh? Well, I’m glad you still trust me, you’d still put your faith in me. Really, there’s only one thing, and it would solve every problem.”
“And that is?” I asked, curious.
“Is everyone else listening?” Hinata asked, and I answered they were.
“Great. That’ll make things easier then. For our support… what we should have… what I want… is Takatsukasa house.”
There was a silence that was somehow deafening, quiet enough to hear a pin drop, and then a chair scraped, breaking the stillness, as Takatsukasa-san leaned forwards, eyes bulging, almost falling out of his chair… “What in the name of all the Gods…?” he shouted, and it was suddenly pandemonium…






  
  Three Hundred And Forty-One


“Oh? Was that grandfather Takatsukasa I heard there?” Hinata asked brightly, though I could still detect a brittle undertone to her words, a fragility. “I don’t suppose you can put him on? We need to talk seriously.” 
I nodded at Haru-san, who started tapping away at the touchscreen set into the desk in front of her. My phone had a pop-up which asked if I wanted to accept the connection, so I consented, and soon my phone was displaying two images, one of Hinata, Miyu and their guards, the other of Takatsukasa-san, the surface screen in front of him acting as a phone.
“Grandfather.” Hinata spoke softly, a bit shaken by the look of restrained fury in his eyes. “We need to talk.”
“I can hear most of you thinking…” Haru-san interrupted suddenly. “…that this is all a waste of time, what with urgent matters regarding China to discuss, and personal business should be discussed in private.” Her smile was surprisingly teasing, with a hint of malice. “Ordinarily I might be inclined to agree, but that’s short-sighted, and as the leading lights of the country, we can’t afford to be fools, can we?”
“What do you mean, Haru?” her father asked, and her smile broadened.
“Akio-san said it himself, didn’t he? If he doesn’t like his treatment, he could just up and leave. Remember the aftermath of the War? Some of you are certainly old enough.” She nodded at Fujiwara-san, who signalled his agreement, eyes showing his understanding. He gets it, of course he would. There’s no more a political animal than Fujiwara-san. I get it too. I’m curious as to how Haru-san explains it.
“What do you mean, Takatsukasa house?” Hinata’s grandfather fumed. “You may be my daughter’s child, but such insolence…”
“After the war, scientists from defeated Germany and Japan were taken in by the USA and other triumphant powers, and it was that strength and knowledge that progressed them to world-leading industrial powerhouses.” She looked at everyone searchingly, one after the other. “Do you think that Akio-san and those like him are any less valuable? Scientist, Military Force, more… all wrapped into one.”
“Yes, that is why we have the Ministry… of which, need I remind you, you are my Undersecretary, Suzuki-san.” Morita-san warned her.
“Yes, and again, who helped get backing for that, set out plans, shared knowledge?” Haru-san pressed, while Hinata and her grandfather were feeling around each other, trying to get past the initial outrage at her suggestion, no, her demand.
“When it comes down to it, If Akio-san says we’re out, then I’m afraid I’ll not be helping you any longer, and I’ll have to resign.” Haru-san declared, surprising her father, and most of the ministers. “Why so surprised dad… uh, father?” She paused, embarrassed, and I held in a smile at knowing that despite her composure, she was still the same daddy’s girl she’d always been. I should be grateful she’ll put her loyalty to me over him. “I’m not just a Vassal, I’m thankful. I got a second chance, and I owe him for that. But it won’t just be me. Shaeula too, Hyacinth here… they’ll be out too.”
“I dooo not care what happens to any of you, ooor even this country, whether you live ooor die.” Hyacinth warned sourly, her eyes harsh and glaring, full of deep, frightening anger, that was still within her, even now, just well buried by a happier veneer. “If Akiooo cares, I care. What he wants tooo protect, Hyacinth will protect. But what he wishes was gooone, I will turn it to dust!”
“It’s all right.” I reassured her, patting her shoulder, and as she smiled, forgetting herself for a moment and leaning into me, a happy smile on her face, Haru-san pointed at us triumphantly.
“Exactly my point. Then there’s Ixitt, Grulgor, even for you gentleman of faith, the White Snake Kami. All this will be lost. Really, the primary duty of the Ministry is in appeasing and controlling the Chosen as best as we can, so that they want to stay, live in and protect Japan!” Her words echoed, and I grinned, knowing that Haru-san was exactly right. I’ve read a few of the Korean Tower and Dungeon manhwas and they usually devolve into that. Hunters, as I guess we’d be called, often changed countries, going where they were better treated, and the most powerful were laws unto themselves.
“So consider this a lesson, and hold in your annoyance, my fellow colleagues.” Haru-san finished. “This is the best example of what the Ministry will be for as you could see. Besides…” She glared at the noble contingent, her expression rather baleful. “It doesn’t please me to see Akio-san not get his due, considering what he’s done for our country already. Kyoto alone should make him a hero, if only it could be known, and that’s hardly all.”
“You’ve changed, my baby girl…” Suzuki-san muttered, and she shook her head.
“I don’t know. The old me died, I don’t know if that’s change or not. But I’ve fought. I was at Kyoto too, I’ve seen hell. And I assure you, upsetting and driving away your best asset to get you out of hell is a very stupid thing to do.”
“Even the Chosen will have to follow the laws. No, it’s even more important for them, that’s why we are doing all this.” The Leader of the Opposition insisted.
“What laws are we breaking?” I scowled. “All I’m asking for is what was promised, and a measure of being treated with respect, else I’ll take my support elsewhere. As any Japanese citizen can do, right? We’re not slaves. Now, sorry, we will get back on topic shortly, but clearing up this mess will give me peace of mind, and put me in a much more amiable mood, most likely. Which will benefit us all.”
I felt hands on my shoulders, reassuring, and turned to see Motoko and Natsumi, each with a hand on one of my sides, smiling warmly, though again Natsumi looked quite nervous, as we were being confronted by the peak of the nobility. Into the silence, Hinata spoke.
“Well, now that we have a pause, and you’ve vented out, grandfather, it’s time to listen to my proposal.” Hinata suggested, steeling herself. “I’ve talked this over with mother and father, my other grandfather too… sorry I didn’t talk about it with you, Akio, but… I knew you’d be mad about how things were going, and I didn’t want to look weak. I’m a bit of a fool when it comes to wanting to look capable, I guess. It shows I’m still young.” She smiled weakly.
“Well, you are young. That’s not a bad thing. But… you don’t have to try and hide it. I promised to support you, as you support me, so next time… talk to me, all right? That goes for you too, Motoko, Natsumi, Hyacinth. Even you, Haru-san. Any problems, let me know.”
“If I may continue?” Hinata asked, her face red, and hers wasn’t the only one. “Well, then, grandfather… I would like to ask my uncle to adopt me as a daughter of Takatsukasa house.”
“What?” he asked dumbly, surprised, while Fujiwara-san nodded in understanding, and Ichijou-san let out a surprised escalation.
“…that little minx. Truly she’s worthy of being a friend to my Mayumi…”
Adoption? But why?
“Oh, mother and father agree, and obviously, our parental bonds won’t change, I’ll still live with them most of the week.” Hinata continued. “But it will be a genuine adoption, legally. Oh, one thing. Uncle, no… father, he has no say in my marriage, I am engaged to Akio, and that will not be changing. So don’t worry Akio, nobody is going to take me away!” She winked at the screen, and I heard Hyacinth laughing happily. Haru-san was giggling too.
“Even if you do that, your cousin Minoru-kun…”
“My brother Minoru-kun…” She corrected him cheekily, and his face flushed.
“Minoru-kun will still be heir. And when you marry Oshiro-san, it’ll be as if you married out, and your status will drop again. You gain nothing.” her grandfather insisted.
“Really? You don’t say. Firstly, I’ve been checking all the records, even beyond what we are taught at Hanafubuki. I’m sure, grandfather, that you are aware every noble house has had times when a daughter has had to inherit, or a branch family heir was adopted into the family to secure a continuation of the bloodline, even if not direct? Takatsukasa is no exception. Especially Takatsukasa.” Her words carried some hidden sting, judging by the bitter expression on his face he tried to hide.
“Even Fujiwara house.” Fujiwara-san affirmed. “No house lasting a thousand years will have the good fortune to avoid the death of heirs, or a barren wife. Even so, such is done when there are no heirs. Takatsukasa Minoru-kun and Sakura-chan still live.”
“Yes, I agree.” Hinata pressed. “But just because it isn’t commonly done… it is still fully in keeping with noble traditions. I want to work within the system to effect change. I don’t want to tear everything down, I assure you. But changes have to be made, if we are to protect anything. Alienate Akio and you all lose a powerful protector and ally.” she warned.
“Indeed.” Takakura-san declared. “Due to similar misfortune, I had to adopt in my three granddaughters, from a distant collateral branch. It does sometimes happen.”
“Since we are having this discussion, much as I want to get back to talking about China…” Abe-san sighed, defeated. “I might as well interject. Akio-san, you wouldn’t really walk out over this, would you?”
“I fight to make my family and friends happy. If Hinata isn’t happy, I’m not happy. And an unhappy me isn’t something you want to see.” I confirmed. “Besides, I think this is an opportunity as well, Haru-san is right. The weakness of the country to sanction Chosen candidates is clearly visible here. You can’t imprison me, it’s not like you can easily affect my Territory without huge losses. Financially, yeah, you could take away my money, freeze my accounts, but I have an international account with Chase Midas Gold too, so that’d be difficult, and I could make as much money as I need to support my family quickly.”
“Yes, the next batch of those wanting Ether Healing will refill your coffers.” Hinata chuckled on screen.
“So, you need carrots, but also a stick. And right now I‘m your best and only stick, and I’m not going to beat myself. Longer term, that’s a problem, you can’t rely on just one person for that. After all…” I looked at Kishida-san. “…that would be tyranny, right? But for now, I’m all you have, as I doubt these boys here…” I nodded at the intimidated JSDF soldiers, who had been rattled by my display of League. “…or even Major Sasaki and the Lieutenant would be able to handle a true powerhouse.” I left unsaid that I doubted many were of my calibre, but I suspected that even without the extra aether from the clone, that ice-wielding Chinese Chosen would have proved too much for many to handle.
“Of course, those of us from the faith would be happy to help, as we believe it falls under our purview. But… we feel working with Akio-san here is the best way.” Saionji-san suggested, and Yukiko-san was agreeing too. “Better a benevolent dictator than an incompetent elected leader, in these troubled times.” he finished piously.
“You will not be the heir, Fukumoto-chan.” Takatsukasa-san warned again.
“Why so stiff, grandfather? I’m your granddaughter, direct child of your own daughter. At least call me Hinata.” She pressed her attack. “Now look. Sakura is going to be married out anyway, nothing has changed for her. I do believe you were considering an engagement to Akio for her before, right? But it was decided to risk me as a connected outsider, and the troublesome daughter of a major family, Motoko, who was struggling within what was expected of her. Natsumi was just a little bonus.”
Natsumi blushed at that, her smile shy. Hinata continued on. “Well, in the end, the sacrifice was no sacrifice at all, and those of us who agreed profited. And I’m happy to say it’s about more than profit. But I’m sure all you listening people don’t want to hear us being lovey-dovey during such a meeting so… I’ll get to the point. Sakura can do as she pleases. She could even make a play for Akio if she wanted, but there’ll be no arrangements. Akio doesn’t like them. The three of us are the last. If he liked arranged marriages, we’d be rolling in Elves right now.” She smiled impishly, and I could see she was hitting her stride, ready to propose something huge.
That’s true. Well, Moira isn’t interested in marriage, but the other two, they’ve pretty much said they don’t mind. Elves. Okay, they are gorgeous, but… we don’t exactly gel, and I’ve spent little time with them. Daiyu though… It wasn’t just the profit we’d gain from taking her in, having fought with her, witnessed her pain, seen her genuine smile and rare expressions, felt that there was at least a part of her that liked me, I decided I wanted to make her happy. I’m shallow, sure, but at least I’m consistently so… “Yes, I’ll pass on any more daughters of nobility thanks. I think that I have the best ones anyway.”
“You heard him.” Hinata flushed at my praise. “But Sakura has always looked out for me, her annoying cousin, in her own way, so… well, if she does decide to win Akio over, I’d be happy to give her some pointers. But enough of that. Regarding Minoru-kun… let me ask you, Grandfather. Takatsukasa house is only functioning due to the wealth Fukumoto house pumps in every year, as payment for my mother’s marriage. Well, that and help from the nobility. Fujiwara-sama, Ichijou-sama…”
“Call me Kira, Hinata-chan. I insist, being as you’re my Mayumi’s only true friend.” he asked, and Hinata shook her head.
“I wish I was. But she sees me more as a jester, a lackey. But she’ll have no choice but to accept me soon, Kira-sama. So, it’s true, isn’t it grandfather? Takatsukasa house is the oldest surviving noble house, but it has no industry, no resources, only historical treasures and rich history. Things the nobility needs, but does Japan?”
“Of course Japan does! Without our heritage, we are nothing but barbarians!” Takatsukasa-san insisted.
“True. But without power and wealth, you have no way of protecting it. So, here’s my proposal. Since I’m kind, I’ll even let Sakura have a shot. The three of us, the children of Takatsukasa house, we’ll compete, to see who can restore most of the fallen glory of Takatsukasa house. Whoever can make it stand freely on its feet once more, free from needing special treatment and support, gets to be the heir…”
That seems surprisingly fair. Though Hinata has a huge advantage in that regard.
“But what of my son?” Takatsukasa-san scowled. “To have no heir of his blood…”
“Oh, assuming already that I’ll win? Well, I’m your blood, grandfather, direct and pure. It’s less of a stretch than some transitions over history. Even some recent ones. I have the list here, if you’d care to listen?” On the screen, Kazumi-san handed her something.
“There is no need. We all know it.” Fujiwara-san spoke gravely. “Setting that aside, Hinata-san, what are your plans for Takatsukasa house? We cannot allow such an important house to fall. Otherwise why would we have spent all the effort protecting it, since the last War that ruined it?”
“Simple. What Akio wants. Protect the best, remove the worst. The Three Pillar system is outdated. I want Takatsukasa house to have a finger in every pie. Like Takakura house, we’ll have close ties with the faith, as Akio will be marrying in! When I win, He’ll be Takatsukasa Oshiro Moonstone Akio! And he’ll have authority equal to anyone’s! That serves everyone here. Akio is tied to the nobility, the faith… Japan. Because he becomes a part of what makes Japan strong. Motoko and Natsumi too. You become daughters of Takatsukasa through marriage, so none can look down on you anymore.”
“You thought so far ahead?” Motoko was touched.
“Of course.” She grinned wickedly. “In exchange, you’d better teach me some self-defence skills, all right? Akio, you’re served by getting a position where you can’t be gainsaid, with your power and such political backing, your voice will be heard and listened to. I know it pains you to have us looked down on, well, this solves that too.”
“It serves Takatsukasa house as it will be made whole and strong again. I can do it, we can do it. Sakura and Minoru-kun will be well compensated, their share of Takatsukasa house when they marry out will be worth many times the whole house now. And they don’t have to face the shame of being dependant on the charity of their cousin who they look down on.”
“But… my son…” Takatsukasa-san was shocked at her rapid-fire plans. Though to me, they sound… a good idea? Sure, looks like we gain more for once than they do, but it’s still what I would call a win-win, Hinata isn’t just exploiting them. 
“My mother is just as much your child as uncle… father is. But… if you worry so much, I’m not so bound by the hierarchy of nobility. I’ve met Eri and other girls who don’t even think about that sort of thing. Whoever is heir after us will only have to be one of Akio’s children. If you want your son’s blood to be left behind as Takatsukasa heir for future generations, you’d best tell Sakura to work hard. But as it stands, she’s got no chance. She isn’t the sort of girl Akio likes.”
“So, Shige, Itsuki, what do you think?” Ichijou-san asked. “I admit, it would be nice to see Takatsukasa house back on its feet, and Hinata-chan is pure-blooded Takatsukasa, and we did promise she’d be recognised as such. The legal formalities are also in keeping with tradition, if… bent.”
“Noble traditions are important. I trust you see that?” Fujiwara-san warned, and after a moment Hinata replied.
“I do. I’m a student of Hanafubuki Academy. But I also know more. So, we’ll not break, just bend, as you so put it, Kira-sama. Modern, strong nobility, and the first house to be both noble, and a powerful Chosen house. Fujiwara house could be the second, through Miyu.” She smiled then. “Strength to endure, well, with Akio as the heir through me, both old and new is respected. A win-win, as Akio likes.”
“It’s… I…” Takatsukasa-san was at a loss, and Hinata smirked nastily.
“Well, it’s your choice. But the other option is… we cut the nobility out, and don’t help them. Sure, your wealth and influence will give you an advantage. But compared to what we can do, have planned… in time, we’ll supplant you, and build our own dynasty. And with us on the outside, well, there’s no incentives for us to keep any history or traditions, are there? But, how about this? You can still allow Kira-sama and Fujiwara-sama to support Minoru-kun and Sakura. If you aren’t confident the three houses together can’t do better than us… aren’t you just asking for Takatsukasa house to collapse, lost like so many other houses during the War? Isn’t that a bit pathetic for the most powerful houses in Japan?” She smiled triumphantly, and there was clapping from Fujiwara-san, who must have had similar thoughts regarding Miyu, who wasn’t his heir, but was a Chosen.
“She is your granddaughter, Itsuki. And her noble pride is shining now. She bargains like her other grandfather as well, who built a business out of nothing that leads the world. I say… I have no objections. It is in keeping with tradition.”
“Yeah, Hinata-chan sure is a match for my Mayumi. The difference is, Hinata-chan here’s been planning away carefully, working from weakness, not strength.” He looked at me then. “Akio-kun, are you really going to give up our partnership?”
“Hinata, what do you think? I was tired of the way they were disrespecting us. But, you’ve planned this out, you make the call.”
“I think we can go ahead. We made agreements, and I’m a businesswoman, I don’t like breaking those unless I have to. Besides… we’re going to make a lot of money and secure Takatsukasa house under our aegis. And as for Mayumi-san… If I may, Kira-sama?”
“Go ahead.”
“If Mayumi-san is rude to Akio or I, well, may I have your permission to chastise her as she deserves?” Her smile was wicked again.
“Oho, amusing. You know well my Mayumi thinks she is the queen of Japan. Her pride is likely to get her into trouble. How will you handle it?”
“I have ideas.” Hinata smiled knowingly. “So, grandfather? It is decided?”
“I… need to speak to my son. I will gather everyone, all the branch families. Your family too. I…”
“We will witness.” Fujiwara-san offered, and Ichijou-san agreed.
“Yes, I wouldn’t miss this for the world. Mayumi will come as well, so she can see that your status is being elevated.” Ichijou-san was in too.
“Akio, is this fine? I… well, a lot of this is for me, Motoko and Natsumi. I haven’t overstepped, have I?” Hinata asked again, a little insecure.
“No.” I smiled down the phone at her. “Really, I can’t see many issues, and we gain a lot. Sure, it would make it harder for me to leave Japan, but… well, being a more concrete part of the power structure means that I’d have little reason to leave. Oh, but before you go…” I looked around at everyone. “Thanks for waiting. We have a bad habit of ending up airing our family business in public, but as Haru-san said, it served at least some purpose. Assume it wasn’t me here, but someone with a power Japan absolutely needed, but that you couldn’t control. How would you go about getting cooperation without giving away too much? Here, Hinata showed one way. There are others, but… back to China. Michiru-san…” I spoke, surprising the bodyguard, who spoke into Hinata’s phone.
“Yes, Akio-sama?”
Still doing that servant ninja thing, I see… “You said that you are from a ninja family, right?” I asked.
“Indeed. Though father is disgusted at the lack of flair displayed so… he left to hone his own arts, and taught them all to me!” she declared, proud. I’m fairly certain her younger sister said her father got booted out of the clan though…
“So, can you tell us where this village is?” I asked further.
She looked troubled. “Akio-sama, revealing a hidden village is not something done lightly.”
“I ask you too, Michiru.” Miyu chimed in. “You know he will not betray or harm them.”
“If… I need to consult father first. If I may?”
“Of course. Well, thanks.” I finished, before addressing the gathered delegation, who had now regained some life, after our half an hour of drama had concluded. “Look, we know that Cultivators are in fact real. So China has a huge advantage. Yes, they likely can’t measure up to a Chosen…” I best use the proper terminology that we agreed on, considering the fuss we just kicked up about respect… “But they have many unusual items and techniques, and if they were to be equipped with modern weapons too, they could be a valuable force for them, one we are ill-equipped to counter.”
“If I may…” the Minoru-san here, Motoko’s father, spoke up. Man that’s confusing. Well, Minoru is a common name, I suppose… it’s like Hinata’s grandfather is Kenji, and that prick back in Nishimorioka is Kenji as well. Same with Hikawa-san and Hinata’s brother… oh well. “…this just outlines the need for further improvement of our JSDF as I suggested, Akio-san.” He was being far more respectful now, after all the arguments, so we were seeing results from Hinata’s efforts already. Motoko was looking at her father with a much warmer expression now.
“I know, and I’ll explain why what you’re asking for isn’t a good option in a minute. But first… Japan is an old country, and thanks to the nobility, the faith and the Imperial Family…” I nodded to each group in turn. “…a lot has been preserved. So, if they have Cultivators, well, do we not have Ninja, and perhaps others, like Onmyōji?” At my words there was a buzz of conversation in the room.
“I see.” Takakura-san spoke up, rubbing his chin, thinking. “Onmyōji were often overlapping with those of faith in times past, but their beliefs were not rooted in the Divine, but in Arts they developed independently. But I do believe they went extinct in the distant past. I have not heard of any, nor do our recent records indicate such a presence.”
“Well, I never knew that the faith had spiritual powers until I met Kana, and neither does the rest of Japan. It stands to reason that as their powers likely faded too, they would go into hiding. If anyone would know, then perhaps…” I turned to Yukiko-san, who looked troubled.
“It… is a guarded secret. Yes, Onmyōji still exist. They serve the Imperial Family in secret. Their powers have declined significantly, since the days of Abe no Seimei. Their numbers too, though some families carry on the tradition. I am only speaking of this because you asked, Akio-san. My thanks… for Tsukiko. Father will be most upset with me.”
“I think he’ll understand. You’re speaking not as Imperial Princess, but as the Chosen of Amaterasu.” Saionji-san encouraged her.
“You’ve mellowed.” she muttered back at him. “I used to dread your visits, you were always trying to pull me into your games.”
“I’m not a fool. Not like poor Uchida-san. I know the way the wind blows.” He laughed then. “Well, aren’t you going up in the world, Akio-san? The faith behind you, now going to be one of the highest pillars of nobility in Japan, blessed by the Gods…”
“Nothing is decided yet…” Takatsukasa-san grated, eyed pained, but Saionji-san shook his head.
“Nah, you lost the minute his little fiancée dragged you down to her level. Be happy it’s a defeat that profits you. Anyway, I agree with Akio-kun… I can call you that, right?” He also increased his informality, but as it was meant as a token of respect, I could tell, I nodded. “Great.” he continued. “Can’t let old fox Kudou get too far ahead of me. I do have my pride, you know. Well, back on topic, you have the database of all the talents that were disclosed, right Suzuki-san?”
“I do.” Haru-san agreed. “The first candidates for Chirurgery, and the other matter, are being notified, Hikawa-san from Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine is organising their transportation to Tokyo for the work. Hopefully we can wake some talents.”
“Great. It isn’t just that though. Many shrines have old relics left behind. I suspect that the Imperial Family has some too.”
“The Regalia.” Yukiko-san agreed.
“…and likely even the nobility are hoarding treasures they don’t know the purpose of. Well, if we have them, they should be gathered and put to use. Fight fire with fire, Cultivators with Japanese occult traditions.” Saionji-san finished.
“But how do we know what is usable?” one minister asked.
“We have to rely on Akio-kun again, it seems. He has good eyes, as he always says.” Saionji-san, no Gin-san, I could be informal too, laughed. “Just one more reason that we need to keep you onside. You’re a damn multi-tool of uses. I can get Yasaka-san to help as well though. He might even be able to track down lost items, if we know what we are looking for.”
“I see. Progress.” Abe-san sighed loudly, relieved. “Yes, that would strengthen our hand, but even so, there’s a bigger issue. Numbers. The Chinese lost twenty-three Chosen in this battle, which is good, but a loss of twenty-three of ours would be a disaster. The population disparity between our two countries is huge. Assuming there’s a linear relationship between Chosen numbers and population, they would have more than ten times our tally.”
“Yeah, and more numbers mean there have to be more powerhouses.” I agreed. “I think there may be other factors in play, such as compatibility, but with China having Cultivators and possibly other old traditions, no worse than ours, I doubt we’ll be blessed with more than our fair share compared to them. So… there’s one other thing to consider.”
“Oh, like what?” Abe-san asked, searching for any light at the end of the tunnel, as the situation seemed precariously out of balance, in China’s favour.
“Well, this isn’t just human versus human. The Boundary and lower Astral is teeming with life and civilisations. We can make alliances with them. I already have cordial relations with the Seelie Court, and the Night Parade… well, a little trade and mutual interest.”
“Trade?” Suzuki-san perked up at that.
“Yes. While the Fae and the Yōkai are alien, living by different rules and thinking in different, often very unpredictable ways, all living beings with intelligence seem to share some common ground. I had support from many Fae during the battle of Kyoto, and some died.” I bowed my head respectfully. “But not even counting Shaeula, who killed enemy Chosen herself, our Fae did defeat Cultivators and living soldiers.” And their zombie counterparts.
“I see. So… allies. We can plug our gaps with those.” one man suggested, and another agreed.
“Of course, alliances only work if both parties gain.” I warned. “And China may be doing likewise, though from what Daiyu tells me, she doesn’t think so yet.” Though honestly, she wasn’t in the loop that much. We need to press our captives on this. The golden-eyed devourer wasn’t shy in enslaving others, and the last Renyu were fairly pitiful, but their destruction meant one resource lost to China.
“Your influence is a bit worrisome.” Kishida-san declared. “One man holding so much…”
“Well, I’m prepared to give a little. Since my Territory is going to receive state largess, even though we all know that is because my Territory is the one that can be leveraged into providing the whole of Tokyo adequate protection, not just as a favour to me…” I reminded them. “…I’m prepared to set up an Embassy of sorts for Japan, and train some staff with Chirurgery to work there. You can conclude any deals with the Seelie or Night Parade you think is beneficial, though obviously as Shaeula’s husband, I have my own arrangements with them.”
“That sounds… fair.” Abe-san allowed. “But it still doesn’t address the fundamental issue of us being outnumbered. If Material Japan is invaded, these spiritual beings won’t be much help.”
“That’s rather short-sighted,” I shook my head. “The prisoners I have from the Kyoto battle include spiritual beings, who were able to come to Japan as they were granted Material bodies en masse. Now, I confess the sheer weight of aether required is beyond me for the foreseeable future, but it should get easier as the ether density of Japan increases. So eventually we’ll be able to field allied armies.”
“That raises the problem of… well, immigration.” Abe-san frowned, and I grinned.
“Well, isn’t the special passport scheme part of the legislation we are passing right now during this crisis? See, planning ahead is a good thing. As for immigration, we can manage it, but aren’t we worrying about the declining birth rate? This is one fix nobody thought of.” I chuckled, a little amused.
“That’s all well and good, but … what about crime? Spiritual beings, Chosen… Oshiro-san, you’ve just hammered home the importance of appeasing Chosen where possible, but… when it’s not…” Morita-san declared triumphantly. “…we cannot allow Japan to be dictated to by the unwise or the criminal.”
“Yeah, we’ve started recruiting police officers under Detective Kato. When we’ve gathered them all, I’d like Haru-san to inspect their minds, check they are clean. They too will have Chirurgery and training, and sadly then we run into the same problem we do with the military, father-in-law, grandfather-in-law.” I addressed the Tsumuras. 
“Even a little elemental training, while it would be a nice surprise and might turn a battle against another soldier, is going to be useless against other Chosen. What we need is trusted Chosen to take up the mantle of law enforcement, which is going to be a hard sell, as likely they can live a better life trading off their own merits. But… I have some ideas. We need specialist skillsets. Powers like Haru-san’s would be helpful, also the ability to restrain or neutralise. The last thing we want are death battles in public…” There is one power we have that is perfect, though the current wielder… well, we’ll see…
“Any Chosen we have in law enforcement won’t be in the military either, which is a loss of power where we need it most.” Motoko’s grandfather mused. “How can we encourage participation? Many who awaken these gifts will be unused to fighting, and unwilling to do so.”
“We simply need to make it worth their while. I do concede that Chirurgery for snipers, Rangers and pilots is probably a good time and cost to benefits ratio, so… I can be persuaded to schedule that in, for a reasonable fee.”
“It would make more sense to train up some … Chirurgeons… for the military.” Minoru-san suggested, and I held in a sigh.
“It certainly would, but do you think the Skills required grow on trees? It needs to be someone with special eyes or senses at a minimum. Screwing up Chirurgery would be deleterious to the health of the patient. But… if you find the right person, I‘d consider it. But the prestige of the technique would mean I would need heavy compensation.”
“Fine, we’ll search. We can’t rely on one person anyway. If you were to emigrate, we would then be left high and dry.” he conceded, before speaking to Motoko. “And I would miss my beloved daughter. I’m sorry. Can you forgive me?”
She nodded, pleased. “If you learn from it, father.”
“Right, so, back on topic…” Abe-san chivvied us on, not wanting to get back into unrelated drama, not that I could blame him. “...China. So, we’ve considered the options for our defence, but politically… they have no case to attack us, other than they have the power to do so. With the prophecy, it seems like it’s a certainly. But…”
“We need to delay.” Yukiko-san warned urgently, her face ashen. “I… I don’t feel ready to face it. Nor is your friend, the one who is supposed to help defeat it. Right Akio-san?”
“Yeah, I’d definitely like to do some strengthening of everyone before any future clashes. Really… if we know it’s Definite…” Yukiko-san and I smiled wryly at that, and I continued. “…then we need to bring it to a schedule we can control. If we are prepared, we can win, just like Kyoto. If we were blind to that attack, the situation would have been desperate.”
“Our eyes are blinded without the Diviner.” Abe-san began, but Gin-san shook his head.
“Not so. We have a backup, as well as other sources of information, such as Yasaka-san. Perhaps we cannot replace her, but we are not without options.”
I nodded. “I think for now, we have little choice but to publicly accept Chinese disavowal of this whole mess, treat it as the terrorism they claim it to be. I mean, it’s functionally the truth, and it isn’t like they’ll pay us compensation, like the USA did, is it?”
“No, of course not. They’d never admit fault like that.” Abe-san snorted. “But we’ve seen public sentiment. If we don’t take a hard line on this, the situation could escalate, and we don’t want civil unrest, now of all times.”
“Better that than war.” Fujiwara-san warned, and others echoed him. “A war similar in scale to the Second World War would destroy all we have rebuilt. Let the populace vent, prevent what damage we can, and prepare.”
“Damn, my chances of re-election are about to turn to dust.” Abe-san sighed mournfully.
“When my Party controls the Diet, I’ll at least do you the courtesy of allowing your party oversight of this Ministry.” The Opposition Leader Kishida-san laughed.
“You’re so generous. Well, my daughter will disown me if I lose shamefully, so… any ideas on how to deal with the public outcry, without provoking the Red Dragon until we are ready?”
A few actually. And some are even from my sis, oddly enough. “Your younger son is senior in MEXT, right, Fujiwara-san?” I asked, and he nodded.
“MEXT covers culture, sports and education, right? Well, education is for the long term, but culture…” I outlined my plans. “If we use television, music and the arts to start subtly preparing people for the changes to come, we can build acceptance. We don’t have much time at all, so… instead, we use them to promote peace and forgiveness.” I could see the JSDF soldiers looking angry, and I didn’t blame them. I hated to gloss over attacks on our soil, but I was pragmatic, and what we needed most now was calm and time. “Things like idol performances for the young, TV documentaries and news pieces for the old… anything to distract from the troubles.”
“Bread and circuses.” Fujiwara-san approved. “Clever. It worked for the Roman Empire, though modern times are different.”
“Anything that cools the heat down is welcome. The US still owes us more, so get them to help with perception management. Have them record messages of support for our stance, or something…”
As we continued to discuss this, I had another thought. Hang on, wouldn’t that be perfect? “How about a fundraiser for the victims? Put together by MEXT, and supported by a mixture of nobility, faith and even you, Princess.” I smiled invitingly at Yukiko-san.
“Me? I… don’t usually take the limelight.” she replied, troubled.
“That’s why it’s so perfect. As Amaterasu’s Chosen, soon you’ll have to, but your appearance will spark a lot of interest. We can use it to rally the populace and steer them away from escalation. Even if it just delays their rage, gives them a distraction, it looks like we are doing something.”
“Military drills as well.” Tsumura-san suggested, agreeing. “We need to be careful not to provoke China, but I believe they will understand if… it pains me to say it, but if we use our few remaining diplomatic channels to stress it is a move to calm our internal unrest, we can probably get them to agree to cool their sabre-rattling. Though as a proud Japanese man, it pains me to give our enemies the satisfaction.”
“The thing is, they aren’t our enemy yet.” I warned, impressed at his willingness to consider unpalatable, humiliating options. Well, I’ve done my fair share of sad pandering in my life too. It’s what happens in the end that matters.
“Well, I can only tank my re-election chances to zero, I guess.” Abe-san laughed bitterly. “All right, any other matters to discuss on China?”
After a little more planning, we then moved back to legislation, this time on crime. “So, we’ve come up with a basic list of potential powers, and how they might be regulated and legally protected…” I stifled a yawn, maintaining my focus. This one’s important. Well, everything is… damn, I know I wanted respect, but that sure comes with a lot of effort to maintain it…
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“So, that was quite a day, wasn’t it?” I said to Motoko and Natsumi, as the car we were in was driven back through the dark streets of Tokyo back towards Shirohebizumi. Hyacinth was in the front seat next to the driver, while the three of us were in the back together. Haru-san was going to follow later, after she finished up with her tasks at the Diet. And then she’ll be in the Boundary again, huh? Yeah, she definitely needs a break soon. Well, hopefully things will calm down for a bit…
“I believe that to be an understatement.” Motoko smiled. “I must apologise again for my father. His rudeness was inexcusable, but… understandable. He has worries. For me. For the country and the military.”
“I know. I get it. No father is ever delighted when his daughter becomes a woman, I’d imagine. Noble ones far less so. Even if he agreed it was for the best, feelings aren’t so simple, are they?” Well, I’m not a father, not yet, but I guess it’d be like when Aiko brings home a boyfriend. Even if he’s a good guy, it’d feel… complicated. But I’m not a fool. I won’t kick up a fuss like Shaeraggo if he isn’t trash…
“My parents didn’t mind so much.” Natsumi smiled. “But then, being a daughter of one of the highest-ranking of the Fifty-Eight is quite different to being one of the middling Three-Hundred. But that wasn’t what you were asking about, right Akio?”
“Yeah. Hinata, huh? She’s certainly fiery. But… how do you see it going?”
“I am touched that Hinata was thinking of us as well.” Motoko considered. “Our future status… yes, it would have declined as we married out, even though we would have done it under the rules of nobility. Now…” she pondered, and Natsumi took over.
“It’s obvious that Hinata will win her competition. After all, she has us to support her. And with Fujiwara-sama and Ichijou-sama seeming to accept her proposals… it looks like you are going to be Takatsukasa Akio.” Her smile turned wicked. “I never thought I’d ever be important enough to marry into one of the Three Great Houses.”
“It is quite a complicated tangle. But nobody will be able to gainsay us, were it to pan out as Hinata wishes.” Motoko agreed. “I… apologise we said nothing of how Hinata was being treated, but she did not wish us to speak of it. She has her pride, a noble pride. I would not trample that carelessly.”
“I get it. I should have noticed, and most of the blame is mine, I tried too hard to do what I thought she wanted, what would help, rather than looking at what she needed. I hope in the future any of you will tell me if you are being troubled. After all…”
“After all, you’re our husband.” Natsumi agreed happily, and under the lights of Tokyo we kissed, Hyacinth making envious noises as she watched from the front…
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Back at the shrine, we had a quick dinner. Shiro and Eri were there, watching the TV, seeing more of the protests. The numbers had diminished as the day progressed, but there was still a die-hard mob that was outside the Diet and the Chinese Embassy. TBS News, one of the major TV stations, was broadcasting an interview with one of the protesters.
“…can’t let this outrage stand! Whatever the government says, I’ve seen the footage! It’s all over the internet. Those were Chinese tanks and armoured vehicles on our soil!”
“Well, the Chinese Foreign Ministry released a statement that they were deserters and terrorists…” the reporter began, but the crowd drowned him out with shouts and jeers, very unusual for the reserved Japanese. Tempers are running high. Though time should cool the worst of it, I hope.
“If so, what about the previous Kyoto incident? A terrorist cult? That’s a lie, and everyone knows it! Anyone who digs a bit deeper can see they were Chinese infiltrators too! Two attacks! Will it take a third to wake you up?” the man shouted.
I guess the cover story for Yamato’s mess is working, though in a way that’s problematic. Better that than knowing what really happened. Turning away from the television, I asked where Daiyu and Shaeula were.
“Daiyu is in her room again. Don’t worry Aki, I made sure she had a snack earlier.” Shiro assured me. “She’s still writing down all of her secrets, it seems like. There’s lots of notepads full of odd writing in there. Oh, and since it’s a real pain with Tan having to translate for me all the time, I took a liberty and asked Karen about a language tutor. Apparently you already have a Chinese teacher, so I guess they can teach Daiyu Japanese, right? I put in the request anyway, hope you don’t mind.”
“Not really. It’d be beneficial for her to learn.” I agreed, before smiling slyly. “Just how are you paying for that though? That tutor doesn’t come cheap, due to the discretion involved.”
Shiro looked at me flatly for moment, before realising I was teasing her. “Aki, don’t be a jerk. I know you’ll pay for that.”
“I sure will.” I agreed, enjoying Eri’s pleasure at the flustered Shiro. “So, Shaeula?”
“She’s been in the Boundary most of the day. She’s very excited about her new lightning powers. Really, it doesn’t seem that much different or any more effective than light element, but well, she seems happy.”
“It’s a cultural thing.” I explained, and Eri nodded, having spent more time with Shaeula. “For her, lightning is the element of her Queen, so having it is a big deal. Plus, it does look cool, and you know she’s always concerned with that.”
“That’s true. Well, a girl has to look awesome and beautiful, Aki.” Shiro smiled. “Shit, I’ve just been spending my day in and out of the Boundary giving buffs to Shaeula, Ixitt and that Dwarf. He’s not even coming out of his forge, and it’s hot as hell in there, but when his buffs run out, that doll Azuki ends up coming running to fetch me.” She pouted, not really irritated but just trying to draw an affectionate response out of me. “I’m tired. You should pamper me, Aki!”
“Sure.” I pulled her into a hug. She stiffened for a moment, before relaxing.
“So, how was your day, Eri?” Natsumi was asking. “Did you go to the Boundary too?”
Eri moved her head a little in an approximation of a shake. “No, I’ve been catching up on my remote schoolwork. I promised my parents, Akio’s too, that I’d not fall behind despite being away from home.” She flexed her good arm. “Fortunately nothing was too difficult. I’m on course to graduate with good scores.”
“I see. I would expect no less from you, Eri.” Motoko spoke politely. “As for us…” As Motoko and Natsumi filled them in on the negotiations, including the shocking turn of events that Hinata had sparked, and the potential takeover of Takatsukasa house, there was laughter from Shiro and smug approval from Eri. On seeing my look, she raised her eyebrow in surprise that I didn’t get it.
“I didn’t like seeing those snooty nobles walk all over you, Akio. It made me really angry, in fact.” Her good hand clenched, knuckles going white. “It isn’t like I don’t love your kindness, your willingness to be fair, but… I’d rather you were kind to those that deserve it, such as us. With others, you can be ruthless. After all, look at all you’ve built, all you’ve done, in just a few months. Imagine a year from now…”
“She’s right. If you’re too kind to everyone, it makes us feel less special. Oh, and it also lets jerks take advantage. So, this Sakura girl…” Shiro asked, suddenly wary.
“There’s nothing to consider. I’m not accepting an arranged marriage, and it’s not like with Daiyu, where there are a number of good reasons to consider it.” Not least of all I can see something in her, with the way she rarely shows her emotions, but definitely has them, her shy smiles, her determination. I like to see girls with that willpower and drive get ahead. Though I'm still a touch troubled, certainly... 
“Sakura-san can do as she pleases. Well, it’d normally be as her father says, I guess, but if Hinata does take over Takatsukasa house, I think Sakura-san will be free to find her own husband. I know Sakura-san and Hinata have their difficulties, but I do believe the two of them care for each other, it’s just been distorted by the fact that Hinata’s mother was married out to a commoner family.”
“I still can’t believe the family that owns Nichibotsu is considered common.” Shiro sighed.
“I know. When you three…” Eri glanced at Motoko and Natsumi wryly. “…first turned up at our town, you were like people from another world. Of course, I’d met Hinata once before. The nobility sure is strange.”
“Well, that’s why there is the Three-Hundred. In time, those of them that successfully endure for a hundred years or more under the aegis of the true nobility would find themselves as part of the ever-expanding Fifty-Eight.” Natsumi explained. “Our family was hoping to follow that path as well. Now we have a different one.”
“Enough about that. It’s a shame you have to go home tonight.” Shiro grinned at the two noble daughters. “No entertainment like last night.” The two of them blushed a deep crimson at that. “But I suppose you might as well use your time wisely. All I’ve been doing in-between trips to the Boundary was watching TV, which made me so damn happy that I could cry, being able to see with both eyes again, and also chatting with Eri while she studied. I did think I could help her, but she had it well in hand.”
“Well, I was the quiet, studious girl back in Nishimorioka.” Eri teased. “And that was even before I gained a lot of Levels.”
“Quiet? Tch, you’re quite the actress. There’s nothing quiet about you, girl.” Shiro scoffed.
“Oh, maybe I’ve just come out of my shell?” Eri retorted happily, and as I watched the two bicker, I was pleased to see effectively my two greatest friends, childhood and university, getting along so well.
“All right then. I have some things to do in the Boundary, so we’ll scoop up Daiyu’er and then… we’re heading for Kyoto.”


      [image: image-placeholder]
“I see what you mean.” I laughed, a touch apologetically. The forge that Master Bjarki was using was going non-stop, cascades of brilliant sparks sailing directly up into the sky from the heavy brick and iron chimney, the smoke also rising directly up to the silvery, aurorae-streaked heavens above. Yeah, without wind that looks strange, but eerily beautiful. 
The sounds of hammer on metal and the hissing of quenching echoed, and multiple Dwarves were carrying ingots, red and orange Etherites, gems and other materials we had gained from battle loot. “I don’t think we should disturb him.” I advised, as Shiro came out, head drooping wearily, soot on her now-pristine cheeks. As she approached, I stroked her hair and tenderly rubbed the dirt from her face. She made preening noises and embarrassed gestures, but she let me do it.
“So, Shaeula’s back at the Spring for some reason, and Kana and the other trainees are working on earth element still. Haru-san should be back to join them soon, poor overworked girl that she is. Well, in that case, we might as well be off.” Hinata wasn’t with us tonight, she had far too much to do, putting her plans into motion.
“What are you doing about your Territory?” Shiro asked, curious, and I realised I hadn’t explained.
“For now, accumulate Ether. I’ll let the build queues tick down, and fill them with quick and cheap low-level upgrades just so we don’t waste any time. We’re going to sort out Kyoto to Rank Three, and then we’ll push for Rank Four. It’ll be a nightmare and take forever, but the wider radius of control, stronger barriers, higher ether density, extra Ether Spires and more… we’ll just have to push through and try and rush it as much as we can.” I remember I can also build Satellite Anchors at Rank Four. That would open up some very interesting options. “Well, we also have to worry about your Territory, right?” I asked her.
“Yeah, guess so.” She shrugged me off, having been embarrassed enough by my affection. “Arisu is looking after it, but… that can’t continue forever. Though ideally, I’d like Arisu and the others to come under your protection. She will not like that suggestion though, that’s for sure. She’s not fond of trusting or relying on men, Aki. Not at all.”
“Well, the first step to a relationship is building trust. And we’ve started that, I promised to Heal you, and I am, right?” As we walked towards the Ring Gate we passed our trainees, who were valiantly striving to absorb and master the ruby energies. Kana, Keomi-chan and some of the others waved at us, and we returned the gesture. I noticed Bintara was there watching, which gave me some peace of mind, as she’d be able to fix any damage their root Chakras suffered if they improperly absorbed the ruby earth element.
“So, are you going to do any further Ether Healing?” Shiro asked, her arm still immobile.
“No. We’re on schedule, and I don’t want to stress your body and network by pushing it too far. Tomorrow your arm, then the next few days removing the remaining adherence, fixing up your scars, and a final polish of your Material body.”
We entered the veil of red energies that shrouded the ring of mushrooms that made up the Ring Gate to Kyoto, feeling that momentary sense of dislocation and frozen time, before passing out to the other side. The skies above Kyoto were far more brilliant than the skies in Tokyo, aurorae clashing with silver lightning, hints of gold shining through as well. I took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the noticeably higher ether density, closer to the lands of the Fae than Tokyo.
Shiro’s eye turned red, and Tan, who had been silent all day, spoke lazily. “Yes, the Boundary here is rather frayed. I do suppose it cannot be helped. That vile creature was reckless with its power.”
“Oh, Tan, it’s been a while.” I greeted her, and the look she gave me was totally unlike Shiro’s, rather withering.
“I did have quite the meal, I have been slowly digesting it, making it mine, extracting what I wish, discarding the remains. I may thirst, but I cannot drink dry an ocean without adequate time.”
“I see. That makes sense.” Behind me, Daiyu and Eri were on guard, not entirely comfortable around Tan, not that I could blame them. Though I do trust Tan when it comes to Shiro’s welfare… “So, is the Boundary in danger of collapse?” I asked, concerned.
“Not… imminently.” Tan replied. “Though areas in such a fragile state should not be seen for years, perhaps even decades after a world starts to connect to the deeper Astral once more, the bubble it inhabits starting to shudder. I fear you must accelerate your plans, lest you be unprepared when the time comes.” She paused. “Know that I will take the princess with me, should this world fall. So she shall be safe.”
“That’s a relief. But I hope it won’t get to that stage. So… Rank Four is vital then. If you say years or decades, then the defending worlds should definitely have secured a number of Rank Four Territories by then, so we need to do the same.”
“It is not so simple, each step up is a giant stride more troublesome, more demanding than the previous. Else why would Astral Emperors be so rare?” She chided me for my arrogance.
“I know that Tan, and I’m always appreciative of your wisdom. But I think if Japan works together, we can push a Rank Four in a reasonable timeframe.”
“I suppose we shall see… wait, Tan…” Shiro interrupted her dubious confidence in me. “I’m grateful that you’d do that for me, but shit, if you’re taking me away, at least take Aki and the girls too!”
Tan shrugged. “The Fae, they would be able to travel with me. Your man too, I suppose. Or if not, then soon. These others, though…” she eyed Daiyu, Motoko and Natsumi. “…too weak, too fragile. Too mortal.”
Daiyu’s eyes glittered darkly with annoyance, though her expression was as outwardly composed as ever, while Motoko and Natsumi looked sad but accepting. Well, I can’t leave it like this. “Isn’t that why we are here? To take advantage of the new situation, and get Motoko and Natsumi to take full advantage of the extra Levels they can gain? Well, cleaning up the mess that is Kyoto is important too, but you all come first. You too, Daiyu’er.” I promised, smiling warmly at her. “I know you’ve been working hard on transcribing your Sect’s secrets. I appreciate it. When I get a chance… Spiritually Pure Technique, for you all.”
There was a look of grateful surprise and the faintest hint of embarrassment on Daiyu’s face, her cheeks tinted a faint red, difficult to see under the strange light of the Kyoto Boundary. Yeah, it’s fresh having such a taciturn girl with me. All of the others show their emotions so openly, so unashamedly. Well, Eri used to be quieter, but ever since Shaeula entered the picture, that went away, and while Motoko has that noble upbringing, she’s very open with how she feels to me, at the least. 
“Us too?” Motoko asked, and I nodded.
“Of course. Sadly I was pretty much entirely dry of Spirit Water when we made love, due to the battle of Kyoto draining every asset I had. Otherwise you might have had a nasty surprise.” I smiled, remembering Eri’s state when she leaked a little impurity after we shared elements through our lunar Chakras. “But… Spirit Water offers many benefits, and since mine is double-mutated, I think there’s no better water to learn, at least for now. And… well, I’m hoping soon you’ll all have the strength to warrant it. Of course, Spiritually Pure Physique also keeps the skin and hair beautiful and clean, and why wouldn’t I want to see my fiancées at their best?”
“In exchange for that… no, no exchanges.” Daiyu shook her head, angry at herself. “I believe it is only natural for… for Dao Companions to share everything. After all, their Dao and their hearts will be entwined for all eternity.”
“Aren’t you a bold one?” Shiro laughed, as we headed out of Haru-san’s Territory, only to stop in wonder at the large sea of ratkin and weaselkin, all fussing around a number of silver spires mounted on wagons, green and blue Etherites mounted in their crowns, smaller numbers of lesser Etherites placed in other spots. Amidst them all was Ixitt, who had a larger wagon, one that was covered with a tarpaulin, but looked like it was hiding some large, ammonite-shaped device.
“To think that you’d declare your love to Aki right in front of us. Well, you’re damn cute, I guess. I’ve always wanted to Cultivate too, ever since I read some of the stories. Female Cultivators are always beautiful. I’d be the true heaven-defying jade beauty of this tale.” She paused then. “Hey, Tan. You know anything about Cultivation?” she asked, curious.
“I cannot speak of it, for such knowledge is above what we have agreed to impart. All I can say is that the Six Paths is deeply entwined with the art of Cultivation, and the many paths to Dao… no, perhaps that is too much to speak of. All I will say is, beware. Cultivation is one of the paths of power so well-forged that the multiverse itself, the very Astral, accepts and accommodates it. Such power does not come without commensurate dangers.”
“Dangers? The trials are many.” Daiyu agreed, fascinated with the meagre information Tan revealed. “Heavenly Tribulations, perhaps?”
“I shall speak no more. Though, if you try to learn, princess, be advised that your spiritual body is… extremely abnormal.” And with that her eyes returned to black. Eyes. I’m still happy to see them both.
“Well, enough of that.” I approached Ixitt, looking at the field of Artificial Spires. “It looks like you’ve been putting our trade bounty to good use.”
“More than that.” He lashed his tail happily. “The prince paid a fee in blue, green and yellow for his tutelage, that for his wife as well. I put many of them to use. It has slowed the rate of construction somewhat, the amount of silver material and crystals we have removed from the upgrading Buildings, but that girl Miyu, with her Dances… she has more than offset the losses.” 
He gestured to the working Spires. “The rather impressive Ether Density here is yielding good results, your Silos shall fill nicely. And…” He glanced down, where a small red Etherite had formed. Picking it up, he handed it to me happily. “…as a side effect of the impromptu nature of these first and second generation devices, the Ether density around has indeed decreased slowly, and occasionally the overspill forms red or rarely orange Etherites.”
“Great. It sounds like you’ve done a fantastic job. I’ll have to thank Miyu as well. That reminds me… no, that’s for later. So, what’s under the tarp?” I asked, knowing the answer.
“Why, it is of course the aether-electric generator and converter.” He grinned triumphantly. “I did have to put the finishing touches to it at the Spring, where the ether density was high enough to support my Mortal Engineering.” He bowed to Shiro, who looked embarrassed. “Without your wonderful blessings, I doubt I would have been able to finish it so quickly, or so well. And the insights from such a wonderful experience have surely driven me to even greater heights.”
Curious, I checked Ixitt’s status, the first time for a while, and let out a low whistle. Yeah, no kidding.
Ixitt Raethe [Fae] [Flame Aspect]
[Material Statistics] 
Might             48 171 +15
Fortitude        40 172 +15
Intellect        161 481 +15
Resilience     107 294 +15
Alacrity          92 254 +15
Precision      101 249 +15
Aether          556 1067 +15
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune              5 7 +0
Majesty                 2 +0
Charm
League               4 6 +0
Determination  8 12 +0
Foresight           3 5 +0
Fate                       2 +0
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills] 
Silver Cord Rank 1 Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 4 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 3 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Aether Conversion Rank 2 Powerful (4) Principle (7)
[Elemental Skills]
Flame Manipulation Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Practical Skills]  
Ether Crafting Rank 5 Rank 7 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Dvergr Techniques Rank 2 Rank 4 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Alchemy Rank 4 Rank 6 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Faecraft Rank 5 Rank 6 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Mortal Engineering Rank 4 Rank 6 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Calculative Predictions Rank 1 Powerful (4) Artifice (6)
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spatial Perception Rank 1 Powerful (4) Rule (5)
Firearms Technique Rank 2 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
[Level]  0/5 15/15
[Classes] Master of Many Crafts 8/20 18/20
Technomancer 4/20
Flame Fae 3/10
[Mastered Classes] Fae-Crafter 10/10

“Damn, you’ve really powered up.” I had to laugh as his tail lashed proudly.
“Indeed I have. Serving as your Mortal Engineer is certainly satisfying, and walking the mortal world has confirmed many of my theories, yet given rise to just as many more hypotheses.”
Well, Firearms Technique is self-explanatory. Some of the others…
Calculative Predictions Rank 1 – This Skill increases the ability of the bearer to perform complicated mathematics in areas of Natural Law, such as material stressors, gravity, propulsion, and other aspects of Physics and Chemistry. It allows a limited predictive model to be created to test theories and applications of the Sciences mentally, though this is limited by the knowledge the bearer already possesses. [Class: Powerful] [Type: Artifice]
Aether Conversion Rank 1 – This Skill increases the effectiveness of converting Aether into ???????? forms and the reverse. Conversion of Aether to Elemental forms such as the classic Four Elements and their Composites and the reverse is further increased. [Class: Powerful] [Type: Principle]

“Damn, that Aether Conversion Skill is awesome. I could really use that one myself. In fact, all of you girls need it too.” My eyes were likely sparkling at the thought of that Skill, as it was the missing piece in utilising a lot of my abilities effectively. “How did you train for that?”
“My experiments have led to me performing a lot of trials on various elements, breaking them down to the fundamentals. Originally I planned some sort of water turbine, like you mortals use to generate electricity, or perhaps some style of heat exchanger using flame element. I even considered the simplest, most elegant solution.” He smiled. “A pair of small Gates, such as the Ring Gates, and a perpetually falling mass, pulling on some sort of wheel, creating electricity. Though that ran into numerous problems, not least the difficulty obtaining suitable spatial element, the chains kept being severed, and…” As he rattled on, delighted to be able to talk about such things, I checked his new Class as well.
Technomancer – This Class is gained by crossing many bottlenecks in the Crafting Arts, as well as a deep understanding of both the Spiritual sources of power and the Material ones. Aether is greatly increased and Skills to control it are enhanced substantially. Affinity to Earth, Water, Flame and Wind Elements increase, as does affinity for their Composite Elements. Affinity to Lightning Element significantly increases in addition to this. Devices utilising Aether and electricity in conjunction are easier to create and have higher efficiency. Understanding of other Material forces such as the nuclear forces are increased.

Okay. Yes, that’s an awesome Class, and I’m proud of him. But that’s one hell of a dangerous class too… With that sort of skillset, he could start making nuclear weapons, probably!
“…so yes, in the end, the princess brought me the key to success. It is rather inefficient using intermediate steps. After all… entropy.” He grinned toothily. “Each time you convert or include a new stage, the efficiency drops. I had never considered such before visiting the mortal world. Perhaps… perhaps the Unseelie were the entropy of the Seelie. A sobering thought.” He paused. “Where was I? Oh yes. Well, the princess has now mastered lightning element, which is electricity, though the spiritual aspects do complicate matters. Happily, after she finished taking what she needed from the thunderbird blood, there was some material left over for me to play with. Of course, Bjarki did take a lot of it, but… there was enough for my purposes. Now… with help from the princess, I was able to create a wonder.”
“A wonder?” Eri asked, her eyes spinning from trying to keep up with his excited ranting, and Natsumi was likewise flummoxed. Motoko was of course too polite to show her confusion, and Shiro was only half-listening, and Daiyu… well, she was interested, but seemed to know little of science.
“Yes. Behold!” Ixitt whipped off the tarp, to reveal a device made of a mixture of what looked like Dwarven steel, the silver material and crystals my Territory was made out of, and Kobold bluesteel. It resembled a silver shell like a snail had, though the spirals were ridged with thick bluesteel ropes. A number of spires jutted out of it, and they were topped by either strange purple crystals, looking a bit like Etherites, or clear transparent ones. My Eye flared, and I was surprised by what I saw.
Lightning Transforming Crystals [Item Class: Noble] [Item Type: Artifice] 
These crystals are made by combining Lightning Element-imbued material with powdered Etherite and a mixture of bluesteel and Territorial Silver. Aether is absorbed and converted to a weak Lightning Element.
Lightning Absorbing Crystals [Item Class: Noble] [Item Type: Artifice] 
These crystals are made by combining Lightning Element-infused materials with powdered Etherite and a mixture of Dwarven silver and Territorial Crystal. Lightning Element is absorbed and converted to Aether. It can also absorb Wind and Flame Elements, though at reduced efficiency.

Territorial Silver? Territorial Crystals? Even my Eye only gave question marks regarding such materials, though I expected it was whatever my Buildings were made out of, since that was a material Ixitt was often extracting.
“So, impressed?” Ixitt asked, and I had to nod.
“How does it work?”
“I am glad you asked!” As he rubbed his hands with glee, the girls and I exchanged glances. Yeah, this is going to be a long explanation, I can tell…
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“Simply put, we can use these to convert between lightning element and aether at will. That is spectacular enough, though I confess the lightning element generated is weak, a far cry from the power and fury the Queen, or even our princess commands.” Ixitt admitted, looking down for a moment before recovering his enthusiasm. “I would expect improvements in time, but for now…” 
He grinned, tapping the strange purple and transparent crystals. “The ambient ether density determines the amount of lightning element generated. In the lands of the Fae, it is higher than here, and while I need to run further tests in your Territory, as well as outside of it, in ether-poor areas, I believe it is a linear equation. The higher the ether, the more lightning is generated.”
“Makes sense.” I agreed. “But there are two problems I see.”
“Yes, and fortunately the first one is easily solved. I have been widely studying when I visit the mortal world. I am grateful you seldom restrict me, and only call upon me when I am needed, such as the recent battles.” He laughed, his good humour evident. “With access to the internet, many books, and also a wide array of like-minded correspondents, I have easily created a metal that changes the lighting element, by stripping out the spiritual aspect to the lightning, only pure, comprehendible power remains. And better still…”
He slapped the silver dome. “…with powdered Etherites added to the bluesteel, and careful intent while alloying it, I have created bluesteel that can retain electricity, like a true battery. In fact…” His grin was now nearly blinding. “I do believe that compared to these lithium-ion batteries you mortals often use, these bluesteel-Etherite batteries, as I call them, have a significantly higher ability to retain electricity. Bluesteel is as dense as aluminium, so … well, if we measure by the litre, a lithium-ion battery is two and a half kilograms. The bluesteel-Etherite battery is around two point three kilograms. So it is a little lighter, and far less complex. But it is the ability to store and release energy where it exceeds it in every aspect.”
“Uh… I may be off-base here, but… if that’s the case, why do you even need to make anything else?” Shiro asked, scratching her head. “A better battery would basically take over the world. Everything pretty much uses batteries nowadays. Phones, Cars, Laptops…”
“Just how much better are we talking?” Eri asked. “It’s strange, I was answering questions on this sort of thing for my schoolwork earlier. Are we talking twice as good? More?”
“It depends on which Etherites are blended in during the process.” Ixitt smiled. “But as I have only used up to yellow, since we need our green and blue ones for Artificial Spires…” he paused.
“We will stick to by the litre, since it was the metric I used before. Consider the average, to be roughly six hundred and fifty Watt-hours, or around two hundred and forty Watt-hours per kilogram. Whereas the bluesteel-Etherite batteries, they can easily hold ten times that amount without any issues, and in my testing, I have even doubled that, though the efficiency of charging does drop noticeably much past two thousand five hundred Watt-hours per kilogram. Not that this is an issue, with the passive absorption.”
“Shit, Aki? Ten times? Ten times!” Shiro was stunned. “Wait, no, it’s too soon to be excited. There’s still other issues. What about throughput? How quickly can it release the energy?”
“It can discharge the entire amount in one go, should one wish it.” Ixitt smirked. “And before you raise concerns about having such a density of energy and the radiant heat…” Ixitt once more slapped his prided device. “…heat is an aspect the batteries can absorb, so much of the waste is recycled as electricity. I confess it not being at all efficient, entropy again, alas, but of the emitted heat, ninety percent is reabsorbed, though only around ten percent of that lost energy will be used to recharge the battery.”
“What about battery life?” Eri asked next. “I always hated it, having an old hand-me-down phone.” She looked mournful at the memory. “Not that I was particularly materialistic, or cared what others thought of me having one so out-of-date. But… the battery would barely last a few hours on a full charge. It was old.” 
“The battery does not degrade, as it is not a chemical process. It is applying spiritual laws to a purely physical process.” Ixitt proclaimed proudly.
“So, ten to twenty times the capacity, slightly less dense, better throughput, no degradation, and it even deals with the heat issue?” Shiro slumped down, flabbergasted. “Aki, forget whatever the hell you were planning! We are in the battery business now!”
As Ixitt laughed, explaining that the generator contained a significant amount of these batteries as well, so power could be saved while not being used, I pondered.
“No, there’s still several insurmountable issues. Firstly, the batteries are here. They haven’t been tested on the Material, so we can’t be sure any of this actually works there, and we can’t even get them there. Sure, we might be able to revolutionise my Territory, the lands of the Fae and more…” In fact, that’s worth doing in itself, right? Shaeula always does moan she wants mortal entertainment… it might not be impossible after all…
“Of course, I intend to vigorously work on these issues. I shall test it in the most ether-poor areas I can find. In addition, as for getting the batteries to the mortal realm, eventually, the two shall merge, correct? I believe then it shall be possible. But is there not a better way?”
Laverna’s Divine Favour. “Of course, that would work, but there are issues with that too. Firstly, the batteries would disappear when the blessing expires, which makes it useless. Secondly, relying on one person to move such a large amount of goods, even if we could, it would be too risky and problematic a supply chain.”
“Hmm, you are quite correct. I have ideas for a solution to the first issue, as for the second…”
“Well, putting that aside, could we even supply enough bluesteel and Etherites to create enough to supply Japanese industry? Our mines are producing well, but as for the Etherites…”
“All good questions. However, it seems that the hills around the Spring have a number of suitable mines. If managed carefully, they could provide significant rewards. There are likely many more in the mountains in your land here in the Boundary. We would need workers but…” Ixitt suggested.
“Etherites are the bottleneck. Just how many went into this generator and all the batteries?” I asked.
“Three yellow, and quite a number of orange and red ones. Though I expect efficiency to rise. And perhaps…” He grinned, pointing to the field of Artificial Spires. “…it is likely possible to create our own Etherites. Currently they are a side-effect of the process of drawing in Ether, but could this be extracted and streamlined, I believe we can create a facility to create Etherites as well. Certainly up to yellow, perhaps even green.”
“So, let me get this straight.” Shiro pointed out the obvious, and Eri was running the numbers too, looking pale. Motoko and Natsumi had the same response.
“You can make an Artificial Spire with a green Etherite, right? That pulls in ether. You then use that ether to eventually make another Spire. Now you have two pulling in ether, so you can make a third Spire twice as fast. Shit, isn’t this an infinite loop of ether? Wouldn’t you be able to do anything that way?”
“I wish that was the case.” Ixitt sighed. “Alas, the Artificial Spires are currently crude imitations of the perfection of the true Spires you who are blessed by the Gods can create. If we had forests of these, then the ether density around us would wither away, and it would cause issues akin to the overabundance we have in Kyoto.”
“Yeah, but… you’ll improve them in time, right? And we want to lower the density here, and in a lot of other places, like China, don't we? To buy us more time before the Boundary pops?” Shiro persisted.
“True.” I agreed. “For now, it’s beneficial for us. Again though, there are too many problems. But…”
“Problems can be solved.” Ixitt grinned. “I have run calculations, and this generator here, were it to be sited in your Territory on land you own, at the current ether density, would be able to generate a constant two to three megawatts. As the density increases, this would no doubt rise. I believe you are already working on the Ether Density Anchor Spire? I can check your build queues due to the fact I am one of your Chosen Heroes, after all.” he snickered.
“And if I was to Rank the Territory up to Four…” That alone would massively spike the density. “It can already theoretically replace a wind turbine, and it’s a hell of a lot smaller and easier to manage. It doesn’t have to worry about days without wind, or without sun for solar, no polluting emissions… it can store power that isn’t being used…” My mind was struggling to process it. I could feel my Resilience fighting its second losing battle of the day. “Hang on…” My Split Thoughts were running calculations, and all my Intellect was screaming at me there was a solution, at least for the generators, if not the batteries.
“Shiro, can you give me a buff?” I asked.
“Sure. I was going to before we started fighting, anyway.” she agreed.
“Don’t do the general one just now.” I warned her, and she looked puzzled, so I explained. “I’m confident I’m strong enough to handle Kyoto right now without it, and I want to test duration. So, just give me the specifics on something I want to test. Hmm, let’s go for Kin Bonding And Restoration.”
“Fascinating. I do so love that my master has an experimental mind. I trust you will clue me in on these experiments?” Ixitt asked, tail lashing again in his excitement.
“Of course. Now…” As Shiro raised a hand and sent a surge of aether into me, I felt it pour into my Bonds. Suddenly it was as if my head was splitting, and it wasn’t just me. Shiro, Eri, Motoko and Natsumi were all affected. Eri was writhing around in agony, her cat ears and tail standing up, her eyes wide. Shiro doubled over, clutching at her head, and Motoko and Natsumi were hugging each other, pale faces twisted into an expression of pain. This… this isn’t comfortable…
The Lovers’ Link within my Skill had obviously suddenly strengthened too, and was affecting those who were bonded to me, Daiyu and Ixitt looking on, puzzled. In addition, the spirit-lights around me were moving erratically, the aether I was giving them suddenly spiking. Ugh, so tiring, but…
Some of the smaller lights, weaselkin who had perished during the Kyoto battle, suddenly drank deeply from my stocks and vanished. With my Eye I could see their departure, and they chose to be reborn beside Shaeula, which made sense. Well, only the weakest ones were filled instantly…
“That was sure something…” Shiro grumbled, recovering first, rubbing at her temples. “It always seems to be painful with you, Aki. I bet my weekend will be as well.” She winked. “I hear the first time hurts a lot.”
“Don’t be crude.” Eri sighed, from where she was lying on the floor. “If it bothers you that much, Ether Healing can take away the sting. I don’t recommend it though. These two didn’t.”
As the sudden expanding of the Skill settled, I sent a silent prayer to Hinata, Shaeula and Hyacinth. Hoping they hadn’t suffered too greatly from the sudden pain, I observed the almost amused bobbing of Ginneka’s spirit-light. It was still quite a long way from restoration, as I had been starving it of aether up until she had helped Eri, but now it was filling at a far more rapid rate, I could see her return being sooner than anticipated. 
Well, that’s for another time. Tsukiko-san’s light too was drinking aether in at a faster rate, though I couldn’t yet get any clue to her emotions or thoughts, so recently was she deceased.
Helping up Eri, and giving my girls some Ether Healing to remove the lingering pain, I noticed that the girls seemed to be moving faster and more elegantly than before. Checking the description of my Ranked up Skill, which had temporarily been elevated past the first bottleneck, I noticed that it also seemed to have a knock-on effect on Lovers' Link, temporarily strengthening the effect of it within the girls, perhaps due to the way I had been buffed. Damn, that’s quite a stat boost considering my stats are growing all the time, even one or two extra percent from such a buff matters…
Obviously there were other benefits, such as the faster rate of Restoration, but for now that wasn’t important. “All right then. We’ve learned that you can buff Unique Skills, that’s good to know. For now though, we might as well get to training. Got to grind those Levels when we can. We’ll keep an eye out for any Etherites as well.”
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“There’s another one there!” I pointed out, and Motoko and Natsumi nodded, both nocking arrows to the bows they had. In addition to Bjarki and his Dwarves making them weapons, it seems Ulfuric has gifted them some. I guess I’ll have to thank him. 
The fleeing creature, looking like a hunched-over monkey wearing human clothes and a baleful, fang-filled grin, the teeth stained with blood and rotten flesh, staggered as an arrow struck it low in the back of the thigh. It let out a roaring howl, but it was to no avail, as having learned from our last few encounters, I had called upon wind energies, preventing the cry from alerting more of its foul brethren. A second arrow pierced it below the ribs, and dark-smelling blood scattered.
“I shall finish it!” Daiyu declared, darting in on light feet, her stance elegant. “Jade Yang Stance. Crushing Palms!” Her strikes landed true, and the limping monkey fell, neck snapped.
“Not bad.” I praised them. “These damn Sarugami sure are everywhere now.”
As we had pressed on into Kyoto away from Haru-san’s Territory, we had passed numerous shrines that had been destroyed by the Chinese Chosen. We had found a few survivors who had returned to the defiled places, spiritual beings and lesser Kami, and after some discussion they had agreed reluctantly to leave their shrines and temples for now, and seek shelter with Haru-san, or up at Kinkaku-ji. 
Sadly, as we pushed on even further, fighting off a couple of attacks from the large bird Yōkai that lived on the hills outside Kyoto, collecting a few more bundles of feathers and other materials from their corpses, once we passed the ruins of Mibu-dera, south of Nijo Castle, we ran into packs of these aggravating monkey Yōkai, which my Eye identified as Sarugami.
“It’s a shame these aren’t part of the Night Parade.” Shiro observed, as another pair of the monkeys appeared from around a ruined building. One was holding a bloody scythe, while the second placed his hands on the ground, earth element surging, and the stone turned to foul-smelling mud which was hurled towards us in a disgusting wave, the monkey grinning evilly, fangs showing.
“More of the shit-throwing. Lovely.” Shiro cursed. Flame sparkled yellow and she unleashed a crashing wave of fire to meet the mud. The resulting explosion sent the foul-smelling smouldering muck everywhere, but I called forth more wind to deflect it.
“Thanks Aki. Fire isn’t so great against earth. And I don’t want to get any more of that crap on me…” The monkey reared back, an arrow in his eye, Motoko clenching her fist in delight at her great shot. Not wanting to be outdone, Natsumi put one in his throat, while Daiyu was leaping towards the second monkey. It ducked, swinging the inelegant scythe, but Daiyu pivoted gracefully, evading it by what looked like a mere hair's breadth, but from my training with Ulfuric, I knew that was the sign of skill, not fortune.
“You take me to all the nicest places, Aki.” Shiro observed. “This is surely a highlight, having monkey demons constantly hurl what might as well be shit at us.”
“If you don’t want to be here, then you can go home!” Eri retorted, baiting her. She was concentrating on her own attacks, forming a laser of light that drilled into the monkey that had been pin-cushioned with arrows, dropping it, smoke rising from the hole bored in its skull.
“Well, I didn’t say that, did I?” Shiro countered, a third monkey that had wandered in suddenly surrounded by a bubble of flames. It screamed reflexively, which was a mistake, as fire seared down its throat, charring it from the inside until it burst into a spray of ether. “I’m just building up some sympathy so wherever we go at the weekend will be suitably impressive.”
“Motoko, shall we move into close quarters next?” Natsumi was saying. “I’ve watched them, and one-on-one I believe our skills should prevail.”
“We should not be arrogant, but… I believe we have adapted to the change in our status.” Motoko affirmed. “Spears though, not swords. I have no wish to get too close.”
“I could kill these stupid monkeys, if only my body obeyed me.” Eri mourned, so I patted her head.
“It’s fine. Working on your elemental Skills is just as important as your axe Skills. Besides, I’m not doing much either, am I?” I was focussed on support during our power-Levelling trip, but that was in part because all my concentration was on observing the effects of Shiro’s blessing from Anesidora, and the rate at which it was fading, and whether I could extend it by adding my own aether. My Eye is a godsend for this. 
“That’s because these trash-mob monkeys probably aren’t worth your time, right?” Shiro shrugged. “Come on Eri, cheer up. I know it’s a pain Aki can’t help you with your problems, but you’ll be fine in time, I’m sure.”
“I know. It’s just frustrating. Motoko and Natsumi will get stronger, and I’ll lose my advantage.” She watched as the two of them used their long spears to keep more Sarugami at bay. One was pierced in the gut, but with an angry howl grabbed the shaft Natsumi was holding. I made to move, but stopped as I saw her calm confidence. 
Releasing the shaft, she unsheathed the sword she carried and darted forwards, blade slicing deep into the monkey’s neck while it still struggled with the spear keeping it off balance. She then backed off and pulled out the spear, returning to her position next to the approving Motoko.
“That one Levelled you up again.” I praised, and Natsumi smiled brightly.
“That makes me wonder…” Shiro asked, thinking. “What would happen if you were Level-capped, then I used Anesidora’s blessing on Lovers’ Link? Would you be able to exceed your cap? Would the Levels go away when the buff wears off? Would something else happen?”
“I’ve been thinking about that myself.” I admitted, stopping another monkey from howling to alert his comrades, Eri striking it with a wave of darkness that seemed to confuse and disorient it, leaving it easy prey for Daiyu. “But it’s not something I want to mess with right now, not after the pain we felt with Kin Bonding.”
“Your call.” Shiro agreed, before sighing as another half-dozen of the Yōkai came scuttling in, clutching crude clubs and calling forth more torrents of disgusting mud. “Damn, no end to these bastards. Well, I guess I best go get my share of experience points…” As I watched Shiro join the other girls, flames flashing yellow as she burned a monkey, I grinned. At least everybody is getting plenty of gains…
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“If I never see another monkey again so long as I live I’ll be happy. Oh, wait, Yasu is at least close kin to them… a shame.” Shiro joked tiredly. She was helping Eri walk, her legs having stopped obeying her a little while ago. Beside me, Daiyu moved in contemplative silence, replaying the battles in her mind over and over again, looking for ways she could have done better, and Natsumi and Motoko were in high spirits, having gained a number of Levels.
“Yeah, but in the end they stopped coming. You all must have killed a hundred or so of them by then.” I agreed. “If there are more of them down to the south, I guess they might end up being a problem for Haru-san at some point, so we’ll check again tomorrow. I’ll actually be in Kyoto, so we can meet up there.”
“The funeral, huh?” Eri observed, and I had a complicated expression on my face.
“Yeah. Those who died, including Tsukiko-san. They want to do it quickly, since the situation in Kyoto is rather tense right now.” As we passed through the Ring Gate, we emerged back on the hill. “I should definitely be there. Not just because I’m effectively the frontrunner for the faithful right now, but because… well, I need to see it, feel it.”
“You’re not still blaming yourself, are you?” she pressed, and I shook my head.
“No, not really. I knew she could well die, which is why I took the precautions of making her eligible for Kin Bonding. I can accept this outcome. It doesn’t stop me from wishing that I’d done better though. But a 'good enough' is still a win.”
“Hey, Aki’s learning. I’m impressed.” Shiro laughed, only to stop as we came face to face with most of our trainees, who were waiting for us despite the late hour, Hyacinth grinning broadly. So, what’s going on here then?






  
  Three Hundred And Forty-Four


On seeing the group gathered, I asked Hyacinth what was up. 
“Akio, they have sooomething to tell you.” Hyacinth pushed forwards two girls, one of which was Kana, and the other, the small, quiet dark-skinned girl Hotene-san, who was trembling a little. On seeing that, Haru-san, who was also mixed into the group, smiled a little and released a touch of soothing gold-tinged indigo light, which washed over the girl, calming her tremors.
“I see.” I could use my Eye to find out, but considering the triumphant, if embarrassed, expression on Kana’s face, I believed I knew the answer, and it would only be fair to let them have their moment of bragging. “Well, I’m all ears.”
Behind me, Eri nodded at Kana, and with that approval, she spoke. “Akio. I’ve done it!” She puffed out her decent chest proudly, her shrine maiden hakama almost seeming to glow. Behind the group I could see Shirohebi, and while it was often difficult to read the emotions of that androgynous snake, I was sure I could see pride in the way they were looking over her.
“Done what?” I asked, teasing, and she shook her head, laughing.
“That won’t work on me today, Akio! You know what! Thanks to Shirohebi’s guidance, as well as Hyacinth’s, and with the twins and Haru-chan helping us all out…” I see she’s much more friendly with Haru-san now too. Great. “… I finally managed to master earth element!” With that she raised her hand and the ground shivered, rocks lifting free and forming a long stone rod, which she grasped, arm trembling a little at the weight.
“And what about you, Hotene-san?” I asked the girl who we had saved from death in Kyoto.
“I…” Her expression was still gloomy, despite the success she had achieved. “I understood it. Earth is dark and cold and lonely, as dark as when I was blind, and as cold as when I thought I was going to die…” she explained, not what I was expecting. “…it can be as heavy as the weight of that darkness, and…”
“Hush now.” Haru-san soothed, striding forward and putting a hand on her head. Haru-san’s eyes narrowed as she connected her Telepathy, sharing the painful memories, releasing more of her Mind Healing Light. As Hotene-san started to relax, Haru-san glanced at me. “Can I take her away for now? She’s done enough. It was all a bit much for her.”
“That’s probably for the best. In fact, it’s quite late, so anyone who wants to head home can. But first… well done, Kana. I knew you had it in you!”
“Well, if Eri-chan or Aiko-chan can do it, there’s no way I can’t, or it’d make me pretty pathetic, considering my bloodline and spiritual gifts.”
“It definitely would.” Eri agreed, and Kana barked a laugh.
“You’re not supposed to agree with me there, but anyway…” She flung the staff she held, and with a shimmer of red energy, it shattered into a rain of needles, piercing the ground. “…I have to say, now I really feel special. My Eyes may be more important a talent, but this definitely feels more magical.” As her friends from school congratulated her again, I turned to Shiro.
“I guess I need you to work a little harder tonight. I need the general buff, and can you change my specific one to Adherence Manipulation?”
“I can, though I’m damn tired, you slavedriver.” Shiro shot back. “What about your experiments though, Aki?”
“I’ve been observing. I’ll try again another time to get more concrete data. But right now, Kana’s pulled it off, so…” I felt around the Favour from Kṣitigarbha, and another hypothesis was proven. Yeah, Kana’s got enough affinity for it to be given it successfully now. “…we have other priorities.”
Kana seemed nervous, as well she might, as this was a big decision that would set the course of her life from now on. “I’m going to borrow Kana now. Great work today, everyone! Go and get some rest and those of you who didn’t succeed, at least you’ve seen another couple of role-models to show it is possible!”
“All right then, we need to talk.” I pointed to the terrace on top of the Rhyming Tree.
“Akio, we should go too.” Motoko suggested. “It would not do for us to be too exhausted at Hanafubuki tomorrow, not after missing a day of schooling.”
“Yes. Kana-san, good luck. I’m a bit jealous, I admit!” Natsumi waved, and as I kissed the two girls goodbye then watched them depart, those of us that remained climbed the steps.
“Akio, may I ask, what happened earlier? Hyacinth felt very clooose to you, very happy, but looots of pain. Is there sooomething wrooong?” Hyacinth muttered as she joined us. Shirohebi was also following, an unusual occurrence. But it’s probably about Kana.
“No, we were just experimenting with Kin Bonding. I’m sorry if it hurt, we’ll be careful in the future, all right?”
“Hmm. I did nooot mind it. A little pain is nooothing really.” she shrugged, and before I could answer, Eri did.
“That’s not what you should say here. Even if you’re strong, Hyacinth, Akio doesn’t want to hurt us. What you should have said is something like 'I enjoyed being closer to you, we should try to reach that state without help.'”
“I never thought you’d be one to give advice to a rival, Eri-chan.” Kana smiled softly, taking a seat as we arrived at the top, looking out over my Territory. “When we first met, you were like an angry cat, puffing yourself up to appear larger and ward off your rivals, and any other girls around Akio.”
“I’ve changed. We’ve all changed.” Eri admitted, her cat-ears twitching in the breeze. “But Hyacinth… I guess I never saw her as a rival at all. She’s… well, I don’t think I could live with it if I didn’t give a little kindness, to let her be happy.” She paused to sniff, feigning irritation. “You, however, I could quite cheerfully see go elsewhere.”
“Really? I know you’re lying, Eri-chan.” Kana replied happily as the rest of us sat down. Asha then appeared, smiling broadly, and soon we were feasting on fruits from the orchard, washed down with fruity, sweet honey wine and mead. “But to protect your dignity, I’ll let you have this one.” Kana finished.
“Yeah, save your tsundere act for Aki. It’s wasted on another girl.” Shiro laughed. Beside us, Daiyu was sitting quietly, but Shiro was translating for her, via Tan.
“So, Akio, I… can I do it?” Kana asked, and I nodded.
“Yes. It looks like you can host the Divine Favour now.” I agreed, and she tensed up, before letting out a long sigh.
“Good. It’d be a shame if I went to all that effort and I wasn’t able to. Although…” She glanced at Shirohebi a touch guiltily. “…I suppose I could see it as devotion to my Kami. I’ve been a pretty disloyal and poor excuse for a shrine maiden up until now. Sorry about that.” She apologised, and Shirohebi shook their head.
“There isss nothing to concern yourssself with. Timesss have moved on, I underssstand thisss. But it doesss pleassse me to sssee your growing piety again. Perhapsss there isss hope your promisssesss ssshall be fulfilled, Akio.” The White Snake grinned, a surreal sight.
“Yeah, I promised. Your shrine will be magnificent once again, and we’ll get you genuine worshippers. Well, I’ll leave that to your family, Kana, since that seems to be the most respectful way, but of course, you have my full support.”
“Thanks.” she muttered in an embarrassed, mosquito-buzz voice. “Speaking of support…”
“Yes.” I agreed, meeting her gaze, my grey eyes serious. “Accepting the Divine Favour isn’t the same as this training. The Favours are priceless rarities, and if you take one, it means you are prepared to shoulder the burden in place of someone else. Worse, it means submitting to be my Vassal. I’ll be in control of a lot of your life from then on, Kana, so be sure you can live with that.”
“Sounds like a marriage proposal there.” She smiled slightly, and I snorted.
“You know it isn’t. Your love life isn’t for me to interfere with.”
“Though if Shaeula was here, she would be saying ‘It is only natural to secure such a powerful, grateful female, is it not-not?’” Eri mimicked, to laughter from Shiro and Hyacinth.
“She would. But… Kana, you have a lot of choices in your life. And you’re only young. There’s no need to rush.” Ignoring the glances everyone was giving Daiyu, who was frowning as Shiro translated, I shrugged. “So, are you prepared?”
“Of course I’m prepared. I always wanted to be special, valued, but without wanting to put in any of the work required for that.” Kana sighed, staring down into her half-empty cup of bright orange liquid. “I thought being beautiful was enough, that because I was the prettiest girl around, I was guaranteed success, when I found the right man to love me, dote on me and treat me right. Sometimes… I hate myself.”
“I get that.” Eri murmured. “I had almost exactly the same dream as you. Just it always had to be Akio. I’m not wrong in that… it does have to be Akio.” she insisted, as if to reassure me, which was damn cute. “…but being a childhood friend, or simply being beautiful… it’s not enough.”
“No kidding. Look around.” Kana sighed. “Now that your face is back to normal, Shiro, you’re like a marble sculpture. Even the Chinese girl here is stunning. Well, I’m not going to say I lose or anything trite like that, but this sure is a gathering of stunning beauties, and this isn’t even all of them. You certainly have a type, Akio.” She chuckled. “No, I want to be a person who loves herself, and to do that… I have to grow. I’m definitely going to learn how to control my Eyes Of The Shrine Maiden and learn Chirurgery. I can do that too, right?”
“Easier, I’d say.” I affirmed. “The extra power always helps.”
“That’s good to know. Maybe I’ll even go to the same university as your sister. I can be her junior, her kouhai, and we’ll be Chirurgeons together. I bet that’d be fun, Aiko-chan is full of energy and very cute.”
“Too much energy sometimes…” Eri muttered, earning more laughs.
“So, Akio.” Kana stood, before bowing deeply to me. “I’m probably going to burden you a lot. Even as a Chosen like you, I’ll be immature and need a lot of guidance and help. But… I’ll also do all I can to support your aims and goals.” She turned to Shirohebi. “You really don’t mind this? It feels disloyal.”
“There are Eight Million Kami, ssso the mythsss sssay. Believing in, even worssshipping more than one isss not a concern. No, asss long asss your heart truly ressspectsss the ssshrine, I ssshall be with you, and your adherence ssshall nourisssh me. Perhapsss asss a ssstronger being, you ssshall sssupport me all the more.”
“I’m glad. And thankful too. If my father and grandfather could hear me now, saying how much I love the shrine, and my abilities, after all these years of doing nothing but wishing we could just sell up and move to the heart of Tokyo, live the lives of the rich… I think they’d cry tears of joy.”
“Well, I can’t say I know you that well, but I remember making my own tough decision too. I guess you’ve grown up, girl.” Shiro suggested.
“Coming from someone Akio likes as much as you, Shiro, that means a lot. You do have that older sister vibe too.” Kana laughed.
“Older sister? Me? Seriously?”
“I don’t see it.” Eri snorted, and once more we laughed and toasted each other, before Daiyu asked if she could speak, so I translated for her.
“She says that this will be a hard path, as once you step onto it, there are no backwards steps, only a march through the endless future, overcoming hardships and enemies, until you stand at the top, and even then, there is always a higher mountain looming beyond. It can be lonely, aiming to be strong.” I think that’s your sadness speaking there, Daiyu. Well…
“Tell her this.” Kana looked at Daiyu seriously, honestly considering her words. “I know. I’ll do it, because I want to be proud of myself, what I’ve achieved. It may be a long road, and the mountains may be high, jagged and painful, but… it won’t be lonely. After all, aren’t we all climbing them together? If one person slips and falls, well, won’t someone else catch them? You too, Daiyu-chan. If you fall, Akio will catch you. Or Shiro. Or Shaeula. Maybe one day, I’ll have that strength…”
As I translated the reply, Daiyu’s eyes shot open, but she then smiled, slight, but enough so that everyone else could notice.
“Right then. Since you’ve made up your mind… Kana, are you ready?” I asked.
“Want me to take my clothes off again?” Her hands went to the front of her hakama, cloth rustling, but from her smile I could tell she was joking.
“No, I think I can manage.” I snorted.
“A shame. Well, there’s always another time.” Kana stood proud, waiting. “Akio, do it. Shirohebi, you girls… be my witnesses, to the rebirth of Izumi Kana! From this day forwards, I’m walking this road with you all!”
Yeah, from the day we’ve met, I’ve always seen something in Kana. I know Eri used to despise her, but that didn’t last long, as… yeah, it’s been said, but I think they have a surprising amount in common. I think both of them shine the more they push themselves. Kana to find a goal in life, Eri in trying to be more than just a girlfriend to me. Well, I’ll watch over them both. It’s the least I can do...
I worked the complicated skeins of aether and adherence, inserting Kṣitigarbha’s Earthen Womb within her Astral body, the Favour wrapped around her root Chakra and climbing up to where her womb was located in her Material body. As I started connecting it all up, Kana shivered, and she must have been feeling pain, as she was shedding silvery sweat, but she continued to smile, reassuring me she could handle it. 
Good girl. Well, in terms of compatibility, she’s got earth element, already had spiritual abilities, and Shirohebizumi shrine is a fertility shrine. It’s no wonder she has some aptitude…
“There.” I felt adherence flood from me, leaving me low. As it poured into Kana, becoming one with her, sealing the Favour inside her, I bit down my own sigh of relief. The adherence drain on my reserves has plummeted now I only have one Favour in hand. That buys me more time to find a suitable host for Laverna’s Favour, and I think that one is vitally important.
“I see.” Kana blinked back her tears. “That’s… very impressive.” She smiled, and I had amber letters scrolling across my vision, announcing that Kana had become my Vassal. “Well, there's no going back now. I’m under your control now. I just hope you don’t start giving me any inappropriate orders, I’d be simply helpless to refuse.” Her smile was pained but proud.
“I don’t bully Miyu, Haru-san or Kikuchi Shuta-san, do I?” I laughed. “Speaking of, was Miyu here tonight?”
“She was.” Hyacinth confirmed. “She did dance a looot, Akio. I enjoy looking at her, it reminds me ooof happier times, before… before the pain.” She sniffed. “Hyacinth likes her, she is gooooood.”
“I like her too.” Eri grinned. “Especially since she has little interest in men. I can breathe easily around her. Though that flashy fake ninja… she’s not quite right in the head, if you ask me. No way I’ll let her have your child Akio, you’re not some stud bull!”
“Yeah, I think she’ll grow out of that.” I laughed. “She’s certainly a character. I hope that other Ninjas aren’t like her.” Ninja, Onmyōji, Cultivators… I expect other countries that haven’t purged their ancient cultures have all sorts of shamans, witch-doctors, priests and cultists. I expect like the shrines they lost most of their power, but I would be naïve to believe that others won’t be leading them to regain lost glories…
“Well, how about another round of drinks to celebrate Kana’s ascension to the ranks of the Chosen? We can discuss your Territory location and details another time.” As she agreed, I turned to Shiro. “Oh, and next time Miyu comes to Dance, I want you to test the effectiveness of your buffs on her, and…”
As I outlined several more plans, Asha appeared with more drinks, and despite the likely late hour back in the Material, we continued to enjoy ourselves, the day having proved rather productive indeed….
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“If you’d like to lie down on the table, I’ll perform the Chirurgery.” I told the man who was a couple of years older than me. Behind me, Haru-san was taking notes, as was Hikawa-san, who was serving as my assistant today.
“Right. I hear it hurts?” the man asked, and I nodded.
“Yeah, but it’s not so much physical pain as it is spiritual. You’ll also have discomfort for a few days…” I explained this for the sixteenth time today. The prospective candidates for Laverna’s Favour had been brought to Tokyo, and after signing all the contracts and agreements we required from them, I had sought to check their compatibility. None had been successful though.
As the man under me groaned as I used my Chirurgery absent-mindedly, so skilled I could now do the basic work in my sleep, I considered the situation. These sixteen were amongst the strongest in terms of latent gifts remaining in their bloodlines, so Chirurgery should help wake those up. At the least, that’s useful for us long-term, and as we have them agreeing to aid us on both grounds of the faith and the new Ministry, they should be an asset we can leverage.
My work done, Haru-san showed the unsteady man out to a waiting room, where he could rest and recover, before he would be returned to his shrine out Osaka way. Hikawa-san let out a long sigh, looking down at his tablet. “So none of them were what you needed?” he asked, and I shook my head.
“No. What I’m looking for is quite specific, I’m afraid.” If it was elemental, we could probably raise affinity for it by teaching a suitable candidate the relevant elements, but this… well, with the adherence I’m collecting from Shiro, I can hold onto it for quite a while, so I can explore our options.
Remembering this morning, when I had finally repaired Shiro’s arm, I smiled to myself. She had been so happy she had thrown her arms around me in a hug, both of them, which had pushed her rather ample chest against mine, but she was too happy to notice for a while. When she did, she had turned so red I thought she would explode, and to cover up her embarrassment, she had swept me into a princess carry and mocked me for a while, while I let her, of course. Now it’s just the mass of scars and damage to her body and legs. It won’t be long now…
Haru-san returned, shutting the door behind her. “A shame.” she observed. “Well, we could move onto the other prospects, right?” she suggested, bringing up nineteen more names, who were rated B in likelihood, as far as we could guess.
“We can consider it. Getting them Chirurgery and signing the contracts is not a bad thing, but I have my doubts they’ll be what we need. Anyway, a lot of important people from the shrines and temples will be at the funeral later, so I’ll see if anybody there catches my eye. We can rule out some more names at least.”
“Oh yes, the funeral of the Lady Diviner. You’ll not take it too hard, I hope?” Hikawa-san asked softly, knowing how upset I was after the deaths of our trainees.
“I would, but… it wasn’t in vain.” I promised. “I’ll go, as I owe it to her, and also so that my resolve doesn’t waver. Besides, I wanted to talk to Yukiko-san again, I have something to discuss.”
“I still can’t get over how casually you talk to the Imperial Princess, our Priestess of Ise.” Hikawa-san mused. “You must have nerves of steel.”
“It’s not that.” Haru-san answered for me, with a laugh. “He’s just used to being surrounded by princesses. He’s gone numb to it.”
“You might be right.” I agreed. “It’s a shame you can’t be with me today, Haru-san, but you need to be at the Diet.”
“Yes, the legislation for the new Ministry is being passed today, assuming there’s no revolt by the Representatives. We aren’t giving it a name yet, as Ministry for Spiritual Matters seems rather odd, unless you are in the know. Some of the legislation is rather… troubling.” She pointed at me accusingly. “…the polygamy act most of all. You’re a sinful man, Akio-san!”
“Yes, and unrepentant too.” I admitted. “Hikawa-san, are you coming with me to the funeral?” I asked, and he said he was.
“Yes. I need to be there. If Uchida-sama isn’t capable of representing what was Susanoo at the funeral, I need to step up, for the sake of all our history. And if he is present, I’d like to support him. It isn’t like Conclave, where every shrine is sending representatives, but the major ones will be.”
“That’s fine then. I just hope that the funeral goes ahead without any trouble. Security in Kyoto is tight, but the protests and marches aren’t dying down. If anything, the populace is getting heated up more by China’s dismissive responses and our government attempting to be cautious.” 
Yeah, the last thing we want is any trouble at the funerals. I know that Abe-san asked if they could borrow Shaeula to use her befuddling winds as we discussed, to at least allow us to release some of the foreign nationals we are holding, those willing to cooperate, and I believe the same goes for the families of the dead… 
The Prime Minister was definitely troubled by such a means of compulsion, as was the Leader of the Opposition, but in the end it was agreed that those willing could swear by the winds, on a time-limited basis if they wished. I suppose compromise is important… but sometimes you have to go beyond that.
Remembering the scene at the Diet where Hinata and I had laid down the law to all those important people, I shook my head. Damn, I still can’t believe I blew up like that. But I suppose it’s for the best. Well, tomorrow I have the meeting with Hinata and Takatsukasa house, regarding her adoption. Then at the weekend I’m meeting Shiro’s allies to firm up our own cooperation. And the week after, it’s the trip to the UK… damn, my schedule is packed, just like always…
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“Iappreciate you making time for this.” Kudou-san had a sad expression on his face, the black suit and tie he was wearing completely at odds with his usual priestly attire. “I know things are hard for you, with a lot of things you must do, Akio-kun, but… I’m sure she would be happy, seeing you here.” 
He nodded at the coffin, where Tsukiko-san’s pristine corpse lay, dressed in a white kimono, her body surrounded by flowers that had been offered by the mourners at the wake. Since I had missed that, Kudou-san insisted I offer a flower, and I had placed a single white lily beside her uncovered face, which looked peaceful in death. Beside the coffin were several Buddhist priests from the previously neutral temples, chanting sutras and burning expensive incense.
“I hope so. But… this isn’t the end.” I avowed. “Just… a stepping-stone in her journey.”
“It pleases me to hear you say that, Akio-kun. Too much grief can crush a man, but the right amount can strengthen resolve and character. Besides… though she was scared, she never once shied away from her destined fate.”
“True.” Gin-san agreed, joining us, also in a mourning suit. “Well, Yasuhide-san, to think we’d all be gathered here like this, and so civilly as well. Wonders never cease.”
“True.” Kudou-san smiled. “But, if anyone would wish for our unity, it would have been Tsukiko-chan. Yes, I always saw her as one of my own, but… she was above factions, above everything but keeping the faith and Japan safe. And now… her calling has ended.”
“One calling.” Gin-san disagreed. “I do wonder what she will do with her new life.” He glanced at me, also smiling. “What do you think, Akio-kun?” He revelled in showing off his new closeness to me in front of his long-time rival, Kudou-san.
“I think it’s up to Tsukiko-san. But whatever she wants to do, I’ll support her. After all, she’s my kin.” I promised.
“That sounds like a proposal to me. Perhaps I should say something like 'I’ll never let you have my granddaughter', but… I entrust her to you, Akio-kun. I hope next time, she can live the life she couldn’t before.” Kudou-san sighed then. “Still, not everyone can know what we know. It is still an event filled with grief.”
I had to nod at that, even ignoring the joke Kudou-san made about marriage. Sure, I offered it, but only as a means to an end. Tsukiko-san… she can do as she sees fit when she returns. Though knowing her, I doubt she can completely give up on her duties to Tsukuyomi… well, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. The bigger issue currently was the two elderly people standing by the coffin, staring blankly into the still, composed face of their dead daughter.
“Do… do you want to speak to them?” Kudou-san asked, troubled. “I know you still feel responsible for her death, but you did all you could. Not even the Gods themselves are infallible, we know this. Besides…” A look of self-loathing crossed his wrinkled face as he considered them. “…they were very devout believers in the Gods. They rejoiced when their daughter, who they had very late in life, was found to have a gift, the full trust and blessing of Tsukuyomi. So they didn’t hesitate to encourage her to take up the role Tsukuyomi thrust upon her… from that day, not even they ever saw her face again, spoke their daughter’s name. And their time with her grew infrequent, until by the time Tsukiko-chan was ten… she never saw them at all, barring rare family events.”
That’s certainly harsh. I was distancing myself from my family up until recently, and even that felt a bit uncomfortable. But to be isolated from such a young age… “I’ll speak to them. Considering I was there at the end. And… I see regret in their faces. I think Tsukiko-san would like me to say something, try and console them. She was kind, and cared deeply for others.”
“Perhaps you are right.” Kudou-san agreed. “But she wouldn’t wish you to feel uncomfortable on her behalf…”
I shook my head. “When I made my resolve to accept her as kin, I accepted responsibility.” I repeated my earlier sentiments. “If you can excuse me.” I walked over towards them, noticing some of the other guests. Hikawa-san had travelled down with me, and he was now with an extraordinarily pale and hollow-cheeked Uchida-san, who was as white as the corpse in the coffin. We exchanged eye contact, and Hikawa-san shrugged, showing that he had the situation in hand. Looking away guiltily, I caught sight of Yukiko-san in a rich black mourning dress. She was talking to Bankei-san, who was conducting the funeral, as a monk of some renown and with ties to every original faction of faith.
There are other important people too. I recognised some from Conclave, the heads of major shrines from Kyoto, Tokyo and further afield. Even so, there were merely a hundred or so mourners, a far-cry from the throngs at Conclave, easily able to be accommodated by the calm, contemplative surroundings of Tsukuyomi-jinja.
“Excuse me.” I spoke politely, and the two elderly people turned, looking at me with a little curiosity. “You were the parents of Tsukiko-san, right?” I asked.
“Tsukiko-san…” the old woman muttered, despite her grey hair and wrinkled features, reminding me a little of her daughter. She would have been beautiful when she was young, I wager. “…that takes me back. Our child, our miracle under the moon…” Her words were soft, mournful.
“Her name was not to be spoken, she told us so. It seems strange, but what choice did we have? Our little girl, one we never thought we’d ever have… she told us. And when the Gods ask, we mortals listen. But now… to hear her name so casually… well, she has passed, gone to the arms of her God at last, so I hope…” her grieving father managed, wiping at his reddened eyes. “...even though we had little to do with our daughter, it still hurts to outlive her. We were old, it should have been her watching us as our souls are freed by the flames to find peace.”
“Were… were you close?” her mother asked, and I nodded.
“We were getting that way, certainly. We were working together for the good of Japan. It wasn’t just me though…” I signalled discretely to Yukiko-san, who at first shook her head, but I insisted, gesturing again. Biting down a sigh, the Imperial Princess walked over, before introducing herself casually.
“I am a friend of Tsukiko’s. She was my best friend, in fact. You can call me Yukiko.” She was wary of whether they would recognise her, but it seemed they didn’t.
“Yukiko-chan. I see. A nice young girl, it seems.” The father frowned. “Another to call her by her name. Did… did you do that while she was still alive? Did she like it? Did it make her feel human again?” He rattled off his questions, his wife nodding beside him. The scent of incense was in the air, and the gentle chants of the monks, making the situation feel a bit surreal, otherworldly.
Yukiko-san looked at me, surprised by the questions, before deciding to throw it all to me. “Actually, Akio-san here was the first to call her by her name. He said that she needed to be more than just the Diviner, that Matsumuro Tsukiko mattered just as much.”
I did say something like that, didn’t I? Damn, I can be pretentious at times. “She did get quite angry with me at the time.” I admitted, trying to turn it into a light story, one to soothe, at least a little, the grief her parents must be feeling. “But I talked her round, and in the end, I think she’d got used to having a name again.”
“That’s nice.” Tsukiko-san's mother responded, her voice cracking. She cast a glance at the cold, still body of her daughter. “Our Tsukiko. We named her after the moon, as the night she was born had the most gorgeous full moon hanging in the sky. To think, just like the full moon, she was ephemeral, vanishing ahead of us, her light extinguished.”
Yukiko-san looked uncomfortable with their grief. “At the end… Akio-san here was with her.”
I glanced at her, my eyes asking what she meant by telling them that, but she was urging me to console them further. Holding in a sigh, I nodded. “Indeed. I was there as she passed. She had regrets, certainly, but until the very end, she carried out what she believed was her duty.”
“Kudou-sama has told us a little about her death.” the old man's words were barely a whisper. “That she never backed down, not yielding to evil that was blasphemy to the Gods, and a danger to Japan. We know… it has something to do with the tragic deaths of so many in Kyoto. Not the details, but…”
“Our daughter was a quiet child. Until the time came when Tsukuyomi blessed her. But she would never have stood silent when evil threatened the land.” her mother affirmed. “So, in the end… she was satisfied? I pray so, that her soul might find peace in Tsukuyomi’s embrace.”
Yukiko-san and I exchanged looks. She knows as well as I that her spirit isn’t in the embrace of any God, but… instinctively, I flared my Eye a little, able to see the ghostly spirit-light of Tsukiko-san floating amidst a number of weaselkin, the bright light of Ginneka and the dimmer, orbiting moon of Kinneka around her, also joining the constellation only I and Shaeula could see. She’s still here with me. And in time… 
“Is that… a blessing of the Gods?” the old man asked, gasping at the light, and I nodded.
“It is. It allows me to see that which is otherwise unseen. So I know… Tsukiko-san ended up where she wanted to be. In the end, her last smile was happy.” I resisted the urge to touch my lips, remembering the fleeting kiss she had forced upon me as her Astral body disintegrated. I wanted to tell them that Tsukiko-san would return in time, snatched from death, but I didn’t have the words, nor did I know if it was a good idea. Seeing my confusion, Yukiko-san was similarly stressed, until Kudou-san came to our rescue.
“I believe Bankei wishes to start the funeral.” he informed us, and indeed, the priests were now prepared. “We can talk later, reminisce about the good times. And talk… about the future.”
“Future?” Tsukiko-san’s mother asked. “What future can there be now our daughter has passed on?”
“That’s for later. Now…” he nodded respectfully to Bankei-san. “…we celebrate her life and the manner of her death, and may the Gods hear all about it.”
“Won’t she tell them herself? Surely she will be in Tengoku, eternally rewarded for her deeds and sacrifices in life?” her father protested. Kudou-san merely smiled mysteriously, meeting my eyes, and as Bankei-san began the service, I found myself listening to his praise of her devotion and piety, and the new name she was given in death, so as to not call back her dead soul by calling her true name, was the longest I had ever heard, signifying the respect Bankei-san and the other priests held her in. 
If only it was as easy as religion would have us believe, that a name could recall the spirits of the slain. If so, then many of those who died in Kyoto could be reborn. Alas, life is seldom so kind…


      [image: image-placeholder]
“I insist. My wife and I are old, and we have no other family left. Besides… I know our daughter looked on you as a father figure, Kudou-sama.” After the funeral, we had all offered more beautiful flowers to Tsukiko-san, and her coffin was overflowing with gorgeous white petals as it was sealed shut. We had then travelled across Kyoto to a crematorium, where the coffin had been burned, along with her body.
Seeing the look of horror on Yukiko-san’s face had shocked me. When she asked me hurriedly if Tsukiko-san needed her body to return, I understood though. I had consoled her by pointing out that Haru-san had no body but managed just fine with one from a Throne. Really, she should already know that, I think the occasion is getting to her. Which is understandable. Funerals of those you love are never easy. We had briefly discussed my plans for Tsukiko-san when she returned, or rather, my lack of them, as I was planning to allow Tsukiko-san to choose her path in life from this point onwards, but it seemed all that had been forgotten in Yukiko-san’s grief.
“Very well, I would be honoured to aid with the kotsuage, but… I believe that Akio-kun and … Yukiko-chan…” Kudou-san grinned over the name, as she was keeping her status as the Princess secret, causing her to look away, face pink. “…should be allowed to assist us as well. After all, your daughter opened up her heart to them as she did to few others. Besides…” He smiled wickedly, as he picked up a pair of ornamental metal chopsticks. “…Akio-kun here holds your hope of seeing your daughter again.”
He went and said it! I mean, they are obviously devout believers, and know of Tsukiko-san’s powers at the least, so I understand it’s not a large risk, but… I exchanged a glance with Yukiko-san, who sighed. “Just tell them. It’s cruel not to, letting them think that Tsukiko is in Tengoku.”
“She’s not?” They gasped, and her mother teared up. “Surely… surely her good deeds would have prevented her fall to Yomi? Are the Gods so cruel? Kudou-sama, please tell us that isn’t true!” she begged, while her husband looked on, stony-faced.
At that, Yukiko-san looked mortified, her face pale. “No, that’s not what I meant…” She bit at her lip, pulling on her long braid in frustration.
“Calm down. How could our noble Lady Diviner suffer such a fate?” Kudou-sama assured them. “No, what I wished to say is, Tsukiko-chan had her final vision, knowing her death was to come. However, it would be more than just a death, but a cessation of her whole being.”
“No! That’s simply too cruel!” her mother cried, but Kudou-san continued.
“Seeing this, she entrusted the duties she carried to Akio-kun here.” He slapped me on the back. “Who was determined to turn aside her grim fate. So, at the end, after many struggles, she passed peacefully, her soul free to go where it willed.” His smile was kind, with a hint of melancholy. “Her soul decided not to go to Tengoku, but instead…” He stared at me, and I realised I had to continue.
“Her spirit is with me. Waiting, strengthening herself, until the day she can live again.” I promised.
“But… that’s impossible.” her father argued, and I nodded.
“I know. I’d have thought so too, a few months ago. But… hasn’t Tsukiko-san been giving true prophecies and visions from a very young age? I have other gifts. Those close to me, who I’ve shared a bond with, I can preserve their spirits, nurture them and eventually allow them to walk the Earth again.” Kudou-san wouldn’t be telling them this if they couldn’t be trusted. Well, the world at large didn’t know about Tsukiko-san’s powers, if they did, then it would have revolutionised science and religion…
“That… that is the power of the Gods! Surely it isn’t possible.”
“It is.” Yukiko-san spoke up suddenly. “I’ve met another he has helped that way. She was murdered, her body destroyed, yet she is as real as you or I. As for the power of the Gods, is it any more unbelievable than the gift your daughter had? Predicting the future is something science says is impossible, yet she could do it.”
Letting my Eye glow a little, I pointed to the spirit-light. “She’s there. You can’t see her, but she’s content, peacefully resting. I don’t know how long it’ll take to restore her, but I promised her she’d be free to choose her own path, free from her burdens.” I paused, thinking. “I hope that this time, you can treat her as a daughter, not as some servant of the Gods. In the end, all she wished for was to have experienced life, love, happiness, the same as anyone else. She was proud of what she had accomplished, but wanted to be a normal woman too.” I resisted the urge to touch my lips yet again.
“She’s… here?” Her mother reached out timidly, completely in the wrong place.
“Excuse me.” I apologised, taking her hand, and letting it touch the spirit-light, which passed through her.
“I… I felt something, I think.” she whispered, and her husband stretched out a hand. After some time guiding them, letting them cry, I looked at Yukiko-san, who was smiling gently, and a touch condescendingly, I felt.
“You really are a kind man. But I’m curious. She wanted to experience love, you say? I notice your hand keeps trying to touch your lips. Did something happen?”
At that, everyone tensed. “Well, in the end, we shared a kiss as I held her in my arms.” I admitted. “It was chaste, just a fleeting touch of lips.”
“Wait, you said her last thoughts were of me…” Yukiko-san accused me, and I nodded.
“They were. That… she beat you to a kiss.” I muttered, and Yukiko-san turned scarlet, irritated.
“How rude! In the end… I guess, if she had time to make such jokes… she must have been at peace, or at least not terrified.” Her eyes misted up behind her glasses.
“A kiss? So, our daughter found some morsel of normal happiness in the end? In that case…” her parents exchanged glances.
“Yes.” Tsukiko-san’s mother said, understanding. “As our daughter’s man, I think it is only right for you to assist with the kotsuage.” She handed me some metal chopsticks. “So… if… what you say is true, and one day our daughter lives again, will you… will you and our Tsukiko be together?”
“That’s a good question.” Kudou-san laughed. “He has quite a lot of women, you know…” As we all began ferrying the bones and ashes of Tsukiko’s cremated body into the ceremonial urn, he lightened the sober mood by poking fun at me, horrifying Tsukiko-san’s parents, who he had half-convinced I was some sort of philanderer who had ensnared their daughter. Even Yukiko-san criticised me, at least for a while, until she finally reassured them with a sigh that if Tsukiko-san and I did ever get together, I’d make her happy, just like the others. Well, that was awkward. But… The grim, dour mood of the funeral had lightened a little, so I supposed I could take being the object of their teasing.
The crematorium was largely empty, only us and a pair of monks under Bankei-san remaining for this solemn ceremony for the family, so as we made sure the bones were properly collected, it was only me who could hear a disturbance outside. Soon though Yukiko-san could hear it, and as we were finishing up, the fragments of the skull being gathered by Tsukiko’s mother and father, as was proper, now we all could hear.
“… Chinese out of Japan!”
“… means war! The dead demand justice!”
“… even now, funerals for the dead! How many more until the government acts!”
“… time for Japan to have a proper army!”
“Protests. What unfortunate timing.” Kudou-san sighed. “I suppose it’s understandable, Kyoto has been rocked by the disaster, so there are many who have lost friends, loved ones, people they worked with… even so…” He looked worried for Tsukiko-san’s parents, especially as the noise outside wasn’t diminishing.
“I’ll go handle it.” I suggested, and Yukiko-san looked at me in surprise. “Well, you can’t, can you?” I smiled slightly. “You’re a bit too famous for that.” At that Tsukiko-san’s parents seemed confused, as if trying to place her.
“Are you sure? They’ll get bored and go elsewhere soon enough, and I believe you’re trying to keep a low profile too, Akio-kun.” Kudou-san suggested.
“I’m hardly going to draw too much attention to myself. But I won’t have Tsukiko-san’s funeral marred by these damn protests. Not when she fought so hard.” With that I strode outside the crematorium, to where perhaps two or three thousand locals had gathered, as well as a small Kyoto TV crew that was covering the march. On seeing me the crowd continued their chants. Right, that’s it. I’m pretty annoyed, and if I’ve learned one thing from Hinata and the mess with the nobility, it’s nothing good comes from backing down and accepting things too easily.
“Excuse me.” I called loudly to the mob. “We’re having a funeral here, and you’re disrupting it. I understand your right to protest, but can you do it elsewhere? That’s only good manners.”
“Good manners!” A man, roughly the same age as my father, stepped out of the crowd, seeming to be the leader. “Was it good manners when the Chinese invaded our shores unopposed and killed nearly a thousand of our citizens? Was it?” he spat, eyes bulging, and others in the crowd agreed with him, while the camera crew continued to film.
“Oh, so you want to abandon what makes us Japanese because of that then?” I replied, keeping my tone polite, but there was a hint of ice and steel within. “I’m Japanese, I understand the anger, the frustration, the need for justice…” More than you know or could understand. “…but can’t you understand, the grief you feel is the grief we all feel, the grief the parents who lost their only daughter within here feel. Please don’t make it any worse.” I addressed the mob, my Charm and Majesty shining, reinforced by a little League.
The man faltered, as did the crowd, falling silent for a moment, before the chants started up again, though they were more sporadic. As the leader looked confused, the crew came over, the reporter, a young man perhaps my age, with shaggy brown hair and black-framed glasses, holding out a microphone to me. “Excuse me, may I ask you a few questions? For the viewers here in Kyoto.” He looked at the leader of the march, who nodded.
“That depends. Like I said, I’m at a funeral…”
“I won’t detain you long. You were right to chide us for our bad manners. But even so, the anger of the people is just. So, this funeral… it seems early, but… is it one of the dead from these two incidents of blatant Chinese aggression and warmongering?”
Leading question much? Well, damn, he’s got good instincts. “As it happens, yes it is.”
“I see. You mentioned a daughter. Not yours, I’m assuming? So, was she a friend, a lover, something else?”
“A very dear friend, who didn’t deserve to die the way she did.” I affirmed. “So please don’t pry, give the family some time to grieve and move this march on.” At my words, Charm and Majesty strongly urging them to listen, some on the fringes began to move away in small groups.
“No, we understand.” The reporter gestured to the leader of the protest march for patience, and I realised the reporters here were the true driving force. Trying to get a scoop at the expense of the people’s anger and emotions. Not cool.
“But… don’t you feel angry… sorry, I didn’t catch your name, sir.” he persisted.
“My name isn’t relevant.” I shrugged. “Of course I’m angry and sad, and grieving.”
“Well then, aren’t you ashamed of the pathetic response of our government, clearly scared of the Chinese, despite them not once, but if rumours are to be believed, twice, causing a tragedy, and the government even tried to cover up this with laughable lies about a suicide cult.” He pressed me triumphantly. “Your precious friend is killed, and not only has China not even accepted responsibility, their response is threatening and mocking! Doesn’t your heart cry out for justice against those that killed your cherished friend?”
My fists clenched at that. Damn right I want justice against that fucking golden-eyed piece of shit. All I did was destroy a clone, sure I probably hurt it a bit with that, but… well, next time I will destroy it. And not just for Tsukiko-san, but Yukiko-san too. Well, I guess Shiro will be helping me, if Tsukiko-san was right. Well, I’m sure she is…
“I do. But…” I let a little more League leak out. Unsealing my full presence against a mob of ordinary people like this wasn’t wise, but I wanted them to be overwhelmed by me. “…the government should be given time to formulate a response. If we act hastily… the last thing we want is war, imagine it. Bombs falling on our cities again, the numbers of the dead dwarfing the deaths here. Children orphaned, widows wailing, brothers clutching their dying sisters…” Ugh, too real an image, it makes me angry. 
“So you say we should do nothing, let China get away with it?” The reporter asked triumphantly, though he was sweating a bit as my words hammered into him. “Then what about the next time, and the time after? War might come whether we want it or not…”
“No. I have faith in the government, that the Prime Minister will keep a cool head. And that the Opposition won’t play politics on this, putting gain above lives.” I wonder if they’ll see this interview. They’d be shocked, I bet. It’s a local Kyoto TV station, so I doubt it. 
“I understand why you want to strike back. The girl here, Tsukiko-san…” I said her name, wanting to affirm she was herself, had existed. “…she didn’t want to die, but in the end, she fought bravely… so I’m told.” I added, since obviously I wouldn’t have been here to see it. “Perhaps some survived who otherwise wouldn’t, due to her actions, and the actions of the others who also died heroically. I would ask you all this…”
I flexed my League, and for a moment everyone was captured, looking at me intently. “…don’t be hasty, don’t put their bravery, Tsukiko-san’s bravery, to shame, throwing mud on their deaths. Trust me, vengeance is coming, justice is coming, but it can’t be at the cost of more lives, more happiness. I don’t want anyone else to feel the grief I feel, that the others who lost people feel.”
“Well… uh, well said.” The reporter was rather flummoxed. “So, do… you have any ideas of what you’d like to happen, if not an aggressive response to China?”
“I’d like the government to be calm, measured, think things through. The thing about justice is, it needs to be just. It won’t be served by being reckless and risking the lives of our citizens and soldiers. And revenge… well, there’s a saying in the West. It’s a dish best served cold.” 
“I see. But not everyone feels that way. They want to see action now.” he gestured, and the remaining crowd, which had shrunk noticeably, shouted their agreement.
“I understand that. Obviously the quicker we seek redress, justice, the better. But I…” I drew their attention again. “…am not prepared to lose anything else in exchange, see any more grief. So please. By all means, show your anger, but… let the experts do their thing, search for the best outcome. It’s only been a few days. Give the government time, and I’m sure they can take action that will satisfy you. They’d better.” I warned firmly, getting a few laughs from the mob.
“I see. It’s certainly been refreshing to get a perspective from someone who has suffered loss from the invasion.” the reporter replied, a bit overwhelmed by my stat-boosted charisma. “So…”
“If you could move on now, please?” I asked the remaining protesters. “I want to escort the grieving parents out, they don’t want to see this.”
“That’s understandable.” The leader of the protesters nodded, his anger diminishing a little. “Sorry about this. You’re one of us, you understand. I… well, maybe we can give the politicians a chance. But it’s so… frustrating.”
“I get it.” I clapped him on the back, despite being irritated at their protests and attitudes. They don’t know what’s really going on. Tempers are running hot and high, but they’ll cool. We just have to keep the protests in check until they burn themselves out. “I’m sorely frustrated too. But… we need to stand together. If we show China weakness like political unrest, that won’t be good, right? We need to be united, a monolith. That way, they’ll think twice about further strife.”
“You make a good point.” the reporter agreed, capturing that footage. The march was breaking up, and as the people left, the reporter handed me his card. “If you ever want to do an interview, or talk more about it, give me a call. You’re quite the eloquent speaker.” He grinned then. “I was planning to film the protesters all day, but this is more of a story. You single-handedly dispersed them.”
Damn, this guy is a bit of a snake, no, that’s an insult to Shirohebi. “Well, normally my public speaking skills are a bit on the poor side.” I smiled, though there was little humour in it. “But I’ve been doing more and more recently, so I had to improve eventually. Now, if you’ll excuse me…” I gestured to the crematorium. “I’d like their privacy respected.”
As the camera crew left, I headed back inside, shaking my head. These protests are still small, with only a few incidents. I just hope nothing else happens to spark off further trouble…
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“Thanks for your hard work.” Yukiko-san cried, clinking her glass against mine in the small izakaya-style bar we had found in a quiet corner of Kyoto. “I couldn’t leave with a camera crew out there. It’d be very problematic.”
“No kidding. Princess Mikasa at a funeral for the Kyoto dead. I mean, I’m sure it’d touch the hearts of the nation, but it might lead to questions as to why that small funeral.” I took a sip of my sake, feeling the pleasant burn of the alcohol.
“Well, my heart was touched.” she muttered, sipping her own drink. “Thanks. I’m sure Tsukiko would have been happy you were there, and the things you said. I’m certainly happy about it.”
“At least her parents, they have hope now. I’m surprised how readily they believed it, though perhaps I shouldn’t be, considering who their daughter is.”
“Not just her. Me too. I… I don’t want to live in a world without her. Where she never gets a chance to be rewarded for all her good deeds. She’s supported me long before I was blessed by Amaterasu, since I was just the Priestess of Ise. Without her, I’d have struggled. I’m not outgoing, you know…”
“Really? You seem to be talkative enough with me.”
“I am, aren’t I?” Yukiko-san agreed, surprised, pushing up her red-framed glasses idly with one finger, appraising me with her brown eyes. “Well, I guess it’s probably because we were both friends with Tsukiko, although…” She eyed me, one hand toying idly with her brown braid. “…I wonder. No, it doesn’t matter.” 
She finished her cup of sake, and poured another from the jug. “It’s probably because you’re going to look after me, right? Light, darkness and twilight, and all that nonsense.” She snorted sourly, perhaps a little drunk. “Tsukiko didn’t believe it was you she saw who could save me, but… what do you think?”
“I think it doesn’t matter what we think. If you need saving, I’ll help. After all, I’ve already got two princesses in hand, what’s a third?” I smiled, pouring myself more alcohol.
“With a fourth to come, yes? You’re going to meet Princess Eleanor from the United Kingdom, soon? I wish I was as elegant as her.”
“You’re fine.” I assured her. “But yes, that’s on the agenda, I have to warn her about the dangers that Tsukiko-san foresaw.”
“Well, enough about that. Didn’t you say you had matters to discuss with me? Oh, barman, some snacks please. And another jug, no, make it two!” As she ordered, the funeral clearly weighing heavy on her, as well it might, considering she saw the body of her friend cremated, helped ferry the bones and ashes to the ceremonial urn with her own hands, I nodded.
“Yeah. I think it’s time we established further lines of communication and cooperation, helped each other out.”
“I’m listening.” she answered, and I asked her about the Grand Shrine, and what was there. She described the stunning scenery, the rich history, and in the Boundary, the fiery fountains of Amaterasu that lit up the skies. That piqued my interest.
“…are very beautiful, if eerie.” she admitted, animated now she was a little tipsy. “Golden yellow flames just as the sun is, soaring to the sky and cascading down like fountains, yet the droplets of gold aren’t hot. It’s… relaxing.”
“Well, I’d like to organise some … cultural exchange.” I grinned, and as she tilted her head questioningly, I continued. “A source of fire element like that… we’ve been making do with what Shaeula and I can spare, but ideally I’d like to send some trainees down to learn, and also we can fill up some batteries…” I planned. “Oh, of course, I’d be happy to exchange for elements we possess, like wind and water.”
“I see. I don't mind, but… does that mean I’d have visitors at the shrine?”
“Yes, and in exchange you could visit my Territory. I can help you Level up and optimise your Skills. Maybe give you some new equipment as well.”
“I still have that armour you made for me. Isn’t that enough?” she asked, and I shook my head.
“For now, maybe. But that slimy clone was strong. And I’m not convinced what worked last time will work again. So we need to prepare, work together. Hey, that’s a thought… are you leaving Kyoto tonight?”
She gave me a flat, troubled look. “I was planning to, though I’m on a leave of absence from university at the moment. Why?”
“It just so happens I’m meeting my friends here in Kyoto Boundary for some exploration and Levelling up. It might be a good chance for me to see you in action, offer some pointers. It’ll be beneficial, I promise.”
For a long moment she looked at me, considering, her eyes wary, before she sighed. “Fine.” She finished another cup, pouring some more out. “I trust you, I suppose. Considering what you did for Tsukiko. Well, a toast then. To… training?”
“To training!” I grinned, clinking our cups together, before I downed the sake…






  
  Three Hundred And Forty-Six


“So, who’s the girl then, Aki?” Shiro asked, tilting her head, trying to place her. “She seems a bit familiar, but…” Before she could say more her hair burst into flames and her eyes turned crimson, and Tan was licking Shiro’s lips seductively. 
“Such a magnificent flame, one bursting with Divinity. My stomach is still full, but I believe I could drink a little…” She suddenly paused as I karate-chopped her head gently.
“No, there’s no way you get to eat a friend and ally, Tan. Stick to bad people.” I warned.
“I was not seriously considering it. But the smell is simply so alluring…” she protested, before Shiro wrested back control. Behind her, Eri and Shaeula were laughing, having met Yukiko-san before and knowing who she was, while Kana, who also knew who she was, was shrinking back, a little overawed. I don’t know why though, it’s not much different to Shaeula. Or is it because she’s the Princess of your country, not a foreign Fae one?
“Shit, Tan, calm down.” Shiro pouted, rubbing at her head. “And Aki, that’s my body you’re whacking! I’ve only just been fixed, don’t break me again! Besides, if you damaged my brain, the world would weep!”
Her humorous complaints broke the tension, Yukiko-san looking on a bit bemused, the armour I had given her still part of her attire here in the Boundary. On seeing that, I introduced her. “Shiro, this is Yukiko-san, she’s the Imperial Princess of Japan, and Priestess of the Grand Shrine at Ise, as well as Chosen of Amaterasu.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Yukiko-san greeted gracefully, though she seemed a bit uncomfortable. “And to see you again.” She nodded politely to Shaeula and Eri.
“Yes, it is good-good to see a fellow princess here, even if your title of Princess of Heaven still makes me rather-rather jealous.” Shaeula chuckled, and Eri also returned her greetings, drawing a curious gaze from Yukiko-san.
“That was just what Tsukiko said. That’s not my official title.” she protested. “By the way… Eri-san… those ears and tail?”
Eri flushed, embarrassed. “It’s a side-effect of my survival. Try not to pay it any mind. I’m embarrassed enough by it.”
“Nonsense.” Shaeula scoffed. “I know-know you are pleased by the way it allures Akio, even now-now your tail is lashing happily, is it not-not?”
As the banter continued, Kana spoke up, relieved. “Is it always like this? So… carefree? I’ll be honest, Akio. Since this is my first time as a true Chosen, going out to fight properly… I’m scared. But everyone is so relaxed, like it’s not a big deal. Am I wrong to be worried?”
“I think… it’s because they are confident in their power?” Yukiko-san frowned, thinking. “I see you are wearing hakama, but I don’t recall seeing you as one of the Chosen at Conclave.” she inquired.
Kana looked at me, asking for permission, which I granted with a nod. “Excuse me then, for not introducing myself further. I am Izumi Kana, daughter of Shirohebizumi shrine. I… only recently became a Chosen, and I am Akio’s Vassal. This is my first time out and about like this, so I’m very nervous.”
“I see. Only recently, huh? Well, at least you aren’t alone. That makes a big difference.” she mused contemplatively. “Shirohebizumi? That was one of the shrines which has a Kami able to walk the world, right?”
“That’s right…” As the two talked, I asked Shaeula how her day went, as I opened up my menu to check my Territory.
“I was indeed rather-rather busy. Firstly, a delegation from Duke Formor arrived. Several dozen-dozen Trolls, led by a Giant. Hyacinth, Grulgor and my brother are… settling them in.” Her smile was cold. “Hyacinth does have a deep-deep grudge against the Giants, since they defeated and imprisoned her, and they know it, but she does not-not care, since it led to her finding us, finding you. Even-even so, seeing her greatly increased strength, Grulgor’s too, it does-does make them wonder. My brother, he can apply pressure from a political standpoint so…” she shrugged. “… I anticipate no-no trouble, and we can use them to great-great effect in our defences. They do wish to be-be trained, to gain strength as Grulgor has, but… that is for later.” 
She smiled then. “Duke Formor is a proud, fiery and angry Giant, but he is not-not a cunning schemer like Duke Vulpatrius. He does-does wish for the defeat of the Unseelie, and has pressed for our plans on assaulting Salamandrastrae. Of course, such-such is simply folly for now. I suggested that depending on where-where the Seelie Court ends up after the next transition, we may have other-other targets to attack first.”
“I see. Extra forces are always nice, especially if we are going to go for a Rank Four upgrade and the defences will be down. Assuming we can trust them, of course.”
So, the Dwarven Smelter was done a couple of days ago, and since then I just stuck in a Treasury upgrade to Rank three, as it was cheap and would fill the queue for a while, besides, with the mines working away, extra space to store precious metals and gems won’t be useless. So the current queues are at the following...
Ether Density Anchor Spire Rank 2 at just under ninety-six days.
Ether Spire Anchor Spire Rank 2 at the same.
Ether Spire Rank 4 at two hundred and five days.
Treasury Rank 3 at thirty-eight days.
In terms of ether, we were holding just a bit over eight hundred thousand ether. The amount was nice, but I couldn’t help but lament the slowing that was dramatically reducing how much ether my Territory was pulling in. Ordinarily, over the last few days in the Material we’d have made most of that from my Territory alone, but with time not being much faster here currently, and the reduced amount of ether gained due to the slowing itself… yeah, in a way we’re lucky that worthless clone bastard gave out a lot of ether on death. In addition, everyone was working hard grinding, which was also increasing our stocks. So, in just a few days I can rush-build Haru-san’s Territory to Rank Three, and then we can look at preparing the ether for my own upgrade. Damn, I’m nervous…
Shaeula was continuing to boast, chest puffed out in pride. “At least the Giant did not-not come empty-handed.” She was gloating. “A box of Etherites and some more-more precious metals were given as… compensation… for the incidents that-that plagued us. Oh, they did not-not admit any fault of course, but they hoped such a gift would… help us forget about the past.”
“And will it?” Eri asked.
“No, however, I am not-not a fool, I will gladly take what is offered. There were blue and green Etherites, as well as a great-great number of red, orange and yellow ones. It makes the offerings my brother brought look paltry. Ixitt was rather-rather pleased.”
“All right then. We should get going.” I declared. “Today I’d like to push all the way towards Kiyomizu-dera and check out the situation there. Since we have a guest with us, we shouldn’t have any problems.”
“Kiyomizu-dera? That’s the Uchida family shrine.” Yukiko-san remarked. “I suppose with Uchida Yamato-san being… indisposed, the shrine is unprotected.”
“Yes, and it’s in reach of Haru-san’s Territory should she push to Rank Three.” I agreed. Gin-san could cover most of Kyoto from Kinkaku-ji with his own Rank Three Territory, including Kiyomizu-dera, but the south would be out of his aegis, so it’s better to have Haru-san, who is more central, go first. And I admit to being greedy, I want the light element there under our control, as well as the Unique Building, if it still stands. It was easy for me to justify it too, considering that Haru-san was a Chosen of Kannon, just like Yamato used to be.
“Hearing you talk, I’m rather surprised to hear how simple you make these matters. Yes, I can strengthen the lands around Ise, with the grace of Amaterasu, but when you talk about Ranks like that, it does sound awfully convenient.”
“Yeah, Aki has all the classic cheat skills.” Shiro laughed. “I know…” Her smile was teasing, and I knew she was about to say something outrageous. “…why not become a Vassal to Aki? That way you can benefit from all his cheats?”
Yukiko-san paused for a moment, mouth flapping, before shaking her head. “That’s… not a good idea. As the Priestess of Ise, as a member of the Imperial Family, I can’t lower myself to be below anyone else. It isn’t that I don’t trust you… after all, Tsukiko chose you to be the one to save me and the other Princesses of the Six Paths…” At that, Shiro raised an eyebrow, a grin spreading on her face. “…but, no.” She looked at Shiro then. “Are you a Vassal then? You seem far too proud for that.”
“Me? No.” Shiro denied it. “But I don’t need to be. I’m his fiancée, so…”
“Another one?” Yukiko-san sighed. “You’re certainly… prolific.”
“That he is.” Shaeula agreed. “Now-now, I am eager to get to fighting. All-all I have been doing is politics. First with Duke Formor’s delegation, and then-then with the government of Japan.” She yawned, a small hand covering her mouth. “Befuddling winds, and more-more befuddling winds. I am quite fatigued, but a bout of combat will refresh me, I have no-no doubts.” She paused. “Well, from what-what Tsukiko said to Akio, I believe the two of you need-need to get along, do you not-not?” As they looked at her quizzically, she pushed on. “After all, Shiro here is the Hungry Ghost. Quite-quite apt if you ask me.”
“Really? You’re the one whose destiny Akio-san changed?” Yukiko-san was surprised.
“Changed my destiny, huh?” Shiro thought about that. “I guess he did. So, well, we might as well evaluate each other, right? How about a friendly wager? Seems like we both use fire, according to Tan, so… whoever burns up more enemies owes the other a drink?”
Yukiko-san looked surprised at the casual way Shiro was addressing her, so I stepped in. “Don’t take Shiro personally. She has no sense of formality at all, she treats everyone the same.”
“I… don’t mind.” Yukiko-san shook her head. “I know I’m not much of a Princess, plain boring me.”
“Hardly.” I disagreed. “As Chosen of Amaterasu; boring is the last way I’d describe you. Anyway…” I looked at Shiro, Eri and Shaeula, as well as Kana, who was listening with a pale face, unable to shake her respect for Yukiko-san. “We don’t have all night. We might as well get started. I have to be back in Tokyo tomorrow…”
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“That’s damn crazy.” Shiro whistled, impressed, as the dozen Sarugami in front of the group were engulfed by the blazing rays of fiery yellow light that emanated from the sun that had formed behind Yukiko-san. The gibbering, poorly-armed monkey Yōkai barely had time to howl their death cries before becoming charcoal and ether, even the ground below bubbling to magma, before cooling and vitrifying to a glass-like sheen. “I have to admit, your skills aren’t bad.”
“It’s… not easy though.” Yukiko-san replied, taking off her glasses, which were damp with her sweat. As she wiped them gingerly, mopped her brow, then replaced them, I noticed she was looking rather pale. “The Sun is powerful, but I can’t use it much before I’m exhausted.”
“All right then, let me show off.” Shiro boasted. “I can do that too!” More of the monkeys were flooding down the nearby buildings, others clambering up to the rooftops, red energy rising from them as they tried to turn the ground around us into a stinking quagmire.
“Don’t worry, I can handle it.” Kana shouted, her own wave of earth element from her new Favour clashing, sparks of ruby and silver scattering. The ground that was in the process of liquefying solidified, and moments later Kana frowned, her stare intense. The ground shuddered, chunks of rock crudely shaped into dagger-like projectiles breaking free and firing into the sky, striking several of the monkeys off the rooftops, silver and red blood scattering.
“This never gets easier…” Kana grumbled, watching as they toppled, falling broken to the ground, while others whooped and howled, trailing broken limbs. She then turned, as a hand was on her shoulder, giving her a reassuring squeeze, to see Eri, her cat ears flickering wildly, her onyx eyes kind.
“Oh it does, Kana-san. You can get used to anything, I promise. Besides…” Eri’s axe was red with blood, several monkeys lying sliced apart behind us. I wasn’t interfering much, only providing support, allowing everyone else to monopolise any Levels we could gain. I doubt the Sarugami are worth much anyway, though they do have numbers going for them, I suppose…
“Look at it this way. These damn monkeys…” Eri raised one hand, her movements still jerky, and a wave of darkness poured into existence, vivid blue fog surrounding the wounded monkeys, who started fighting amongst themselves or staring dazedly into space, unresponsive. Eri nodded in satisfaction at her efforts, before continuing. “…they’re not like those beings that live in Akio’s Territory, or even the Night Parade. There’s no reasoning with them, no common cause. They attacked us first, and continue relentlessly, no matter how many die…”
She pointed as another wave of flames from Shiro and Yukiko-san incinerated the milling hordes. “…all they know is hate. So imagine, if they got loose on the streets of Tokyo, no, even imagine they somehow got through the Ring Gate…” She paused meaningfully, allowing that to sink in. “Your friends, classmates, they’re all there. Do you want to see them ripped apart by these beasts? If you don’t… well, best we take care of them now. I’m not prepared to see my friends suffer, just to avoid conflict. That’s not the world we live in now.”
Well said, Eri. It’s amazing how far you’ve come, though it’s also a little sad. I remember when you used to follow my sis and me around, quiet as a mouse, and now…
“You’re strong, Eri-chan.” Kana sighed. “I’m surprised.”
“I’m not strong. I’m weak, that’s why I know I have to fight.” she disagreed. “I learned doing nothing just lets what you want slip through your fingers. It’s a lesson you could do with learning.”
“I’m not that smart…” Kana narrowed her eyes, and the ground under another charging mass of monkeys collapsed, turning their own tricks against them. Shaeula’s pinwheels, now thrumming with lightning as well as wind, danced, the sparking, vibrating wires effortlessly carving apart the trapped enemies. “…but I’m not an idiot. I’ve learned it, I think. Well, I’ve no choice now. I took this gift, this Divine Favour. So I’ll fight, until it doesn’t scare me anymore.”
“That day won’t ever come.” I shook my head, firing off a few blades of wind, cutting down a couple of stray Sarugami. “Fighting is always inherently fearsome. Even if you’re strong enough to know they can’t defeat you, there’s always friends, family, the fact you can only be in one place at once… but it does get easier.”
“I hope so. Of course, I still hope my role is going to be more around support.” Kana managed a little laugh. “But… if you need me, I’ll answer.” Her smile deepened. “After all, I’m your Vassal, right?” She winked, more rocky projectiles being launched into the distance, where the Sarugami were attempting to set up a crude barricade, pulling over debris to form a wall.
“So is it me, or are they flirting up a storm back there, while we do most of the work?” Shiro complained sourly to Shaeula, who merely laughed, and Yukiko-san, who was still radiating flaming heat, the lances of flame piercing the barricade Kana had just bombarded. It instantly exploded into flaming debris, the Yōkai behind flashing into ash.
“I don’t really know all your relationships.” Yukiko-san sighed. “Poor Tsukiko… is this what she really wanted?” Shaking her head, she pressed on, the rest of us following, and soon we reached the edge of Yamato’s old Territory, Koda-ji and Chion-in both visible.
“Damn, it looks like the whole tribe of these monkeys has moved in.” I exclaimed, seeing several hundred more Sarugami swarming all over crudely constructed walls, towers and battlements. There seemed to be a number of better-dressed, almost intelligent, leaders, and there were a few colossal apes, each standing perhaps four metres tall, a large wooden platform hoisted onto their shoulders, upon which sat a single Sarugami, perched upon a crude stone throne. Poorly-made chains were running from his wrists to a number of pitiful-looking creatures, most vaguely humanoid, but all having some animalistic or non-human features, either Yōkai or Kami.
“Well, these ones look like we can talk to them, Eri-chan.” Kana joked, her face pale.
“You first.” she sniffed in response.
A loud cry was raised, their scouts in the heaps of stone they were using for watchtowers the first to notice us. The cry was repeated, echoing through the horde, and soon they had all formed up into a mob. Red light flared, and boulders were hurled towards us, each ranging from the size of a bowling ball up to the largest which were the size of a big dog.
“Incoming!” I warned, my own earth element surging, shattering the rocks that looked like they were heading our way, wind then gusting to deflect the shrapnel. “I think they have other weapons too…” A dozen monkeys wielding crude bows were on the walls, ready to unleash a flight of arrows at us, while staff-wielding shamans in rags were directing their energies towards the ground.
The massive monkey on his platform let out a series of barked, noisy laughs, before drawing a long, jagged sword easily his height in length, the blade pitted and stained. With some unintelligible words he urged on his horde, which broke ranks towards us in a screaming mass, and when one of the captives made a whimpering sound, he grinned, tusks protruding from his mouth, before proceeding to kick the captive savagely until it stopped moving, blood staining the dirty wooden logs that made up the conveyance. Kana looked away, biting her lip, Eri seemed frustrated, Yukiko-san appeared a little sick, and Shaeula and Shiro watched on stony-faced.
“Kana, Eri, stay back here and support.” I told them. Eri nodded, gripping her axe as best she could, while the pale Kana protested.
“Akio, I’m one of you now, I can…” Her words paused as I patted her head, stroking her hair gently.
“I know. And you’ve done well so far. But… we all have to start slow. Nobody wants you to get hurt. Besides, Eri can’t perform at her best, her network is still a mess, so somebody has to protect her, all right?”
Kana sighed. “Fine. I get it.” Staying beside Eri she watched as battle was joined.
Flames blossomed as the Sun of Amaterasu surged, several dozen of the charging mob reduced to bone and ash, boiling mud erupting in geysers, showering down on the horde, burning through rags, fur and flesh alike. Shaeula was not idle either, her pinwheels hacking into the host, while lightning element and bolts of light fell upon the archers and shamans on the walls. Tan had taken over Shiro, her hair cascading like a flaming, crimson waterfall, and more fires were added to the assault, blossoming in brilliant bursts, the smell of cooked flesh sickening.
“I don’t think… I can do much to help.” Kana admitted, and I shook my head, drawing my own weapons, the spear I carried before and my old pair of first-generation pistols Ixitt made.
“That’s not true. You can help plenty. For a first outing, you’ve been brave, and you’ve surely gained a number of Levels. So…”
“I know. I’ll protect your precious Eri-chan!” Kana affirmed. “Now go!” Ruby light flickered, and the ground formed a wall around them, with a small window so they could see out of it. Not bad, she’s picking it up fast. I know we’ve been giving her pointers on how to use earth, and her gift is earth-based, but… It was possible she was a natural. From their position of safety, Eri could unleash bolts of light and darkness element, while Kana could use her powers to cause the earth to erupt, or counter enemy attacks.
“Shaeula, Shiro, Yukiko-san…” I called their names. “I’m taking down that big bastard, and freeing the captives.”
“By all-all means.” Shaeula grinned wickedly, lightning flashing, thunder booming as apes fell, the wet mud they were creating conducting the electricity, shocking them. “I have no wish to face such a frightfully ugly-ugly creature.”
“I have no wish to devour it.” Tan agreed.
“I’m very tired. I think… I’ll hold the rear.” Yukiko-san also agreed.
“Right, then here goes!” I activated Body Enhancement and raced into the mob, which was already losing Yōkai fast as the barrage of deadly attacks from the girls was taking a heavy toll, ether scattering everywhere. Yeah, as the Myconids proved, genocide can be profitable… 
My thoughts irreverent, my spear stabbed home in the head of one foe, and as it fell, I used my off-hand to fire the pistol. The bullet tore into the body of an ape before detonating with a surge of wind element, blood scattering. Another squeeze of the trigger, and another Sarugami toppled, headless. Even so, in that time, I had stabbed three more to death, so with a sigh, I put away the pistol. Yeah, these first generation weapons don’t do me much good anymore. They’re better for the weaselkin, who don’t have our level of power…
A pinwheel whizzed past me, the wire bisecting a group of charging monkeys, their torsos tumbling free, and as the ground around me surged up, forming a tide of bludgeoning waves, it suddenly solidified, and I could hear a cheeky “You’re welcome…” from Kana. Light flashed, and a shaman tumbled, skull drilled by a focussed laser of light, Eri striking from a distance.
“All right, time to bring you down.” My spear stabbed and pierced, bodies falling, and with my free hand I trailed vibrating strands of near invisible wind, matching Shaeula in cutting apart the hordes. I don’t want to waste Foehn or Prominence Twilight for a battle like this. I’d like to be full before the next major battle…
The crude palanquin carried by the giant apes was in front of me, and the first huge monkey screamed as my spear shattered one knee. It stumbled, palanquin tipping, and my next thrust took it through the chin, piercing through to the brain. Blood showered down, but with a flick of wind I deflected it, before my own earth element softened the ground, and two more monkeys fell, legs snapped by their suddenly arrested momentum as they trod in the quagmire. Using that moment I leapt onto the wildly tilting platform, only to dodge backwards as the Sarugami lord lashed out with his long blade, spittle flying at me, hot breath coming in angry rasps.
“So slow.” I slid aside, marvelling at how weak this clown was compared to some of the opponents I had faced recently, such as the Kitsune or the Kijo Matriarch from the Night Parade, or the ice wielding Chosen, to say nothing of that damn golden-eyed clone.
The prisoners were being pulled along by his movements, blood sprouting from torn, scraped flesh, so I needed to end this fast. Wind whined, the chains, made from crude pig-iron and shaped stone, shattered instantly. The captives tumbled, but with Split Thoughts running I caught them all with more wind, gently lowering them to safety. Flame bloomed, and a group of enemies behind them burned to blackened ashes, Yukiko-san rushing forwards.
“I’ll get them to safety!” she promised me, and I waved back at her, my spear blocking a blow from the sword, before stabbing the ape in the chest. It should have been a fatal blow, but the Yōkai roared, swelling up, muscles ballooning like a comical cartoon. The shaft of my spear snapped, and it grinned, laughing as it swung at me again.
Too bad. Well, that weapon was old, Bjarki won’t complain too much about me breaking that one… My foot moved, slamming into the sword, snapping it. My palm strike was modelled on Daiyu’s style, which I found rather elegant, and I struck where the spearhead was embedded, driving it in further. As the lord stumbled, coughing blood, I brought out the pistols again, and squeezed the trigger. Moments later, the creature fell, headless. “Right then. Now for clean-up.” Leaping down, my booted foot crunched into the skull of one of the surviving giant apes, and water bullets flashed, piercing the last one repeatedly…
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“It looks like this is as far as they’d expanded.” I observed, once we had mopped up the remaining Sarugami. Scouting the surrounding area had only led to us discovering a few roving bands, which we had quickly purged. “I guess the threat is over. Though there’s a definite power vacuum in Kyoto now.”
“Well, you did-did defeat several of the Yōkai that claimed parts of Kyoto as their own, did you not-not?” Shaeula chided me. “And then the invasion destroyed many-many shrines and lesser Territories.”
“Yeah. The major ones such as the surviving Chosen, and the Imperial Palace, as well as a few other prominent areas, are now islands in a sea of unclaimed land. And the Night Parade has moved on for now as well…” I agreed, watching as Shiro burned the remaining crude fortifications, Tan having retreated, insisting such work was clearly beneath her. “All the more reason we need to bring some order back to the sacred city.”
The creatures we had saved were a minor Kami from a fallen shrine who had somehow escaped the invasion, only to be captured by the newcomers, as well as three strange Yōkai, who defied classification. All four of them were grateful and pledged their loyalty, so after some emergency Ether Healing we had them sent back to my Territory. Apparently the Sarugami tribe was one of many who lived in the mountains outside Kyoto, and they had lost a territorial dispute and were forced to risk Kyoto, normally a death sentence for them, but due to the unusual circumstances they quickly established a foothold.
“To think that a massive group of Yōkai like that weren’t your match.” Kana was impressed. “I guess I really did choose the right lord to become a Vassal too.” She winked impishly.
“So how was your first night on official duties?” I asked as we made our way to Kiyomizu-dera. The golden fountains of light were still venting energies, the density in the air increasing again, after we had robbed it all during our training. My Eye blazed, and happily I could still see the Glorious Idol Of Kannon, unharmed. Offering a little prayer, that Kannon would accept Haru-san’s stewardship, and she could forgive me for destroying Yamato’s Territory, I looked to Kana again.
“It wasn’t so bad. I’d have been scared on my own, but together… well, I felt safe. I didn’t like… killing… but when I saw the state those captives were in.... you’re right, Eri-chan, Akio. If it was my family or friends in their hands, I don’t want to even think about it.”
“As for me…” Yukiko-san considered, clearly exhausted, her eyes tired behind her red-framed glasses. “…I admit it was nice to work together with others. Amaterasu cleanses all my enemies with fire, but… it’s exhausting, and having those I can trust to watch my back is reassuring.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to be a Vassal?” Shiro snickered. “Aki could watch you all the time then.”
“I’ll pass.” Yukiko-san shook her head wearily, sitting down. “At least it was profitable anyway. I feel stronger.”
“Me too.” Kana agreed.
“Even I managed a Level. I guess quantity over quality works.” I laughed, having seen the amber letters after cleaning up the remaining Yōkai. “More importantly, we pulled in a lot of ether. If everyone keeps working hard, in the next few days, we can bring Haru-san’s Territory to Rank Three and secure Kyoto. Perhaps then we can push out into the surrounding hills.” 
I looked at Yukiko-san then. “Once my Territory is Rank Four, we’ll have to secure Tokyo and the surrounds as well. My Territory won’t reach Kyoto, nor even Ise Grand Shrine, it just falls short of that, if my projections are right. So either Haru-san, Gin-san or you will have to step up. Well, we’ll worry about that when the time comes.” I bit down on a yawn. “I have a busy day tomorrow. We should call it a night. Yukiko-san, it’s been fun. We should work together again when we get the chance.”
“Us princesses should most-most certainly stick together.” Shaeula agreed.
“Apparently I’m supposed to be against this shitty golden-eyed blob, so…” Shiro began, and as the girls chatted, I turned to Eri, who was watching, a faint smile on her face, looking a little lonely. She then let loose a squeal of surprise as I pulled her into my lap, head on my thighs, while I stroked her hair, ignoring Kana’s snickers.
“Don’t worry. I know you feel bad that you’re still so unstable. But...” I bent down and kissed her forehead gently. “…just like Shiro, in time you’ll go from strength to strength, fully restored.”
“I know.” she sighed. “It’s just… well, never mind. I’m just the only human here who doesn’t have a Favour. Even Aiko does now.”
“If I ever find an enemy who has one I think would suit you, I’ll grab it for sure.” I promised, Laverna’s Favour still weighing on my adherence.
“I’ll hold you to that.” Eri whispered, barely audible, and as I cradled her head gently on my thighs, watching the pretty play of light element streaking to the skies, my thoughts turned to my next task, the nobility. Well, I guess my work is never done. Damn, I need a day off, I really do…
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“And you’re done. There’ll be some discomfort and deep prickling feelings for a day or two while your body flushes out the debris, but you’ll soon get used to it.” I clapped the large Hispanic man on the shoulder, and he thanked me in heavily-accented English, before pulling on his t-shirt and heading out of the room. 
“And that’s the last of them.” I sighed, relieved. “Finding a time to fit the Black Wolf in was tough.” Luckily, I had received my buffs from Shiro during the period I had worked on her earlier. With my Chakra Network temporarily working at Rank 7, my aether capacity and generation was more than an order of magnitude stronger than normal, so performing mass Chirurgery was possible, if tiring. 
I think… one more day for Shiro. Now it’s just the scars on the sensitive areas of her body that remain, and the last pools of adherence polluting her Chakra network. Remembering how Shiro had blushed, wearing the shortest shorts imaginable and a crop top, while I removed the scars from her long, pale legs and her torso and back, I had to smile.
“I don’t entirely get it, but good job, man.” Trey said, handing me a cold drink, which I took gratefully. “We still don’t understand entirely how any of this works.”
“Shit, how could we?” Aliyah piped up. She had lost interest when Shaeula had left, after doing Chirurgery on the small number of female recruits in the Black Wolf. “We’re not special like you.” She snorted, crossing her arms under her massive chest, frustrated. “We should be though. Fighting shouldn’t be left to little girls.”
“Aliyah.” Trey warned her, his tone harsh. “Considering how young you were when we started the Black Wolf, you aren’t one to talk.”
“Shit bro, shut up! It’s different for us, we didn’t have a choice, we had to make hard choices or starve. No way I was going to sell myself like some of the other girls that grew up in our slum. These… they have a choice…”
“And they chose to be strong.” I remarked, understanding her point, as it was something I worried about myself, but… I had come to terms with the answer. “I think… I’d rather they had the means to defend themselves, even if that involves fighting, than to be ordinary, at the mercy of any disaster, just like Kyoto.” I clenched my fist. Behind me, the TV was showing a studio, where the journalists were discussing the emergency meeting of all the Representatives yesterday, and the strange emergency legislation passed.
“…new unnamed Ministry passed with near-universal support, with the Governing Party and the Opposition both agreeing to share responsibility and posts, in a near-unprecedented move.” one man was saying to his colleague, who nodded soberly.
“Indeed. It is good to see some sort of reaction to the disastrous events of Kyoto over the past days, and the aberrant actions of China. Though I do have to question some of the legislation.”
“I know. Fast-track immigration clearance and special dual-citizenship for those with ‘talents fundamental to the safety and security of the nation in fields such as economics, technology and the military’. Immigration and the treatment of foreign nationals has long been a thorny issue for conservative Japanese citizens, who worry about the dilution of our unique culture and heritage.”
“Especially with other strange sidebars. The liberalisation of marriage laws seems an extremely controversial choice and rather ill-timed.”
“I can’t believe it. You actually went and did it, you damn pervert.” Aliyah scoffed, reading the English subtitles we had on screen as the correspondents talked about the polygamy act. “I’ll be honest, I’m actually impressed that you’d go so far. I guess you do keep your promises.”
“I do. And back on topic…” I deflected, as the reporters moved on to provisions for the preservation of cultural and religious treasures and traditions within the new, seemingly nameless Ministry. “…I have no intention of letting them fight alone, but Kyoto showed disaster can strike anywhere. So I feel at peace knowing that those I care about, those I want to protect, have the strength to, if not fight and win, at least protect themselves long enough to escape or for help to arrive.” I looked at Treyvon and Aliyah then. “And that’s why you were released from prison, right? To help protect me and mine?”
“He’s got you there, sis.” he muttered, looking at me approvingly.
“Shit. Shit. I know…” she groused, and I got the impression most of her complaints were just reflexive, rather than heartfelt. “Speaking of…” She pointed at the TV, where more of the new laws were being discussed.
“…internal security measures brought about by the changing world. Japan is committed to never being an aggressor, as the JSDF is purely a self-defence force, but it seems that the government is taking matters seriously, despite their initial clumsy response, which might help damp down the explosive protests that have rocked the nation.”
“Yes, though there have been only a few incidents of overt violence so far, such as that firebombing, and the stabbing of a Chinese tourist, the perpetrator, a forty-nine year old man…”
“Passing laws to increase scrutiny of foreign nationals and Japanese citizens, as well as a new branch of the police force with special powers to request cooperation from all citizens in emergency situations, as well as an expansion to the JSDF. That’s the sort of secret police shit dictators pull. I’m amazed that the citizenry are swallowing it.” Aliyah grumbled sourly.
“Japanese citizens are generally very law-abiding, so most of them actually welcome stricter policing.” I sighed. “Besides, you know what it’s for. We need to track entering Chosen, Cultivators, perhaps even spiritual beings. If they come in peace, that’s fine, but otherwise…” These powers also give us leeway to search for our own citizens who might be Chosen, and also for suitable candidates to accept Divine Favours we obtain.
“…new research and development projects to revitalise industry and upgrade our lacking military might to deter further attacks, as well as new land development and resource management laws. Some of these seem a little odd, such as the ability to requisition 'strategic resources' from registered Territories for short-term emergency situations, with suitable government compensation. The annexes to this legislation list a number of resources, but they seem to be code-names. And what’s a 'registered Territory'?” The reporter asked, confused.
Really, all the new laws tying the Ministry together could be summed up thusly.
Culturally, there were the changes to immigration. Dual Nationality was allowed again in specific rare circumstances, with special, government-issue diplomatic-style passports, for high-value immigration, for example Shaeula or Ixitt, or say we poached a Chosen from the US but they wanted to keep their citizenship there. 
The change in the law allowing polygamy was slipped in as part of a generous incentive scheme to import and retain such exceptional talent, and was already drawing negative attention, but with so many other odd laws, it wasn’t garnering the lion’s share. The nobility and the faith had also requested that certain laws were enshrined to protect their interests. 
Which is understandable, everyone has to look out for themselves. But later… the nobility has to learn that they aren’t the rulers of Japan. Tonight… we’ll get our fair due.
There were then the security measures. Expansion of the JSDF and the technology and weaponry allowed was at the forefront. Current laws only allowed for defensive weapons, so we lacked long-range firepower and other staples of the Military other countries enjoyed. It looked as though the legislation was to address this, due to Chinese aggression, as a deterrent, but it was actually allowing the Military to make use of Chosen powers. The new Police Force was also established, with powers to screen citizens, so that we could easily find suitable people as needed, as well as deal with law-breaking Chosen, spiritual beings and foreign agents.
The full set of laws on Chosen abilities was being worked on and couldn’t be released yet without blowing secrecy wide open, but it was ready to be passed as a coda to cap off the Ministry as soon as the situation was appropriate. There were also laws on registered personnel having relaxed restrictions on armaments and use of force. 
This was not drawing as much heat as I had imagined, as the legislation was worded in ways that made it seem like it applied to the new Police, but it could actually be extended to those under Ministry aegis such as the Black Wolf. I daresay we’ll have to deal with the fallout on this soon enough, but as national security measures, we can push it through. 
Then there were economic measures. The legislation passed on governmental subsidies for certain special industries, which meant that, for example, my research and development with Ichijou house would qualify us for substantial tax benefits, so long as our technology was in key areas such as military, energy and resource security, or public order. 
The taxing of other Chosen who wished their Territories to be registered and protected by the Ministry for key projects, such as pushing my Territory to Rank Four, that also passed, and the list of resources, such as Ether, Etherites and more, was enshrined in law, though as the commentators on TV thought, most people assumed they were codenames for something. I don’t feel guilty about it anymore. Though… before we can go for Rank Four, I’ll need to upgrade some Silos, and it might be worth thinking of the Ether Spires as well. I’ll need to run numbers, but… we’re probably looking in the region of two hundred million ether in total. The numbers are insane. But not unreachable…
Lastly in terms of economics, the law ceding nominal control of public and government infrastructure to suitable parties in exchange for support, passed. That would be the ceremonial payment of one yen per year per square metre. It seemed a small amount, and it was, but for example, if one was to convert the whole of greater Tokyo to this, it would be around thirteen billion yen a year, or around a hundred and thirty million dollars. 
Obviously this was a significant amount no government could afford lightly, but considering a large chunk of this was privately-owned land, the headline figure would likely be in the tens of millions range. And of course, the government would end up taking back half of it in tax immediately, and various other schemes were set up to require the figure to be reduced where they could.
It’s damn complicated working out a fair system that satisfies a Chosen’s need to be in control, compensating them fairly for it, without breaking and bankrupting the government and the country. In my case, the majority of the funds for the first few years likely wouldn’t go to me, but as compensation to the Chosen who were forced to support me as the Chinese were doing. Though after that, I’ll have a steady, unassailable income, for supplying Territorial protection and Ether density, and that's just Tokyo.
Then there was the scientific field. In conjunction with the powers the new Police branch had, there was also the law that could require citizens to undergo testing for national security and emergency matters. This was said to be in response to the strange deaths in Kyoto, as people were already starting to notice that the civilian casualties were killed in abnormal ways. 
The government had allowed false data to leak suggesting some sort of biological or chemical weaponry, or perhaps even something new and unheard of, like nanotech, was involved. This had the dual purpose of distracting from the real causes, and allowed us a further reason to screen the populace as and when was necessary to root out illegal infiltrators and find the talented. Laws on various fields of research that were banned were also lifted, though Ministry approval and licencing was required for several. Of course, I am now fully licenced for pretty much every field…
Lastly, diplomacy wise… As the anchors on the TV were discussing, our government had strongly condemned the atrocious attack on Kyoto, while also carefully balancing their criticism of the Chinese Government, allowing that the Chinese response that they were a rebel breakaway could be true, but that the Japanese government would still see China as partly responsible for such events, and that the victims must be compensated regardless. 
It’s a hard path to walk, we know China isn’t technically responsible, but we can’t just roll over and look weak, as it would not only cause further civil unrest, but we know from Tsukiko-san, that the Red Dragon is far from done with us, and that Ise Grand Shrine is likely a target too…
Tying back to the immigration bill and need for highly-skilled, specialised immigrants, Japan also planned to extend diplomatic channels to a number of countries, in the surrounding Asian theatre as well as others, and boosting ties by cutting delay and red tape on some trade deals and agreements that had been in talks internationally for years, sometimes even decades, as also mooted. 
In addition, while it was known internationally that Japan would never be the aggressor in war, more formal details on mutual-defence and aid pacts would be sought with likeminded countries who were perhaps unnerved by the supposed Chinese actions on our soil. The Ministry would manage our relations with foreign talents, Chosen and spiritual beings, and when the secrecy was finally lifted, a register of these, as well as our own, would be established and kept in strictest secrecy within the Ministry, and agreements could be reached with individuals as well as countries.
All in all, a lot of laws went through. The promises to me have been kept, so… As all those thoughts flashed through my mind in moments, Aliyah sighed. “I get it. Fuck. Leaves a bad taste in my mouth though. Still, compared to some of the shit Uncle Sam is pulling, I guess it’s mild. Well, I believe we come under this special passport scheme, right? Trey, maybe we should find ourselves a harem?”
“No thanks, just one handsome guy would be plenty for me.” He shook his head. “So, the question is, what do you want us to do? We can take over more security from those goons, but we won’t stop something like China.”
“Not yet, no. Though the Special Forces did do their best, and managed to drive off a skilful Chosen with help.” I mused. “For now, get your team trained in leveraging their new physical boosts, as well as some Territorial training, so that if they need to be deployed in battle there, they won’t be shocked.”
“I’ll put Travis and Luciana in charge of the teams.” Aliyah frowned. “But, we rely heavily on our weapons, without them…”
I then explained that Ixitt and his engineers were working on that, and once the paperwork and passports were properly issued, they would be armed in the Material as well.
“Fine then. So, what about training? We can get stronger, right?” Treyvon asked, flexing his muscles, grin wide. “I do like working out, got to keep my body buff, right?”
“He ain’t going to care about your figure Trey, he likes them cute, and female.” Aliyah snorted. “Now, I have to admit though, seeing young girls and boys still at school outmatch me, I get pissed off. If you want us to protect people, and also take on jobs in a dangerous world, we do need more power. Just being fast and strong, a good shot and a cool head, it don’t mean shit when a guy like you could mow us all down in seconds.”
“Well, I do have a training plan, as a matter of fact…” As I started to explain, the basics involving the way my sis and Eri initially learned, Aether Manipulation and Ether Healing the first steps while strengthening their Silver Cords and Chakra networks, the commentators on TV were now talking about something else the government had proposed yesterday.
“…a National Fundraiser, a concert and event to restore the spirits of the nation, while providing compensation and surety to the many victims of Kyoto. You think that the public will buy into it?”
“In troubled times, a distraction can help, and I am sure the powers-that-be want to divert attention from their own failures with elections coming up, so…”
True, distract, divert, delay. Every day we can buy in secrecy is important. Our plans are advancing, but we can always be better prepared. Speaking of preparations… My phone blinked, and it was a message that Hinata was on her way to pick me up, ready for our showdown at Takatsukasa house…
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“It’ll be fine.” I squeezed Hinata’s hand as we sat next to each other around a large wooden table. It looked to me as if the room was seldom used, as it had hastily been cleaned, and there was still dust in the corners. Beside us sat Hinata’s brother, as well as her parents and grandfather. Across from us was Takatsukasa-san, his son and daughter-in-law, as well as a stony-faced Sakura-san and a shy Minoru-san.
On the other side, Ichijou-san sat with his daughter Mayumi-san, along with Fujiwara-san and Miyu, who was smiling at us reassuringly, which I appreciated, as it made Hinata less nervous. For once, not a bodyguard to be seen. Kazumi-san, Michiru-san and the others were nearby, no doubt pacing nervously away from their charges.
“Shall we… begin then?” Takatsukasa-san asked, his reluctance obvious.
“Before that, I have to speak, father!” His son, Hinata’s uncle, who I was told was called Takatsukasa Hideaki, spoke out harshly. “What nonsense is this, father? Why should I have to adopt my sister’s daughter, and even give her consideration as the potential next…”
I stood, pulling Hinata up. “Fine. You don’t. Come on Hinata, we’re cutting all ties with Takatsukasa house.” I turned to Kenji-san, Hinata's beloved grandfather. “I know you likely still have agreements with them to provide support, but I’d appreciate it if you scrapped them.” I looked around at the shabby furnishings and facades, so unlike the Fujiwara mansion I had visited in the past.
In fact, while the building and the grounds had clearly been restored, and was a massive mansion occupying a large plot of land, it gave off the air of a dying prince, living off past glories, faded and bitter. And unlike Ichijou house, Fujiwara house or even a lot of houses like Tsumura house, they own few businesses or other assets. Most of it was lost during the War and the Occupation afterwards, and then more by bad management. Without selling their daughter… 
My gaze went to Hinata’s mother Kokoro-san, who smiled at us wryly. … and the support from Ichijou-san and Fujiwara-san, they’d have collapsed and be left with nothing. Past glories are simply that. The past.
“What are you doing?” Ichijou-san asked mildly, and it was Hinata who answered.
“Akio is right, Kira-sama. We didn’t come here to argue or waste our time. Grandfather, please stop your support for my other grandfather and his son. It might cause us troubles with the nobility, but… well, when it comes to a clash between the nobility and Akio, I know who’ll win.” Her smile was malicious. “I’d like to see you try and stop a Kyoto incident when it happens in the streets of Tokyo with your history and traditions.”
“Well, we do have our own…” Mayumi-san spoke up lazily, enjoying the spectacle as though it was some sort of kabuki play.
“Sure, so did Kyoto, but without me, they’d have been overwhelmed. I’m not claiming I’m the best, the strongest, that would be foolish.” I warned as we actually walked for the exit, at a measured pace, but clearly intent on leaving. “But I am the strongest I know, and I have a lot of allies, and together we’ll grow stronger still. Do you know how many Chinese Chosen I killed in Kyoto? I’m not proud of it, I hate killing, but… to prevent evil, and to protect the country and it’s people, I’ll do it. What do you protect, other than your dusty old pride? It’s family that matters.” 
I fixed Hideaki with a glare, unwilling to give him an honorific, even in my head. “Hinata is your niece, yet you treat her as if she’s so much lesser. Well let me tell you…” As we reached the door we stopped. “Compared to those of you who sit here in privilege and wealth, Hinata has been doing. And she works hard every day. I think that’s far more noble than any of you.”
Hinata was blushing, but she managed to look imperious even doing that. “I’m sorry uncle, if that’s how you feel, then Akio is right. We weren’t asking. I was promised by grandfather Itsuki that I’d be treated the same as Sakura and Minoru-kun.” She was also changing her manner of address, no longer treating them as above her. “When Akio promises something, it gets done, even if it seems impossible. Did you see the news today? Most of the girls at Hanafubuki are restricted in what news and current events they can access, but I‘m not. I know what the government has passed, and how it benefits Akio and Japan. Well, on that foundation, we’ll build a new system. And we’ll show the nobility neither fear nor favour. If they get crushed under our progress, well, I’ll not shed a tear. Perhaps I’ll feel sorry for Sakura and Minoru-kun when Takatsukasa house collapses.” Sakura-san drew her lips into a narrow, angry line at that, while the shy Minoru-san looked frightened by her vehemence. “I could even offer you a job as a maid or a secretary, cousin.” she goaded Sakura-san.
“Don’t you think you are being rude, Hinata?” Mayumi-san chimed in. “You’re asking for a lot, and…”
“We’re not asking, Mayumi!” Hinata cried shrilly, omitting her honorific as well. “Weren’t you listening? This is our just desserts, what was promised, and less than we could demand. I want… I want to stand as your equal, I believe I can, no, I do.” She took a deep breath, steadying herself, and with a glance at my smiling face urging her on, she continued. “Mayumi, you’ve seen Akio’s Territory, in all its splendour. No, not all of it. It expands even beyond Tokyo, to Kyoto, through Haru-san, and even to lands undreamed of. In Japan itself, we have power, wealth, the government and the faith backing us. Even Miyu is our ally.”
“I support them. I no longer see Hinata-san as inferior to myself. If that offends you, grandfather, then I apologise. But in my hour of suffering and need, it was Hinata-san who brought me aid, the master I shall serve.” Miyu bowed to me, which put sour looks on most faces, except for her grandfather, oddly enough.
“I have steered the nobility through many crises, with aid from you, Kira, Itsuki. This one is no different. We protect what we must, but sacrifice what we cannot protect. My granddaughter is stubborn. But… I have made my peace with it. As should you, Hideaki-kun.” He addressed Hinata’s uncle.
“But… I am Takatsukasa Hideaki, our house has an even longer history than Fujiwara and Ichijou houses, and…”
“See? He doesn’t wish to accept reality. Farewell, foolish uncle. Well done on ruining not just your own noble house, but many others too.” Hinata smirked sarcastically.
“Tsumura house has a bright future still, and… well, for Miyu’s sake, we won’t turn our back on Fujiwara house. While the nobility has been overbearing and often insulting, Fujiwara house has been reasonable, I appreciate that.” I added. “As for the rest… well, not our problem. It’s not on the list of things we need to save.”
“Wait a minute, you’re not seriously going to leave are you, Akio-kun?” Ichijou-san asked, his joviality disappearing.
“I said I’d leave the country with all those I love if I had to. I wasn’t bluffing. Turning my back on the nobility is no hardship. And I dare say you could make our lives difficult for a while, but… all we have to do is wait. When the Red Dragon comes, I’ll protect Yukiko-san from it, but all of you…” 
“Enough.” Takatsukasa-san clapped his hands. “Son, you need to know when to back down.” He let out a long sigh. “They are right, much as it pains me. We need them more than they need us.”
“I can provide wealth and support for your new industries.” Kenji-san laughed. “Ichijou house is a welcome tie, but if ties become chains, well, they can and should be discarded.”
“Hinata, don’t you want to be my friend anymore?” Mayumi-san asked, her gaze intense.
“I always wanted to be friends. You’ve always shone to my eyes, beautiful, proud, confident, arrogant, witty, the queen of Hanafubuki and the nobility as a whole. But… I now know what true friendship is, and we don’t share it. We can’t, while you stick to your role, your pride.”
“But…” she tried to interrupt, so I took over.
“Before we go, let me give you some advice, Mayumi-san. True friendship is without price, and is a treasure. Hinata has friends now she can rely on, who have opened up her world. And she wants to do the same for you. All it costs is a little pride. Pride is good, but just ask Shaeula what poison excessive pride is. The same goes for you, Sakura-san. I know the two of you fight a lot, but Hinata knows you care, and she cares about you, even if your status seems to always get in the way. So… your houses have lasted more than a thousand years. By next year, they might all be gone. No matter how wealthy, honourable or influential you are, when a disaster like Kyoto hits, none of that will protect you. But Fukumoto house, Tsumura house, even Fujiwara house… they’ll still be there, as within them I have people I need to protect, people who treasure their families.”
“Is that a threat?” Mayumi-san asked, and I shook my head, while Hinata giggled softly.
“Why would I threaten you, Mayumi-san? Didn’t I say, Hinata wants to be your friend, a true friend? All it’ll cost you is stepping down from that high perch of yours, and then… the rest is easy, and fun. Besides, if you’re her friend, then you are mine too. And I protect my friends. But right now, all of you are just hurting Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi, and disrespecting me. I do blame myself, I’ve tried to be deferential and helpful, which I don’t believe is a bad thing, but it’s given you all the wrong idea. Tyr, and now Tsukuyomi, they placed this burden on me, to save the world. And I’ll save it. But it's up to me what I save, and if the choice is between the nobility, who have looked down on and tried to use us, and say the faith, who have fallen in line and appreciate what’s to come… well, isn’t that choice obvious?”
I let that sink in. “Even so, I do feel bad, so despite the fact that I have no need to offer a hand, we are trying to work within your systems to get what we want. Hinata can be adopted by your customs, then she’ll get the respect she merits. But that’s just the start. We have no need of you, Takatsukasa house. Sorry to say this, but it’s true. But instead of cutting you all adrift… well, Hinata’s your family too. So we’re offering a choice. But I don’t feel like extending a choice to someone like you.” I growled at Hideaki.
“Someone like me?” he was affronted, and I nodded.
“You disrespect your sister and your niece, even though your sister married out to save your house. Come on Hinata, we’re going. Want to stop by our Territory? I’ll give you some personal instruction to make up for this shitty experience…” With that we shut the door behind us.
“Was that… the right thing to do?” she asked, uncertain. “I agree, we have the advantage, but…”
“It’s fine. We’ll stroll out nice and slow, and… hmm, faster than I thought.”
The door opened behind us, a grinning Kenji-san looking at us with respect. “Now there’s no need to be hasty. Itsuki-san would like to wipe the slate clean. Can you allow them one more chance?”
“It’ll cost them!” Hinata promised, and he laughed.
“As I’d expect from my granddaughter.” With that we returned, to see a shocking sight. Hideaki was bowing to us, his face pale.
“Hinata-san, Kokoro, I’m sorry. I have been… foolish.” he managed, though I wasn’t detecting much sincerity.
“Yes, well, those are the customs we are raised in.” Hinata’s mother replied sadly. “But… you took it too far. My son-in-law is right. I married out to save us, and all I received in return was disdain. I love my husband, my son, my daughter.” She looked at all of them in turn. “And I do not dislike my niece and nephew. But brother… I find you hard to love now. When I remember how I’ve been treated…”
“The times always change.” I declared. “Now, we are not here to be insulted again, so how about some genuine feelings, Hideaki? It doesn’t take my Eye to see you’re pissed off and insincere. Tell me, how have you strengthened Takatsukasa house?”
“Well, I… my son and daughter, they will marry well, bring in more wealth and support…”
“Not them. You.” I reiterated.
“I have kept our traditions, our pride…”
“So, you’ve done, excuse my foul language, fuck all.” I cursed for emphasis. “Anybody can catch falling grains of sand, but refilling the hourglass… that takes talent, dedication, wit. Takatsukasa house lacks that.”
“Who are you to say that to us?” he ranted back, his false apology breaking.
“Who cares who I am. Truth is truth, and you’ve just squandered the last chance you had to…”
“My son is not well. He will be entering a hospital.” Takatsukasa-san declared suddenly. “I expect a long, gentle, isolated convalescence.”
“Wait, no, you can’t do this to me! I’m Takatsukasa house, grandfather! Without me…”
“Kokoro, can you take charge of Takatsukasa house for now? I don’t wish for Keiko here to suffer, but she isn’t suited to run Takatsukasa house.” He gestured to Hideaki’s wife, who, despite looking troubled, managed a nod.
“No, this… why are you doing this, father?” Hideaki cursed, showing no noble dignity.
“I’m glad my sons aren’t this pathetic.” Ichijou-san scratched his chin. “I’d feel ashamed.”
“Mine are… troublesome.” Fujiwara-san admitted. “I was hoping I could find Miyu or Honoka a worthy husband who could inherit, were I to live long enough, but that is a challenge.” He looked at me, and I had to shrug, considering it was thanks to me Miyu’s engagement was terminated.
A number of bodyguards had arrived and were escorting Hideaki out, as he left, he turned a hateful gaze on Hinata. “I’ll not have you usurp my children. They should inherit…”
“Well, that’s up to them. If you want your blood to continue holding Takatsukasa house, uncle, you always have Sakura.” Hinata shot back without fear.
“What about me?” Minoru-san asked, and Hinata smiled at the younger boy gently.
“Sorry, but you won’t be the heir. But that’s fine. I think you’ll have more fun, a better life this way. I’ll support you to find a path that suits you, where you can be happy, just as I will for you, Sakura.”
“What do you mean?” she sniffed, though she was looking sick now, and her hands were trembling, as her father was held, watching, the guards not letting him interfere.
“Isn’t it obvious? We always fight, cousin, and I’m tired of it. Before, I was so jealous of you. We were both born from grandfather Itsuki’s line, yet I was treated as nothing, and you were a flower amongst flowers in Hanafubuki. You always used to condescend to me, criticise me… but I understand you cared in your own clumsy way, arrogant like uncle. Let me tell you all…” Hinata smiled brilliantly, and her confidence was alluring. 
“I too was a greenhouse flower, but now I’ve seen the world. Seen things none of you could believe. I’ve drank wine made from honey from magical bees with a princess of the Faeries. I’ve seen aurorae burning in the sky atop a hundred metre tall tree, while Trolls, Yōkai and more pranced about below. I’ve seen a sister who loves her brother too much, and the brother likewise.” She giggled then. “I’ve talked to ordinary girls who you would all look down upon as common, or beneath notice, who through their love and force of will, grew strong enough to save many lives, at great personal cost. I’ve seen the dead return to life, and face her suffering head on, coming through it with humour and resolve. I’ve seen all this and so much more. I’ve found love, friendship and sisterhood, and I’ll not let any of it fall through my fingers. Really, compared to us, it’s they who are truly noble.” Her smile was radiant now, confident.
“Well, I confess, having such strength is rather impressive…” Mayumi-san managed thoughtfully.
“Sakura. Cousin. Let me give you some harsh but heartfelt advice. I’ll try not to condescend, but… well, it’s hard. I’m always the cheeky one. You like that though, right Akio?”
“I do. A Hinata who isn’t sly, impish and to the point wouldn’t feel right.” I agreed.
“Sakura, I’ll… no, not just me, Akio, and all the others, we’ll push on, rebuild Takatsukasa house, take it to new glories. After all, protecting the past is worthless, without trying to grow it for the future. If you want to marry out to another house, I’ll support you in that. I don’t see why you’d want to, unless you do it for love… but, I’m not you. Instead though, if you want to inherit, as you wouldn’t have been able to before, if you want to pass your father’s blood down as the head of Takatsukasa house, you have to fight for it.”
“Fight?” she asked, puzzled.
“Yes. Fight. All I know is that a child from Akio will be the heir in the end. If you think you can win him over, I don’t mind conceding Takatsukasa house back to you. I mean, it’s not like I care whether you even try, and I think you’d have a hard road, as he doesn’t like moody girls like you, but I’m your cousin, I’ll give you a chance.”
As Sakura-san frowned, thrown off by her assertions, her father likewise pale and angry, glaring at us, Kokoro-san asked her a question. “Hinata, dear, why would you suggest that? Aren’t there quite enough rivals already? Besides, wasn’t the point of the adoption for you to take over Takatsukasa house?”
“Not really.” Hinata shrugged. “It’s to get what we deserve, which is to be treated with the dignity and honour we merit. Takatsukasa house is simply the best way, and it benefits them too. We’re kind like that!” She puffed out her chest proudly. “As for the other question… life is so fun now, sure, there are annoyances, like Mayumi not understanding other people, or what a friend even is…” Hinata rolled her eyes, frustrated. “…but, when I’m talking to Motoko and Natsumi as equals, or training, or planning… when I meet Shaeula, or Hyacinth or Eri, now Shiro too… everyone is so different, unique, but we all have one thing in common. We love the same man, and we’ll never betray each other.” She looked at me then, face red. “Remember that time when Eri threw you out and we had that private meeting?”
“I do, that was a while ago.”
“We decided then. We’re friends, but also rivals, right? But we will only compete by raising ourselves up, never by cutting each other down. That’s the one rule we all agreed on. That way, you’ll never be unhappy with us, and we can trust each other, our sisters. And it’s sometimes frustrating, but always exciting. Sakura… there’s a lot of paths open to you. I’m not heartless enough to close off a future for you that I wanted. So make up your own mind. There’s no rush, but Takatsukasa house is ours, Akio’s. If you want to fight for it, go ahead. If you want any other life, I’ll help you get it.”
“What about me?” Minoru-san asked quietly.
“Sorry Minoru-kun, but Akio doesn’t like boys, and you can’t have a child together, so tough luck. But your cousin here will make sure you have a fulfilling, happy life. Just like Sakura. You’re young yet, but take your time to find out what you want to do…” She slapped her chest for emphasis.
“I want to be a superhero!” he cried, surprising us. “I want to beat up the bad guys!”
“Oh my!” Hinata laughed. “Well, that’s easy enough. Akio…” she looked at me earnestly. “Can you help with that? My dear cousin, well, my brother now, he wants to be strong.”
“Fine. We can fast-track some training.” I promised. “But Minoru-san, it can be scary, and I need you to be careful and obey me and your trainers so you don’t get hurt, okay?”
“All right.” he promised. “I’m a Takatsukasa. I don’t break my word!”
“If only all of them were like that.” Hinata sighed, as her uncle was finally dragged off, spitting and cursing. Hinata pulled her chair over to Sakura, sitting by her, grabbing her hand. “Like I said, do as you please. But in this world, don’t believe your way is the only way. Our way has merits too.”
As Takatsukasa Keiko-san watched her children sadly, we quickly got down to the negotiations, now that it was clear that Hinata and I were getting what we wanted. It was decided that Kokoro-san would be installed in place of her brother while he was in medical seclusion, and that Hinata would be adopted in as planned. When our marriage took place, I would then officially be Takatsukasa heir, and until then, I would have equal status to any of the nobility.
“It seems my sister is moving up in the world.” Hiroto-san, Hinata’s brother, remarked, as the discussion continued. “Seriously, she seems happy.” We watched as she was talking rapidly to Takatsukasa-san, her mother and her cousins, no, her new siblings. “Maybe I should attend your training school more, but I’m always so busy.”
“Hitting on girls and drinking, Hinata says.” I laughed, and he shrugged.
“Not all the time. Though that’s important too, and you can’t exactly deny it, can you?”
“I guess not.” I agreed. “I do it too. You’re more than welcome to meet my friends if you want. Maybe you’d get on.” Yasu-san would certainly enjoy chasing girls…
“Everybody is ignoring me. I’m quite frustrated.” Mayumi-san complained, barging between us. “Akio-kun… is that what you really think of me, that I’m incapable of understanding others?”
“Well, you’re interrupting a manly talk between brothers-in-law, so maybe.” I chided her, and she had the grace to look a bit embarrassed.
“I… apologise.” She sighed then. “It’s just… I’m not used to being so soundly abused.”
“It’s not abuse. Consider that if Hinata didn’t like you, she wouldn’t care enough to offer such advice and criticism. She’d just cast you aside. You’re queen of your little world, but now… the big bad outside world is leaking in, and you have to change, if you want to succeed.”
“What he’s trying to say, Mayumi-sama…” Hiroto-san spoke politely. “…is that every person believes they are the star of their own life. But outside their own walls, the world doesn’t care.”
“Indeed.” Miyu agreed, having joined us, while the heads of the Three Great Houses were hammering out the details. “I believed I was important, my life blessed, until I found myself a Chosen.” She sighed at that memory. “Mayumi-san, one day, you will find yourself in such a situation, where all the wealth, power and honourable history of Ichijou house is useless.”
“And what do I do then?” she asked, curious. “What did you do?”
“I threw a tantrum, relying on what I had before.” Miyu admitted shamefully. “Fortunately, Hinata-san and Akio-san here, they and his sister, they chastised me much as they did you. Their words are honest and meant to aid you. The world has changed. We can never have too many friends, true friends.”
“I’d prefer it if you can rely on your own power, but it needs to be your power. Your house and history and wealth, sure, it’s good, but you need to cultivate something all of your own. But if the day comes when your own strength isn’t sufficient, that’s when you realise you need a friend.” I explained.
“I see. And… Hinata isn’t my friend?” She frowned, struggling to understand. “I adore her. She’s funny, forthright, and she never fears to speak her mind to me. Others are too frightened to do so.”
“Yes, but friends have to be equals. And you never accepted her as anywhere close to that. All because of the borrowed clothes you wore. If it was your own achievements that made you superior, she could accept that, but… well, look. She’s taken over one of the Three Great Houses. Isn’t that something you couldn’t have done?”
“She helped save my heart, when I was about to shatter.” Miyu acknowledged. “I will always be grateful, even though Michiru and I were disastrously rude and should have been discarded. They forgave us, so… Mayumi-san…”
“Mayumi.” she corrected. “We are in the same year. I used to look down on you as timid, unfit to be a daughter of Fujiwara, but… perhaps I was wrong.”
“Yeah, she’s getting braver all the time. And a better dancer.” I laughed, only for Miyu to openly pout, face flushed, surprising Hiroto-san and Mayumi-san.
“You are cruel at times, Akio-san. I dance, dance and dance some more! All you do is make me dance! I confess, I do adore the dance, but… my feet become raw, my muscles ache…”
“Yes, but my Territory prospers.” I smiled. “Seriously, thank you. I don’t say it enough. Your gift, Ame-no-Uzume’s grace, it has truly found a home in you. And what you do could save not just Japan, but the world.”
As Miyu looked down quietly, embarrassed, Hiroto-san commented. “Mayumi-sama, that’s what he meant by something that isn’t borrowed. Miyu-sama has gained that power herself, and uses it. She can be proud of that.” Well said. I couldn’t agree more.
“I see. Hmm…” Mayumi-san furrowed her brow, thinking. “I don’t know. I do enjoy stock-trading and running my own companies, but…”
“But you’ve probably realised that whatever you do, your doting family makes sure it doesn’t fail?” I asked, and she nodded.
“Yes. There are always suspicious successes when times are hard. Before, I assumed I was lucky or skilful, but… my perspective has changed.” She paused. “Wait, does that mean our venture will be the same?”
“Nope. I’m not going to bullshit you.” I promised. “Hinata won’t either. Bringing in Miss Lindiwe… that was a clever move. While I may dispute the share you took, considering I did all the work, you made that money yourself, and saved someone who was dying. That’s something you did yourself.”
“Not entirely. I used my family connections to make it happen.” she denied it.
“Just because something isn’t yours, doesn’t mean you can’t use it. That would just be foolish.” I advised. “Just don’t take excessive pride in it. As for our joint ventures… well, prove to me, to Hinata, you have what it takes to be proud, and if you can, we’ll respect you honestly. And…” I looked at Hinata, who was arguing with her new sister again, trying to motivate her from the shock of this whole situation.
“I understand.” Mayumi-san let out a long, drawn-out sigh. “Even if I apply the rules of the world I live in, the nobility, Hinata is the same as me now. Takatsukasa house may be weak and only standing with our support, but… that ends today, I know.”
“It does.” I affirmed.
“She’ll still be my kouhai. So I’ll still be treating her like a cheeky little junior.” Mayumi-san warned, and I laughed, relieved.
“I doubt she’d want you to change totally. All she wants is a genuine connection. A genuine friendship with the girl she admires.”
“I… you say I don’t know how to be a friend.” she pouted.
“If you respect Hinata, listen to her honestly, and don’t lord your status over her, not that you can, now… it’ll happen naturally. And… can you extend the same courtesy to Natsumi and Motoko?”
“I can. After all, if you are going to inherit Takatsukasa, and they are your legal wives… not even concubines, but wives… they have a suitable status.”
Well, she’s still going on about status, but… it’s a change, a crack in her façade of lonely self-importance. 
“You do spend a lot of time worrying about them. So… are you interested in Sakura-san after all?” Mayumi-san finished.
“Nope. I have enough on my plate for now. Besides, it’d be a bit weird, cousins…”
“No, sisters.” Hiroto-san laughed.
“Yeah, I guess.” I agreed.
“So in the end, what was it all for? Just Hinata’s happiness?” Mayumi-san asked, before Hinata herself had joined us.
“No, though it thrills me that Akio was thinking about that so seriously. Consider it, Mayumi.” She grinned, deliberately leaving off the honorific still.
“Yes, you can call me Mayumi, you cheeky little girl.” She didn’t rise to the bait. “You may be my equal now, but you’ll always be my junior. So I’ll continue to dote on you, so long as you never stop being fun.”
“You want to know fun?” Hinata grinned. “Think about it. The government itself is supporting Akio. The Ministry is his idea, and while there are obviously checks and balances, it will benefit him immensely. He has connections to the military, and the JSDF as well as the Tsumura house are indebted to him, and tied by marriage. The faiths have been brought into line, and support him, especially after Kyoto. He has Vassals under his command…”
She smiled at Miyu, who nodded gracefully. “…and in terms of support, has Shaeula, Hyacinth and many others. Connections with the Seelie Court, the Night Parade…” She glanced over at her grandfather. “Big business will invest wisely when the time is right, grandfather Kenji will see to that. And now… Takatsukasa house. Not only is Akio marrying well in the nobility, he will be equal to Kira-sama or Fujiwara-sama. Mother may be installed to replace uncle, but she knows Akio will be calling the shots, through me. So the nobility will be unable to complain, especially when we revitalise Takatsukasa house, freeing up the need for the nobility to support it financially and through other efforts.”
“I see.” Hiroto-san laughed, and Mayumi-san also caught on.
“That’s every major power structure in Japan…” she whispered, putting together the puzzle pieces.
“Not quite. We’re missing the Imperial Family.” Hinata winked. “For now. Eri and Shaeula told me that we have to save Princess Mikasa. She’ll be indebted to us as well, and likely join us. So then…”
“Everything in Japan…” Mayumi-san cried, eyes wide. “Nobody would be able to gainsay you, every single disparate faction and group united…”
“Yes. Dominance over the Boundary and those within. Immense power. The ability to train others and strengthen them. Money, political and military power, the backing of the faith, nobility and Imperial family. I don’t just want Akio to be one of the Three, Takatsukasa house is a stepping stone on his path. I want Akio to be Prime Minister and Emperor both, no, something greater than both, and not just of Japan, but the Boundary as well!”
Astral Emperor. Tan says it’s the ruler of a world. Well, I’m not sure whether I can make it there, there’s a lot of threats, a lot of obstacles and opponents, but… she’s right. Today was seemingly insignificant, political and marital wranglings to make some of my fiancées happy, to get the respect we deserved, but… in actuality... it completely solidified our powerbase. Now the nobility is tied to us with unbreakable chains, and have to follow as we pull. 
The one downside was, it made it harder for me to threaten to leave Japan if I didn’t get my way, but… what more do we really need? Once we hit Territory Rank Four, there’ll be no-one in Japan who can be my match…
“Emperor, huh? A lofty goal. You’re even more ambitions than I thought, Hinata. But… it sounds fun!”
“Sounds fun?” She cocked her head, confused.
“Yes. I’m Ichijou Mayumi! I’m beautiful, proud, confident, witty. And yes, arrogant too, all the things you said of me. But I’m also… bored. And perhaps I don’t understand how to be a friend, but… you’ll teach me, won’t you, Hinata? After all, now you can correct me if I’m wrong, without hurting my pride and arrogance. Well, without hurting it much.” She corrected. “So…” She held out a hand, leaving Hinata a bit confused.
“Take it, Hinata, my friend. You too, Akio-kun.” She smiled at us radiantly, her confidence dazzling. “After all, this I have to see, just how far you can go. No, just how far we can go! After all, we’re partners, right? First dominate Japan with our own power, and then…”
“The world!” Hinata agreed. “No, not just the world, why stop there?” She laughed happily. “There are other worlds than these out there! Waiting for us!”
As we clasped hands, the girls caught up in the moment, I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry. The world? Other worlds? Just let me worry about saving Japan from the Red Dragon and the other threats first… Even so, I was happy. In the end, I still like compromising. Most people here benefitted in one way or another. But… us most of all. From small beginnings, mighty oaks can grow… “Hey, Miyu. Join in. After all, you’re a precious ally too, we’ll take you with us as well.”
“By all means. Miyu-san, grab hold.”
“Call me Miyu. As Hinata does.” she suggested, before adding her hand to ours.
“Any room for me?” Hiroto-san asked, only for his sister to shoot him down, saying his hand would dirty Miyu’s. There was laughter, and then it was time for me to step up, and take stock of all the assets and troubles that came with Takatsukasa house…






  
  Side One Hundred And Twenty-Eight - Treyvon James, Black Wolf Company


“Get running, you slugs!” Aliyah was yelling loudly, urging on the men and women of the Company as we ran through the strange, distorted mirror to the world that was the Boundary. We were attracting curious looks, just under a hundred of us sprinting through the strange silver-and-neon lit realm, while juggling a number of metal ball-bearings, not using our hands. 
“And if you bastards run out of marbles, I’ll beat your fucking heads until you’ve lost your marbles too!” she cried.
“Yes, boss!” the troops responded, and I smiled to see it.
“Louder, you pathetic idiots! We’re stronger, faster, better!” she roared. “I expect world-record pace for this fucking marathon. So get on with it!”
As we ran, we passed a group of strange, rat-like creatures playing a number of musical instruments, a pretty aura of green radiating from them. The sounds were unearthly, otherworldly, yet the song seemed strangely familiar. Several of the Company slowed down to stare and listen, despite having seen a multitude of such sights, and one of them was rewarded by my sister slamming her booted foot right into his ass, catapulting him off his feet, face-first into the paved path we were racing down. That’s got to hurt. I’d say he might lose a tooth or two, but now…
“Get the fuck up, dipshit.” Aliyah roared, in her element, working out a lot of stress she had been accumulating, ever since the events in Kyoto. “And you’ve dropped all your fucking balls. That’s a hundred press-ups when we reach the break point. No, make that two hundred!”
As the man groaned, to laughter from those around him, Aliyah started spreading the punishments, and as I watched, my breathing steady, muscles burning, a satisfying feeling, Travis pulled alongside me. “She sure is back in high spirits. It’s good to see.” he observed, and I couldn’t help but agree.
“My sis is soft-hearted. Too soft at times.” I sighed. “It was hard, seeing those kids die, the small bodies carried out. Reminds us of Sierra Leone. That was a shit time.”
“It couldn’t be helped, could it?”
“Probably not.” I agreed, thinking back. “Well, not before it was too late. But… she takes it hard, you know. It’s probably worse because she has a very… conflicted… view of our new boss.” They didn’t exactly hit it off on first meeting, and then there was the whole mess when we got captured. But… 
“She’s got to let it go. It’s like we’re on permanent retainer now.” Travis remarked, his breathing even, pace good. They crested towards where the shrine was located in Tokyo, the hills occupied by a couple of massive trees, one so big as to dwarf many buildings. “Besides, we couldn’t complain if we were killed in action, or left to rot in prison. We get paid, and we even get the opportunity to train like this. We might just be the toughest group of former mercenaries going.”
“Well, you know Aliyah. She’s like a dog with a bone. And that’s why she’s so annoying, when sober, anyway. When drunk it’s an entirely different set of issues. Really, it comes down to her knowing he’s not a bad guy. She’s very sensitive to trouble affecting girls, if he was mistreating any of them, she’d know.”
“Stop flapping your lips Trey, Travis.” Aliyah suddenly turned, scowling. “And keep those fucking balls spinning. This is training, got it? Mercs… sorry, private security…” she adapted her favourite joke to their new circumstances. “…need to be at their best at all times. We wouldn’t want our charges to get kidnapped or worse, would we?”
“No, we would not. Akio would kill us for sure if our careless behaviour got any of his friends or family hurt.”
I held in a smirk as my sister shuddered, thinking about it. “Fuck, Trey, don’t remind me of that. When he told me he’d even kill the President of the fucking US of A, he was serious. But so am I! Get those shitty balls juggling, I’d be ashamed if my brother was the only one who was lagging behind. Not that I entirely get the purpose of the training.”
“Uh, I believe the instructions were rather entendible. This is to raise our proficiency with this mysterious energy, the aether.” Luciana broke in. “Well, this is but the first energy we will learn, so I gather. I find it asombrosa, quite amazing. But it explains a great deal that had been puzzling me.”
Yeah, Luciana is a smart one. She’s now our right-hand girl, after doing good work keeping everything together in our absence. And being a girl…
“Shit, Luciana, you don’t need to tell me. I get that, I’ve seen Akio and his girls pull off some crazy shit. I’m just… oh never mind, fuck it. Keep running, last couple of miles of the loop in a dead sprint. Last bastard there will regret it!”
Travis and I exchanged glances, before picking up the pace, running at a sprint that we couldn’t have imagined before. Yeah, my sis is weak to girls. If that was Manx or one of the boys, she’d have knocked him on his ass for backchat… With a wry smile, I started focusing on the multitude of small balls, trying to manipulate the strange energy within me, cursing as several of the metal pellets escaped and went tumbling free…
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“So, these are guns, you say?” I took hold of the long-barrelled rifle that the rat handed me.
“Yes, we call it a long gun.” The rat said in decent English. I still didn’t understand why a lot of these strange creatures spoke English at all, and when asked, apparently it was one of the languages of the Seelie Court, which they learned from mortals? Well, it’ll only make my head hurt to think about it too much. First thing’s first…
“How does it work? Is it front-loaded, or cartridge-fed?” I asked, inspecting it.
“Here.” He pulled at the rear stock, and the tube slid to the side, allowing me to slot a strangely shaped bullet in.
“Single shot, huh? No scope too. I doubt it is going to be that accurate.” Around me, the rest of the Company was also inspecting various firearms, my sister of course somehow gravitating to some sort of odd flamethrower-type thing. “Well, let me give it a try.” I looked towards a range of targets, and picked one that looked to be a couple of hundred metres away. If it’s going to be useful, we need at least this level of range and precision.
“Line up… ugh, it’s a bit heavy. It needs to be more compact, unless it’s some sort of sniper or anti-material rifle. Well, here goes.” Sighting my eye, I used all my skills to estimate the shot. There was no wind, which made a difference. Squeezing the trigger, the gun kicked, and the bullet flashed out. Moments later the target was struck, somewhat off centre.
“Hey, not bad. But a worse shot than me would struggle to have any sort of decent hit rate.”
“You didn’t put in any aether.” The rat-man observed. “Here.” He took the gun from me, and sighted the same target, slotting in his own shell. A silvery glow, rippling with faint rainbow light, shone around the weapon, before the rat fired. This time, when the bullet struck, it exploded, scattering green and yellow light, the whole target shredded apart, small flames smouldering.
Well, that was surprising. A bit like a high-explosive incendiary round. “So how does that work?” I asked, casting a glance at my sister, who was gleefully barbecuing some nearby targets, shimmering clouds of yellow flame rolling out from the wide nozzle of the barrel-shaped weapon, clinging like an oily slick.
“It is quite the ingenious process. I took the first prototypes designed by Master Engineer Ixitt, and…” As the rat explained that the active ingredient was an 'elementally-charged metal powder', that was contained and activated by use of this aether, thus totally safe to handle otherwise, I was frowning over some other devices, picking up one that looked rather like a minigun. No, it’s actually more like an old-fashioned Gatling gun. As I hefted it, feeling the weight, the rat’s yellow eyes brightened.
“You like that one? That is one of my inventions.” His tail twitched. “I felt that more barrels are better than one, but alas, I cannot seem to make it work, it fails explosively seemingly at random. The devices made by Master Engineer Ixitt based on mortal designs seem to work better, but to produce them at scale to arm all our forces is difficult. This design is far simpler, but…”
“You know, I see the problem.” I’ve always loved weapons. Well, a gun is a Private Military Contractor’s best friend, right? That and a damn good combat knife. I’ve used a few miniguns in my time… “You need cooling, the metal warps when it heats up. And if you’re using those damn incendiary rounds and one pops off, no wonder it blows up. You’re lucky to be alive.” I saw a number of scars through his fur.
“I see. Cooling. Fascinating. So, how would you suggest going about it?” The rat asked me, tail lashing, which took me a few moments to tear my eyes away from. Talking rats. The world’s gone crazy ever since we took that job in Vegas. 
“Right, so, air cooling is usually enough, but if you can’t make that work, then water cooling is an option…”
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“Shit, I feel so much better now.” Aliyah cried, grinning. “Nothing like some military drills to work out stress.” She shrugged, and I could see several of the guys eyeing her sneakily. “Those guns weren’t bad, but I miss my M16 rifle. Well, seems like that old man whose daughter that guy is smooching with will be delivering us a load soon. It’ll be good to have a familiar weapon in hand.”
A lot of the squad agreed with her. I do too, to be honest. Though at least if we have to battle here, we’ll have some sort of gun to use. Without modern equipment the Black Wolf’s effectiveness drops a lot. But then… I mopped the sweat from my brow, watching the remaining bouts as our recruits were pairing off and fighting in CQC, either unarmed or with combat-style knives which had apparently been procced from some Armoury or other. I had already defeated Manx, who was even now nursing his bruises, while my sis had kicked the shit out of one of the other big guys.
“Close combat is important too. After all, that’s the training they’re doing.” I pointed, and my sis shrugged again, sweat falling from her face, strangely silver.
“No kidding. Who’d have thought we’d be watching a damn Giant and a bunch of Trolls go at it. Well, bigger they are, the harder they fucking fall, right?” Her smile was vicious, and it made me smile too, even if I knew she was getting too excited to have the whole gang back together, at least those who didn’t quit on us, which meant she’d no doubt cause some sort of problem soon enough.
“I don’t know how you’d go about making that fall.” I pointed out, and it was Luciana who answered, she having just defeated her opponent, by choking out the bigger man after disarming his knife with her own. Yeah, Luciana looks pretty and petite, but she’s a bit of a wildcat in combat. And it seems she has leadership qualities as well…
“Yes, one blow from that massive fist and muerta, no question you would be dead. Even so, it is not impossible. The ankles, or if you could reach, the knees… bring it down, inmoviliza, and it is simply a helpless target.” She paused. “I would not wish to try though, not unless it was vida o muerta. Life on the line. Best to take it on at range. It will not survive an RPG, no matter how large.”
“My thoughts exactly. But looks like someone has your idea.” I observed, watching keenly as the burly Troll, covered in massive rocky armour, easily three metres tall, but still dwarfed by the Giant that tripled that, darted in, striking at the knees of the creature even as it avoided fists the size of small boulders. The ground shook, dust showering the hooting and hollering audience of Trolls, and as the Giant stumbled, lashing out off-balance with a kick, the Troll caught the leg, sliding backwards, before raising one leg of his own, sinking into the ground, and unleashing his own kick, sending the Giant off-balance to the ground, which shook as though a massive truck had just crashed.
“Grulgor says you lose.” The Troll laughed, leaping onto the chest of his fallen foe, dirty yellow eyes staring down at his frustrated opponent. “Well, Grul thinks it was a good fight.” He hopped off, as the Giant struggled to his feet.
“You have changed, Grulgor.” The Giant rumbled, his voice thunderous and slow-paced. “You do not just rush blindly into battle, but are crafty, cowardly…”
“Grulgor thinks nothing is cowardly, so long as we win.” He exposed his fangs, and I realised he was the strange, heavily muscled bald man we sometimes saw loitering around Akio’s shrine. He’s not really my type, I like men to be more elegant, but… damn, those muscles sure are something. I’m jealous. Instinctively flexing my arms, we continued to watch the discussion, fascinated. He’s right. You get the job done. Though you do have to draw the line somewhere, have some things you won’t do, even for the mission…
“You think like a weasel.” The Giant sneered ponderously, massive hands wiping dirt and blood from his body. “What happened to the pride of the Giants, those of us who did not desert to the Unseelie? Strength is all, our enemies should be squeezed, crushed, until their lifeblood…” The Giant paused as Grulgor glared at him, expression mocking, furious and enough to unnerve him for a moment.
“Grulgor does think like a weasel now.” he agreed. “Like the princess. She was weak, but shed such weakness, to grow strong. If you wish to mock, Grul thinks you should challenge her to a battle. She will kill you, Grul says there is no other outcome. Duke Formor knows. Little princess is closer to us in thoughts than her father. Unseelie blood covers her hands.” 
He laughed again. “Why else would you be here? Grul knows the Duke wishes to see how we grow stronger. So, shut up and learn. Grulgor will be going to the coast after he beats you all up. Grul wishes to learn water element, it will make Grul stronger, tougher, faster to heal. Now… fight!”
The Troll gestured insultingly with his hands, making a ‘come get me’ gesture. Several of the watching Trolls charged, quickly followed by several more, and we watched in fascination as the larger Troll bullied and battered the smaller ones, be they slimy and warty, or stony and grey like him.
“Well shit. I’m losing confidence a bit here.” Aliyah managed. “Seriously, what the hell are we even here for?”
I feel that. But for now, most of these monsters can’t make it to the real world, can they? And we have the advantage in knowledge and training. Sure, I doubt very much small arms will work on them to any degree, but… “Well, we might lose out in strength, but who can wrestle a grizzly bear, or punch out a tiger? But it’s not the bears and tigers who rule the world, is it? Training, ingenuity… weapons… they’ll carry the day.”
“Indeed. We would not wish to fight them de cerca, no, instead of that, where their speed and strength would tell… I do believe an anti-material round to the head would certainly kill them. And if not, they would surely be disabled, no? Then… explosivos, that would finish the task.” Luciana observed.
“That’s right. You’re a cold one, Luciana.” my sister laughed. “Not that I think guns and bombs can solve every problem. Shoot our boss in the head, and he’d probably just laugh it off. Blow him up, and he’d crawl out and just be mad… I’d be using a bloody MOAB or some thermobarics to drop him, if I was his enemy.”
“Yeah, no matter how tough someone is, it’s hard to see them surviving that. But… well, I’ve been surprised before.” I agreed.
“One question though, Trey.” my sis asked, smiling bitterly. “If you could arm the bears and tigers with guns too, wouldn’t things be different? I mean, those dumbasses don’t seem too smart…” She watched as Grulgor was stomping on the arms of one fallen Troll, breaking them happily, while rocky spikes were jutting from the ground, impaling more, acidic blood staining the hill and faintly smoking. “…but they have language, and opposable thumbs. No reason they couldn’t be soldiers too. If you think of some of the dumb fucks we whipped into shape…” Some of the men laughed bitterly at that. “...why would they be any different?”
“Good question sis. A damn good question. I think that we need to be more than simply soldiers, bodyguards. We have expertise. Sure, our boss is in tight with the JSDF, but they’re pretty green in terms of when it gets down and dirty. No, I think if we want to secure our future, we’ll need to offer more than merely muscle. Though we need that too.”
“Yeah. I’ve seen enough. Everyone who lost their bouts… you’re sprinting around the hills until I’m satisfied!” Aliyah roared suddenly. “As for the rest of you, we’ll head for that bar they have on top of the giant tree. I hear they have some good booze at least!”
At the mixture of groans from the losers and cheers from the winners, I turned to my sis. “When did you hear about that?”
“That little minx Shaeula told me about it.” The expression on her face was conflicted. “For a little girl, she sure is fiery. But… we talk, all right? I just make sure not to gamble with her, once was enough…”
I’ve still not heard the full story about that from her, but I gather it was strip poker? My sister has always been a bad gambler, so I’ve no idea what possessed her to do that. I still can’t believe that she won at that bloody casino. Miracles do happen, I guess…
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“That hits the spot.” Aliyah sipped the orange drink in front of her which was giving off a sweet but not sickly smell. “So good. Anyway…” She paused, looking at the woman in front of her, elegant, graceful and slightly otherworldly. She had a decent chest, though Aliyah’s still triumphed. As usual. She had a fall of reddish-brown hair down to her thighs, and her skin had a slightly green tinge to it, just noticeable under certain lighting from the skies above. Her smile is very calming too. I’m not into women, but if I was, I think I’d find her attractive.
“…how do we pay for this? Shaeula never said.” Aliyah managed, and I paused, having my own glass of the mead in hand.
“Sis, you need to think of that first.” I hissed, only to be met with a tinkle of calm laughter from the woman who had served us.
“For mortal guests, who clearly serve he who saved my Tree from its terrible fate, such a thing as money is not needed yet.” Her smile was gentle. “I would be more than happy to share some of the fruits of our labour, is that not right, Hyacinth?” She turned her head, and following her gaze, I could see a familiar face, a woman with dark hair streaked with purple and green, her outfit rather more scandalous than I usually pictured maids. I think it’s a Japanese thing.
“Oh hell, it’s the psycho maid.” Aliyah grumbled, frowning.
“Hooow rude.” Hyacinth snorted. “I am perfectly sane now, I hardly ever get the urge tooo burn down the house, or tooo strangle an insolent wretch anymooore. So be nice.”
“Sorry, you know how my sis is.” I apologised, recognising she was one of the many women the boss kept around. “She does like to put her foot in her mouth.”
“Uh, yeah.” Aliyah nodded, covering for her outburst by taking a drink. “Sorry. But you have to admit, you can be quite the… intimidating... woman.”
“I can nooot help that. Hyacinth doooes not like you all that much. None of yooou.” Her gaze roamed over the members of the Black Wolf, who thronged the café terrace atop the great tree. “But that does nooot matter. I do not like giants nooor trolls, yet Akio and mistress Shaeula need them, and Akiooo says they need yooou, so… enjoy. Asha and I raised the fruit in the ooorchards that makes up these wines. I find joy in that, unlike befooore…” She paused, her violet eyes misted with emotion, and my sis suddenly looked genuinely sorry.
“If it’s too painful to remember, let it go.” she offered from experience. “You’re happy now, ain't you? Doesn’t that count for something? I think it does. Shit, we all have our crosses to bear. If you can put it behind you and be happy, then the fuckers lose.”
Hyacinth smiled then, a haunting yet beautiful grin. “Yes, let the fuckers looose.” she scoffed. “And ooone day, Akio, the mistresses, we will all pay a visit to thooose who hurt me. Akio promised. And on that day…” Her hands flexed, as if choking the life out of them.
“Yeah, that’s the spirit. Revenge is something I approve of.” Aliyah smirked devilishly. She took another sip. “This is damn good, sweet but not overpowering, with a real sharp tang on the end. You really should be selling this, it’s too good to give away.”
“Thank you.” Asha smiled. “I confess to ignorance over currency and trade, though Akio has explained it to me and others. Eventually all who dwell under his protection shall be able to enjoy such luxuries from the fruits of their labours. As one who grows fruits, this does seem a good thing.”
“Speedrunning capitalism, huh?” I scratched my head, thinking. “It has a lot of positives, but then…”
“You end up with the downtrodden poor. Shit.” Aliyah sighed. “Even in strange, magical worlds like this, we have to bring rich and poor, powerful and weak into it.”
“Nooo, you are being disrespectful again, I dooo not like it.” Hyacinth frowned. “You think that the weak, the hurt, the looost will find no favour here?” She scowled, and once more the atmosphere tensed, until Asha placed her hand on Hyacinth’s shoulder, stopping her temper.
“They simply do not know, Hyacinth. Mortals think so small at times.” She addressed us warmly, without any anger. “This is the land of the weak, the downtrodden. Look around us…” Other patrons were small, canine creatures, as well as an assortment of animal-type people. “Kobolds, ratkin, scorned by the Seelie, Hyacinth, lost and tormented. Me, my Tree almost consumed by a great evil. They flock here from the far corners of the land of the Fae, hearing rumours of a land where all are welcome, all can contribute, all can be safe and happy.”
I remembered the small group of child-like, green-skinned creatures, carrying a strange wrapped bundle, which we had seen entering some old apartments. Yeah, they sure looked nervous and oppressed… “Sounds like America. The American dream. But for a lot of people, it is just that. A dream. If it wasn’t, me, Aliyah, many of the others in the Black Wolf, we wouldn’t be where we are today…”
“Yooour thoughts are still sooo small.” Hyacinth sniffed.
“Now, do not be so cold to them, Hyacinth. After all, it seems they too have had a hard life.” Asha smiled benevolently. “If one is hurt, they shall be healed. If one wishes for food and shelter, it is given. Akio wishes for all to live happily. But is that enough? A life without pride is meaningless. I survived by doing terrible deeds in my plague-addled madness, devouring my lost sisters to keep alive and barely half-sane. No, here, dreams and reality mix. Should suffering be found, it will be resolved. Evil will not flourish, neglect rotting us, like it has begun to rot the Seelie Court and the lands of the Fae, Unseelie, Wild Hunt and more spawned from the chaos. No, here all contribute, and all will have a chance to love themselves.”
“Yes, moooney is about value. Work, good deeds, they have merit. Akio believes that good should pay. Is that sooo wrong?”
“No, it isn’t. But it’s hard as hell to get right.” I agreed. “The road to Hell is paved with good intentions.”
“If he was alone, then perhaps. But he is not, is he Hyacinth?” Asha asked softly.
“Nooo. Never. The mistresses, they support him. Ooothers, smart Fae and proud Fae, Ixitt and Ulfuric, Moooira and the princess of the Fae, even clever mooortals, all rush to his aid. Because Akio cares, yet is nooot weak. He will forgive much, Hyacinth knows he forgave me, who tried tooo kill him. But when evil must be destroyed, he will dooo it!”
“As he did the Myconids, who were the downfall of so much of beauty.” Asha agreed.
“Shit, the two of you really seem head over heels for that bastard.” my sis scoffed, ignoring the look Luciana was giving her to calm down. “Well… fuck.” She downed her drink. “If it’s free, I’ll take another. No, since it should be paid for, put it on his tab. That’s what he gets for scooping up all the women around here into his clutches. Leave some for me!” Aliyah paused then. “You know, I’ve heard him mention all the others, even the new Chinese girl, but… I don’t think I’ve heard of you? He ashamed of you or something? I don’t see why, you’re hot stuff.”
As Asha smiled mysteriously, it was Hyacinth who answered the question.
“Akio does nooot know.” She laughed heartily, her mood flipping on a dime, her earlier anger forgotten. Which is frightening in itself. She’s definitely not the most stable woman I’ve ever met… “He thinks Asha simply has gratitude fooor him saving her and her Tree.”
“I do. Boundless, endless gratitude.” She patted a branch that was forming part of the canopy affectionately. “He even saved another Tree, though no sister remains within it. But…”
“But yooou were captured by his shining light, no?” Hyacinth giggled.
“It did indeed seem like he was shining, his spirit on full display, bright like the Moon.” Asha agreed. “So I gave him my Kiss. For one who saves a life should take responsibility and ownership for it. Especially when one is so heroic. In my fever dreams, my torments, I begged my father, the other Lords of the Seelie, anyone, to come save me, free me from that hell, even by killing me. And nobody ever did. Until he came. I begged to be put down, for mercy. Instead… he achieved the impossible, and here I stand, my Tree growing strong, and I spend my time cultivating fruits and vegetables and pretty flowers, tending to this terrace I would never have dreamed of.”
“Mistress Shaeula knooows too. She thinks it amusing.” Hyacinth continued to giggle. “Akio does nooot know he has another woman. Nooot that Asha is particularly aggressive.”
“Why would I be? I am a Dryad, Daughter of Orion. I live as long as the eternal Rhyming Trees. For now, I am enjoying my time anew, living, growing. There will be ample time for love to sprout like acorns, growing strong, and procreation…” At that Aliyah nearly spat out her drink, and I can’t say I blamed her. “…comes later, when he wishes for it.” she finished.
“Procreation? You mean having a kid? How does that even work, if you’re some damn tree spirit?” Aliyah asked.
“We have a lonely, empty Tree. Two, in fact. Daughters could be birthed to bond with them. Daughters will be, in time.”
“Time, huh? But Akio is just a man, right? Sure, he’s got all these new powers, but… he’ll grow old, and…”
“Akio is mooore a Fae than human now.” Hyacinth denied. “Death from ooold age will not claim him. Death from battle… I fear that, but… Hyacinth will be dead first. I will proootect Akio, the ooother mistresses. Those under Akio’s protection. This land… so you must do it toooooo! If you do, you are my friends. If nooot… I show no mercy to Akio’s enemies!” she vowed, eyes chilling.
“Yeah, shit, I get it.” my sis snorted. “You’re all the same. But if you all promise to die before each other, how the hell does that even work?” She laughed then, in sudden good humour, and Hyacinth cocked her head, puzzled. That expression made me laugh too.
“Well, just means they won’t die at all, Aliyah. Simple. But simple is best.” I took another long sip of my drink, savouring the flavour. “Yeah, damn, this is good. Guess the boss has some rather talented women.”
As Hyacinth squirmed at that, clutching her cheeks, happy for the praise, the Dryad asked us to keep these matters a secret, as she did not want to be a distraction, not with so much going on. We all agreed, but knowing Aliyah, she was probably saving it for the perfect time to be a nuisance. Oh well, I suppose there are worse secrets to know. At least this one isn’t likely to get us killed…
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“Yes, this is outstanding! Unprecedented!” Ixitt was laughing, and I wondered what all the fuss was. We had been doing another round of mock battles, making sure our bodies were fully accustomed to our differing levels of strength, only to come across a strange convoy. Numerous wheeled wagons topped with silver, cylindrical-shaped devices studded with orange and yellow gems, were rolling towards the workshop area, and out of curiosity we had followed. There we had found the mad scientist Ixitt, who was another frequent fixture at the shrine, though here he was a pale-furred rat-man, his face covered in lenses and other observation devices.
“If I may ask, what has you so excited?” Luciana inquired politely, gathering knowledge, and I silently applauded her.
“Oh, some of the mortal mercenaries Akio has taken under his wing.” He assessed us. “I was testing the new mobile Ether Silos…” He pointed to the wagons. “Akio had asked me to solve the problem of granting ether to his Vassals, and extracting ether from other Territories. Etherites are too precious to be wasted anymore. Oh, you hardly care about that, do you? Well, needless to say, it worked. Compared to Ether Spires, creating something to store ether is simple, my fellow Mortal Engineers and their apprentices could manage that from our shared research. Alas, I digress.”
“Yeah, you do.” Aliyah agreed, watching his lashing tail. Well, it is kind of hypnotic. “Get to the point.”
“I shall. In fact, you can save me some time, and report to Akio for me. I have much to do!” He glanced towards the strange building nearby, with many heavy metal chimneys that were belching out thick smoke and shining sparkles of rainbow energy into the skies in a straight column. “If only Bjarki was not so deeply engrossed in his forging, I would share this delight with him. Hmm…” The rat pulled out a pocket watch. “…time dilation between the Boundary and Material is hardly an exact science, but it should be roughly time for Shiro to come renew her buffs on us. I shall speak to him then…”
“This isn’t getting to the point.” Aliyah insisted, shaking her head, beads in her hair jingling softly.
“So impatient.” Ixitt chided her. “Look!” He pointed to where a small, silvery tree was growing. “It is now self-sufficient! Yes, it can hardly provide as much material as stripping off silver and crystals from the upgrading Buildings, but it grows by itself from atmospheric ether! And this is just the beginning! Checking the Territory details, I can see it clearly!” He took out a number of red crystals, crushing them to powder before sprinkling the dust over the little sapling. “Oh, how the possibilities are simply endless… but I have too many demands on my time. Weapons, Alchemy, batteries, generators, this tree and more…”
As the rat rattled on, my sister and I exchanged glances. “Well, he got to the point, but I don’t really understand it. Do you, Trey?”
“No.” I shook my head. “You, Luciana? You seem to have taken to all this quite well.”
“I have no idea. It is… el árbol A tree?”
Travis, Manx, the others, none of them understood what was so special about it. In the end I shrugged, and we left, wishing that our curiosity hadn’t led us to follow those wagons.
“I guess I’ll tell the boss after all. Not that I know what I’m telling him.”
My sister slapped me on the back reassuringly. “Good job Trey. Yeah, you do it. I think that’s for the best.”
Fine. Well, we might as well squeeze in a last round of training before we go...






  
  Three Hundred And Forty-Eight


“Yes, I see no further issues. Your recovery is sound.” Bintara declared to Shiro, as she released a probe of aether through her body, making her shiver. Finally. I made good on my promise, and the mistakes we made have been washed away. “While I do have concerns over that parasite within you, it is beyond my responsibility.”
At her harsh words to Tan, Shiro’s eyes flashed red for a moment. Biting her lip, eyes displaying her emotions, Shiro asked us again.
“Really? It’s really all healed?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Thanks to your buffs and help from Bintara here, which I very much appreciate…” I bowed to the Bitan gratefully, thankful to the strange Yōkai that was dispatched here by Nurarihyon, and even though our interests coincided, it wouldn’t make me any less grateful. “…and I’ll be sure to repay the favour for.”
“As will I.” Shiro promised, rubbing at her damp black eyes. “If I have to fight the golden-eyed devourer, I will. After all…” She met my gaze steadfastly, despite her fears being plain on her face. “…I’ve already clashed with it. It’ll be us or it anyway. And we’ll do it together. I know you’ll never let a monster like that run free, Aki.”
“Yes, so pass on my thanks to Nurarihyon.” I continued. “As for you, Shiro… yeah, I might need to give your Material body a quick once-over with Ether Healing just to fully restore the skin and make sure there’s no underlying internal damage, but… you’re done. Cured.”
Her arms went around me, pulling me into a fierce hug. That left all sorts of interesting things pressing against me, considering how scantily clad she was, and as she went to thank me again, she noticed, her face reddening, but her smile turned wicked, back to the normal Shiro. “Oh, this getting you all hot and bothered, Aki? I’m glad. After all, you just got an eyeful of me. I’m damn pissed off, I was hoping to save the full frontal until… well, the weekend, right?”
“It couldn’t be helped.” I sighed. “Instead, you should be thanking me for keeping a cool head when the junior I’ve always secretly longed for was naked in front of me.”
“Hmph.” She snorted sourly, releasing her hug, adjusting the undergarments she wore. “That excuse sounds so very good, but I’m not buying it. When did you get so silver-tongued, Aki? Well, no matter. I guess a bit of shame is a small price to pay for making sure I’m back to my former glory. It… it definitely won’t make you any less excited for the real thing, will it?” she asked, suddenly vulnerable, her emotions high as the damage that had plagued her was finally fixed.
“Of course not. I’m serious. Yes, you’re dangerously beautiful, and it was hard to ignore that, but I did ignore it. All I wanted was for you to be back to your perfect self. I’ll save getting excited for Saturday.” I winked. “I have it all planned out.”
“Oh you do, do you? Well, assuming Arisu doesn’t try and murder you, I’ll look forward to it. Damn, you are silver-tongued. I don’t know quite how to feel with you channelling those Hayato vibes.”
“I am not here to listen to your mortal pleasantries.” Bintara sniffed, and we hastily apologised. “Very well.” she continued. “My task is complete. I am eager to return to the Hyakki Yagyō. Though we shall likely meet again, on the fated battlefield that has been prophesied.”
“Thanks again for everything.” I reiterated, looking at her head, with one horn a mere stub, only now starting to regrow. “It wasn’t just Shiro you helped. I owe you too, so if you are ever in trouble, get a message to me, all right? Besides… Shaeula is one of the Parade too, so we should help each other when we can.”
“Yeah, sorry, my sudden feelings of normie-ness got away from me for a minute there.” Shiro laughed. “Me too. If you need help, I’ll give it. Just… try not to provoke Tan too much, okay?”
Bintara let out a long snort at that. “Such a parasite deserves no respect from me. It is creatures like her and the golden-eyed devourer that do not know their place, intruding where they do not belong, which are upsetting the harmony of our world. But my words matter little. There is no separating you now without great effort and risk I am unwilling to bear.”
Putting that aside, I asked how she would return to the Parade, since it had roamed away from Kyoto. She hesitated, before answering. “I have means of calling the Parade. All of us who Number highly do. So fear not, I shall return safely.”
“Great, well, if you disappear before we get to see you again, this is farewell.” I extended a hand, and after a moment, she took it.
“Indeed. Time marches on, and as the slowing ebbs, danger will come ever closer. Prepare yourselves.” With that she left the room we were occupying. As Shiro pulled on her discarded armour, I grinned, watching her turn red.
“Shit, I know you’ve already seen everything you can, but at least look away when I’m changing, Aki.”
“Why?” I asked teasingly, and she started to explain, before realising I was joking with her. She pouted, finally fully clothed once more.
“Jerk. Switching between Hayato mode and Yasu mode makes it really hard for me to stay calm.” With that, she slapped her cheeks to shake off her embarrassment. “Oh, fuck.” she suddenly cried, and for a moment I panicked.
“What’s wrong?” My Eye flared as I scanned her, not believing Bintara would have been wrong about her recovery being successful, but…
“Calm down. Though it’s cute to see you worry for me.” Shiro laughed, having got her revenge on me for my teasing. “It’s just that if I’m all better, then I should probably go back to university, right?”
“Yeah, that’s true.” I agreed, relieved. Though to be honest, I’ve got used to having Shiro around. It hasn’t been long, but it’s been fun.
“Aww, is Aki all sad that I won’t be hanging around you day and night anymore? Well, don’t be. I’m not going back just yet. I have a leave of absence for the rest of the year. I might as well take advantage. Yeah, thought so.” She reached out, poking my cheek. “You’re such a boy at times, Aki. But I don’t hate it. Seeing that smile makes me happy.” She hugged me again, this time without the desperate emotion of the past ones. “I really should go thank the girls at my dorm though. Since they were worried for me…”
Yeah, Shiro’s matured as well. It’s good to see her thinking of other people. Living here at the shrine with Eri, Shaeula and the rest has been good for her. “I’ll come too, if you don’t mind?”
“Well, you did tell them we’d eloped, so if you don’t, they’ll think I dumped you.” As we bantered back and forth, I considered my plans for the day. I had received a strange visit from Treyvon this morning, who had told me that Ixitt had invented a tree, or something along those lines. He seemed apologetic that he didn’t understand, but on checking my Territory, I could see a new Building, one that was quite surprising. It’s just a shame that my Eye isn’t higher Ranked, as there’s still too many question marks, and indeed questions, to answer. 
Materia Tree Rank 1 Unique – This Tree has agglomerated from a mixture of Territorial Silver, Territorial Crystal, and small amounts of other similar materials, Territorial Gold, Territorial Mica, and others. Due to a strange ??????????? and the addition of scattered Etherite powder and stray ????????? as well as the remnants of a failed ??????????, Ether of significant quality is being drawn from the surrounding Boundary and lower Astral, and converted into ????????????. 
Ether density and quality around the Materia Tree will naturally increase from the overspill, and as it grows it drops Fruits containing ???????????. The Tree will naturally regenerate taken Territorial Materials if supplied with Ether, and can be grown by further ????????? and Etherites.

I haven’t had such an obscured reading of something in quite a while. Just how the hell did Ixitt create this? I’m just glad it’s not in Kyoto… We were trying to lower the ether density there. Fortunately, Tokyo was greatly inferior in that regard, despite all my efforts so far, so there were unlikely to be problems for the foreseeable future.
Upon exiting the building, we proceeded over to where the Materia Tree was located, in the area occupied by Ixitt and Bjarki’s workshops. As we approached I could feel the noticeably higher density of ether around us, and letting my Eye shimmer, the amount of reddish colouration I could see in the ether here was lower than normal, a faint orangish hue leaking in. 
There were a number of Fae clustered around the site, many ratkin and weaselkin Mortal Engineers excitedly chattering away, taking measurements and using various strangely shaped instruments to probe the Tree. On seeing our approach, Ixitt came trotting out of the crowd, smiling happily.
“Akio.” He declared. “Have you come to see the Materia Tree?”
I agreed. “Yeah. I don’t quite get what happened, but it seems beneficial, at least for now.”
The crowd parted, and we could see the small silver tree, which was also sparkling, tiny shards of crystal within the metal shining in the light from the skies above. “Hey, that looks a bit like your Anchor, Aki.” Shiro observed, and she was right.
“It does.” I agreed. “But I don’t feel like it’s doing anything Anchor-like. Ixitt, how did this come about?” I asked.
“It is really quite simple. You know I have been experimenting with material from the strange Buildings in your Territory and others. I also brought back materials from the Territory controlled by your Vassals, even that girl Miyu. Did you know…” he murmured conspiratorially. “…as a Chosen Hero, I can freely enter your Vassal Territories? There is also now material from Kyoto. Using all of these, we have made many discoveries, though there is still so much we do not understand. But much material was gathered here and used to make Artificial Ether Spires, and more recently, Artificial Silos. Not every effort succeeded, and much waste and half-completed prototypes, failed devices and scatterings of excess Etherite dust was discarded here. Imagine my surprise when it all subsumed into this Tree.”
“Yes, that does seem surprising.” Shiro agreed.
“So, the Tree, it provides materials?” I asked, and Ixitt nodded.
“Watch.” He carefully removed some of the small branches, which quickly broke down into the silver material, as well as a little with a golden hue, and some sparkling gems like tiny diamonds or chunks of polished glass. I then noticed it drawing in the surrounding ether, and the trunk budded, and slowly the buds expanded, growing out into fresh branches. “Fascinating, is it not? It is a ready source of materials, and I assume this is just the beginning!”
As he fawned over it, the door to Master Bjarki’s workshop opened, and a rush of intense heat washed out, hot and dry, yet full of static. Fur on the many Beastkin Fae stood on end, as did Shiro’s long silver locks, which began to rise as though attracted to a magnet. She made an indelicate nose and began combing it with her hands, while I ignored my own frizzy state. Bjarki staggered out, his face pale, eyes shadowed, but on seeing Shiro he brightened.
“Great, if’n it nay be the lass with’n t'gift. I need it again, if’n ye please. I be close tae a breakthrough, ye ken?”
“Yes, yes. It so happens I’m in an excellent mood today, so here. Same as usual?” Shiro asked, and the Dwarf nodded firmly.
“Aye. It’n be driving me tae new heights, I feel another breakthrough nearing. This’n will be my life’s work, I ken!”
“He has been working non-stop for days, ever since he first received these blessings.” As Ixitt watched, amused, as energy flooded into Bjarki, who then bowed in thanks before hurrying back inside, door slamming, he asked for his own buffs. As he did so, I had an idea.
“Shiro, can you buff Buildings?”
She paused, mouth open, before grinning. “I have no idea, Aki. But that’s some excellent out-of-the-box thinking. We can give it a go…”
“Now this I simply must see.” Ixitt declared, after receiving his blessing from Anesidora.
“Well, we might as well start with an Ether Spire, as the change should be measurable.” I suggested, and we hurried towards the nearest one, expressions eager…
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“I’m done Aki, no more!” Shiro pleaded, leaning against me as we sat on a stone seat I had lifted free with a little earth element. “I’m not strong enough for all these buffs, I’m oom. Out of damn mana!”
“Shouldn’t that be oodm then?” I laughed. “No, really it’d be ooda, out of damn aether.” I stroked her head gently, kissing her cheek, delighted to see her flush a little. “I mean, I can top you up again if you want? Though it isn’t that effective…”
“Yeah, we managed to squeeze a couple more out of me, but you wasted a ton of your strength. I think that the aether used to activate my ability is mixed in with adherence, if I had to guess, or at least something similar. So you cant just top me up and expect good results, unlike if I was using a Skill needing aether. I’d be curious to see if Haru or Kana have the same issues.”
“It seemed to work for the Chinese Chosen, but then, the aether that damn blob was giving off was rather filthy. There could have been anything mixed in.” I mused. “Yeah, we’ll run more experiments, but… we still learned a lot.”
“Did we? It didn’t work no matter how many times I tried it.” Shiro pouted.
“Didn’t it? Sure, nothing changed, and my dreams are dashed of having you push up the abilities of my Ether Spires a Rank, giving us stupendously boosted ether collection. But I think there’s potential, and even if not, we’ve learned a fair bit about how Divine Favours work or don’t work.”
“Yeah, that’s a shame, it’d have been great to… wait a minute.” Shiro’s pretty, dark eyes narrowed as she gazed at me, a frown on her face replacing her pout. “If I could do that, wouldn’t you have me out here buffing your Spires every time the buffs wore off? I’d be just like Miyu, who you make dance until she can dance no more! And what about my… well, Tan’s Territory anyway?”
“Well, I wouldn’t… no, to be honest, we both know I damn well would have you buffing away.” I winked. “But I’d definitely make it up to you, I promise. But most of my wives want to be working girls…”
“Phrasing, Aki. This isn’t one of those porn doujins you like.” she snickered.
“Nah, I’ll leave those types to Yasu-san. As for Tan’s Territory, and eventually yours, of course we’ll keep an eye on them. When I reach Rank Four, I’ll be able to surround and protect them. I’m sure Tan planned for her to reach that milestone first, but… I don’t see it happening.”
“Yeah. Arisu is doing a good job guarding it, despite her own troubles, but… well, you have a lead and a lot of allies, while we’ve been stuck here with you.”
“That wounds my heart!” I mock-cried, and she forestalled me with a cheeky kiss.
“You know what I mean. Anyway, we learned that it seems I can only affect people with Anesidora’s blessings.”
“If we put together what we know. It seems that Divine Favours are quite specific in what they do, rather unlike Skills which seem far more flexible, even if they have specific traits too.” It’d certainly help if I had use of Tyr’s Favour, as I’d be able to directly compare, it doesn’t seem like the Seeds of the World Tree I have follows the same rules. I do know a bit from the Favour Tsukiko-san passed to me though… 
My gaze went to the circling spirit-lights being fed by Shaeula and I, constantly drawing on our aether. Some more weaselkin were shining brightly, soon to be reborn, and the glow of Ginneka’s was starting to slowly brighten as well. Tsukiko-san’s was still small and weak, but it would grow, I wouldn’t accept anything else.
“The Favours can strengthen abilities that match. Kana’s weak earth element abilities grew significantly stronger when she received Ksitigarbha’s Earthen Womb. Likewise, when I gained The Future Reflected By The Moon, my light and darkness elements mutated. I don’t know for sure, but Haru-san’s affinity to light seems to be a consequence of her Favour from Kannon.” My sis too. Her related Skills all grew stronger too.
“I see. So they do have an effect other than their primary function, even if tangential.” Shiro posited. “That means… well, not a lot.” She shrugged, a wry grin crossing her features. “You know, I think we know who to ask. Tan, are you there?”
Shiro’s eyes turned crimson, and her mouth opened lazily. “I am still digesting the remains of my meal. I will be sleepy for several days yet. But I was listening. I believe I confirmed there are many matters I cannot speak of, due to the agreements our Pantheons all are bound by.”
“Yes, and we had this conversation before, didn’t we? You already broke them by taking advantage of Shiro. And you’ve told us a little before. I’m not asking you to spill any secrets, merely… drop a hint to the veracity of our speculations. That shouldn’t be a stretch, right?”
“I’d ask that too, Tan. We’re not asking for the answer, only… a pointer or two.” Shiro coaxed, and Tan exhaled, a long sigh, full of annoyance.
“Fine. You are rather demanding. Your taste in men is questionable, princess. But you are in essence correct, though like all that one can know, you but scratch the surface, though deeply enough to impress me at least a little. Yes, Divine Favours are indeed crystalised adherence and also something I will not speak of. And that adherence is dyed to the task at hand. Making it act in ways it is not intended is… challenging. It also dyes the aether within you, bending it to suitable aspects. Thus merely pouring in more aether will result in colossal waste, as the aether is not suitable to the task at hand.”
“I get it.” Aether can achieve lots of tasks that seem impossible, so activating a Divine Favour should be no different, but as I’ve found out over time, the more rules, no, Laws, I suppose I should say… that a task breaks, the less it conforms to reality around us, the more aether is used, and the less we understand something, again, the more it uses. Hence the waste… I explained that, and Tan nodded in satisfaction.
“You have found your answer without my urgings. I have broken no compacts. The gift of Anesidora is for the living. Else you could strengthen anything. It would be foolish to spend the power that would require to strengthen a mortal, even to chance winning a world, and expecting most of that power to return. After all, we have seen much power devoured.” She licked Shiro’s lips. 
“And not merely by me. No… Favours are the least effort beings such as my Father believe they can spend for maximum chance of reward. There are many worlds, it would do us little good to spread ourselves too thin, weaken ourselves and suffer losses, for a mere chance of gain. Hence why I believed the princess was a chance worth the risk for me. Now, I am tired. Her Many Gifts and Blessings are for the living, not the inanimate, or trees of metal and glass.” With that Shiro yawned, her eyes turning dark again, before she met my grey eyes with her black ones, smiling.
“For the living huh, Aki? Not for trees of metal and glass? Are you thinking what I’m thinking? How did we not see it before?”
“Well, we missed the forest for the trees.” I smirked. “It’ll take you time to recover your aether, so want to grab a drink first?” Thanks Tan. Though I’ll be honest, I’d grasped it when you repeated that the Gifts were for the living. 
“Sure. I’m excited Aki, but… you’re not going to enslave me and make me your buff machine, are you?”
“Nope.” I swept her up into a princess carry, Shiro squealing with shock, fists striking my shoulders softly.
“What the hell are you doing, Aki? This is embarrassing!”
“I’m still celebrating your full recovery. So let me treat you as a princess, Shirohime. For today at least. Oh, and Saturday!”
“Just had to throw that in, huh? Eri was right to warn me about you. Lecher.” she muttered, face crimson. “But… it doesn’t feel so bad…”
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“So, you ready?” I asked her, and Shiro nodded. “Yeah, I’ve enough for a few blessings. Shame it wasted a good chunk of your day.”
“I sent Azuki to say I’ll be late. I’m meeting a prisoner, it’s not like she’s going anywhere.” Well, the Detective and Officer Usui might be a little annoyed, but they’ll understand. “If this works, it’ll make a huge difference to our potential. So… ready?”
“As I’ll ever be. So, Asha, this is fine, right?” she asked the Dryad, who was smiling softly, ever since we had explained what we wanted.
“If you are not hurting my Tree, but instead blessing it for healthy growth and potency, how could I be disappointed? My Tree does love it here. The earth element is still rather too weak, but it is growing. In time… no, we can speak of that later. Please proceed, I await the results expectantly, Shiro.”
“All right then. Damn, now I’m getting nervous, having you both so focussed on me. So, here goes nothing. Anesidora’s Blessing of Many Gifts.” She allowed her aether to flow into the Rhyming Tree, which was clearly alive. I don’t know whether it has Skills to be enhanced or not, but it’s definitely living, and it’s a Fae Tree, if any plant would have Skills, this would…
“Oh, I can feel my Tree. It shudders in joy.” Asha squirmed, her slightly jade-tinted skin now a reddish tone. The Tree waved its branches, as if there was a gentle breeze. “And the earth sings.” Keeping my eye on the Territory details, tracking my ether generation, which was by no means an exact science, as we had random amounts coming in from the efforts of all my forces, but I had mapped an average trend while I was drinking with Shiro, I waited. But not for long.
Shit. It… it worked? I stared at the amber numbers scrolling through my vision.
“So, uh… success?” Shiro asked, and I pulled her into another hug.
“Yeah. It’s pretty good. It hasn’t gone to Rank six, well, there was no way it’d be that easy, but the gain is significant. If only there was a way that we could know how we could use the Blessing From The Box.”
“If you tell me what you wish for, I can assist. After all, without your aid, my Tree and I would be dead, and all memory of my fallen sisters lost for all time. I shall do anything you ask.” Asha promised, her expression kind. Shiro paused, eyeing her for a second, before shaking her head.
“Nah, I’m sure it’s nothing. Well, a question then, if you don’t mind.” When she got a continued smile in response, she inquired further. “If I had to bless something to boost the way your Tree pulls in ether from the surrounding atmosphere, what would it be?”
My Eye is struggling to see anything, as I don’t know what I’m looking for, but if I had a hint, I think we could do it… 
“I see. This is a Tree born of Earth, so I would expect that it is the gathering of earth and sky. All Rhyming Trees call to the skies, the Moon above, even if it cannot be seen here, but Earth Rhyming Trees also call to the dark earth below, to soil and life, to…” My Eye blazed as she continued, and now that I had an indication, I was able to see the shining energy being drawn in by the leaves, and roots that drank deep of the ether and earth element hidden within the ground below.
Roots Nourishing Earth, Branches Drinking The Moon Rank 5 – This Skill is the innate ability of an Earth Rhyming Tree to pull Ether from the surrounding world, strengthening the Ether density around it, and also absorbing and fortifying the Earth Element it requires to survive, grow and prosper.

“Shiro… oh shit, I’m shaking.” My hands were actually trembling. “Roots Nourishing Earth, Branches Drinking The Moon.”
“Got it. Damn, now I’m quaking, and it isn’t even my Territory.”
“What’s mine is yours, right?” I winked, getting myself under control, Resilience kicking in. “Now, go for it!”
Moments later the Tree was shining brilliantly, and Asha, who had barely recovered before, was now on the ground, a rapturous expression on her face, but one that couldn’t match mine, as amber numbers scrolled across my vision. The skill’s at Rank six… it’s confusing my Eye as the Tree shows up as Earth Rhyming Tree Rank ??? Special at the moment, but the numbers don’t lie… and it’s not just Rank six, it’s also strengthened by the other buff, so the ether coming in… holy shit. This is huge!
“Judging by that sloppy grin, I’m guessing that Miyu and I will be becoming the best of friends?” Shiro asked. “I guess it’s a good thing I won’t be going back to uni for a couple of months…”
“Damn right!” I grabbed her, spinning her around. “You did it Shiro, you beautiful, beautiful princess! And thanks Tan, you picked the perfect gift for her!”
“Hey, put me down, I’m getting dizzy! I’m not used to this sort of roughhousing!” Shiro panted, and when I released her, and helped the dazed, delirious and crimson Asha to her feet, getting her some water, I grinned. Gesturing to several weaselkin who were taking a break, I sent them off to fetch Azuki and Ixitt.
“I’m going to have to make more apologies to the Detective, but this can’t wait. We need to see just how far we can take this. I’ll need Haru-san here too. We were close to having enough to upgrade her Territory all the way to Rank three, but now… it’ll be ready soon enough.” There are two more Rhyming Trees… sure, the leap won’t be immense, but it’ll still be huge. And I wonder… does Asha have any Skills that are worth enhancing to help her Tree? As soon as Ixitt gets here, he can start organising the transportation of ether using the mobile Artificial Silos. Then…
“I’m getting a bad feeling that my days of leisure are coming to an end…” Shiro sighed, watching me think. “Ugh, I’m nearly out of aether again.”
“That doesn’t matter. I don’t care how wasteful it is, right now I’m going to pour everything in me into your body. Every additional blessing is more data…”
“Phrasing Aki, phrasing.” Shiro grinned. “Well, I guess Tan knows me pretty well. I wanted to be needed. And I guess I am…”
“In more ways than one. Saturday is going to be the best night of your life, I promise, but until then… it’s buffing time, oh buffing princess!”
“Shit, that’s a condescending name. I’m not sure if Princess of Hungry Ghosts is better than that. Well, no rest for the wicked, I guess…”
No, none at all. Fucking hell, the Rank five Rhyming Tree was obscene enough, but if we can keep it running most of the time at Rank six, no, effectively Rank six and a quarter… My mind was running the numbers. This changes things… a lot…






  
  Three Hundred And Forty-Nine


A Vassal Territory has reached Rank 3. Your Class, Conqueror, has increased from Level Fourteen to Level Fifteen. Your League has increased by Two. Your Eight Moons Chakra Network and Silver Cord has been strengthened slightly, significantly increasing your Aether.

“Isee. I have a lot of options now.” Haru-san remarked, having consumed the large amounts of ether, a million strong, that Ixitt’s clever Artificial Ether Silos had ferried through the Ring Gates. Each Silo couldn’t hold that much, only a few thousand to perhaps ten thousand for the best designed, but the distance was short, so the ability to move it was efficient enough, and once the amount was there, Haru-san had rushed the upgrade. “So, now we just need to consolidate as much of Kyoto as we can, yes?” 
Now we can successfully donate Ether without using Etherites, which we need for other things. Sure, it’s not going to work for distant Territories, but for those we can access it’s fine. So, I could do the same for Shuta-san’s Territory, but… well, currently he’s confined to a small area around Hisuikomushi Shrine, so adding a lot more Ether Spires there wouldn’t make too much sense. It would allow him to capture some land outside my own Territory due to his location, but… well, I’ll think about it. We have a lot to do, and it might make more sense for me to be Rank Four first, though the planning and cost…
“Well, all the unclaimed lands, sure. But we’ll leave things like the Kyoto Imperial Palace alone for now. After all, there’s no need for a fight, and the owner of that, whoever or whatever they are, made no move to stop us from entering or leaving during the Kyoto mess, so I think we owe diplomacy a try. For now, we want to claim Kiyomizu-dera and the surrounding shrines, Yamato’s old Territory.”
“Some has already come under my control.” Haru-san smiled her agreement. “It shouldn’t be too difficult, but ten kilometres is quite a wide area. I’ll need some help if I’m to do it quickly.”
“That’s what we’re here for.” I grinned, gesturing to our weaselkin and ratkin forces, as well as Hyacinth and Shaeula. “I’m hoping we should be able to get this done by morning.”
“It’s fascinating, isn’t it?” Hinata exclaimed happily, talking to the other girls who were here with us, despite the late hour. “Seeing how a Territory expands first-hand gives me a lot of ideas.” She rubbed her hands together, excited. “And to think that such a large amount of Kyoto will be under our control now. I think I need to speak to grandfather about what land we have or can purchase in Kyoto.”
“No, it’s under Haru-san’s control.” I corrected, before the woman in question laughed, shaking her head.
“Silly, you know what is mine is yours. I’m your Vassal, no, more than that. Without your aid I’d be floating around here wishing for death. No, that’s not right, I was already dead. Oblivion, maybe? Well, no matter. Kyoto is yours.”
“I’m glad someone is happy.” Shiro grumbled, sitting down, face pale, looking like a used rag, silver sweat streaming from her body. “I’m totally wiped out. Aki is a brute…” she complained to my other girls. “He’s used me hard all day. I can’t even think about anything but having a damn rest.”
As Motoko and Natsumi consoled her, taken in by her mock-complaints, I patted her head. “You have worked hard, it’s definitely true. And thanks to you, we have a good chance of securing our position faster than planned. It’s why I don’t feel worried about upgrading Haru-san’s Territory like this.” Shiro had worked herself to the bone calling on Anesidora’s Favour. Hell, I was tired too, as I had exhausted myself giving her my aether. 
In the end, Shaeula had to help top her up too. Hyacinth had tried also, but her ability to transfer her aether successfully was meagre, much to her chagrin. It seemed that the successful transfer of aether in any quantity was affected by Chirurgery, so as well as Aether Manipulation and Ether Healing, a Rank or two in Chirurgery was something I wanted to be standard issue for everyone going forwards. At least those close to me, anyway. Chirurgery is a trump card for us…
In terms of Skills, Asha didn’t seem to have anything that promoted the Trees producing more aether, but she did have Skills to promote elemental energy and the safe growth of her Tree, so we would be enhancing those as appropriate. As I thought that, Shiro looked at me, and I felt a touch guilty as she had seemingly guessed my thoughts. Oh well, when she Levels up a bit more she’ll have more aether to play with… Pushing the other two Rhyming Trees to effectively a better Rank four was far less efficient than the single Tree to Rank six, but inefficient didn’t mean it wasn’t still worth it, and over time the extra ether quickly added up.
“So, what are the plans for my Territory then, as regards infrastructure?” Haru-san asked. “I don’t mind setting you a tithe rate of a hundred percent. After all, this is all down to you.”
I shook my head. “That’s too much, you need ether to upkeep the Territory and the defences. Besides, I’d like you to have at least some ether of your own, so that you can pursue your Thrones and anything else you want. But then, I do need a lot of ether…” Kyoto was producing abnormally high ether, so even at a reduced efficiency via tithes with the rate set high enough, it could be like having an extra Ether Spire for each one constructed here. And there’s light element too.
“Right then. Well, first I’ll upgrade our Ether generation to the maximum. That means all my Spires to Rank four, and all your Spires, plus the new ones, to Rank four. That would hugely increase our accrual. I think… eighty percent tithe? Damn, I feel usurious. I’ll have to look at Shuta-san’s again, as well as Miyu’s.” Miyu was currently alternating Dancing and grinding for Levels at the coast, and her Territory was prospering slowly. I can’t easily get ether to her Territory through Ixitt’s Mobile Silos though, so doing what I plan for Haru-san’s Territory is impossible for now…
“I don’t mind. Besides, I am the Undersecretary at the Ministry.” Haru-san declared, proud of her role. “I understand you need to reach Rank Four as soon as possible. After that, when your urgent need diminishes, you can always lower the tithe a bit.” She smiled to show she wasn't upset.
“True.” I laughed. “Though I always have a need for more ether, we can never have enough.”
“Well, if you ask Akio nicely, I dare-dare say that he will provide you with what you need.” Shaeula teased her.
“Sure, sure. She is my precious Vassal after all.” I waved that off. “In terms of rush-building, we know that Rank one and two Spires are trivial. You can build Anchor Spires now as well, right?” I asked, and she nodded. “Well, in your case, let’s hold off on the Ether Density Anchor Spire. That goes against what we are trying to achieve here. No, you want the Ether Spire Anchor Spire. You won’t need extra queues yet either since we’ll be relying on blowing ether on rush-building. I think we’ll consider other options. Anyway, a Rank one Spire will set you back three thousand, and a Rank two twenty-two and a half thousand. We can have all of your Spires to Rank two including the new ones we need to build, by the weekend. That’s the most efficient for the both of us.”
Haru-san agreed. Hinata was happily listening as well, eyes sparkling. She really loves the economic side of things. That reminds me… next week, looks like it’s time to do some more Ether Healing. She wants to extract maximum value before our powers become common knowledge, and others gifted with healing Divine Favours or Skills start competing with us…
“In that case…” Shaeula grinned wolfishly. “We shall quickly secure areas with elemental resources. Daiyu, you come-come with me. Hyacinth, accompany Eri and Kana.” As the plans were set and the girls scurried off, while Ixitt and Grulgor were leading their own forces, Grulgor accompanied by a towering Giant and a number of new Trolls I had not been introduced to yet, I continued to explain to Haru-san, Shiro, Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi the path I planned to take.
“Rank three Spires are expensive to build instantly, at three hundred thousand ether, but even in the slowing, with Shiro’s exceptional work…” She groaned at that, but did look proud. “…we are easily able to pull in well over two hundred thousand ether an Astral day as the Trees do their work. In fact, we can nearly afford one Rank three spire a day. If it wasn’t a slowing right now, we could afford multiple each day that passes in the Material. Oh well, sooner or later the slowing will ebb out. Anyway, my Rank three Spires are pulling in on average around fourteen hundred ether per Astral day pre-slowing. It varies by location, of course. But then, the density is higher here, so it wouldn’t surprise me if you can get a bit more. I think it’s not unreasonable to assume with the tithe your Spires can give me around that as well.”
So, overall, we were looking at four and a half million ether to this point, but it would be adding around twenty thousand ether an Astral day after the slowing ended. It’d pay for itself in a hundred days on the Material then, assuming we didn’t hit a deepening tide. Damn, I know quickened tides offer many more dangers, but the extra Astral days and heightened ether gain sure would be awesome.
“Then there’s Rank four Spires. Now things do start getting expensive.” I admitted. “Each one should produce anywhere between five or six thousand ether an Astral day. But they cost a bit under one point nine million ether for an instant build. If we assume that we are making around four thousand extra ether a day, that’s… well, assuming the slowing ends, and time dilation at roughly two and a half days per day on the Material as I’ve been used to… that would be half a year to pay for itself. Really, that’s not too long, as after that, everything is pure profit.”
“I see.” Hinata grinned. “The government wants you to push for Rank Four to protect Tokyo, so while there is the chance of receiving support, it makes sense to build up your infrastructure.”
“Indeed.” Motoko agreed. “Grandfather says that the JSDF is so successful at what it does because it is built on solid foundations. Though he does worry that in these changing times, the foundation might crumble.”
“That’s why they want Akio to shore that up, Motoko.” Natsumi chuckled.
“Well, now is the hard part. I’m already upgrading one Spire to Rank four as we speak, but to simplify the maths I won’t worry about that. So, between us that’s twenty-eight Spires. Adding on the previous costs, and also getting your Ether Spire Anchor Spire to Rank two, as any more than that isn’t cost effective right now, we are looking between fifty-three and fifty-four million ether, but then from Spires alone, I’d be getting, for one Material day, outside the slowing, around four hundred and seventy thousand ether.”
“So, uh… the Rank six Rhyming Tree with my buffs… doesn’t that mean it essentially performs around the same as that on its own?” Shiro blinked, shocked. “How is that even fair?”
“It’s not. I’m so grateful to Asha, and to you.” I laughed. “Well, even a basic Rank six would be equivalent to sixteen Rank four Spires, and Rhyming Trees tend to produce at around ten to twenty percent more than a Spire of their equivalent Rank anyway. Add your other buffs on top and we get a monster working overtime. Hell, even keeping the other two Trees running at buffed Rank four is significantly valuable. All told, I think we can get above a million ether per Material day when all this is done, though if the slowing persists, we’re still looking at rather less than half of that.”
“It sounds to me like we should make getting more Trees a priority.” Hinata mused, to agreement from everyone else.
“Yeah, I know. I do intend to talk to Shaeula about it soon, but that’s… complicated. Politically, certainly. But if she knows of any areas that we might be able to obtain them from without damaging our interests, you know we’ll be planning that.”
“So, what about storage?” Hinata asked.
“A good question. Yeah, we need ten million to start the Rank Four Anchor upgrade, and we can store under twenty percent of that currently. A Rank six Silo would hold that and more, some twenty-two and a half million ether, but the cost is far too wasteful right now. No, at Rank five we hold four and a half million, so two Rank five should do in the meantime. We upgrade our Rank four and one of our Rank three Silos to Rank five, and with the Expanding Silo we already have we should have ten million in space, for the cost of another ten million or so in ether.” I can hardly believe I’m talking such huge figures… well, Rank Four is a colossal undertaking. I wonder how the Chinese are managing…
“Then, at ten million to start the upgrade, plus the previous spending, that’s a total of seventy four million. Then to finish, another hundred and sixty million?” Natsumi calculated, frowning. “That’s a lot!”
“It is. Well, any ether we have coming in will be decreased as the Territory upgrades, barring the Trees of course, by perhaps around forty percent, if it holds true to previous upgrades. Even so, every day we should be able to reduce the five thousand days it’ll take by multiple days more, and Miyu will dance too, bringing it even lower. We can do it in a sensible timeframe of a year, maybe. Though I’d like to put everything in place faster, of course, if we can.”
“It will very much depend on what the Ministry can end up extracting from the other Chosen of Japan.” Hinata mused.
“Not just that.” Motoko agreed. “We can collect ether by defeating enemies while growing stronger. We should continue to aggressively proceed, should we not Natsumi?”
“Yes, if I can get stronger by helping, I want to do it!” she cried, clearly excited.
“As for me… my fate is sealed. Miyu and I will drown our sorrows together… ugh, she’s not old enough to drink in bars, but at least she’s had experience drinking as a noble during parties. She can get hammered with me!” Shiro pouted.
“Sorry but your buffs are simply too awesome to miss out on.” I consoled her, and that brightened her up almost instantly. She puffed out her impressive chest with a grin.
“I know, right? Well, now we know our goals, it’s time to start implementing them!” She was eager suddenly, and that brought laughter to us all.
“Right then. It might be more efficient to grind on Sagami Bay, at least for now, but we need to secure Kyoto. Come on, I’ll escort you all and we can kill two birds with one stone. No, three birds, as we get ether too.”
“All right then.” Haru-san agreed, floating beside me, a smile on her face. “Hey, doesn’t the fact my Territory is Rank Three mean I’m one of the strongest Chosen in Japan?” she giggled. “I’m certainly coming up in the world!”
“You know, you might just be right.” I agreed. “Alas, I’ve already stood up the Detective, so I don’t want to do it again. Besides, you girls need your beauty sleep, right? Can’t have you looking tired in class.”
“We can spare a few hours more.” Motoko suggested, speaking for the three of them. “We need far less sleep now.”
“I still need some, you know.” Hinata complained, face red. “I’m not lucky enough to… no, never mind that.” Her face was now a deep crimson, even her neck and her ears flushed. “Well, come on, let’s go, let’s go!”
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“I don’t have to buff this, right?” Shiro observed the towering tree at Yasaka-Jinja shrine. We had passed through Chion-in and Koda-ji, where the monkey Yōkai had set up their camps. Fortunately the shrines themselves had sustained little more than a few holes where the Sarugami had tried to dig in, or had set up earthen walls. Likewise, Yasaka-Jinja was unmolested, and seemed to have been avoided entirely. 
Perhaps because of the strength of energy radiating from the tree here? I can feel adherence from it, no surprise as an avatar of Tsumatsu-hime was here guarding it before. Well, I feel better now we’ve reclaimed it, and Haru-san will do a better job of guarding it than Yamato ever did…
“Nope. Though I do wonder what it could become, one day. We recovered the Kodama from Koda-ji, as well as a number of small bands of Yōkai and other creatures who have accepted your rule, Haru-san, so… next stop, Kiyomizu-dera.” I sighed, not having good memories of the place.
“That reminds me.” Haru-san asked, smiling as she watched the younger girls looking around, eyes bright with excitement. “What of the Night Parade?”
“Yeah, good question. Well, there’s no way a Rank Three Territory will keep them out, they could crack the barrier very quickly. Hell, Red, Blue, Urakaze, that damn fox-woman… any of those could do it by themselves if given a little time. But, they should still keep out of the shrines and temples. Best we keep all our infrastructure in those if we can, for now. Well, we are trading booze with them, so hopefully that should prevent problems, plus we have a relationship with Shaeula’s mother. Best to let them pass through on their Parade and soak them for their Etherites. Hmm, maybe we could even set up some sort of establishment like Asha’s café…”
“That sounds a marvellous idea.” Hinata agreed happily. “Good business ties two parties together, and makes it worth more to stand together, than to compete.”
“Indeed. It is rather like a marriage.” Motoko agreed.
“Ours were proposed that way, certainly. But I like to think we’ve moved past mutual benefit and into love.” Natsumi giggled. “Benefit is still great though.” The two of them were in high spirits, having been able to fight under the watchful eye of Haru-san and I. Even Hinata managed a few battles under our protection, and her Level was capped out, considering the training she had been doing before. I feel bad for her only being able to reach Level twenty-five, but for now, that’s more than enough for her to be able to take care of herself from ordinary threats…
“Once we’ve captured Kiyomizu-dera, you should head back.” I suggested, and we soon reached the brilliant golden geysers of light that shone with a cascade of indigo sparks. The magnificent shrine buildings were just as I remembered them, and the girls were awestruck.
“Shit, this is sweet. Why doesn’t our Territory have anything like this, Tan?” Shiro complained, getting a lazy grunt as an answer.
“I feel… compelled to take it.” Haru-san muttered dreamily, drifting into the main building, which here was far bigger on the inside than the outside, golden pillars holding up the massive, vaulted ceiling. Inside, the likeness of Kannon, towering even taller than the Giant with Grulgor, arms thick as tree-trunks, looked down on us benevolently. I’m sure the reproach I see in her eyes is an illusion, only my guilt… 
“So… I see.” Haru-san nodded in satisfaction. “I can build them now. The Hands Of Forgiveness.” She smiled benevolently. “They aren’t cheap, but I believe they have many benefits over normal Defensive Emplacements.” She paused then. “With your permission, I could even build them in your Territory and those of your other Vassals too, I think. Assuming you have the light element for it.” She winked happily at me, and I was pleased to see her continued good cheer.
“That’s something to look forward to.” I agreed. “Now, let’s get some Rank one Ether Spires down here to start with.” Haru-san nodded, and suddenly several beautiful golden needles appeared, and began drawing in the surrounding ether and light element. Probably going to need to upgrade my Elemental Silos as well, but that comes after Rank Four…
“I think it’s time for you girls to head back.” I repeated, and they agreed, though Hinata looked as if she wished she could stay longer.
“I’m tired. Can I go as well, Aki?” Shiro asked, and while I did want her to grow stronger, she’d pushed herself way beyond her limits today.
“That’s fine. Haru-san and I will continue to bring more areas under our control. Get some rest. As you’re going to need it!”
“Tyrant, monster, dictator!” She cursed me humorously, before she and the others vanished, returning to the Material, leaving me alone with Haru-san.
“All right then. We should push on.” I said, and she agreed. As we headed north, bringing more land under our control, we ran into Shaeula, as well as Daiyu, who were heading down from Ginkaku-ji and Heian-jingu shrine. These were areas under the old Amaterasu faction, but the Territories around there could not reach them yet, and in the case of Shisendo-ji, was now fallow, the owner having perished alongside Mine-san during the ill-fated expedition Yamato led.
“Akio, Haru, well met!” Shaeula enthused, amber eyes bright. “I trust you have had-had successes?”
“Indeed we have.” I agreed. Daiyu merely nodded politely at us, as reserved as ever. “Oh, Daiyu’er, sorry to be a nuisance, but you’re still free to come interrogate the prisoners with me, well, it’ll be tomorrow now, right?”
“That shall be no issue. I confess wanting to speak to the survivors from Diamond Mountain Sect.”
“What about my prisoner?” Haru-san asked. “She’s being kept here in Kyoto, due to her… well, tie to me, I guess.”
“Yeah I want to speak to her too. But the prisoners in Tokyo first. I was going to bring you, but…”
“I’ll be busy.” she giggled. “Karen-san will be happy to stand in, I’m sure…”
“Well, I have some interesting news indeed-indeed.” Shaeula grinned. “We did-did bring a number of Yōkai who dwell in Kyoto into the fold, my status as one of the Hyakki Yagyō did not-not prove worthless.” Her expression was proud and expectant, so I praised her, pulling her into a hug. “There were some strange burning spirits, tormented and sad-sad amongst these. But when I extinguished the flames with my Spirit Water, they did-did find release. Before they left, they advised me of a great-great flame, located to the north-west, atop a mountain called Atago. From their description, it did-did seem there is much fire element there.”
“Mount Atago, that’s… too far.” Haru-san shook her head. “I’m not sure of the exact distance, but it’d be a little over ten kilometres from my Anchor.”
“Hang on, I remember the map. A bit over eleven, in fact. However… that’s not insurmountable.” We can always solve that with an Anchor Spire. Territory Expansion Spire at Rank two… that should push us enough, I think…
“Is it not-not? Excellent. I believe securing such a sacred place can only benefit us in the longer term.”
“True, but… we’re going to have to fight. The hills and mountains outside of Kyoto seem riddled with Yōkai.” I exchanged looks with everyone, who nodded. “Of course, that’s for later. For now, we continue bringing Kyoto under our aegis…” Mount Atago, huh? If I remember from school that mountain does have a relationship with fire…
“Well then, want to stick together for a little while?” I asked, and Shaeula chortled happily.
“I always want to spend time with you, Akio, do I not-not?”
Daiyu agreed as well. “I would like to observe your spiritual waters further. When Shaeula did free those tormented spirits, I found it rather intriguing. The Spiritually Pure Physique is surely even greater than our old scrolls and jade tags say. I think… perhaps it is meant to be fed with yin and yang element as well…?”
As we pushed outwards, I listened to Daiyu’s musings with interest. Yeah, soon it’ll be time to start digging deeper into Cultivation as well. Right now I’m feeling strangely powerful for some reason, like I could do anything. Now might be the right time, and… I need to set things up properly between Daiyu and me. Work out just where we stand, and where we want to stand in the future… Yes, there was certainly a lot to think about, but right now, everything was starting to fall into place. Though there’s always more to do. Always…






  
  Three Hundred And Fifty


“So, you’ve finally decided to show up then?” Detective Kato sighed, frowning. Beside him, Officer Usui let out a biting laugh, amused. “You stood us up three times in the same day, that must be a new record.”
“Sorry about that.” I apologised, genuinely sorry. “It couldn’t be helped though, things kept happening one after the other. On the bright side, we’re taking steps so that a Kyoto incident will be much less likely to happen again.” Behind me, Daiyu nodded, having been there as Haru-san’s Territory reached Rank Three.
“I suppose that’s good.” The Detective nodded, pulling out some chewing gum and popping it in his mouth with a sigh. “Damn, I miss smoking, especially at times like these.”
“At least your wife and kids probably appreciate you quitting.” Officer Usui snorted. “So, no Suzuki-san today?”
I shook my head. “No, she’s overseeing matters in Kyoto. Instead, Karen-chan will be taking notes for us.” I gestured to my secretary, who was carrying a laptop computer.
“I’m nervous.” she admitted. “These people will be murderers, right? So many people died…”
“Well, that remains to be determined. Not… exactly, I’d say.” The Detective was troubled. “Though hang on, they don’t speak Japanese, so how are you going to take notes?”
“I’ll translate for them if necessary.” I promised. “I think that the government has sent trustworthy translators as well, right? I’ll handle the more… esoteric… matters.” Well, with Daiyu’s help. I’m not great with Cultivation terminology.
“Esoteric. Right.” With that we were escorted by a number of Special Forces soldiers who were doubling as guards at this military detention facility, passing through bare, whitewashed corridors lined with bleak metal doors, until we reached one at the far end, guarded by one of the military Chosen who I wasn’t particularly acquainted with. After he saluted us, the door was opened, and we filed inside.
The room was similarly bare, a plain metal table set up with a number of chairs arranged around it. Seated across from us was a young Chinese woman, who I recognised as Nie Ling, the one who had given up herself and the location of the other Chinese invaders, buried deep under the ground. 
She was looking pale and haggard, her black hair loose around her, the pins that were holding her hair-bun in place removed from her, as was anything else she could use as a weapon or to harm herself, her nails cut brutally short, her clothes now a featureless grey prison smock without buttons, toggles, belt or ties. On seeing us her brown eyes held a flicker of interest, before despair took over her again and she bowed her head.
There was another occupant in the room, a female interpreter. On seeing us she stood politely. We took our places in the room, and soon I felt a little bad, as it seemed that the six of us were ganging up on a young woman, before I hardened my heart. The civilians were innocent. I know she was under duress, but… nearly a thousand dead.
“Shall we get this started then?” Detective Kato suggested, his face set professionally. “If you would translate for us.” He gestured to the interpreter, who agreed. “I am…” he introduced us all, before getting to the point. “You are Nie Ling, age twenty-two, from Shaoshan in Hunan Province. Is this correct?”
After hearing the translation, she agreed. “Yes, I am Nie Ling.”
“Good. Now… you stand accused of illegal entry to the country of Japan, as well as… aiding and facilitating nearly one thousand counts of premeditated murder.”
Yes, it’s hard to accept, but Nie Ling hasn’t actually murdered anyone. None of the captured Chinese citizens have directly killed anyone. That doesn’t lessen their crimes though. It was still like bussing out a thousand people to a death camp where the executioners awaited. That’s not innocence…
“I can confirm that.” she spoke slowly, eyes damp. “I called upon the Duke of Dreams, Zhōu Gōng…” the translator looked surprised at that. “…and pulled the innocent citizens of your Kyoto into the sleep where we waited.” Her face was so pale as to be bone white. “Then Luo Jiahao did give the order and…” she covered her face. “…there was killing, so much killing.”
“That’s a clear confession.” Officer Usui noted. “A life sentence, for sure. You’ll likely never be released.”
“What my Officer says here is right.” the Detective agreed. “But… cooperation would go a long way to securing some leniency. Prison is still inevitable, of course, but if you ever hope to be released, or still be young enough to get married, start a family, when you finally are… I suggest you honestly answer all our questions.”
Yeah, since she’s not actually committed multiple murders herself she’s not subject to the death penalty by Japanese law, but life imprisonment is a given for crimes of this magnitude. “I would second that.” I agreed in Mandarin Chinese. “We talked briefly in Kyoto, but… we would like to know more of your circumstances.”
“I see. So… you survived. And… managed to defeat it? I am impressed. Luo Jiahao, he said even the piece of it torn from itself was a frightening monster that would have troubled even those of Kunlun, whoever they might be.”
Daiyu reacted at that, eyes narrowing. Before she could speak, I pressed on. “Well, we talked briefly before, and you’ve honoured your end of our bargain by allowing yourself to be taken. Now… we need information. Just how did you all end up in this state? I get that you are rebels in China, but…”
“I do not know how the government found out about me.” She sighed, a breath full of bitterness and resentment. “I was very careful, I did not talk to anyone about the visit from the Duke of Dreams. Nor did I use my phone or the internet.” She sniffed loudly, frustrated. “The Party is always watching, so they say. I did not believe it, being a woman of science, of reason, but… it turns out it was true. I received a summons, with failure to attend being seen as a political transgression against the People. I considered running then, but… I am a woman with few funds, and little influence.”
As the translator spoke, Karen-chan was typing away, her expression sympathetic. She too had suffered at the hands of authority, even if the scale was hugely different. Though considering the end results, any sympathy for Nie Ling is hard to find…
“…were thousands of us gathered.” Nie Ling continued. “The leader of the new Department for Managing Divine Mysteries, as they called it, Qin Wang-lei, was a General under the Communist Party. At that point going against it was futile.”
That tallied with what Daiyu had told us, but confirmation was always nice, and it boded well for Nie Ling to be telling us the truth. Daiyu was unable to keep her silence at this. “Those snakes, betrayers… Chong Gui, Xiao Xia… how could they abandon truths we have guarded since Kunlun departed, toss away their pride to the dogs?”
Talk turned to the way that the Chinese were managing their Chosen, and while it was pretty much what Zhao Daiyu had already told us, that Chosen were forced to effectively relocate to where the Party advised them to go, so that they could donate to adjacent larger Territories, fuelling them, which had led to a number of Rank Three already, she had some additional insights. 
Though neither Daiyu nor Nie Ling had been involved, rumour amongst the Chosen was that further development towards Rank Four was taking place in Shanghai, Beijing and other major population centres, and I held in a sigh of relief in that it didn’t seem they were using any sort of Vassal system, merely moving resources in a similar manner to Ixitt, by having connecting Territories so ether could flow between. 
That is hardly all, though… with the Chinese having to register their abilities, as much as they understood it, the Chinese were a step ahead of our Ministry, and were able to come up with teams that could benefit each other and synergise well.
“Those who did not consent were… dealt with.” Nie Ling spoke flatly, and we needed no further elaboration. “Examples were made, and we were all cowed. But my abilities were to be used for… well, assassination.” She swallowed, clearly upset, her throat hoarse. I signalled to the camera, and a guard brought her some water, which she took gratefully.
“My thanks. Anyway, most dissent was crushed, but there were a few of us who wished to flee but were too afraid. Then, rumour was spreading through those that called themselves Cultivators, like Luo Jiahao, that the one who could find us for the Party was dead. The purges were stepping up, and even some of the innocent were dragged away…” She put down her plastic bottle, hands trembling. “…I didn’t want to kill, or to die. Sooner or later, I’d be forced to use my abilities for the Department, the Party, so… it seemed time to flee, despite the risks. But it was all useless.” Her words were bitter.
“Useless? How?” the Detective pressed, getting to the heart of her story.
“I abandoned my post, the area of the land of dreams that I had forged, destroying it behind me, for I felt whispers within me that leaving it behind would prove gravely dangerous.”
Daiyu nodded at that. “Leave nothing for enemies and traitors. Best to destroy it with one’s own hands. Let the monkeys feast on scraps, it is all they deserve.”
“Well, I was going to take a boat to the island Republic of China, the Party has no influence there yet. I gathered all the money I could to pay smugglers, and… then I was caught.”
“Caught?” I asked, and she nodded.
“Yes, I was captured by several others like me, as well as Luo Jiahao and his group. He… he was kind, yet even he would not allow my escape. I was… needed. That was what he said. And that I would have a chance to strike back at the country that had betrayed me, tried to use me, killed so many who wouldn’t slave away for them.” Her hands crushed the bottle, a little water spilling onto the bare metal table. “I don’t care about revenge, I never did. I just wanted to live my life. But it was clear they would kill me if I didn’t comply. I had no choice.” she repeated. “They took me to a location further up the coast, and when I entered the realm of dreams… I met it.” She shuddered, remembering.
“The golden-eyed devourer?” I asked, and she agreed.
“Yes, an apt name. It was massive, corpulent, and the world around it screamed in pain, slowly starting to break down. The power of dreams around us was so oppressive I could hardly breathe… it was a huge toad-like creature, all clear jelly, slime and yellowing bones. On seeing me, it laughed, tongue protruding, saliva falling like rain. One nearby Cultivator was touched by it and started screaming, only to have the tongue scoop him up and ferry him into that awful mouth. Death… death was one thing, but such an end… I am not a religious woman, no, I believe in science, but these events… I wanted my soul to go on, even if the me right now perished. So I submitted.”
I leaned forwards, eager for more information on an opponent we must surely face sooner rather than later. “Can you describe it for me? Any weaknesses, anything at all?”
She scrunched up her face, thinking. “It was wounded, surely. Many deep fissures were torn into the body and a number of bones within were broken. One eye was gone too, though the remaining one was… ugh, it stared deep into my soul. Before it I was a helpless quivering ant. It then tore a small amount of flesh off with one finger and …” She suddenly vomited, only a little, the water she had drank coming back up. Officer Usui, the translator and Karen-chan backed off, but the rest of us were too focused on her words.
“It was inside your Astral body, right?” I asked, remembering. “That was why you couldn’t go against it.”
“Yes. Every piece is part of that beast. Luo Jiahao said something, but at the time I was too distraught to remember. Something about Laws…”
Daiyu stood, peering at her intensely. “Remember. I need to know this!” she commanded coldly. Taken aback, Nie Ling thought deeply, wiping at her pale, vomit-flecked lips until she suddenly spoke.
“I remember, he said that the creature was a being of Laws, that opposing it was useless, unless like whatever had injured it, we had equal comprehension, but that his Dao was far inferior. Though he believed that when the creature removes part of itself, while it is still the same Laws that govern it, the lesser parts are far less potent than the whole, the Laws diluted, so that we should bide our time, seize our chance for prolonging our lives, and search for a chance to free ourselves. And if our causes coincided, that what the creature wanted would allow him his revenge, then… all the better.”
“What an old fool, relying on an enemy's plans is hopeless.” Daiyu intoned solemnly. “Revenge… it is indeed the Cultivator way, for waiting on the Heavens to hand down punishment is folly. But… that is past now. In time, I will restore the glory of the Incorruptible Jade, and bring him his justice, his vengeance.”
I see. Well, Foehn is merely a Rule, far from a Law, but… if the clone was merely a part of the greater whole, weakened… I had a lot to think about, as well as many unanswered questions.
“I would like to know why Japan? That doesn’t make sense.” Detective Kato had homed in on the true heart of the matter, his instincts keen as ever. “The revenge… even now, the protests are continuing, but it won’t force our country into a war. Perhaps it might have, but we know too much and prevented worse.” He looked at me gratefully. “But this creature, whatever it is, how does it benefit?”
“Luo Jiahao and a few others knew more than me.” she replied, taking a fresh bottle of water I handed her, washing off the vomit and taking a sip, grimacing. “There is a lot of hatred for Japan historically in China, so many of the others had no issue in trying to drag you into a war to satisfy their revenge. It should have worked. We would have killed not just those that died, but would have continued… until it became impossible for Japan to remain silent. I never wanted to though… never.”
“And the golden-eyed devourer… it had some way of knowing what abilities the Chosen had and where they were, right? Sounds very similar to who Daiyu’er tried to assassinate.” I pointed out.
“Yes, it… was responsible for devouring the Vice-Minister, which triggered the purges, I was told. It was behind everything!” she cried out, furious. “It wanted us to find it prey to eat. It was looking for certain kinds of prey, and it happened there was a number all in Kyoto.” At her words, I saw Daiyu stiffen.
“So, why not eat its fill in China?” I mused. “It seems easier than sending you out, even if it expected to still eat you all in the end via the pieces of itself that went with you.”
“I don’t know. I really don’t. Maybe… it has others serving it, or it doesn’t want to for some reason?”
“Well, we can speculate, but we are just interested in facts.” the Detective continued, and from then, she narrated how it separated out a clone of itself and that produced the horrible bone blades, also a part of it. Then we got a detailed list of her participation, interspersed with guilty apologies.
“I appreciate your cooperation.” Detective Kato said in the end, after Karen-chan had taken notes. It was being recorded as well of course, but organising data for the Ministry was still an important job. “As for a trial… you understand right now that’s not appropriate, so you will have to remain here.”
She nodded, and it was time for my final request. “Nie Ling, your ability is too precious to be wasted as you languish in prison. You need to answer for what you’ve done. I agree it was under great duress, and you have good cause to ask for mercy, but even so, so many dead… but I think if you are prepared to give up your gift, the good that could be done with it can be weighed against your sins.”
“I know. You told me you could take this burden from me when we met. I am prepared. It has brought me naught but grief. I was an ordinary woman, living my life. I… well, I will never have that back again, will I? Even were I released, I still have to live with the guilt that my actions killed so many. But… I’ll make what amends I can.”
“It will be painful and dangerous. You could die or be crippled.” I warned.
“At least I know there is more to life than this.” She sighed, defeated. “Now I believe, even if I don’t know in what. Not Zhōu Gōng, though. Such a God has done little for me.”
“Good. Well, the time isn’t right now, so… I’ll be back.” At her nod, the Detective asked her a few more questions on the more mundane, criminal side of things, before we ended the interview. As the door closed behind us, I heard several of us letting out sighs, tension released.
“So, that left a lot of unanswered questions.” I mused, and Officer Usui spoke up, annoyed.
“It doesn’t sit right with me that so many people died, yet all she’ll get is life in prison. Maybe even less.”
“The law is the law. It serves the people and what they wish for.” Detective Kato lectured her, causing her to scowl in displeasure. “And we… we are at the forefront of a new paradigm, where new laws will be needed. How would we explain this to the Saiban-in, citizen judges, and make them understand? It’s not impossible she could be found innocent in that case.”
“Even though she confessed?” she countered.
“She was clearly distressed and under duress. Obviously, crimes under duress are still crimes, but … well, it seems to me the duress here is more than a threat of physical harm or even death. I’m not a religious man, Officer Usui…”
“Nor am I. I mean, I attend all the normal ceremonies, but it seems so old-fashioned…” she agreed.
“But it seems to me, that if we do go to an afterlife after death, even that was threatened for her. I don’t know about you, but that thought chills me. Who among us would risk that?”
I had to agree. “There’s certainly a life after death in some sense, as Haru-san proves. Kin Restoration as well. I don’t excuse her actions at all, and I’ll risk her life to take her Favour if needs be, but… there was definitely more to this.” I turned to Daiyu. “Daiyu’er, your thoughts on what she said about our enemy?”
She frowned. “My father, the Patriarch… he might have known more. I may be a prodigy, a Heaven-sent genius…” she spoke self-deprecatingly, a slight, almost unnoticeable bitter smile on her face. “…but I am still young. Father had many more years of experience and learning, and while my Cultivation exceeded his, my knowledge of history, politics, other Sects, Kunlun… it is rudimentary, only what I read in our archives.”
“But…?” I pressed. “I’d love to hear your opinion.”
“Laws. The Heavens and The Earth are ruled by Laws. Laws are not Dao, but Dao are also Laws. I find it hard to understand, but I am merely Foundation realm. That creature, it surely does not follow a Dao, but it does command Laws. To defeat Law… it is far from simple.”
“When we talk about the Law, we mean human constructs, such as it’s wrong to murder.” the Detective mused.
“There are scientific Laws too.” Karen-chan spoke up. “Like Thermodynamics. But I’m guessing that isn’t what you mean, is it?”
“No. A Dao of the Sword… well, it contains all the Laws that make up a sword and the will to use it as a sword. Physical force, cutting, sword intent, metals… a simpler example might be the Dao of Lightning.”
“I see. So it would be Laws governing Electromagnetism.” I mused. “And also whatever spiritual aspect there is. Shaeula would know better than us. A Dao isn’t a Law, it’s a concept that collects Laws, thus is itself also a Law. It’s complicated as you said. But that was helpful, Daiyu’er.”
She nodded, face slightly tinted pink.
“So, what Law would this creature be? I don’t envy you having to fight such, Akio-kun.” the Detective smiled wryly. “Much simpler to fight thugs and even US agents, isn't it?”
“Some sort of Spatial Law, and perhaps… hunger?” As I said that, everyone shivered, thinking of a greed that had driven it to send an army of slaves to our shores, to prey on us as if we were cattle fattened for slaughter….
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“Patriarch Lin, we have come.” Daiyu declared, as we entered the interrogation room he had been moved to. The old man looked up at us, his expression rather pleased.
“Ah, Daiyu’er, you have come at last.” He leaned back in his chair, pointing to the stack of papers on the desk. “All our Sect secrets we could remember, as promised. Diamond Mountain now lies in your hands. I hope you remember us.”
“I shall remember all the Sects that fell foolishly. Though fools will be remembered, while traitors… when those Sects are destroyed, they shall be expunged even from history!” Her dark eyes were fierce.
“Excellent.” Lin Ming agreed, despite his obvious despair, his eyes were clear, and he managed a smile. “Seeing that bastard Chong Gui and the bitch Xiao Xia pay would be all this old man needs to soothe his path towards reincarnation.”
Daiyu picked up the papers, scanning through them. “I thank you. Should any of you remember anything more, we shall take it.”
“So, have you become Companions yet?” the old man asked slyly, and Daiyu dropped the papers. As she reddened, bending down to gather them up, she shook her head.
“In due course. There… there is much yet to do.” she deflected, and exchanged a look with me, willing me to speak.
“Yes.” I came to her aid. “It’s a big step, no need to rush.”
“The young often think that. But disaster comes unbidden. Look at us now.” He gestured to himself. “Do not make the mistake this old fool did, and assume that there is always more time. Live with no regrets.”
Wise words. Well, I know we are on a tight timescale. Less than five years before one of the major disasters that Tsukiko-san prophesied hits. I want Rank Four before then… “If you don’t mind, the Detective here has some questions for you, about your crimes, and… other matters.”
“Of course. I have nothing to hide about my guilt. I have handed over my treasures and my knowledge. All that waits for this old man now is the end.”
As Detective Kato and Officer Usui began their questions, the translator narrating to Karen-chan, I looked at the papers with Daiyu.
“Calmed down?” I asked, and she nodded.
“I am resolved. I grow more so every day. A Dao Companion, an anchor to this empty world for me, someone I can rely on with my life… it appeals, no, it is a necessity for me now. And before you say something foolish like… it does not have to be me…” I swallowed my words, surprised. “…I know it does not have to be. I may be young, but I am not a child. I am a Cultivator, one of the greatest prodigies in generations, Peak Foundation Realm. It does not have to be, but I am convinced it should be. I have been observing your interactions with those around you, and I am satisfied. I wish a Dao Companion who can compete with me, who wishes to understand their Dao, the Laws that govern the Heavens and the Earth, and will… never leave me.” She shuddered, so I put an arm around her.
“You’re still hurt by the loss of your family. I get it. But… you’re our friend now, Daiyu’er. You’ve fought with us, shared knowledge with us. And none if us will abandon our friends. And as for us dying… well, that’s why I’m here, to prevent that.”
“I know. But there are no guarantees. The full might of the golden-eyed devourer, or a Saint from old Kunlun… could you face them and live? I worry…”
“Isn’t that why we are growing stronger? I have plans, and so do you.” There’s still a number of Skills to test with Shiro’s buffs, such as my Eye. Next week though, I have too much on right now…
“I do. Though I would greatly appreciate more Spirit Water. And the ability to use the Spiritually Pure Physique. My Invincible Jade Yang Technique, or even these…” She pointed to the papers, where several other Cultivation Techniques were listed, “…or the lesser Foundation Techniques I am aware of, should not be able to compare. And if I am to Cultivate together with you…” She paused, squirming in my arms. “…I wish my Foundation to be as solid as it can be, for if I am to reach Accumulation, Perfection and even beyond, my Foundation must be firm.”
Cultivation is complicated. We’ve talked about it a bit, but it might be a good time to clarify some points. “So Qi Refining is turning ether into aether and then that to Qi, right? There doesn’t seem much difference to me, though I can tell there is some.”
“All beings possess Qi. Though it is in small amounts and hard to use.” Daiyu agreed. “The very fundamentals is taking the internal energy of Earth and growing it. But no human can ever contain enough to reach the level of a Saint. Therefore we must take the energy of Heaven and Earth and refine it. Qi is the form most suited for the Techniques honed over the years, and the Six Noble Pursuits.”
“I get Earth energy, but Heavenly Qi… it isn’t simply Astral ether, is it? After all, the density may be lower on the Material and according to my Eye, it’s… lower quality, for want of a better term, but… it’s the same thing in essence, isn't it?”
“Heavenly Qi… is powerful, but I cannot claim to understand it or have seen any. Well, I am merely at Foundation Realm.”
“Foundation is forging your Astral body and honing your Material body, right?”
“Yes. The meridians, Chakras, acupoints and Dantians must all be prepared, forged and strengthened, and Techniques to do this are a kind of blueprint, which will also allow the body to acclimatise and wield yin, yang or elemental energies. My Invincible Jade Yang Foundation requires earth and yang energies, and strengthens those within me. Spiritually Pure Physique is water, and I believe likely both yin and yang.”
“I see. So it’s not too much different to what we do, via learning new elements or strengthening our Chakra networks. I’d be curious to see how it all compares, since your Chakra network looks nothing like mine.”
“After that, is Accumulation. Qi must be gathered in the Dantians. Well, actually, most Techniques only require a single Dantian. Using two or all three is lost knowledge. The Lower Dantian must be flooded with Qi and the relevant energies. The greater the Accumulation, the greater the potential.”
That’s around the root and sacral Chakras, so should take earth and water element. Is that why most Foundation Techniques use earth and water? Or is it coincidence? But how would you gather yin and yang energy, which seems to be darkness and light elements, there? 
“Then, when one has Accumulated, the Perfection of Self begins, both the Physical and Spiritual body being improved, impurities and imperfections purged, meridians, acupoints and Chakras opened to their fullest, Dantians prepared for the mysteries ahead. It is there our knowledge grows foggy, for this Realm has not been reached for many centuries, as the Qi around and within us has diminished. Perhaps only departed Kunlun holds the true secrets of realms such as Golden Core and Saint. Although, it is not impossible for one of the new Five Great Sects…” Her voice trembled faintly, remembering her own Sect’s fall. “…holds some ancient knowledge. We have crumbs, certainly, which states turning the Accumulated Dantian into a mythical Golden Core is next, but as to how…” she shrugged.
As we continued to talk on the subject, keeping an eye on Lin Ming as we did so, the Detective still asking more questions, I considered my next move. I need to create more High Moonlight Spirit Water, and not just for Daiyu. The amount my body produces has certainly increased, especially under buffs, but compared to what we’ll need…
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After returning from the prison I had a small headache. What a day. Daiyu was somewhat pleased, still reading through the materials that the Diamond Mountain Sect had provided. On my return, Eri greeted me, but after some casual conversation, I decided to lie down for an hour, since I had been working so hard recently I hadn’t slept in days.
… Choking… endless poisonous gas… the ground erupts, volcanic plumes of mud and sulfurous smoke rising into the sky. Staggering on burning feet, my skin blistering, I stumbled onwards, chunks of pumice and darkly glinting obsidian raining down around me. The sky was dark, and as I stumbled against the edge of the dark, jagged rocks, my flesh tore. Blood splattered down and I stumbled, reaching out as I fell.
The impact jarred my bones, which shouldn’t have been possible, with my stats it should have been no more than a flea-bite, but somehow, it was different. My hand sank into water which reeked of iron, sulphur and other minerals, and as the ripples in the water caused by my fall diminished I could see the surface of the pond settle, and reflected within was the moon, so big, so bright…
… waits. Break the prison. Else … … lose … Yagyō … … … bring together … else … cannot defeat … alone.
A mysterious voice, hard to place as either male or female, echoed in my mind, but some words were drowned out by static. Pulling myself to my feet, the blood from my torn flesh seeping into the water, obscuring the moon, forming strange, otherworldly shapes that were hard to interpret, I looked up, to see a shiny boulder, ringed with sacred shimenawa, the rope itself covered with talismans. My Eye flared a brilliant orange, and for a moment the blood in the lake resolved into a frightening, demonic visage, and the stone itself…
I woke up with a fiercer headache than when I went to sleep, trying to catch fragments of my dream. The moon was in it, reflected in water, which made me believe it was a prophetic one, but it was hardly clear, not at all. “Damn, if this is what Tsukiko-san had to go through, no wonder she was so frightened.” I looked up at her spirit-light, which was still drinking in my aether. Around it gathered other lights, of Shaeula's precious weaselkin, those we could save. Damn, I have a foul taste in my mouth.
Walking to the kitchen, I saw Shiro sitting there, nursing a beer. On seeing me she raised an eyebrow sardonically. “Eri wasn’t kidding. You do look like shit, Aki. Want to talk to big sis about it? Pull up a pew and grab a beer.” She gestured to the chair.
“Big sis? You’re younger than me, and don’t even try to tell me you have more life experience.” I snorted, but took her up on her invitation. Grabbing a beer I drank deep, trying to wash away the bad taste that was clearly all in my head.
“Sure, but you already have a little sister who I can’t compete with.” Shiro protested. “So why even try? I’ll go for older sister instead at times like these. As for life experience… you were hardly such a font of wisdom, Aki. Sure, you did your best to smooth things out for us at times back in the day, you and Hayato, but… well, hit me with it. What’s wrong?”
What is wrong? No, I can’t lie to myself. I know what’s wrong. I made a decision in Kyoto, and I wanted to stick to that. I said I wasn’t going to be weak, be pushed around, take shit from anyone anymore, but…
“Shiro, what’s justice?” I asked.
“Well, where the hell did that come from? Oh, wait, I think I get it.” Shiro sighed. “You’ve been visiting the prisoners we took from Kyoto, yeah? Daiyu mentioned it too.”
“Yes. I… you didn’t see the dead, did you? I did, my Eye saw their bodies. It… it reminded me of last time I failed in Kyoto. Of Mine-san dying in my arms, of the trainees. Shit, I…” Suddenly my head was pulled into Shiro’s chest. For a moment I struggled to breathe, before I realised I could hear her heartbeat. It was slow, soothing, and for a moment my thoughts stopped.
“I get it, Aki. I do. But we all agreed you did what you could. We did what we could. We stopped the attack, gained Divine Favours, and saved a lot of lives. We’re not Gods, Aki. Well, Tan kind of is.” She chuckled dryly. “Even Tan couldn’t stop everyone.”
“I know. I know.” I wasn’t explaining myself properly. Concentrating on my Resilience, which was calming my emotions, I struggled against it, just as when I was with Hinata, allowing my true, unbuffered feelings to leak free. Doing so hurt, the sick feeling returning, and I closed my eyes, feeling Shiro’s hand ruffling my hair.
“I don’t know. I’m not Haru. I won’t know unless you tell me, Aki. What’s up? Feeling guilty? I suppose that’s natural. But I’ve no sympathy for them. They came, they fought, they died. It was us or them.”
“But… they were under enslavement, at least some of them.” I muttered. “I mean, they still had choices, cruel ones, but…”
“Aki, could you kill innocents to save yourselves. Men, children. Women?”
“Normally children should be last.” I protested weakly.
“Yeah well, this is Aki the harem king we are talking about. Women seem to tug on your heartstrings more. You just love meddling.”
“I’m not an idiot.” I protested, still in her embrace. “I don’t lose all reason just because it’s a woman. As for your question…” I imagined it. “No. I think I’d choose death. If my hands were covered in blood, I doubt I could live with myself.”
“Me? Well, I’m not so sure.” Shiro answered, surprising me. “What? I was the one who was prepared to help Tan rule the world. You said it yourself. If she wanted, needed to sacrifice a town, all the people within… I’d have been a party to that. Would… would you have stopped me, Aki? Fought me?”
I thought about it, and though it caused me pain, I nodded. “I would have. I wouldn’t want you to live with that on your conscience, that shadow in your heart.”
“Even if I ended up dying?” she pressed me, and as I listened to her heartbeat, which had sped up a little, I really considered it.
“I… I could.” I muttered, hating myself for that truth. “But… if you died, I think I would follow you. Atonement.”
“Shit, stupid Aki, that’s totally the wrong answer!” Shiro slammed her fist into my head, and it hurt. I looked up, still in her embrace, as she struck me again. Her hair and eyes were flaming red, as she used Tan’s strength to be able to injure me. Another blow struck, and another, until I grabbed her hand.
“Aki, let me punish you, moron, idiot, Yasu!” she spat, tears running down her cheeks, but I shook my head, tightening my grip.
“No. Your knuckles are bleeding. I don’t want you to hurt yourself…” I trickled in Ether Healing as she struggled to pull free.
“Well, you’re doing a shitty job of that. Right Eri, Shaeula?” she called, and the two of them entered, Shaeula wheeling Eri in, dreadful expressions on their faces. “My heart is bleeding right now. Shit. Fuck!” She used more vile language than usual. “If you die, who’ll look after the others? You chose the hard path of the harem, so losing a girl or two along the way… that doesn’t give you the right to abandon the others. Shitty idiot! I guess it’s good to see you haven’t changed, despite getting stronger and cooler, you’re still dumb, stupid self-sacrificing Aki.”
“If you leave me, I’ll follow. Even to Heaven or Hell.” Eri promised, dark eyes glittering. “I’m frustrated, but I get it. But… if the choice came to my life or somebody else’s, I’d choose mine.”
“I too. Living is cruel.” Shaeula sniffed. “I do not-not say this lightly, but those I cherish shall always matter more-more to me than those I do not-not.”
“What about Aiko too? You’d abandon her, leave her behind? You jerk!” Eri cried, as angry as I’d ever seen her.
“You admitted for us you could kill a thousand lives, a world’s worth of lives, if it meant we were smiling, isn’t that right Tan?” Shiro chimed in, and I remembered that.
“Yes. You are quite the hypocrite, but I do not hate it. The Buddha forgives many sins, but he does not know love. I believe you have the better bargain. Now, my answer. You cannot die easily, for if you do, those lives you would have saved would outweigh the loss. You are one of Tyr’s indeed.” Tan snorted, the sound like ripping silk, Shiro's eyes and hair now crimson. “He always did love sacrifice. But your desire for that binds you. It wars with your need to protect those you love against all foes. After all, Tyr knows not love, only duty. And you expect the same of others, it seems.”
“It was the same in Nishimorioka!” Eri shouted, raging. “Ugh, I wanted you to talk to me about your worries. I thought we agreed to communicate!”
“I did!” I shouted back, my feelings coming loose. “But I don’t know just what I’m feeling, what the right answer is! I’m angry, all right! Angry at myself for coming up short. Tsukiko-san still died! Chosen were lost, Kyoto was ravaged! I’m angry at the stupid fuckers who dug up grudges more than half a century old, hatred for those Japanese that aren’t even alive anymore. I’m angry at the golden-eyed devourer, who started this mess, and I’m angry at … fuck. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kill an innocent to save my life. Let alone a thousand, more.”
“One of Tyr’s, most definitely. Though your vengeful streak does appeal.” Tan purred, only for Shiro to get angry, her hair flowing back to silver, her eyes darkening.
“Shut the hell up Tan, that sounded awfully like flirting.” Shiro pouted. “I hate saying it, but she’s right though. You’re pissed off. I get it. I’m pissed off too. We won, but… we were nearly killed by that damn blob. It took our magical super combo attack to defeat it. If that failed… well, some of us would likely have died.”
“It seems to me that you are struggling to understand your true-true feelings.” Shaeula muttered, reaching out to join Shiro in stroking my hair. “Understand this well. We will not-not hate you, no matter what you decide. Be it for good-good or for ill, we shall stand by your side.”
“You promised me you’d stop me becoming a tyrant.” I accused, hating myself a little for my pettiness.
“Wow.” Eri quoted my sister in monotone, sounding very disappointed. “If Aiko was here now, she’d be aghast at her awesome big brother being such a damn moonstone!” Her voice rose angrily at the end. “A tyrant? Bullshit. Nobody does more than you, Akio. Even when it hurts you. You’re only human. You hate feeling powerless, you hate that you don’t have all the answers.”
“Nobody has all answers.” Tan spoke up again. “Not even He Who Sits Upon The Throne, who claims omniscience, knows all. Else the Territory He commands would not be fraught so, as is ours. Some questions have many answers, none correct, merely… the best one can do.”
“But… I’m angry.” I repeated. “Why did people have to die?”
“Why does anyone die?” Shiro sighed. “I was dying. Now I’m not. But an earthquake could hit tomorrow and Tokyo could see a hundred thousand dead. Sure, that’s not what you mean, it wasn’t a conscious thing, you can’t judge an earthquake, can you? But dead is dead. Maybe I’m cold, callous… if I wasn’t selfish like that I’d never have accepted Tan. But… talk to us, Aki. Don’t make me ask Daiyu. She’s still looking up to you as some sort of hero. Only we should know your fragile side for now.”
As the three girls surrounded me, I sighed. I guess I’m defeated. I was trying to bear the pain alone. I thought it was my decision to make, what to do with those who surrendered. To… take the burden of the sins on myself. To sacrifice. Shit, I guess I really am compatible with Tyr. Why the hell can’t I use his Favour?
“Fine. Beer then. Eri, you in?” I asked, and she nodded, looking less annoyed.
“I don’t like it so much, but I’ll not be left out. I’m first wife, after all. When my husband is hurting, I should be there!” she paused. “I can call Aiko too, she can give you a pep-talk.”
“No way. Leave her out of it. I don’t want her to have to suffer yet. Being a Chosen is hard, painful. And oftentimes we have to do things that aren’t good… and I hate that. Being a hero isn’t heroic at all.” I sighed, opening a beer and handing it to Eri, who took it with her good hand. Shaeula had also opened some whiskey, and the three of them were looking at me expectantly.
“Just what’s right? I don’t know. Legally… being compelled at risk of your own life isn’t a valid reason to kill others. And even if she didn’t hold the knife, Nie Ling… she threw them at the knives. It’s the same in the end. She admitted it. She brought them to their deaths to save herself. I… I couldn’t accept that. The right thing to do is to die…”
“Really?” Shiro asked coldly. “The right thing to do is die? If our lives were on the line, could you do what she did to save us?”
“I… you’d hate me for it, you wouldn’t want…”
“I wouldn’t want you to suffer. But I want to live, with you. I’d never hate you for it, blame you for it!” Eri insisted. “I’m not saying she’s right, that any of them are. They were clearly wrong. But… is it so wrong to want to live? I had to fight for my life against that Kijo. In the end I killed her. I’m not sorry. Her or me. I chose me. Us!”
Shiro turned to Shaeula, a wry expression on her face. “Is it me, or did Eri take the good part?”
“She has grown quite-quite bold. I rejoice to see it.” Shaeula laughed.
“So, what’s the problem? You want to punish her for her sins? If that’s what you think is right, do it. I don’t know whether it’s a sin or not. Killing is wrong, but surviving… who can blame her for that?” Eri pressed me.
“Well, when I saved her from being devoured, I was surrounded by the dead. At the time, I asked for information, her Favour and to face Japanese justice in exchange for removing the slime from her. The thing is…”
“How would you even judge her under the law?” Shiro muttered. “Well, I mean, from a logical standpoint, you’ve made a deal. You can remove the Favour? I mean, I can get you to Rank ten Chirurgery, right? There’s no way you’d screw it up and kill her.”
“I may have said it to scare her, but… I’m certain that I can remove it and fix her network back to a perfect one.” I didn’t want to go back on the deal I made. After all, we need Favours, just like Yamato’s and the others we’ve taken. I could find someone who could save many lives with it. That would be balancing the scales, justice. But…
“Clearly you do not-not entirely wish to do this.” Shaeula shrugged. “Then do not-not.”
“It’s not that simple. I… I honestly don’t know.”
“I’m calling Aiko. Only she can talk sense into you now.” Eri protested. “In fact…” She smirked as I reached out to stop her. “I already did while Shaeula was talking.”
Oh Eri… “Fine. Hi sis. Sorry to bother you…”
“It’s no bother. But Eri sent me a message earlier saying you feel down and need a sister’s love. You siscon you! Well, never let it be said your darling little sister won’t answer the call. So… what’s up?”
“You see…” I poured my heart out, explaining about the deaths being caused by Nie Ling, the fact that she was bound by the golden-eyed devourer, and that she chose to sacrifice others, even potentially starting a world war, all to save herself. For a long moment there was silence, then I heard a strange crunching noise, before my sis spoke again.
“Bro, you owe me a new desk.”
“What?” I asked, puzzled.
“You owe me a new desk, big bro moonstone. I got so pissed off I punched it, but my strength now pulverised it. Now you listen, and you listen good. What the fucking hell are you thinking, dumbass?” She swore violently. “Isn’t it obvious you’re making a bad choice here? I thought you were supposed to be smart. This is Miyu-san all over again, isn’t it?
What? “No, it’s nothing alike.” I shook my head. “Miyu was seeking freedom from… oh. I see. It is a little similar. But Miyu did nothing wrong, whereas…”
“Yeah, people died. I get that you’d rather die than do that yourself, bro. You’re strong-willed, kind, annoyingly self-sacrificing and plenty stupid. But… this girl sounds like an ordinary, cowardly girl, afraid of her own death, no, worse than death. You can’t expect her to make a hard decision like you would. Damn, let me ask you a question. If it was me who was caught by the damn blob, would you ask me to be destroyed, do the right thing?”
I opened my mouth to say she should, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t lie to my sister, and with my Resilience suppressed, I teared up.
“Thought so. Me, Eri, Shaeula, the others… you’d rather we lived, even with bloody hands, soiled souls, right? Hypocrite, you are such a hypocrite, bro. But seriously, that’s why I love you. Look, if you don’t know what to do… don’t make a decision you can’t reverse. Take your time, think about it. Really, I feel for the poor girl. I think… I could make the same decision as you, bro, and I’d rather die than be a murderer, but… that’s because I’m your sister, and I look up to you, and want to make you proud. She doesn’t have that tie. All she wanted to do was save herself, so yeah, she holds some blame. But… how much? That’s the thing. But that aside… whatever her sins, whatever judgement she deserves, if punishing her is going to hurt you bro, then just don’t do it.”
Around me, everyone nodded. Hurt me? Really?
There’s certainly a life after death in some sense, as Haru-san proves. Kin Restoration as well. I don’t excuse her actions at all, and I’ll risk her life to take her Favour, but… there was definitely more to this. My own words from earlier came back to me. Yes, I believed she had done wrong, judged from my standpoint, and indeed the laws of the land. The dead deserved closure. But then, I was pushing my own sense of righteousness and willingness to self-sacrifice onto her. 
I still believed that was right, but could I make the same choice for my sis, Eri or anyone else I cared deeply about? I don’t think I can. I am a hypocrite. Shiro was right too. She would have done the same or worse, if things had been just a little different… and she’s forgiven. Well, intent isn’t the same as action, but…
“Seriously, why couldn’t she have been a man?” my sis exclaimed, and I was snapped out of my thoughts.
“Yes, that would make life easier.” Eri agreed.
“Yeah, no question. Aki’s a soft touch to women.”
“That is quite-quite correct. Though he has toughened up regarding this matter recently, he does still not-not have the strength to easily forsake them.”
“Really, that’s what you think of me? Were she a man or a woman, the dilemma would be the same!” I protested.
“Yeah, but your mood and heart wouldn’t suffer so. Just admit it. Harem protags always save the girl when they can.” Shiro insisted.
“Well, now I’ve said my piece, I’m going to explain to mom and dad how I shattered my desk. You better cheer up and get this sorted. Too much is riding on you. Too many lives. If you hate what happened, try harder to stop it happening again, all right? And… whatever choice you make, I’ll support you. I’m not sure what I’d do, but I think it’s wrong to make a decision that just hurts yourself. And… I sympathise with her. I really do. Dying for the sake of others isn’t easy. If I had a choice between putting an arrow in you bro, or a random, innocent bystander… I might struggle to hold to my principles. At least remember that when you decide. Sacrifice is noble, but… life is all we have, right?”
Before I could answer she hung up.
“There’s no right or wrong, no absolute justice. It’s a myth, Aki. Go with your gut.” Shiro spoke into the silence.
“Your anger and sorrow is not-not a good guide. I believe that you did delay seeing the prisoners for quite-quite a while due to knowing your heart and mind are in disarray. Well, decide in haste-haste, repent in leisure.”
“I think this Nie Ling needs to take responsibility.” Eri warned coldly. “I am going to go talk to her. Shiro, you come too, you can wheel my chair. You’re her age, right? And just like her. So she’ll have to listen. Besides, I don’t speak Chinese.”
“Fine, but how will we get into a military prison?” Shiro asked.
“Motoko can ask her grandfather. I’ll go get her.”
Shaeula smiled then. “Bring Natsumi too. And Hyacinth. I believe Akio needs-needs to take his mind off his troubles. And what better way than making love-love, feeling our hearts, our connection? Our bonds.”
Really, right now? “I don’t think it’s the time for this. I have a lot to do…”
“No-no.” Shaeula disagreed. “You have been doing too much. Your mind, willpower, it is not-not limitless. We wish to be here for you, to indulge your lusts. It pleases us as well-well.” She chuckled. “Now, division of labours it is. See, Akio? Having many-many wives is helpful after all…”
“It isn’t your decision alone, Akio.” Eri insisted. “Don’t make that sacrifice, taking it all on yourself. If you do that, we suffer as well.”
“She’s right, Aki. What’s the point of being your wives if you don’t let us help you carry the burden? Besides, there are others who have to have their say as well. It’s not all on you. It’s bigger than just that.” Shiro agreed.
I guess they’re right? Maybe I’m not in the right frame of mind for this. “Fine. But…”
“I’ll keep an eye on little miss yandere here, stop her putting an axe in the Chinese girl’s head.” Shiro promised.
“Rude!” Eri pouted. “That would just upset Akio, no different to now. Besides, I wouldn’t use an axe. A good slap, maybe, to wake her up, since I have one hand that works…”
As everyone laughed, I felt my headache ease a little. They’re right. I don’t like it when people are hurting or suffering, especially girls. And Nie Ling definitely is. The difference is, she’s been involved in horrible, terrible things. Can… is there a way to reconcile that with justice and forgiveness? I don’t know…
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“You should relax, Akio. Let us take care-care of your worries.” Shaeula soothed, bringing me to the bedroom where Natsumi and Hyacinth were waiting. My worries. Ugh, sure, I’m worried about what the right thing to do is, but… it’s my responsibility.
“Akio, it’s only my second time, and I’m very nervous without Motoko here with me, but… I’ll do my best!” Natsumi bowed politely, wearing her white and blue hakama, and that did lighten my spirits a little. Damn, she’s cute.
Not only mine, it seemed, as Hyacinth giggled. Her hands were already at the laces of her maid outfit, and moments later her large breasts popped free, nipples already hard. “Yooou should not spend all your time with Motoko. We are here toooooo. And snatching time when the twooo of you are alone is fun too. Hyacinth recommends it!”
“You’ve done that?” Natsumi asked, surprised, and it was Shaeula who answered, as she took the hand she was holding, slipping it inside her yukata to the warmth of her small breasts. Her skin was warm, a hard bud against my fingers. Instinctively, I started to toy with it, and she groaned happily as she spoke.
“Indeed, we all-all… ahn… take our chances when we can-can. We all compete to bewitch and… ugh, ahn… arouse Akio. Making love in a group is quite-quite… ahn… appealing, but…” My other hand was inside her yukata too, stroking her belly, and she was trembling, liquid staining her thighs as her body sought my touch. “…snatching moments alone is… ahh… a wonder!”
“Hyacinth toooooo!” She presented her breasts to me, and I sucked at her nipples, using my tongue. Natsumi was bright red, seeing our sexual play, but she didn’t look away, brown eyes fixed on us, her breath coming hot and fast.
“Well, we will-will teach you.” Shaeula breathed slyly, stepping out of her yukata completely, her bare body exposed. I moved my finger down, and started toying with the red bean of her clitoris, my other fingers sliding into her, and she gasped, shaking like a wet dog, her amber hair sticking to her sweaty skin. “When you do not-not have much time… ahn… serve like this…” 
She slid down, pushing me onto the bed, before greedily swallowing my towering dick, her mouth soft and warm, her lips and tongue sucking on me gently. Her small hands went to my balls, and as she did so, I felt my passion rising. My free hand was gripping her head, and Hyacinth clambered up behind me, her now naked body rubbing up against me, as if desperate for skinship. Her breasts feel good, as do her kisses…
She was playfully biting and slurping at my neck, shoulders, and ears, leaving lingering kisses on my skin. I turned my head and her lips met mine, her tongue darting greedily into my mouth. As we kissed, Shaeula released my cock, looking a bit sour. “I am-am supposed to be… ugh… showing Natsumi how to serve alone.”
“Please ignooore Hyacinth, pretend she is not here.” she giggled cheekily. “Dooo continue!”
Shaeula snorted. “I am pleased to see you know-know your role as one of Akio’s wives now, Hyacinth, but it can-can be rather… annoying.” She went back to her blowjob, even as her body was flushed pink with arousal, and her slit was leaking like a broken faucet, the sheets growing damp.
“Does that feel good, Akio?” Natsumi asked me, watching in rapt awe, and as I glanced over I could see someone else watching through the open door, face flushed, eyes wide. Well, if it’s just watching, I suppose it doesn’t matter.
“Of course it does. Shaeula’s really good at it… now.” I had to pause for breath, as at my praise her tonguing intensified, and I felt a hot pressure rising within me.
“Are you… ready?” she asked, and I nodded. "Natsumi, come-come closer, and... ahn, ugh… see the moment Akio is pleased.” Her moans were fuelling my arousal, and as the still innocent Natsumi, who knew womanly pleasures now but was still inexperienced, came nearer, Shaeula tilted, giving her a clear view, her face approaching.
“Ahh, I’m coming!” I shouted, hot liquid spurting into Shaeula’s small mouth. As she smiled, lips pursed, she pulled my dick free, allowing semen to spray all over her delicate face, soaking it. My flow continued for a seeming age, until she was dripping, her hair and chest soaked.
“Delicious.” she sighed. “Now…” Before she could say anything more I pulled her up, my tongue and fingers attacking her in turn. Hyacinth giggled, as Shaeula squirmed and gasped. Moments later, Shaeula screamed in pleasure as her own orgasm hit, hot liquid on my tongue, mingling with the scent of Hyacinth and Natsumi, who were likewise extremely aroused. There’s a fourth scent too. I guess she’s having fun?
As her orgasm burst through her, Shaeula collapsed to the bed, sticking out her tongue, seeking a kiss. I gave her one, the peculiar taste that was a mixture of us both one I had tasted often. After her bliss subsided, she grinned up at Natsumi, who was watching with a deep red face. “See? It is not-not as satisfying as truly making love, but it does-does still delight.”
“Yes, Akio tastes gooooood!” Hyacinth was licking at my softening penis, sucking on the end like a lollipop, cleaning it out.
“Here.” Shaeula scooped some of my cum off her chest and held out a hand to Natsumi. “Have a taste.”
Gingerly, she did so, licking at her hand. “Bitter, but… I could get used to it?”
“A good answer. Now, Natsumi, let me show-show you a wonderful position. Hyacinth…” At her words, Hyacinth released my dick a touch regretfully, and went over to Natsumi.
“My pardons, mistress Natsumi, but you dooo not need clothes fooor this!” She quickly removed her hakama, leaving her in her underwear, which was white silk, light on decoration but very classy. I could see her panties were already turning see-through with love nectar, and she flushed with embarrassment, moving her hands to hide her shame before stopping them, realising she had no need to. “And… here we gooo!” Her breasts popped free as Hyacinth removed her bra.
“I’ll do this myself. This is so embarrassing, worse than my first time.” Natsumi muttered, crimson, her hands sliding down her panties, her pussy coming into view. Seeing my enraptured gaze, she laughed a little. “That look always makes me shiver. So passionate. It makes me feel hot inside.”
“That is your body, responding to Akio’s love-love for you.” Shaeula explained, having climbed to all fours and scuttled over. She reached out, poking at Natsumi’s thighs, which were soaked. “It leaks tears of happiness, does it not-not, waiting for pleasure?”
“It was pleasurable. Well, it hurt a little, but…” Natsumi muttered, embarrassed. “I don’t know what I’m even saying…”
“The next-next time hurts rather less.” Shaeula promised. “And soon-soon it is only pleasure. Now, turn around.” She shuffled, showing Natsumi how to lie, and she did so, presenting her ass to me, her hand gingerly gripping my damp shaft.
“This is so shameful.” she muttered. “You can see everything.” Even her asshole was opening and closing with aroused shame.
“I’ve already seen something only Motoko and I ever will.” I grinned, spreading wide her pussy. “Your hymen is no longer here. What have you to fear?” I started licking her gently, my finger slowly unveiling her clit, careful not to touch the pink bean too much.
“I don’t fear, but… it’s like I’m doing something bad, it feels thrilling and wrong, my heart is racing so fast, it feels like it’ll beat out my chest.”
“Let me see.” I grinned, reaching out, grabbing her breast, my fingers sinking a little into the tender flesh. She moaned at my touch. “You know what, I can feel your heart. Well, I want it to race more.” Mine too. It is taking my mind off my troubles, I admit it.
“You lick it like this.” Shaeula showed her again, her tongue licking me, and soon Natsumi followed gingerly, the feel and temperature of her tongue different. As she pleasured me, slowly closing her lips over my glans, I started to lick at her with more fervour, and the noises she was making were stoking my arousal further.
“Careful not-not to bite him. That would be quite-quite off-putting.” Shaeula laughed.
“I’ll try, but… I’m feeling weird…” she managed to moan around my penis. She was kissing the tip, but Shaeula urged her onwards, and she attempted to take it in deeper, before coughing, saliva splattering her chin. Still, she wasn’t deterred, and tried again, gradually lowering her warm mouth around my dick.
She’s trying so hard. One hand on her breasts, another on her springy yet tight ass, forged by years of martial arts, I licked at her clit, and she started squirming. Her teeth did knock on my shaft a little, a bit uncomfortable, but she was still listening to Shaeula, and now Hyacinth, as they gave her instructions, her tongue twisting around me.
“I don’t… remember this… before, ahn!” she half-sobbed, flushed with pleasure.
“Well, that was your first time, I went easy on you both.” I managed, speeding my own tongue. I could feel her body trembling, rising towards orgasm, so I slowed my movement, allowing her to continue working on me. Her nipple was hard, so I switched breasts, changing things up, and now she had most of my dick in her mouth, her expression which would normally be hidden from me by our bodies a lascivious, entranced, shamed one, a little aether allowing me to see. Just looking at her, it’s a different experience to the others. Each girl is unique, has her own preferences and charms… I’ll never let any of them go.
“It’s… twitching?” she asked, feeling my dick tremble in her mouth. A hot surge was rising up within me, as her clumsy, yet diligent efforts, aided by her tutors, was provoking my pleasure. To match, I sped up my tongue and brought my hand down to her dripping pussy. “I… I… I’m turning strange!” she half-giggled, half cried, as her orgasm surged, her strength leaving her. She went limp, and moments later my ejaculation roared, filling her mouth with cum. Her eyes went wide, as she tried to contain the flow, swallowing desperately, but some splashed out, staining her lips and chin, dripping to the bed below. As I pulled free, Hyacinth grabbed her chin.
“Dooo not swallow everything yet. Show Akio you have it. He likes that, he doooes!” she suggested, and I had to admit it was true. Who doesn’t like seeing a girl enjoy what he puts out? I mean, I’m happy enough to taste their love nectar. And urine, sometimes, in one case, certainly.
“All right.” Natsumi opened her mouth, showing that there was still an appreciable volume of white liquid on her pink tongue. “I have it, are you happy, Akio? Do you feel better?”
“I am.” I agreed, watching as she gingerly swallowed it, pulling a bit of a complicated face. As her lips parted, I went in for a kiss, stroking her hot, sweaty body. After that I gently laid her down, while Hyacinth licked and stroked me again, rubbing my cock on her nipples, a strange sensation indeed. I rapidly grew hard again, my physique quite impossible for an ordinary man, and soon I was ready to go, Natsumi lying on the soiled bed, looking up at me happily.
“I feel sorry for Motoko, missing out on this but… you’ll show her your love too, right?”
“Of course.” I glanced over to our watcher, who had fallen to the floor, shocked, and by the smell and colour of her cheeks, also aroused. “Any time you feel lonely or want comfort, or just feel horny…” I grinned at that. “I’ll be more than happy to keep any of you company.”
“So, sex again.” Natsumi asked, arms snaking around my back, begging for another kiss. I gave her one, of course, and as our lips parted, saliva bridging us for a moment, I pushed my glans close to her twitching entrance, which was already sodden.
“Yes, I’ll never tire of it with you, I promise.” Another kiss, and she groaned as my cock slid inside, parting her wriggling walls, which were hot and tight. I groaned as she clamped down on me, and kissed her once more. “Does it still hurt?”
“Not really. Maybe a twinge. I just feel so full.” she marvelled, looking down at her stomach, before gazing fondly into my eyes. “You can move now. I’m ready.”
“You don’t need to ask twice.” I slid my hips back and forth, pistoning deeply into her, and every time my dick struck deep inside her she gasped, growing redder and redder, her body sweating, a sweet smell filling my nose. I licked at her lips, her cheeks, neck, breasts, while my hands roamed all over her body. Her grip on me tightened, her groans rapidly turning into gasps of pleasure.
“I… is it all right for me to be this happy? I’m loved, held close…” she managed, and her emotions were transmitted to me, helping wash away the anger, guilt and confusion I was feeling.
“I think there’s no limit to the happiness we should feel.” I answered, as I licked at tears of joy that were leaking from her eyes. Shaeula and Hyacinth were watching on, clearly horny but considerate of their junior, and our other watcher was immobile, eyes fixed on us through the crack in the door.
“I.. I… the white wave is coming again!” Natsumi cried, and I changed angle, my bursting dick rubbing at other points until I found ones that brought damp moans from her. Her nails pressed into my flesh, and her eyes were swimming.
“I too… I’m going to let it out.”
“I want it! I want to have your child!” she called, and at that Shaeula giggled.
“I want you to bear it too, Natsumi!” I agreed. “But not yet. We promised to maintain your honour, until the wedding, right?”
“I don’t care, my head is fuzzy, I… my body is shaking. It’s… it’s here!” She kissed me, this time teeth biting into my lips harmlessly, her tongue desperately probing me, seeking me. Her insides trembled and then started squeezing me, and that was enough to trigger me, my body responding. 
As my dick convulsed, it pumped out a spray of white liquid inside her, and her body began to seek me more fervently, womb shuddering. That squeezing in turn made me cum harder, and her body drank deep. After several more thrusts, we were done, and I collapsed down beside the dazed girl, kissing her, to which she responded absentmindedly.
“There’ll be plenty of time for a child later. When we are strong enough, the world safe enough.” One hand toyed with her hair softly, while the other stroked her full belly, my warmth residing within. After a few minutes of this gentle companionship she regained her focus, eyes sparkling.
“I’m sorry. I got carried away. But I do want a child. Motoko too. After all, we have to pass down Tsumura Arts.” As she leaned in for another kiss, she whispered to me. “I know not right now. But… it’s nice to dream, isn’t it?”
“Our dreams will come true, I promise.” I whispered back. “I’m pulling out.” As I slid free, she groaned, and a flood of white dripped from her. Her hand was then over mine on her belly, clutching me.
“It feels lonely without you inside me…” she mused, amazed. “I’ve changed, haven’t I?”
“You have.” I affirmed. “But you’re radiant now. A true woman. A good, no… a best woman.”
“I’m glad. The chains binding us have been broken. And… I hope you feel at peace now, happier.”
“He does indeed, I can-can tell. But… we should definitely be certain.” Shaeula interrupted, giggling. “Rest for now-now, Natsumi, we shall take over.”
“Hyacinth’s turn nooow!” she cried, straddling me, pulling my hands to her breasts, while her own hands guided my spent dick to her dripping pussy. “Do nooot worry, Hyacinth will restore you!”
“I shall concede. But I am next-next!” Shaeula insisted, and with a wry thought that these succubae would surely succeed in draining me dry, I glanced over to our amazed watcher. Yeah, I’m amazed too. But happy as well. Without sleep, without feeling the touch of my women, I’ve let myself get caught up in a negative spiral. What to do about Nie Ling and the others… I don’t have to rush it…
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“So, just why am I back here again?” Detective Kato grumbled, and I shot him a glare.
“Because there’s no way us girls can come to a military prison alone.” I complained, stating the obvious. “Besides, if anything happened to Motoko here, it’d be a disaster.”
“Hey, what about me?” Shiro complained, and I shot her a flat glare now.
“Enough joking. You’re the strongest one here, aren’t you? If anything happens to you, we won’t be alive to see it.”
“Do calm down, both of you.” Motoko fretted, her expression worried. “When you explained to me what Akio was feeling, I agreed we needed to do something about it. We should not fight amongst ourselves.”
“We aren’t fighting. Not really.” I shook my head. ”It’s just…” I’ve never been good with words, or talking to people I don’t know. Or caring about others that I don’t know. Though I’ve improved recently. This all makes me so angry. “…it’s hard to explain. I don’t like this. Not at all. Akio is hurting, and it’s all her fault.”
“All right, I’m opening the door.” The Detective gestured to the Special Forces soldier on guard, and as the door opened, it revealed a small cell, a woman sitting up in surprise, a blanket covering her body. She blinked her brown eyes, dark hair hanging loose, and said something in Chinese. Well, she’s nothing special. I’m relieved. If she was a beauty like Daiyu, who looked like a delicate doll, then I would be worried Akio would sympathise more than was necessary. It’s not like I’m blind to his faults. I couldn’t be, at this point.
Shiro replied, before translating for us, as Nie Ling’s face fell. “She asked why we were here, and who we were. I told her I was one of those fighting at Kyoto, and here to talk to her about Akio.”
“I see. Well, if I may. Please translate for me.” I gathered my thoughts, shyness swallowed up by my anger. “Nie Ling…” she responded to her own name. “…I have a question. Do you believe what you did was wrong?”
After the translation she nodded, speaking rapidly, face pale. “She says that she knows killing was wrong, even though she didn’t do it herself. She tried to avoid it as much as she could, but she had little choice if she wished to live. Even so, she says she’s sorry.”
Shiro’s face screwed up at that, as well it might. Sorry, huh? Apologies don’t bring back the dead. That fool Yamato apologised, but it didn’t heal the wounds in Akio’s heart. It just made it worse. Apologies are worthless, just for her, to help with her own guilt. “I see.” I snapped coldly. “You’re sorry. And just what does that entail, being sorry?”
“She says she’ll accept her punishment, even the chance of pain or death from having her … curse, as she calls it, taken from her.” Shiro sighed.
“Really? Pain? Death? You think you’ll die?” I growled, wheeling myself forwards, clenching my responsive fist.
“Eri…” Shiro warned.
“I’m fine.” I took a deep breath. “But you see it, right? I do. I used to be a coward too.”
“As did I.” Shiro agreed. “I thought it’d be like this.”
“I do not understand, can you please explain?” Motoko asked.
“I’m a bit lost as well.” The Detective nodded, frowning. “I get that she is quite the cowardly person, but due to that she surrendered and helped us…”
“Girls understand girls best.” I shook my head. My fist dropped down, striking the small table by her bedside, leaving a dent in the metal, deforming it. My knuckles stung, blood trickling down my hand and dropping on the ground, but I had made my point. She flinched, trying to use the blanket as a shield. “Shiro…”
“Yes, I’ll translate. Damn, you’re bossy, girl. No wonder Aki is having affairs with us.”
“Now isn’t the time for stupid jokes.” I complained. “Anyway, you were frightened, right? No tears, just fear. You knew I wanted to hurt you, didn’t you? Cowards can always tell when people have designs on them. I used to know which girls wanted to bully me, which disgusting boys wanted to date me. Our senses are sharp to that. You knew I wished that was you.” I punched the table again, and she flinched again.
“Mori-san, this is intimidation and abuse of…” Detective Kato began, but I held up a hand to forestall him.
“No, it’s proving a point." Turning back to Nie Ling, ignoring him, I continued to address her. "When Akio said he was going to take your power, you agreed, because you know he wouldn’t hurt or kill you, right? Cowards know, and Akio has no desire to cause you suffering. You picked up on that, right? He’s torn about your fate. Now personally…” 
I wheeled closer, causing her to back up, flush against the wall. “…in your position, I might have done the same. Shiro too. We value ourselves. That isn’t so wrong. Motoko here, we asked her, and she would have chosen death. She’s brave and noble. I respect it. But… were I to be in your position…” My words were coming out as low growls. “…I wouldn’t push all my responsibility to Akio, all my guilt. I would rather die, face oblivion than that.”
As Shiro spoke my words the look of fear on Nie Ling’s face turned to surprise. “He saved you, removed the parasite within you, when he could have, should have killed you. You were the enemy, you invaded our country, killed men, women and children. We have no obligation to be kind or fair, do we? But Akio isn’t like that. He always tries too hard. Shaeula, Grulgor, Hyacinth… enemies become friends.”
“Me as well.” Shiro added as she translated. “I was his enemy for a time.”
“You just want to feel that you had no choice. Well, if you wanted to live, maybe that’s true. But you decided to value your own existence above countless others. You have the right to do that, but also the shame.”
“I know.” she answered finally, Shiro translating her words. “I know, I know! Do you think I wanted any of this? None of it! First the Party, then the monster! I’m just a toy to be used up, tormented! Yes, I knew it. He looks in pain when he sees me. At first I thought it was hatred. I would understand that. Then I realised it was anger, but I wasn’t scared, just sad. It wasn’t me he was angry with!”
“No, he is angry with himself. For not having a solution that saves everyone. I hate that you put him in this position.” I cursed, only to calm down as Motoko held my hand. I was surprised for a moment, before talking another deep breath. “He doesn’t want this to be for nothing. He can extract your Divine Favour, and you won’t die. Perhaps it might hurt a little, but then, so does a lot of Chirurgery, or learning Ether Healing. Pain is pain, live with it.” I was lacking sympathy. 
“Even so, he told you, didn’t he? I think if you are prepared to give up your gift, the good that could be done with it can be weighed against your sins.” My words were barbed, but Shiro translated them calmly, and Nie Ling widened her eyes in surprise. “For that to weigh against your wrongdoings, you need to be alive to do so. He won’t let you die. He hates suffering women, even annoying ones like you.”
“I… I never asked for any of this. I know I was wrong, that I caused the deaths of so many, but… I just wanted to live. Is that so wrong?”
“Legally speaking, yes.” The Detective said unhelpfully.
“We’re not talking about that now.” I warned coldly, and he gave me a wry look.
“Look…” I addressed her again. “I’ve already said I understand, and I might well make the same choice you did. But… you think Akio asked for everything that happened to him? That he asked to be faced with the weight of your deeds? If you won’t own them, who will? This golden-eyed creature? Well, in time, Akio will see it destroyed. Just like he did the clone, yes?”
“Tan and I helped rather a lot, but yeah. Aki and I, we’ll destroy it, one day.” Shiro added, before translating it once more.
“So, if you won’t accept responsibility, Akio has to, that’s how he sees it. He doesn’t want to harm you, and you know it. Otherwise, why would he save you? For knowledge? Perhaps, but Daiyu probably knows more than a girl who always tries to flee her problems, like you.” I understand it, and I’m being a hypocrite too. If it was Aiko who did the same, I’d be saying that she had no choice. But then… Aiko wouldn’t be so damn pitiful about it, I’m sure…
Nie Ling gasped in surprise as Shiro’s eyes and hair turned crimson, streaming flames. Her expression changed, and I realised Tan was in control for now. “Yes, the Divine Favour always suits the wielder. That is an unshakeable rule. What better refuge for one who always flees from danger, wishes for respite, than a dream, which is the ultimate escape. And in dreams, this is no judgement, no responsibility…”
“What do you know?” Nie Ling suddenly flared up, her face twisting angrily. “I bet you have incredible power! You must do, if you survived, and killed the others. I… I did the best I could. It’s not fair for me to die, I did nothing wrong!”
“And those that you dragged into the Boundary, helpless and unknowing, did?” Tan asked, getting to the point. “There is a legend from the Endless Golden Desert. After death, the spirit of the dead is judged. Their heart, all that they are, is placed upon a delicate golden scale, and weighed against a feather. If their sins, guilt, their deeds, trapped within the heart, outweigh the feather… I dare believe you can imagine the outcome. It is judgement, after all. And your heart is heavy indeed, weighed down by the many dead.”
“Me, strong?” Shiro snorted, resuming some control. “I wasn’t. I was so sickly and weak even going for a short walk could have killed me. So I get it. If someone told me I could be healthy, live a fun life, I’d have been willing to sacrifice others. I made that choice. Luckily, Aki was there to stop me. But…even with strength, we still might face misfortune. Shit, girl. Don’t use your weakness as an excuse. If you look back, was there nothing you could have done differently?”
“If I didn’t do as Luo Jiahao wanted, well, I’d… he would have killed me.” she insisted, and I narrowed my eyes when I received the translation. Her words weren’t matching her expression.
“Liar.” I scoffed. “You don’t believe that.”
“No…” she sighed. “He was a man who was grieving the loss of his family. A broken man. He wanted revenge, but…”
“So you created many more grieving just like him.” I pressed, and she shot back.
“If I didn’t do it, they’d have found another way! I…”
“Pitiful.” I snorted. “I can’t believe Akio is agonising over this so hard. It’s not my fault, if I didn’t do bad things, somebody else would… what are you, five years old?” I couldn’t believe someone older than me was so pathetic. “You don’t think that’s just an excuse? You wanted to live, not be devoured? That’s fine. I won’t judge you for that.” 
I twisted my half-paralysed neck, looking down at my largely immobile limbs. “I had to kill to survive. Though my axe was raised to save others, at first, in the end it came down to her or me. I won’t forget and I won’t make excuses. In the end, I became as you see. But… I won’t run from it!”
I paused as Motoko squeezed my hand reassuringly. Her brown eyes were kind, and her smile soft. “Eri, please do not strain yourself. I know you have bad memories, and that this woman is proving frustrating for you, but… not everyone can be strong. Besides, you are scaring the good Detective.”
He smiled wryly. “You girls are certainly intense. But just shouting at her like this won’t do any good. I understand your frustrations. By the law, coercion, duress, that will excuse you for minor crimes, but not ones of this serious nature. But… the law was never set up to consider her circumstances. The law was never set up to consider any of these circumstances. We have scholars, lawyers and lawmakers drafting feverishly, but anything we do will be incomplete at best.”
“That is why it is difficult.” Motoko agreed. “I see why Akio struggles, he is not good with decisions where people have to sacrifice. He hates that, as he told us. And here… there is no answer that satisfies everyone. Legally, Nie Ling should be punished severely, likely never setting foot outside of a prison for the rest of her life. Ethically, the woman was coerced with the threat of something so cruel that none would ever face it without trembling. Morally, perhaps she should have considered her own life less valuable than the lives of many others, and resisted, even in spite of that. But… none of that matches fairness, does it?”
As Shiro translated, the prisoner looked up in surprise. Motoko smiled at her, still holding my hand. “I am Tsumura Motoko. My family has been the heads of the Japanese Military for generations, and now head the JSDF. So I understand war. This was no war, but terrorism. However, your terrorism was not motivated by hatred, but by simple fear. I believe that is worthy of sorrow, of forgiveness. But forgiveness alone will hardly suffice. The scale… a thousand dead. Precious Chosen who would have gone on to protect Japan slain… more may die because of your actions.”
“What choices did I really have?” Nie Ling repeated, her eyes dry. “Answer me that.”
“Each chooses as to their own will, and the circumstances. Akio and I would choose death. Yet were I threatened with death, and Akio compelled to do atrocious deeds… I fear he might succumb, though when I was safe, the guilt would no doubt lead him to take his own life…”
“Yeah, Aki, the stupid bastard, he even said as much. But I set him straight. When you accept responsibility for a life, like he has for all of us, there’s no quitting before the end.” She looked at Nie Ling, lapsing back to Chinese. When she was done, the woman replied, and her expression changed.
“What did you say?” I asked.
“Simple. We’re obviously working down to this in the end, right? I asked her straight up. Legally, you should be imprisoned for ever. Ethically, I think that punishing you is wrong, and would by hypocritical. Morally, the dead demand justice. And fairly… I asked her what fairness would be, here and now. And she said… fairness would be making amends, but I don’t know if I can…”
“I see. Yes, not so stupid after all. Justice is about punishment, but also… rehabilitation and soothing the hurt of the victims, right?” I quoted, and the Detective agreed.
“It’s the three points of the triangle. You have to judge against punishment for wrongdoings, the hope of rehabilitation, to allow the perpetrator to turn their life around when justice is served, and lastly, the victims must have their redress. A system that forgets the victims is merely cruelty masquerading as justice.”
“Show her the news on your phone.” I asked, and Shiro did so. The protests were still going strong, though the violence was dying down, but it didn’t take long to find further incidences of violence against the Chinese community here in Japan, or images of grieving families at funerals. On seeing that, she needed no words to understand, and Nie Ling bowed her head.
“What do you want to do, really?” I asked her, and as Shiro relayed me her answer, I felt my hand tensing in Motoko’s soothing grip.
“You don’t know? You don’t know?” I was incredulous. “In that case, let Akio take your Favour, he’ll put you back together again, and after a little pain, serve out your sentence. That’s the best thing for a coward. Let someone else shoulder your sins. That’ll hurt Akio though. And I’ll never forgive you for that.” I’m cruel myself, I know it. I’m not thinking of the dead, of justice, only what is best for Akio. But…
“Eri, that is not the way.” Motoko sighed, patting my head like Akio always did. “She is clearly not strong, like you. Ultimatums will not work. Shiro, Eri, if I may?” She looked at the Detective too, who popped some chewing gum in his mouth with a sigh, nodding.
“You may as well.” he declared.
“Please translate for me, Shiro. My Chinese is rudimentary at best.” Motoko declared, and she then began. “It is obvious to me you feel guilt at what you have done. Else why would you have surrendered yourself to Akio? Perhaps it was fear that he would kill you? I was not there. But I believe you are capable of remorse. Right or wrong, you directly assisted in killing many innocents to save yourself. I do not believe that can be overlooked. But I can understand. So, as I see it, are you prepared to shoulder that?”
“I…” Nie Ling hesitated. “I don’t know if I’m strong enough for that. This is not a dream, it’s a terrible nightmare. I did my best, I did. I never wanted this!”
“If you really just wish to flee your worries and responsibilities, not a praiseworthy attitude, but one I can accept, then you should simply face what justice the legal system can bring. I would also expect that you should give up your Divine Favour. It is too precious to be left in the hands of someone who abandons their responsibilities.” Motoko's face twitched, and I could see a yearning in her eyes for a Favour like Aiko. I could understand that too. “Taking it from you may seem cruel, but you agreed to trade it in exchange for Akio saving you from the golden-eyed devourer, no?”
At that Nie Ling had nodded solemnly. “It may be a harsh agreement, but Akio has delivered on his end of the bargain.” Motoko continued.
“I am prepared for the risk…” she agreed.
“Well, as I said…” Shiro interjected. “Aki is far better at Chirurgery now with my buffs. I think you’ll be fine.”
“That is the choice of one who only wishes to escape into a blissful dream.” Motoko warned, and Tan laughed, Shiro’s eyes red again.
“Indeed. A choice suitable for the holder of such a Favour. A disappointing one. Let me give you some counsel.” That surprised me, as Tan spoke up. “Running does nothing. One day you will run up against that which you have tried so hard to flee. Then, only strength can save you. Strength you will have abandoned.”
Yes, just like running from my feelings for Akio nearly cost me everything I wanted. If I had run one more time… I wouldn’t be alongside everyone now. “That choice puts the most weight on Akio as well. Every time he takes a Favour, it causes him grief. But he knows he has to do it, as they are limited and precious. Your case most of all. Fairness is simply impossible here. All we can do is be the most fair to everyone.”
“Indeed.” Motoko agreed. “Another choice is… you could simply make amends by protecting this country, working until you have saved as many lives as your actions have taken. That might be a thorny path, one that hurts you, but… you will have some agency, control over your fate.”
“Agency? Control?” the woman scoffed. “Ever since the day I was visited by the Duke of Dreams, I had none of that.”
“Not true.” Motoko denied her. “From the story I have heard, there were points you could have taken control, changed your fate. But… that is just in hindsight. We cannot change what has already happened. No more than we can change the truth.”
“Your Favour came to you for a reason.” Tan commented. “Though not all Divine Favours go to a worthy recipient. The Divine is hardly infallible. We choose based on affinity and our instincts, passing on our gifts. Perhaps you were a mistake… but even mistakes can become true answers.”
“Punishment. I think that while you can’t be held wholly responsible for what you did, you can’t be held wholly innocent either. Do you have a family?” Shiro asked.
“I do.”
“So, if I was in your position, and your family, friends, hometown was consumed, would you forgive me, saying I had no choice, I had to put myself first?”
“No.” Nie Ling admitted, and I felt at least a little respect for her honesty. “No, I couldn’t. I would wonder if your life was really worth so many of ours… and our pain.” She bit her lip, and genuine tears were sparkling now in her brown eyes.
“So, your punishment should be something as fair as possible.” Shiro continued. “Then, Rehabilitation. You could either have your Favour taken, or make use of it yourself, in a proper way. Either way would allow you not only to face your guilt, but to try and stop running. After all, where has it got you?”
“Even if it hurts, or makes you shiver in fear, push forwards.” I spoke, giving her a little advice. “I too nearly had a fate worse than death. I would rather have faced oblivion.” I remembered the Kitsune which Akio slew. “So it isn’t like I can’t understand. But… I think pretending to yourself that 'I had no choice' and 'I was forced, I bear little of the blame' will only crush you in the end. Even if you truly had no blame, you’re only human. It’ll still worm its way into you and break you.”
“Lastly, restitution.” Motoko took over. “My family has always served Japan, so we know what it is to protect. The dead… their lives were snuffed unfairly, their families grieve. To be fair to you and to be fair to them is a balance impossible to fathom. But… the world is in danger, Japan is in danger. You have abilities that are precious and rare. Use them to assuage your guilt and your selfishness. You chose your life over those of many, countless others. Now prove your choice holds some value, you hold value worth the price paid.”
“Like the heart on the scales.” Tan laughed coldly. “There is no absolute standard of justice. Each Pantheon, each Territory, each being decides what is just, fair. But… you made an agreement with that man. I believe you should honour it in the end.”
“To be judged under the law, information, and my blessing from the Duke of Dreams.” She squeezed shut her eyes. “I haven’t objected to that, have I?”
“No, but your whole being just screams 'why is this happening to me, it’s not fair!'” I snapped. “And no, it isn’t fair. But a thousand not fairs outweighs one not fair, surely. I’m trying to be sympathetic, Akio clearly is, even if he’s trying to stick to his new bold self. But you make it hard. I respect those that grasp what they want despite their fears and hardships, like Shaeula. So… answer me this. What do you honestly think is justice here?”
“I don’t know…” She stumbled as my gaze sharpened, before continuing, a little stronger, her face in a genuine, angry pout. “…but I hate the way you’re all cornering me! Sure, it seems like you know hardships, have suffered, could have been like me, but… I’m me! Only I can be me! I never deserved this, wanted this! I didn’t want to kill. Maybe that’s why I gained a power that is ordinarily so harmless! But I didn’t want to die either, and there was no way to have both! What was I supposed to do?”
“The truth at last.” I nodded, satisfied, and as Shiro translated with a slight smile, I leaned forwards as best I could. “You could have died, in which case we wouldn’t be having this conversation. Or you could have killed. Which you did, perhaps not legally, but fairly, morally, ethically… you did. But… we all recognise that the scales aren’t balanced. Only self-preservation is the weight of your heart. But it’s still a heavy, heavy weight. So… lighten it. However you can, from now until the scales balance.”
“I am… I’ll accept imprisonment, I’ll give up my Favour, I’ll tell him everything I know, I overheard…”
“And that is one way, but it will not save your heart. In the end, you will just resent it, resent us. For you will still be running, feeling like you once more had no choices.” Motoko warned. “Far better, take a step forwards rather than backwards. When Natsumi and I did, finally… honest at last… when you reach out, sometimes the world reaches back.”
“Who would reach for me?” she scoffed.
“Akio will.” I answered, sure of it. “Show him you are genuinely remorseful, not just feeling sorry for yourself, and offer to put things right. The dead won’t return, but if you save a thousand, no, ten thousand lives, then you can know that your choice was, if not the right one, there’s no right one here, then a choice everyone can live with.”
“Excuse me, but the law isn’t something you can just choose…” the Detective interjected.
“I believe it is.” Motoko disagreed. “To stretch current statutes to encompass her ability is possible, certainly, and likely moral, yet perhaps not ethical. Is that not why new laws are being worked on as we speak? But the cornerstone of justice is it can never be retroactive. Else nobody is ever safe from summary punishment.”
“Well, there is that. But…” he sighed. “...I admit to feeling sympathy. But as a Detective, that’s a luxury.”
“We can each imagine it, the horror of such a choice. It is very much like having a bomb inside you, that could be detonated at any moment. No, worse than that. Detective, what would your choice be? Or what would your choice be if your family was threatened in that way?” Motoko asked.
“But the law…” he stubbornly clung on, but I could see him weakening.
“Is going to be hell.” I laughed bitterly. “You think this scenario is bad? What if someone could genuinely compel someone’s actions, some sort of mind control. Could we hold them at fault then? But then… could they simply be lying? I’m glad I don’t have to worry about those decisions. All I care about is making sure Akio doesn’t suffer too much.” I turned back to Nie Ling, gesturing for translation. “If you’re scared, I get it. If you’re weak, I’m not much different, though I’ve tried my hardest to be strong. Motoko here is the same. We’re not all possessed by some Demon like Shiro.”
“Hey, that’s damn rude! Tan isn’t a Demon…” Shiro protested.
“That’s debatable, but I’d embrace a Demon or a Devil if it wanted to help Akio. Now…” I gave my attention back to Nie Ling, who was listening to Shiro’s translation with a complicated expression on her face. “…it’s your choice. It really is. The least you can do is pay up what you promised. Akio saved your spirit, right? But that’s the truly cowardly way. That’s the 'I had no choice, I’m washing my hands of everything' option. No… face your fear and your guilt. Offer to make amends, and do it yourself. Those of us who might well have made your choice will respect that, and offer a helping hand. Akio definitely will. Your power should be used for good, and if you are tired of being exploited by the evil in this world, then either entrust yourself to Akio’s care, like others have, or be strong enough to stand on your own.”
“I… don’t know. I’m still so… numb to everything.” she managed in reply, but I could tell she was listening. “But… I do understand what you’re saying.” She wiped at her reddened eyes and nose. “I… find it hard to trust, to forgive myself. Even those who were nice to me, like Luo Jiahao, they had darkness within them. I wondered… no, it doesn’t matter. I would rather risk pain and death never having to worry about this world again, but…”
“You do understand. The world is changed forever. Just covering your eyes and ears won’t make it leave you alone.” I agreed.
“Can… can I think about it?” she asked, meeting my eyes.
“I think you can. Akio needs time to think, too. I don’t want this mess to be scar on his heart.”
With that, we left her behind, and when the door was shut, Shiro turned to me. “So, was that for the best? In the end, all we did was talk at her, tell her our opinions.”
“There are some problems that have no solutions. It is the trolley problem, to an extent. Is it permissible to sacrifice many to save one, or one to save some? Though it is complicated as the sacrifices have already been made,” Motoko suggested. “Our philosophy teacher often sets us these questions. My grandfather and father too. After all, the military is a tool of violence, killing to save and protect, and often soldiers must sacrifice themselves for the mission.”
“But soldiers know what they are signing up for. She didn’t want any of this.” Shiro muttered.
“That’s why we need to push the solution to this problem as close to one that can be accepted by those involved as possible. No, not everyone. Akio.” I amended.
“I think you’ll find it isn’t just Oshiro-san that needs to be satisfied.” The Detective warned, but I snorted my disagreement.
“For me, that’s all that matters. Though again, I do feel some sympathy for her, though her refusal to stand up to her troubles, always running… makes it hard. Well, Akio wants to be fair and hates sacrifice, so… we need a way that prevents further sacrifice. If she gives up her Favour, sure, she’ll feel better, and in the end that might be enough for her. Lives can be saved if the recipient is worthy. But in the end, all that does is perpetuate the sorrow of this whole mess. Far better she agrees to stand up for herself, accept her share of the responsibility, and fight.”
“And Aki would help her, if that was what she wished, right?” Shiro agreed.
“He is affected by the dead, and the circumstances in which they met. But when presented with genuine contrition and a willingness to make amends, I believe he will reach out a hand to her.” Motoko agreed with me.
“Right. It’s up to her though. She’d better not do anything selfish like kill herself and ruin everything, though I doubt she would, considering what she sacrificed for her own life… deep down she definitely knows Akio’s threats are hollow.”
“I wonder how he’s getting on back at Shirohebizumi?” Shiro spoke suddenly, flushing. “I kind of wanted to stay and watch, considering tomorrow…”
With that, the tense mood melted away. “You pervert, Shiro. Are you that eager to make love to Akio?”
“Hey now, I’ve been waiting a long time, so it’s natural I’d be curious…”
“I’m still here you know, please do shut up!” The Detective complained, and there was some laughter…
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“So, that’s your conclusion?” I asked, talking to Shiro on my phone as I lay in bed, Natsumi naked in my arms, Shaeula on the other side, an equally naked Hyacinth bustling about, making us some refreshments.
“Well, Eri did most of the talking, with some help from me and Motoko.” she answered, sighing. “Really, it sucked. I hate thinking about these sorts of things. Life was simpler when I let Tan handle everything. But then… I was no better than our Chinese girl in that regard. So…I don’t have the right to blame her.”
“Trolley problems, huh? Who to sacrifice? Shit, just thinking about that pisses me off.” As I snarled that, Natsumi nuzzled against me, trying to calm me down, and I softly apologised. “I guess I really am a Chosen of Tyr. If someone has to stick their hand in the mouth of a wolf, I’d rather it was me.”
“Yeah well, she’ll think about it. You should too. Anyway, see you later. I want to hear all about it.” As I blushed, she hung up.
“Don’t let it bother you, Akio. You’ve done the best you can.” Natsumi tried to cheer me up. “You’re angry with her, I know, but you also don’t want her guilt or her crimes to destroy her. You wanted her to make amends, right?”
“You had an agreement. You said you would-would save her from the golden-eyed devourer. You did-did so. Now in exchange you should receive what she promised. Some-some might call it cruel, demanding prices for salvation, but she was not-not entirely without blame. I call it pragmatic. Now-now, how you receive the payment depends on her, does it not-not? If she is wise, she will strive under her own power, as I did, when you defeated me. A female of worth does not-not go back on her word when given.”
When there’s no good solutions, just… go with the one you can live with. I guess that applies not just to me, but to Nie Ling too. Then there’s the other one Haru-san captured, though the situation is different, as if we release her she’ll die. Then there’s the treatment of the captured Cultivators…
I tightened my grip on Natsumi, who sighed happily, while Shaeula tickled my back with her hair. No, the girls are right. I don’t have to decide now. Not until my head is clear, and I can be fair over all the deaths I witnessed the aftermath of…






  
  Side One Hundred And Thirty – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko / Izumi Kana


“So, who can answer this question?” our teacher was saying, looking around the room, frowning. “Oh well… I suppose I may as well ask. Masui-san, go ahead. Though I’m not expecting much.” She gestured to the chalkboard, where a maths problem was sketched out. There was a ripple of laughter around the room at the teacher’s words, and Rika-chan laughed it off as usual. 
“Maybe I’ll surprise you today.” She smiled, enjoying the attention, her usual flashy look drawing the eyes of the boys in class. I idly cast my attention to the problem on the board, my mind instantly providing me with the answer, and how it was worked out. Skills and stats sure are convenient…
“Well, the answer is… x approaches zero at…” She moved the chalk, filling in the problem, leaving the room in silence.
“That’s correct, Masui-san.” The teacher frowned, her eyebrows arching she was so surprised. “Uh, well done, I guess. Have you been studying? That’s… well, not very like you. As your teacher I’m pleased though!” She hurriedly corrected her rather insulting words.
“I’ve been putting in a bit of an effort. Yae-chan too, right?” At that Yae-chan waved her hand in agreement, her other hand idly twirling her bleached blonde hair.
“Sure have!” she agreed, and at that the teacher’s eyes glimmered, as she sketched out another problem.
“Well then, go right ahead, Chihaya-san. If my precious students are trying their best, it would be remiss of me as your teacher not to test you!” There was more laughter at that, but Yae-chan merely got up from her desk, brushed down her (rather too short) skirt, and then wrote out the answer.
“Perhaps I’m still dreaming?” The teacher remarked with a laugh. “If it is a dream, I hope I’m not late for work!”
“No dreams, teach.” Yae-chan teased, sitting down. “Rika-chan and I finally decided to take school a bit more seriously, you know? It’s all down to good girl Ai-chan here! She’s helped us out a lot.”
Don’t bring me into it. I’m in a bad enough mood after last night! Just remembering it made me mad. My blue eyes were stern as I scowled at her, but that only made her laugh harder, and the teacher wasn’t going to let that go.
“That’s right, our very own Oshiro-san whose grades have shot up. I think you have a good chance of entering the university of your choice in Tokyo, following in your brother’s footsteps. I hear he’s moving up in the world?”
“He sure is.” Rika-chan smirked. “It was fascinating seeing where he lives and works in Tokyo.”
“Damn, I’m so jealous!” another classmate cried, and she shrugged.
“Oh, you should be. It was… magical, right Ai-chan?” She winked at me, fuelling my annoyance.
“Well, now that you’re as good at mathematics as you’ve always been at English, Oshiro-san, these questions are probably too easy for you, right? You’ve been frowning to yourself all lesson…”
That’s got nothing to do with the class content! “
…I believe the job of a teacher is to challenge my students, unleash their potential, so…” As our teacher smiled slyly, I felt my annoyance spike. It doesn’t really matter. There’s only a few minutes to the end of class, and then there’s only English to go until we’re done, and I can switch off during that class…
“…here. Don’t be sad if you can’t solve this problem. It’s material you’d cover during your first year on a Mathematics or Physics course at university, but it is solvable, if you apply everything we’ve learned during your three years at high school, and…” As the teacher droned on, I stood, striding to the board and grabbed a piece of chalk. My hand moved, elegantly sketching out the solution.
“Well, that was… fast.” The teacher muttered, shocked.
“I’m not intending to do a true STEM course.” I spoke primly. “My focus is on sports science, but my bro told me that contains a lot of maths and biology, so there’s a lot of overlap. I’ve been studying too because of that.”
“I see you have. Uh… just out of curiosity, can you answer this?” She drew up an even more complicated problem, one that I could indeed answer, but I realised that a good chunk of the problem was material we’d never covered. A trap, huh… well, I’m not my bro, showing off in baseball in front of the whole damn town. I’ll be careful… 
“I’m sorry. I get it up to here…” I made some notes on the board. “But I don’t think we’ve studied this, right?”
Our teacher let out a little sigh, and I was sure I could see some relief on her face. “You’re right. We haven’t. That’s third year university material. I wonder… no, class will be over shortly. Ah, the bell…” As her words were spoken the bell rang, releasing us from the teacher and her annoying questions. “One last thing…” the teacher called, looking at me sympathetically. “I know everyone is worried about Mori-san and how she is doing away from home, but she is properly submitting her assignments and has been taking tests over webcam with us. I see no problems with her graduating with you all in March, so do your best so she doesn’t leave you behind! As for her physical condition…” The teacher looked at me, so I shrugged.
“Yeah, Eri’s doing rehab, she’s putting her all into it. Progress is slow, but her doctors…” Well, bro and Shaeula, anyway… “…say that if she keeps up her hard work, she’ll make a full recovery in time.”
“Must be nice, having her fiancée look after her with such dedication.” one of our classmates teased.
“Well, that’s the minimum one can expect, isn’t it?” our teacher smiled as she was packing up. “If you find a partner, make sure they’ll be there for you in both good times and bad. If they are, then you’ve found a keeper…”
Yeah, well my bro sure does love Eri, but he isn’t perfect, not by a long shot. I puffed my cheeks out in a scowl as I took my seat, head down on the desk, switching off. At least I get time to think about things…
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“You know…” Asami-chan spoke, snapping me out of my thoughts. “Don’t you think that Ren-kun is starting to act more manly? I think it’s kind of hot.”
“Ren-san? Really?” I raised an eyebrow, surprised. Well, if I’m going to be fair, he’s definitely changed since Kyoto. A lot of people have. Akio too. “Now that you mention it, he does seem more mature than his age. Like he’s a bit older than us now, even though he isn’t.”
“They say adversity makes a man.” Mio-chan intoned piously, as we waited for our final class of the weekend to end. “So, do you like him then, Asami-chan?” she asked, getting to the heart of the matter.
“Like is a bit strong a word, but… well, he’s not so bad, right? I hear he’s from a pretty important shrine, too? Before, even though I go to a faith school, I never really thought about it much.”
“Me neither.” Mio-chan agreed with her. “I mean, no offense, Kana-chan, but your shrine, other than having a lot of land, it was pretty run-down. It's not fair to say that now though, is it?”
“Yeah well, I won’t argue with you. I always used to hate it.” I agreed. “Things are different now though.” I could see some other girls listening to us, including Takagi-san and Kikuchi-san. I still wasn’t all that close to them, despite everything, but since we were all allies in the same boat, we were spending more time together, and I had a fresh appreciation for their circumstances. Although…
“No need to be jealous, Kana-chan! After all, your achievements are way more impressive!” Mio-chan reassured me, and I managed a wry smile. I’m not jealous. It’s just…
“Maiko-san has worked hard.” Takagi-san defended her, her eyes sharp behind the glasses. For a shy girl, she was becoming bolder recently, and that made me like her more. “She’s a daughter of a true shrine, just like you!”
I snorted a laugh at that, amused. “Really, Kikuchi-san, you have such a brave hero trying to protect your honour.” At that Takagi-san looked down, flushed, and it was cute. The plain girl was definitely looking less out of place in our group of beauties, that was for sure, as she took better care of her appearance, and had even bought a more fashionable pair of glasses. Well, Akio does insist on making sure we all get paid. It’s not a huge amount of money, but for high schoolers like us, it’s certainly welcome. It’s like a proper wage an adult would get… well, he did say we were doing the work of an adult so should be compensated accordingly. I like that he’s fair. Like…
“Don’t bully Hisano-san!” Kikuchi-san protested, and I shook my head.
“Bullying? This is banter. Don’t you get it? It means we’re friends, no?” I smiled. I really can’t be bothered to play the queen bee anymore. There’s more to life than being beautiful… I could feel the power thrumming within me, a great surge of earth elemental energy. It was muted here outside the Boundary, but I could still sense it boiling within my lower body, and if I chose, I could probably collapse the building we were in, if I put out all my effort. Me, effort. I can still hardly believe it, but… I’ve never felt so alive. Every day makes my heart race, makes me discover new parts of myself. 
“Friends?” Takagi-san muttered softly, seemingly puzzled.
“Yes, friends, Hisano-chan.” I changed my way of address, surprising a few of the listeners. “If you don’t think we are, you’ll hurt my feelings!” I guess we certainly are friends, comrades. And I guess I’d like to get to know them better. So treating them like I do Mio-chan and Asami-chan is fine.
At that, Noguchi-san, another girl in class who I had been friendlier with recently, and had visited my shrine, spoke up. “Really, the five of you have been very close ever since we visited your shrine, Kana-chan!” she pouted. “I was there too, and I can’t help but feel I missed out on something!”
“Me too!” another girl declared.
You did, but… “Well, maybe you did. Maybe you didn’t. If you’re really curious…” I paused, drawing everyone’s attention on me. It felt good, but somehow… lacking. It really does feel better being praised for what I do, what I can contribute, than for merely being pretty and charming. “… well, I can’t say I recommend it…”
Mio-chan and Asami-chan giggled at that, remembering.
“…but you remember that girl Shaeula, right?” I continued.
“Oh yeah, the beautiful foreigner with the yukata. Her hair was like golden silk!” Noguchi-san gushed admiringly.
“Well, I have her phone number, of course. She’s like a sister to me.” I bragged, and it was actually true. After all, Shaeula’s always liked me, from the start, even though she saw through how shallow I was. And she helped save Keomi-chan. If my idiot cousin died, I think I’d be crushed… besides… I hoped my face wasn’t red, as the thought of being sisters with her naturally turned to the other meaning. “So, if you want to be best friends with us all, give her a call. But don’t say I didn’t warn you…” Shaeula’s a fiend for pretty girls, well, not in the usual way, but… she picks them too, I guess. She’s never really pushed Mio-chan or Asami-chan at Akio. I guess I’m flattered that she chose me. But then…
Now things were different. I had been trusted with the most precious thing in the world right now, a Divine Favour, and I wanted to live up to that trust, not just because I always felt I should be special, respected, wealthy, happy… but because of those who did trust me. Akio, Shaeula, even Eri-chan, who hated me at first. She’s cold, but she’s fair. And she’s nice to those that like who she likes…
“I wouldn’t.” Hisano-chan remarked. “Not right now, anyway. But if you wanted to… hang out, I wouldn’t mind. Would you, Maiko-san?”
“If I have time, that’s fine.” The gloomy girl agreed, surprising us with an unusually bright smile. “Maybe karaoke? Or we could go into central Tokyo. I have some money…”
“Really?” Noguchi-san cried, surprised. “Well, karaoke is fun!”
As the girls chatted, I met Hisano-chan’s gaze. She seemed embarrassed, but offered me a small smile. Yes, everyone’s changing. I think that’s a good thing. I always divided the world into us and them. It turns out most people can be part of the ‘us’ if you give them a chance. 
I looked at Kikuchi-san, no, Maiko-chan, as she talked brightly, so unlike her previous introverted gloom. Well, it’s no wonder. Her family is secure under the best protection one can have, she doesn’t have money worries anymore, and… last night, she mastered wind element. As a daughter of a true shrine, that has to be a happy thing. I mastered earth first though! I wasn’t going to budge on that. I had put in the hard work, even if the twins and Haru-san had helped…
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“So spill it. You’ve been in a foul mood all day, Ai-chan!” Yae-chan said to me, as we prepared ourselves to enter the Boundary at Chairoakitara shrine. The room Eri and I used to enter from had been transformed, and was now a luxurious space with a number of beds, a bathroom and more. As well as secure doors with proper locks. Marika-chan’s grandfather won’t pull anything, of course, but better safe than sorry…
“When she’s this annoyed, it’s always either Akio-kun, or Ri-Ri.” Rika-chan observed as she removed her school uniform, revealing the rather risqué black bra under her shirt. I couldn’t help but glance at it, and she sniggered, crossing her arms under her chest.
“What’s up, Ai-chan? Jealous of my sexy underwear? Yours is all boring and follows the school rules. You’ll never attract a decent boy unless you get sexier.”
“I’m sexy enough, thank you.” I replied primly, pulling on a cheap hospital-style gown over my plain white underwear. “As for attracting boys… sorry, but I don’t have time for that right now. Besides, why even stick to humans? Maybe I’ll get myself a hot, handsome Elf. My bro’s proved that you can have non-human partners. My bro…” I sighed bitterly.
“I knew it. It’s Aki.” Yae-chan had also put on the gown, though her hands shook doing it, as well they might. After all, I am pretty ruthless in their training. Well, they wanted this, so… consequences.
“What’s he done now then? Got himself another girl?” Rika-chan asked, earning an annoyed look from Yae-chan, who I could tell was a bit downheartened that my bro wasn’t into her. Well, she’ll get over it. I mean, there’s nothing wrong with Yae-chan, and I suppose, much as it pains me to admit, she’s a nicer girl than she looks, and far less a bitch than her gal fashion would suggest. But against the others… well, she’s just too normal. “He has, hasn’t he?”
“Well, yes. Mom is going to be so happy. She’s gone crazy with her delusions now, though dad, uncle and auntie aren’t anywhere near as thrilled.” I had been told that Daiyu, that pretty Chinese girl, was going to be living with my bro and the others, in that way. I was quite used to it by now, so that wasn’t what was bothering me. “No, it’s just… well, we can do this in a minute.”
We entered the Boundary, lying on our respective beds, and soon we were outside the shrine. As I called upon my Golden Sister Army, the statues materialising around us, I noticed their gazes of envy and wonder. I guess it took me a while to get used to this too… I couldn’t help but feel satisfied, that my bro chose me to bear such a precious gift. I knew he wanted me to be able to defend myself, but taking it was a responsibility as well. My grip tightened on my brilliant red bow. A responsibility I can shoulder.
“They never get old.” Rika-chan remarked, looking at them. “So, why Ri-Ri, Shaeula and the others? It’s cute, but… a bit odd?”
“No reason. They just seem to be what I think of when I call them out.” I sighed. “Anyway…” I explained the situation to my friends, the mess with my bro and his prisoner, and the guilt he was feeling.
“That’s… so messed up!” Rika-chan cried, pale-faced, when I was finished. “She’s not done anything wrong, it’s like she was held at gunpoint, no, worse than that!”
“Yeah, I feel really bad for her myself.” I agreed. “It still doesn’t make me less pissed off. Anyway, train while we talk!” I ordered them, and the two girls groaned, running through the current version of the Aether Manipulation training I had received from my bro and Shaeula. “And… sorry, but this is going to hurt.”
“It always does. I’m sure you just enjoy punishing us, you sadist!” Rika-chan managed a wan smile, as I pulled one of my arrows free, using the head to make a series of small but painful cuts on Rika-chan and Yae-chan, along their upper arms and thighs. Silver and red beads of blood sprang free.
“Again, you wanted to be in this world. So suck it up. Ether Healing training is hard, painful work. And I can’t do it like Hyacinth does, so…” The gowns soak up the blood back in the Material, if their parents noticed them coming back with bloody school uniforms, that wouldn’t be good at all… “…back on the subject. You don’t agree, Rika-chan?”
“I just don’t see how she can be put in prison for that. She was made to do it. It seems so heartless!”
“I agree.” I nodded, gently releasing aether into their bodies. I wasn’t just trying to strengthen my Ether Healing, but to get a firmer understanding of other people’s Astral bodies, as a precursor to Chirurgery. Else I could just do it on myself. It’s not like I enjoy hurting them. Though even a Rank of Ether Healing will keep their skin and hair beautiful, so they suck it up. Damn, wish I had eyes like my Bro or Shaeula, that would make this easy. Even Kana-chan has potential, it seems… 
“…I feel really sorry for her. But I also get what my bro is driving at too. It’s coloured by his stupid, self-sacrificing nature…” Rika-chan yelped under my hand as my anger made me less gentle. “…he thinks everyone should do what he would, but he can’t even make up his mind on that. If Eri, Shaeula or I were in her position, he’d never tell us to die rather than save ourselves, no matter the cost. It’s just so… frustrating!”
“I think that’s only natural, right?” Yae-chan suggested, waiting her turn, blood trickling down her body as she practised juggling small metal balls she had willed into existence with her limited stocks of aether. “Why should you have to apply the same rules to those you love and some stranger? I’d be very disappointed if he would tell you to die, Ai-chan. But… well, I guess I feel sorry for the woman too. But don’t you feel more sorry for the dead? Each one of them had brothers, sisters, children, parents… now they’re gone.”
“Even so, it wasn’t her fault.” Rika-chan insisted, shivering at my touch, and I grinned in satisfaction as the wounds on her thighs closed. Hang on a minute, here I am stroking her thighs, isn’t that a bit kinky? No, it doesn’t matter. My intentions are pure so it’s fine. Besides… This time I could feel and perceive a little bit more of her inner workings through the expended aether. Ever since I received the Divine Favour of Kannon and started to Level up, my perceptions had grown sharper day by day.
“Maybe not.” Yae-chan argued. “But does that mean we should just send her on her way with a pat on the back? Is that fair?”
Yeah, that’s my bro’s argument. Well, Yae-chan is right in a way. I can accept whatever he decides to do, so long as he doesn’t end up getting hurt, but… that doesn’t change that I feel really bad for the poor girl.
“Fair? To the dead? Shouldn’t we blame the one that forced her to do all the killing? It was like she was a gun, right? You blame the hands that… hey, that tickles, careful Ai-chan… pull the trigger, not the gun… aha… itself.” Rika-chan giggled at my touch as my hands started Healing her other wounds, aether flowing into her body.
“I think you don’t get it, Rika-chan, Ai-chan.” Yae-chan stopped her exercises, gazing at us with earnest brown eyes. “Fair… to the victims? You should worry more about her. If you had done that, even to save yourself, and Aki let you go, said 'don’t worry, it’s not your fault, you did nothing wrong', would you be able to believe that, live with the guilt?”
“I…” I avoided thinking about that. I didn’t want to. I focussed more on my stupid bro saying if he had to fight and kill one of us if we went down the wrong path, he’d follow after. That’s never the answer. That would just make those who survived feel the same pain… “I think I’d never recover.” I admitted.
“That’s why… she needs punishment. Not to punish, though… to be honest, your brother can be pretty blinding at times. Saying he’d rather die than be forced to do what she did… I don’t have the strength for that. Maybe that’s why he doesn’t look at me…” Yae-chan muttered sadly, and I felt the urge to give her a comforting pat on the head, so I did. She looked at me in surprise, before continuing. “…but I do think that we sometimes need to be punished, not for the victims, but so we can forgive ourselves? And if she can do something she feels can balance what she did, won’t she feel she’s trying, she’s doing her best to live for those that died?”
I see. Yes, that does make sense. I don’t know if my bro was entirely conscious of that, but…
“When did you get so clever, Yae-chan?” Rika-chan praised, proud of her. “I guess that makes a lot of sense to me. Not that we’ve ever done anything so terrible, but… that time I broke dad’s expensive bottle of sake and lied about it, I felt awful. I almost wanted to be caught. That way I could stop feeling so guilty and on edge.”
“Hey, I’ve always been a smart girl. Not very academic, but I’m no dummy!” Yae-chan sighed. “But… we think about a lot of different things now, don’t we? Look around us.” She gestured at the Golden Sister Army and the silver, lightning-streaked sky overhead. “I don’t envy Aki, you know, Ai-chan.”
“Really? I don’t see any reason not to, he’s rich, strong, got a gaggle of girls fawning all over him. Don’t tell me you don’t want to…” I eyed her.
“Yeah, but… doesn’t it come with all these painful decisions? And this is just the start.” Yae-chan sighed again. “He’s taking on a lot. And be honest, Ai-chan. Your brother, he wasn’t anything special before, was he? Well, maybe to you and Ri-Ri, but he was pretty ordinary. A bit more handsome than the average, sure, and for Nishimorioka a real go-getter, but… did you ever see him handling these sorts of problems, making decisions that are life and death for thousands of people?”
“No, to be honest, much as I loved my bro, he had his faults. Still does. They’re just masked better now. It’s got to be eating at him, hence… ugh, I feel bad blowing up at him now. I should have been nicer about it, more supportive. I’m a failure as a little sister.”
“Don’t worry, Ai-chan.” Yae-chan returned the favour, patting my head now. “He’ll understand you care about him. After all, isn’t that why you’re doing all this?” She gestured around the Boundary. “It’s you, little Ri-Ri, Shaeula… all of you support him, make up for what he lacks.”
“Well, it’s not just for my bro. I’m doing all this for me too. I’ve found something I want to do. As for you two…”
“I think this is something special.” Yae-chan continued. “No matter how I feel about Aki, I’m your friend too, Ai-chan. So let’s not do this alone.”
“Yeah, we’re friends for life!” Rika-chan agreed. “Akio-kun aside, us girls should stick together!”
“In that case…” My eyes gleamed, and as I pulled out an arrow they swallowed nervously. “…best prepare yourselves. Training from hell begins now, get ready for it!” As they hastily made excuses, I didn’t listen to their cries, my thoughts on my future plans. I really wish I could drop a Territory here, but bro says it’s too risky, since I can’t defend it all the time. He’s right. Sure, there’s probably no other Chosen anywhere near Nishimorioka, but if one does come across my Anchor… well, I’ll wait until bro tells me where he wants it. Then I’ll just squeeze him for resources like Haru-chan!
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“How’s it going, Ren-kun?” Asami-chan greeted him cheerfully as he was practising with the mirror Akio had lent him, his admittedly handsome face screwed up into an expression of concentration as he was manipulating the glowing halo of indigo and golden light around the glass. Oh, that’s right, we should be getting light energy from Haru-san’s Territory too now. 
Beside me, Mio-chan covered her mouth so we couldn’t see her smiling at the antics of our friend.
“It’s hard.” he replied, looking up, his eyes flickering over us. He didn’t pay me much attention, but his gaze lingered on Mio-chan and Asami-chan, and Asami-chan was going a little pink at his scrutiny. It’s strange. Before, I used to get annoyed when boys looked at me with lustful eyes, but I also got angry when they didn’t, I felt disregarded. I was such a bitch. Well, at least I know why he’s ignoring me now…
“Yeah, but Akio says your contributions are really important.” I soothed him, and he nodded gratefully.
“Yes, I can see results, which helps. Anyway, Chiaki and Chiasa are at the usual spot. So if you want to join them, now’s the time. Even without Suzuki-san, we’re having some successes.” he explained, proud of his younger sisters.
“We sure are. Maiko-chan mastered wind, that bodyguard of Hinata-chan’s mastered earth element, and more us are close.” I agreed. “I’ll give it a miss though. I have to Level up.” Besides, there are all those Americans here too. I find some of them scary, even though I should be able to protect myself, and they have been bound by Shaeula… 
“Good luck!” Mio-chan grinned cheerfully. “I’m going to get earth element too, today’s the day, I just know it.”
“Well, do your best. Having an element will be a solid foundation to build on.”
“I’ll do my best as well!” Asami-chan boasted, enthusiastic, and Ren-san blinked for a moment, before nodding. That’s cute. You know what, I think she might have a thing for him after all, so competitive.
“Good. There’s nothing worse than not having power when you need it. I know that now.” He looked at me, and while his eyes searched me, it wasn’t in appreciation of my looks, like with my two friends, but it was as if he was trying to burn my new strength into his eyes. I like that a lot more. I’m being valued because of what I can do, not what I look like. Although admittedly I have a long way to go until I master the Earthen Womb.
“Well, I’ll leave you two to it. If you can, help Keomi-chan, she’s really struggling.” I asked.
“We will do. Honestly, your cousin is such an airhead. Cute though.” Mio-chan laughed.
“She is. It can be a pain tidying up after her though.” I complained, and Ren-san looked a bit sad, probably considering that she was wrapped up in the same mess as his sisters were. “That reminds me… Ren-san, are you planning to do another round of light element teaching? Since it doesn’t clash with the other elements, it might be useful. I think Asami-chan might have a good affinity. I’m sure she’d be grateful if you could give her a few pointers, some special training maybe?”
“Well, I’m struggling here myself, but…” he looked at Asami-chan. “A change of pace might be a good idea. This is hard work.”
“I can imagine!” Asami-chan took my cue gratefully. “But yes, it’d be really great to learn light element. And who better to ask than someone who was born with it?”
As the two of them talked, Mio-chan and I slipped away. “That’s pretty cute.” Mio-chan giggled.
“Well, it’s not like a bit of flirting and romance is a problem.” I agreed, thinking. “Ren-san is a quite decent catch, as we said at school. And if it doesn’t work out… well, it’s all experience, right? And if it does, he’s not bad looking, and his shrine is an important one, in Akio’s inner circle. That’ll make her important too.”
“You sure have changed, Kana-chan.” Mio-chan observed as we walked. “Although not too much.” Her smile was kind and gently mocking. “You’re nicer to everyone, but you still think like the Kana-chan we love. Speaking of love… how’s it going?”
I shrugged. “Same as always. But I don’t mind. I really don’t.” I insisted at her doubtful expression. “Right now, I want to focus on being the best me I can be. I want my gift to blossom, and as a Chosen I want to be strong. I’m not going to depend on pity to get what I want, nor simply my looks. I’m going to take it all!”
“Love the confidence!” Mio-chan laughed. “So, what’s your plan right now?”
“I can’t put down my Territory, as we’ve not decided where it should go, and Akio already has Shirohebizumi shrine. It’s a shame, but I’ll concentrate on getting more powerful.”
“You mean fighting?” Mio-chan asked, a little nervous.
“I do. Well, mostly against monsters from the sea, or I might take a trip through the Gate to Kyoto.” I pondered that. “I’ll find some others who are Levelling up, there’s always someone around. We’re safer together, anyway.”
“I see. Well, good luck, Kana-chan! As always, I’m rooting for you!”
“Root for Asami-chan. She needs it more than me.” Directing aether into my eyes to activate my Eyes Of The Shrine Maiden was starting to give me a slight headache, but it was largely successful, and for a moment I could sense a little of Mio-chan’s emotions, amused and expectant. “After all, I’m Izumi Kana, Chosen of Kṣitigarbha, shrine maiden of Shirohebizumi, and therefore I’m not going to lose!”
Mio-chan clapped excitedly. “I can’t wait to see how everything plays out. Well, that’s it. Today is the day I master earth element! Then you can show me the ropes!”
“Sure, it’ll be nice to be the teacher for once.” Speaking of, I need to continue with practising Ether Healing and Aether Manipulation. The new programme is really coming along. Trying to maintain the flow to my Eyes, I gathered my thoughts and willed several small marbles into existence. If I stopped concentrating on them, they would vanish, scattering back into the aether from which they were made.
“You make that look so easy…” Mio-chan sighed, and I couldn’t help but give her a cheeky smile.
“Of course I do. I’m brimming with power now!” I boasted.
“Well, compared to Shaeula or Hyacinth…” she smirked, and I mock-pouted.
“That’s a low blow! But… I have one advantage they don’t. I can get there!”
“And if you do, you’ll get praised and maybe even some head pats from…”
“It’s not about that!” The marbles vanished as I was distracted, so I bit back a curse.
“Oops, you lost your focus there, Kana-chan!” she teased me.
“I’ll give you focus!” The ground turned to mud and several globules shot at Mio-chan, harmless but dirty. As she was pelted, laughing, I found myself smiling. It’s happy days like these that are so precious. Which is why we have to be strong to protect ourselves, those that can’t. Eri-chan was right about that. Disaster can come in an instant. I don’t… I don’t ever want to be there just watching as Keomi-chan, Eri-chan or anyone else suffers in front of me again… I’m no longer helpless, weak…






  
  Three Hundred And Fifty-Two


“Feeling any better now, Aki?” Shiro asked me, her dark eyes narrowed. “You were looking pretty shitty yesterday.” 
I sighed, running a hand through my hair, combing it in front of the mirror. Casting a glance at Shiro, who was in her more usual attire, a pair of tight white jeans, highlighting her long legs, and a similarly clinging white t-shirt with accents of grey and blue, I nodded. “Yeah, I do feel a bit better. Though physically I’m a bit washed out. Shaeula and Hyacinth can certainly be wolves when they get going.”
“Come on, don’t give me that shit. You love it, Aki!” she accused me jovially, clapping me on the shoulder, and I had to agree. “I just hope you went easy on poor Natsumi, she’s a beginner at sex, right?” she paused. “Motoko was trying to hide it, but I could tell she was jealous. You’d better make it up to her Aki, but… not tonight.” Her pale skin had a pink tint. “Tonight is my night, though… oh God, I’m not sure whether I’m more nervous about that, or the meeting with Arisu.”
Now it was my turn to reassure her, and I did it by giving her a light kiss on the cheek. She scratched at the spot idly, embarrassed. “It’s all right.” I explained. “After the initial lovemaking Natsumi mostly watched them drain me dry, though they did teach her a few tricks. They carried on even after she went home.”
“I know. Eri and I could hear it. Sometimes I think it must be hard being a harem protagonist. Then I realise what gorgeous girls you’ve gathered, and realised if you complained, all the losers in the world would have the right to burn you at the damn stake.”
“Yeah, don’t I know it.” I agreed, my good humour restored.
“Well, tonight, you’ll finally be sealing the deal with the most eligible, beautiful and powerful princess in the world, Aki. So look forward to it!” she joked, and I kissed her again, surprising her.
“It’s been a while since you’ve done your usual Shirohime thing.” I observed. “It’s good to have it back. You may have a rotten personality, but it’s yours, and you don’t feel right without it.”
“Rotten? My personality is perfect!” she mock-complained. “Besides I know you love it, Aki. You’re the sort that gets off on being teased by cute girls, I get it.”
“If you say so.” I fended off her insults. “Well, Hayato-san and the gang are visiting today as well, aren’t they? We did say you’d be back to your best by the weekend, after all.”
“Yeah, and as promised, I am!” She spun around, showing off her bare arms, which were of course fully mobile. I had dusted off the few remaining scars her Healing in the Boundary had left on her Material body, and she was now good as new, better than new in fact, as some old scars she had from invasive hospital tests had also vanished. “On a more serious note…” She frowned, down to business. “This mess with Nie Ling, I know you’re still torn. You’re too kind, Aki, especially to girls in pain. I don’t think this a case you need to deal with. You’re too close.”
“I know. Seeing the dead, it… makes it hard to be objective.” I admitted.
“Well, why be? Just delegate. Isn’t that why we’re all here? I don’t mind taking charge of her, so you don’t have to struggle with it. Eri’s already put her in her place, you should have seen her Aki, it was certainly something! But I think it could be for the best, after all…” She shrugged, a very interesting sight in that tight t-shirt. “…I made the same sort of decision as she did, so while I sympathise a bit, I’m also understanding just what was wrong about it. Though I will say, considering how you’re working me to the bone buffing your Trees and staff, as well as making me grind like a pro-gamer, I feel like I work for a black company.” Her radiant smile robbed that of its sting.
“The Trees are vital for now, as is Ixitt and Bjarki. I need it too, to hasten the return of Tsukiko-san and Ginneka, as for the rest…”
“Shit, I know. And we’ve cut back on buffing others like Hyacinth so I can cope, but even so… it’s damn tiring.”
“You must be starting to feel it getting easier as you Level.” I observed, and she agreed, though she was still pouting unhappily.
“I am, yes. But it’s not all it’s cracked up to be, having powers. It was easier when Tan was doing everything and I was just a passenger. That’s right. We have my… well, Tan’s Territory to think about. Mine too, I guess, when we decide where to put it.” At that, her eyes flamed crimson for a moment while Tan spoke up.
“Yes, as thanks to my aid the princess has the ability to call upon such blessings, I do believe it is only just to provide me with adequate compensation.”
Hearing Taṇhā, a Rakshasi, talk about what is just never fails to amuse me, but I’ve come to accept she’s somewhat different to the myths I’ve looked up. I wonder how different things would have been if she had successfully allured the Buddha… “Don’t worry. I won’t forget to help those who aid me. First though, we need to form a safe corridor between our Territories so that we can use mobile Artificial Ether Silos to move the goods. Getting my Territory to Rank Four is the agreed-on priority, but surely you have the ability to push for Rank Three anyway…”
“I was cautious. When Territories try and expand, they are at their most vulnerable. I have seen them fall many times over the centuries. Even here, in a world I should have the clear advantage, I cannot be careless. But I digress.”
“Aki won’t forget you, Tan.” Shiro promised. “Anyway, we can talk about this with the others. Arisu, Suzu, Bunta… they all need to be involved in our decisions. I’ve already hurt their trust with the loss of the Contracts the Favour from Sancus enforced, and the mess with the Raven and the death of Daizen…” She winced a little at that, though it didn’t seem to affect her much, and I once more realised that Shiro was surprisingly cold when it came to the fate of others she had no care for. Maybe she is a good one to oversee Nie Ling, she’d be objective, anyway… 
“…well, I’d like to not lose any more allies, if I can help it. Besides, I think they’d be safer working with you, and potentially this Ministry, right?” she finished.
As we talked, I had finished dressing, and today I was in casual clothes to match Shiro, also in jeans, though mine were blue, and an understated but fancy shirt. My watch and accessories were also suitably tasteful but expensive, the sort that would appeal to Arisugawa-san’s sense of taste. 
Motoko is very knowledgeable about what looks good on men, perhaps due to her noble upbringing, and has given me good advice. Hinata tends to go a bit too flashy for subtle events, though she does know what products are quality and which are looked down on despite the price. Oddly enough, Miyu has been giving me solid advice as well…
We headed over to the office building, Shaeula having already gone out earlier, and Eri doing her schoolwork before she planned to head into the Territory to continue her exercises, apparently Shiro’s recovery having motivated her to push herself further. I really need to keep an eye on her. There really is no rush, and when Ginneka returns, I can ask her advice…
On entering the office, Karen-chan and the others were there, as well as a surprise guest. Shugo-san was waiting for us, and on seeing the two of us he looked up from the mug of tea he was drinking. “Akio-kun, Shiro, looking good!” His eyes went to Shiro’s bare arms, and she moved her previously injured one, giving him a thumbs up.
“Don’t worry Shugo, all fixed! But if you stare too much Aki’s going to get jealous, plus I might have to tell your hot teacher girlfriend all about it.”
Shugo-san coughed. “Hey, you have to expect I’m going to check. The others will as well.”
“So, what brings you here so early?” I asked, as Karen-chan brought us over more tea, smiling.
“Well, unlike the others, I’ve wrapped up all my outstanding work. I’m a free agent now.” he laughed. “So, hopefully you’re still hiring, or I’m in trouble!”
Shiro snickered nastily at that, but I clapped him on the back reassuringly. “Of course we are. In fact…” I had been discussing with Shiro, Ixitt and some others just what my friends could actually do for me. Sure, I needed more loyal staff, but when it came down to secretaries and administrators, Haru-san could find me suitable ones through her connections, as could Fujiwara-san, Ichijou-san or even the Prime Minister, if I was pushed. No, we need to play to our strengths.
Spying Azuki sitting on a desk in the corner, trying to look inconspicuous, I grinned. Striding over, I picked her up. “Wandering about again, trying to avoid Hyacinth, no doubt.” I said to her, and for a moment Shugo-san looked confused as to why I was talking to a doll, only for his jaw to drop as Azuki struggled, her small fists and feet flailing.
“Put me down, please, you brute! I am a Zashiki-Warashi, not a plaything!”
“Sure, sure. I need you to do me a favour though.” I asked, and she nodded slowly.
“Of course, just put me down…” she complained, so I lowered her to the ground, and she dusted off her lace and velvet dress slowly, straightening the creases.
“Uh, what the hell…” Shugo-san gaped, open-mouthed.
“If things like this phase you, you’ll go crazy in the future.” Shiro laughed, pleased at effectively pranking her friend.
“Can you go fetch Ixitt for me, assuming he’s not in the middle of something?” I asked her. “I’d like to start filling my friends in on the plan.”
“I shall. Oh, I do hope I can avoid the maid…” Her body went limp, eyes returning to their normal, glassy doll-like sheen.
“Zashiki-Warashi huh?” Shugo-san said after a moment, ignoring the sympathetic gazes from my employees, who had rapidly got used to working in the madhouse that was Shirohebizumi shrine. “That’s something you don’t see every day.”
“Around here you do.” Shiro teased, taking another sip of her tea, thanking Karen-chan for it. “Anyway, I’ve contributed to this plan, so you’d best be impressed!”
“I’m always impressed by what you do, Shiro!” he promised, and as we continued to talk about simple matters, Shugo-san turned to his newfound powers. “You know, I’ve never worked so fast in my life. My fingers fly over the keyboard, I don’t have to look up nearly so many libraries or sources, I remember them, and I don’t get tired or suffer eye-strain. I must have done a month’s worth of work in a week!”
“I remember those days.” I reminisced. “I suppose you’re all at the stage I was around Level eight. That seems so long ago… Chirurgery might be the most cheat ability I’ve picked up, thanks to Shaeula.”
“Level eight, huh? What about now then…” he asked, curious, his gamer spirit boiling.
“Let’s just say I’m a lot higher than that…” I teased him. As he was trying to get me to confess my true Level, Ixitt in his human form strode in, eyes bright.
“I have answered your summons, Akio. It was a good time for a break, anyway. I have reached an impasse without access to a method to move devices between the Boundary and here. So, this is one of your comrades? I am Ixitt, Akio’s Master Mortal Engineer. A pleasure to work with you!” Behind him Azuki woke up and headed for the exit, no doubt to hole up somewhere else.
“So, he’s not human, right?” Shugo-san remarked.
“Indeed, I am a ratkin, a rather reviled breed of Fae, not entirely unwarranted, alas. But… now, to business.” He rubbed his hands together, gleefully.
“All right then. Well, Shugo-san, we work in programming, right? And make games and other similar things a lot, and before you pout, Shiro, your game… aren’t you playing what you dreamed of for real now?”
“I suppose I am. I’ll be good and shut up.” She grinned, allowing me to continue. Shugo-san gave me an impressed look at my handling of her, and listened intently.
“Well, what we need more than anything is to understand the rules, the Laws that the Boundary and Astral work on, and how they intersect with those Material laws that we know. Momentum, Electromagnetism, Relativity, Entropy and more… the better we understand them, the more effective Aether Manipulation, and likely advanced versions such as Adherence Manipulation will be, and we can achieve greater results, not that I’m dissatisfied with your work so far, Ixitt.”
“Perish the thought.” he chortled. “We have the generators, the batteries, the Alchemy device. Now all we need is the method to transport them.”
I nodded. “So… Ixitt has a lot of knowledge. We have skills.”
“I get it. A game-like simulation, using the rules and outcomes you already know.” Shugo-san looked excited. “But that’s a massive undertaking. Even real-time physics or weather simulations require supercomputers and dozens, if not hundreds of developers.”
“True. I’m expecting the Ministry to have a stake in this, and provide scientists and other skilled staff, once they’ve been vetted, Haru-san has checked them for duplicity, and… Shaeula does her thing.” Some might question the morality of the befuddling winds, but if it’s used only to enforce a fair contract that all parties agree to, I can’t see any issues. Besides, this project will be a National-class endeavour. I wouldn’t be surprised if tech powerhouses like the USA, China and Europe are already thinking of something similar. “But I want you guys to be department heads, and make a start early, assuming you can handle it of course.” I smirked cheekily.
“I can hardly wait to get my hands on a supercomputer.” Ixitt chortled. “Even those I have here have given me great success.”
“They can handle it!” Shiro promised proudly. “After all, they’re our friends, Aki! And having trustworthy people overseeing a project on this scale is more important than skill. Though looking at the way Shugo-san is scowling, he thinks he has the skills!”
“Damn right I do!” He was fired up. “When Hayato-kun spoke for us all, saying we were hurt you were leaving us in the dark, doing this all alone, and we offered to work with you, I thought to start with we’d be doing mundane tasks, research and stuff.”
“There’ll be plenty of that too while we get going.” I laughed.
“Well, so be it. But… making a game-like simulation that actually helps the world. Isn’t that every otaku programmer’s dream?”
“It sure is.” I laughed. “I also have another idea, which I want worked on.” I’d been thinking long and hard about Fate, Foresight and Fortune. There had to be a way to leverage them other than making money. Shaeula still gambles for fun while drinking and watching TV, but her winnings are pocket change compared to our resources now. I mean, sure, she wins tens of thousands of pounds quite regularly, which is nice, but simply pocket money for her and the other girls.
“Do tell.” Ixitt was also intrigued.
“Well, it’s like this…” As I explained, Shiro added in her ideas, as did Ixitt, and Shugo-san looked on, wide-eyed, before rubbing at his chin pensively…
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“That’s crazy.” He looked at the dice again, after having rolled them a few times himself to check they were fair. “No way I’m playing any games of chance with you ever again!”
“Yeah, and this is without Shaeula’s fortunate winds. It gets impossible sometimes with that.” I reminisced. “So, you think it’s feasible?”
“A mechanical abstraction of chance, coupled with detailed maps… fascinating.” Ixitt was practically capering around the room. “Why, if it works… who knows what would come of it?”
“The issue is, there’s no true randomness in computing. Won’t that hurt the methodology?” Shugo-san mused.
“Yeah, which is why we need a second supercomputer, and this one will be exclusive to us. We need to find a way to generate true randomness, or as close as we can get, then give me a way of easily drawing on it in answer to abstract or non-numerical questions.”
“From how you’ve explained Fortune, Aki, I’m not sure if it’s going to work. If you have a point zero zero zero one chance of finding something at random, then adding your Fortune still leaves it vanishingly low.” Shiro pointed out.
“Except for the fortunate winds. That can defy the odds. Really, it’s a way to artificially enhance Shaeula’s winds, leading to unlikely yet massively positive results we would otherwise never consider.”
“It sounds a challenge. I’m definitely in…” Shugo-san nodded, reaching for his tea, only to find it empty.
“We should take a break. Besides, won’t the others be here soon?” I asked.
“Yeah.” Shugo-san checked his watch. “Hayato-kun said he’d pick up the girls and Yasu-kun. I said I’d come ahead since I was done.”
“I bet he doesn’t have to go far to pick up Hina.” Shiro teased.
“It’s only natural for lovers to live together.” I rejoindered. More tea was brought to us, and Ixitt departed, having been inspired by our discussions. We relaxed, chatting about old times, and half an hour later, the door opened, and in came the rest of our friends. On seeing Shiro, arms bare and looking bright, Hina-chan and Aimi-chan rushed over.
“Shiro! You’re healed, right? Like you promised!” Aimi-chan shot me a glance, before her eyes were drawn back to Shiro. Hina-chan smiled apologetically, mouthing “sorry” at me.
You don’t have to apologise. I get it, I do. “She’s fine, I promise. Better than ever.” I insisted.
“It’s true? It’s true?” Aimi-chan repeated brokenly. “Wait, I need to check, every inch!”
“No way! Not here! And that damn well tickles. Shit, stop it!” Shiro fended Aimi-chan’s hands off. “No tugging on my t-shirt! If I end up flashing the guys in here, their deaths will be on your conscience Aimi! Aki’s the possessive type! I think Eri gets her yandere from him!”
Rude. I’m not that bad. Although… I did admit I wanted to keep Shiro all for myself. “There’s a sauna in the Training School. Why not take a quick one?”
“That’s a good idea, Aimi-chan.” Hina-chan agreed quietly, nodding at me approvingly. “I want to make sure as well, but judging by the way she’s reacting, I don’t think we have much to worry about.”
“Yeah, that’s what I’ve been trying to say!” Shiro sighed. “All right, all right! We’ll go!” And with that she ushered them out of the room.
“Sorry about that.” Hayato-san apologised wryly. “But Aimi-chan has been worried sick about Shiro. Well, we all have, but she’s been especially tense.”
“Trust me. I’ve been over every inch of her body and she’s scar and blemish free.” I assured them.
“What the hell man? Every inch?” Yasu-san complained enviously. “That’s so unfair. And damn, now they are all in the sauna, looking and pawing at each other. A real man would sneak a peek…”
“You want to murder him Hayato-san, or shall I?” I laughed.
“Yeah, calm down. I get you’re jealous.” Shugo-san piped up. “But if you peek on Akio-kun’s and Hayato-kun’s girlfriends they’ll kill you, and if they don’t the girls will…”
“Might be worth it…” Yasu-san laughed. “You know I’m not serious, guys… really.”
“Sure, for your honour I’ll accept that. Anyway, how’s work going?”
“It’s taking longer to tie up loose ends and square away all the outstanding contracts than I expected, even with our new speed.” Hayato-san acknowledged. “A week more should see it done.”
“Hey, I’m done.” Shugo-san boasted smugly.
“In that case, that’s fine. We have to decide on hardware, which’ll be custom gear, I’d imagine. So, here’s what I’m planning…”
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“I think we can do it.” Aimi-chan agreed, her hair still damp from the sauna. Her mood had completely changed, and now she was bright and bubbly, back to her usual self. “I’m very excited. This is the sort of thing that goes down in history, right? Wins prizes! Maybe even a Nobel!”
“Well, I don’t think there’s a Nobel for Astral Sciences.” I pointed out.
“Yet!” Yasu-san laughed ebulliently. “it’s going to happen for sure, man! Have some faith!”
“I agree. Not about the prizes, I don’t care about that, but… it’s an opportunity. Considering we went to a decent but middling university, and spent most of our time messing around programming games and other hobby projects… I never thought I’d be working on something so ground-breaking.” Hayato-san mused. “Most importantly…” He exchanged a glance with Hina-chan, who continued.
“We get to do it as friends, stick together. And after seeing Shiro so hurt, that gives us peace of mind.”
“Hey, you won’t be able to do anything about that sort of thing…” Shiro warned, but Hina-chan answered back strongly.
“We know! But we want to do what we can!”
“You’ve changed, Hina. You’d never have talked back to me before like this! Shit, love sure changes a person, right Aki?”
“You can talk, Shiro!” Aimi-chan shot back. “You’ve changed too!”
“Well, it’s not all down to love. I’ve had my hardships too, you know.” Shiro replied mournfully. “No, enough gloom. So, now we’ve laid out the goals, any ideas?”
We continued to set out our plans and brainstormed ideas, and after a while Shaeula returned, followed by someone I hadn’t seen for a while, Ichika-san. On seeing me she nodded politely, before looking nervously at the others.
“Oh hey, it’s your other girlfriend, Akio-kun.” Yasu-san laughed. “And who’s the girl behind her? She’s cute. Another one of yours?”
Ichika-san and I both shook our heads in denial. “No way, Yasu-san. Don’t scare her, she’s had a bad time recently. She’s a good friend of Shaeula’s who I’ve helped out a bit recently. That’s all.”
“A good friend, huh? I don’t feel that way.” Ichika-san muttered, a bit down.
“I have told you, have I not-not? Friends are not-not defined by what one does for the other, it is simply a matter of feelings. I say you are my friend, therefore you are-are!” Shaeula protested.
“Yes, but… the police told me I wouldn’t get much of my money back, and the little I’d get wouldn’t come until long after trial, so… I can’t keep accepting all this money from you! I only turned to you in the end because I was at rock bottom.”
“I told you, that does not-not matter. I have money, I wish to spend it in this-this manner…”
“What’s going on with her?” Hayato-san asked. “Police? Money? Sounds rough…”
I explained some of the details, just enough that wouldn’t embarrass Ichika-san anyway, and at the end, Hina-chan and Aimi-chan were wiping their eyes, and Shiro looked furious.
“Good job wiping them out, Aki! Trash like that deserve oblivion!” Shiro spat.
“The poor girl…” Hina-chan and Aimi-chan, the guys too, were looking at her with sympathetic eyes. As the argument wound down, though it was hard to call it an argument, as Shaeula rebuffed all her points with the irrefutable statement that she was her friend as Shaeula said so, Ichika-san apologised to us.
“I’m sorry you had to see that. I feel so bad…”
“Don’t.” I shook my head. “Shaeula may not look it, but she’s a rich princess. And she didn’t have many friends so you were one of her first. No wonder she treasures you. To her, a few tens of thousands of yen is like you buying a cup of coffee. So don’t feel bad.”
“I wished to take her out, all she does now-now is study.” Shaeula pouted, opening the fridge in the corner of the office and taking a beer. As she gulped it down, sighing happily, Ichika-san defended herself.
“I have to study! I let my attendance and grades drop a lot when I was… well, when I was being harassed.” she muttered. “And I need to save money to pay back all the other friends I screwed over with my stupidity. And before you say it again, no! I’m not taking money for that! By your own arguments, you don’t know them, so they’re not your friends!”
“Well, as you can-can see, I have captured her! Tonight, we shall go out-out in Tokyo.” Shaeula’s amber eyes met mine, and she grinned, still some foam on her face. “Since I have been working too-too hard recently, I need a break.”
“Hey, great idea!” Yasu-san agreed. “You should come out with us! Hayato-kun says we should all hit Akihabara, the old haunts!”
“Yes, it would be like old times, with some fresh faces.” Hayato-san agreed magnanimously. “Although…” He gazed between Shiro and Shaeula, a questioning look on his face.
“It’s nothing to worry about. Us princesses get on quite well together.” Shiro boasted proudly. “But alas, you shmucks are going to be disappointed. Aki and I have plans. We’re actually meeting my other friends tonight. Then… well, we have a luxury hotel booked in Ginza, and Aki and I… well, I’m all healed now. Need I say more?”
Shaeula laughed at that. “No. I believe I do-do understand. Well, enjoy it. I find the experience quite-quite magical. Perhaps next time we can enjoy it together.”
“Uh, sure.” Shiro muttered, now a touch embarrassed, face pink. “Let me give it a try first though…”
“I think I hate you, Akio-kun!” Yasu-san cried. “I knew this day was coming ever since we met all your girlfriends, but even so…” He looked at Ichika-san then. “Well, you’ll still come out with us, right?”
“Of course.” Shaeula answered for her. “There is naught-naught to fear, Ichika. These are friends of Akio’s, they will not-not trouble you. And if they do…” her gaze narrowed. “They will regret it! No-no, you should try and forget your cares for a while. Compared to those poor unfortunates who perished in Kyoto, your-your problems are nothing. If you need money, you shall-shall have it, but I will not-not let you waste away. No friend of mine shall!”
“Scary!” Yasu-san cried, his expression exaggerated. “Well, I’m the only single guy here, having beautiful women around makes me feel like a winner, even if it’s just an illusion! Anyway, from what I can see… uh…” he paused.
“Konoe Ichika.” she answered.
“Konoe-chan…” he ventured, seeing she was younger than him, and as she didn’t react, he continued. “…it seems to me that you have a good friend there. Take it from someone who has good friends, don’t push her away. It might suck, thinking that you’re not contributing, or that you’re taking advantage of her. We all have times when we struggle, and maybe next time, it’ll be Shaeula here who needs your help.”
“I can’t see it.” Ichika-san shook her head. “But, thank you for the advice. Shaeula… I’m sorry.”
“Do not-not be. Simply enjoy the night. I shall rather enjoy sharing tales of Akio, when I did not-not know him, and we can talk about how you met-met him too.” Shaeula giggled happily, reaching for another beer.
“Wise words from Yasu? Damn, that’s a bigger miracle than my healing.” Shiro teased him.
“Hey, I can be cool sometimes! But I think Akio-kun used to feel the same way, right? Shugo-san too!”
“Speak for yourself…” Shugo-san protested, but I nodded slowly.
I do get it. Well, I did, anyway. "Yeah, when you have a guy like Hayato-san leading the group, it’s not hard to feel a bit overshadowed. But… we each had our place, and the group would be poorer without any of us.”
“Well said. You’ve matured.” Hayato-san nodded, pleased. “With all the responsibility and people to protect, it’s inevitable, I guess.”
“So, hang on a minute.” Yasu-san spoke up suddenly. “Shiro, you have other friends? I call bullshit!”
“I take it back.” Shiro sighed. “Yasu, you’re still a moron!”
With that the room filled with laughter, and after some more small talk, reminiscing about the past, Shiro and I headed off for our rendezvous in Ginza, while Shaeula, Ichika-san and the gang prepared for their own night out…






  
  Three Hundred And Fifty-Three


“Well, now I’m feeling a bit underdressed.” Shiro complained, looking down at her t-shirt and jeans. 
“No, anything you wear looks classy enough.” I promised her, as we took a seat in one quiet corner of the rather exclusive restaurant in a hotel in Ginza. “You look like a model with that figure, so…”
“He’s right, boss.” Suzu-san laughed. She had arrived before us with Arisugawa Arisu-san, as apparently she wouldn’t have been able to get in on her own, looking out of place, her Caucasian looks, blonde drill-curls and black and purple goth-loli fashion making her appear younger than she was. That reminds me, I don’t know just how old she actually is… “When we used to meet you as White, I never knew there was such a gorgeous woman under those robes.” She pouted cutely, eyeing the calm, cold Arisu-san, who was wearing a deep blue dress and looking at the menu, her lips pursed in concentration. “You kept that all to yourself!”
“Do stop your prattling, Suzanne-san.” she warned. “With characters such as Daizen-san and that crooked Raven around us, exuding an air of mystery and power to keep them in line was necessary. Even with the Contracts, there were no guarantees, as we saw ourselves.” Arisu-san placed down the menu, having decided. Ringing a little bell that had been placed on the table, a smartly dressed waiter appeared.
“We shall have the Lumiére Sparkling Koshu, the twenty-fifteen vintage. Make that two bottles. And for you, Suzanne-san?” she asked.
“Oh… I’ll have a coke. I think I need the sugar!” she giggled. “Though I’ll have to exercise later to work off the calories. I’m on a really strict diet!”
As the waiter took her order, I frowned. The last member of our party, Bunta-san, was sitting in the corner closest to the wall, twitching like a nervous rodent. Still, he had made the effort, and was in a reasonably smart suit, though it looked more like one a salaryman might wear, not one for a night out. I get that he’s the nervous sort. He helped during Kyoto though, so I’m prepared to get to know him…
“Anyway…” Suzu-san continued, words rapid and excited, as if she worried we would stop listening if she paused for breath. “Yeah, it came as a real shock, boss. Especially when you seem so nice! As White, you were damn scary. I’m glad to see it though, those scars…” She shuddered at the memory. “If I had those, my career would be over. Idols have to be beautiful, you know. Though, I don’t want to compete with you, boss! You’d be the world’s number one idol if you could sing and dance!”
“I can’t sing to save my life.” Shiro admitted. “As for dancing… I never tried, but I bet I could, now.” She smiled at me, and I squeezed her hand under the table. She’s thinking she could barely walk a few hundred metres before, and now she’s talking about dancing… “I’ve no interest in being an idol though. I’ll leave that for you, Suzu.”
“Aww, that’s a shame, but probably good for me!” Suzu-san giggled, before eyeing me with her deep blue eyes that reminded me of my sister a little. “Well, I guess Akio-kun here is the jealous type, his face twitched when we talked about it. Want to keep her all to yourself, right?”
“As it happens, I do.” I agreed plainly, and Shiro flushed, looking away.
“Cute!” Suzu-san giggled again, her face oddly expressive, exaggerated. The waiter brought over the wine and cola, and I neatly uncorked the first bottle and poured a little for Arisu-san to taste. She took a sip and nodded, so the waiter retreated gracefully, and I poured the four of us wine, Suzu-san the odd person out.
“Aki has become annoyingly smooth recently.” Shiro confided. “But… I don’t think I’d change him. Hey, this wine is pretty good.” she exclaimed after taking a sip to cover her embarrassment.
“Of course it is.” Arisu-san frowned. “I know my wines. Now, enough idle chatter. We are here for a reason.”
Shiro nodded, placing her glass down. Her eyes shone crimson, and her demeanour and tone changed. “We are indeed. Our alliance has become… rather messy, of late, thanks to this man.” She eyed me with a mixture of exasperation and respect.
“Oh, boss is back!” Suzu-san shivered, as did Bunta-san. “I’ll shut up and listen, I promise!”
“I’m sorry.” I declared as I studied the menu, before making my decision. “But Shiro is precious to me, and those Contracts… I don’t like them.” No way I’d let her end up serving that bastard the Raven Knight. It’s not that I think he’d abuse it or her, he doesn’t seem the sort to be interested in women, from what I can tell, but… I don’t like it, not one bit! 
“I don’t like the Raven Knight either. I’m not going to hold a grudge, we did drive him out, though he was targeting Shaeula. But I offered his Tree back, and he would rather throw a tantrum, so… he’s a fool.” And now Shiro can push his Tree to a solid Rank four it’s even less likely I’ll return it…
“Master Raven was a bit of an idiot.” Suzu-san agreed. “Really, being single-minded is no good, you know? It’s not cute.”
“You are one to talk, Suzanne-san. Now, to the main subject at hand.” Arisu-san declared, leading the conversation. “We came together to achieve our goals, and to secure ourselves a 'slice of the pie', as the deceased Daizen-san would have put it.” She scowled as though his name was something dirty, and I remembered Shiro had told me Arisu-san killed him after he threatened to leave their alliance and aggravated her, poking at her emotional scars. She’s definitely a dangerous woman, and her talents are great, as she proved in Kyoto. Besides, Shiro looks up to her. Therefore I want to keep her on our side.
“Yes, I’m sorry, but Shiro and I are together now.” I declared. “That’s non-negotiable. We’re getting married.”
“Hey, I saw the news. I don’t watch it much but…” Suzu-san raised a blonde eyebrow, excited. “They were talking about the law being changed to allow polygamy. That’s wild. Those stale old men were going crazy.”
“Yes. This man changed the law, merely so that he could have what he wished for.” Tan laughed. “Such a man of deep desires. It makes me a little… thirsty.” She drained Shiro’s glass, before filling another and downing that too, despite Arisu-san’s frown at her behaviour.
I’ve seen Tan overindulge before. Oh well, my wallet is taking a battering, but to firm up an alliance with Shiro’s crew, no cost is too big. “Don’t worry, she has an appetite sometimes. We’ll just order more, and if she gets drunk… well, we have a room booked upstairs.”
“Yes, tonight’s the night.” Shiro trilled, a touch nervously, back in charge for a moment.
“I see.” Arisu-san observed us coldly. “I do hope you will not have any regrets. Learn from my mistakes.”
“I’ll make sure she doesn’t. I’ve always cherished Shiro, first as a friend, now as something more.” I promised. “Which is why… we need to come together. I don’t think much has changed. Sure, some allies of yours came and went…” That’s one way to phrase it. “...but now you have me. And you know I’m not going to betray Shiro.”
“Do we?” Arisu-san mused, the wine sparkling in her glass, reflecting the candlelight ominously onto her face. “I thought that my fiancé, my juniors, my Directors, they were all trustworthy, that they respected and cared for me. But I was wrong. I shall never trust blindly again. The Contracts… I accepted them for that purpose. Trust is hard to earn and lost in a mere moment of carelessness.”
“Arisugawa Arisu.” I spoke suddenly, surprising her. “Star of a number of very famous films, such as the Woman in Deep Black and the wartime drama Lost Sons and Daughters.” Arisu-san’s eyes darkened, her face an expressionless mask, and beside me Shiro flinched, clutching my hand under the table tightly. “Engaged to be married to a famous actor, one with international appeal. In fact, rumour was that you were going to break into the Western market, with Hollywood interested.”
Her eyes glittered darkly at me as I spoke of what I had learned. Well, what I got Karen-chan and the others to dig up, anyway. “Then you were accused of cheating on him repeatedly, bullying, stalking and harassment of your industry colleagues, especially the less experienced ones, as well as fraud, embezzlement and more. It was quite the scandal, I’m told.”
“Aki….” Shiro whispered, clearly aghast at my pointed remarks, but I gave her a look to let her know I knew what I was doing.
“You dare speak to me of…” Arisu-san began, Suzu-san and Bunta-san shrinking away from her.
“Dare?” I interrupted her. “What am I daring? I’m just repeating what the press reported, what rumours are going around. Anyone can find them out, even several years after the scandal. But… I don’t believe blindly. So, I’d like to hear your side, Arisu-san, and what you want. Shiro believes in you, and that earns you a lot of trust with me. You aided us in Kyoto too, which doesn’t just earn trust, it means I owe you. So I don’t want any shadows between us. Just like you have reservations with my relationship with Shiro, which I intend to clear up, I want us to have a clean slate between us.” I turned to Suzu-san and Bunta-san too. “The same goes for you two. You helped in Kyoto, so I think that makes us natural allies.”
“Suzu didn’t help much at all…” Shiro whispered loudly, and Suzu-san sniggered.
“That’s mean, boss! I just didn’t want to lose my dancers! I did what I could.”
“Enough.” Arisu-san rubbed at her forehead, as though she was in pain. “Very well. Let us order, since White here seems famished. As an ex-actor, let me tell you such appetite will ruin your figure. You would not want your… man… here, to grow disappointed in you. Especially now your wounds seem to have healed, as was promised.” She conceded that.
“I’ll bear it in mind.” Shiro agreed, a touch relieved.
“Very well, let me tell you of betrayal. The thing I hate most in this world. Betrayal, cheating, disloyalty. I never forgive that.”
“Nor should you.” I agreed. “I understand my marital relations are… unconventional, but the fact that Suzu-san here spotted the law has been changed, which is largely down to my pressure on the government, should tell you how serious I am about doing the right thing, as well as the influence I hold. Influence that could help you all, if you continue to support Shiro and work with me.”
After speaking to the waiter, Arisu-san began to talk, only to pause when our starters and more drinks were brought over. “My fiancé, I shall not speak his lying, worthless name… he was my senior in the industry. Over time we grew closer, and eventually he proposed. I was happy, elated even.” She sniffed self-mockingly. “Foolish, naïve too.” she criticised herself. “It turns out he was only interested in me for my own fame and status, as a trophy. I was not aware of it, but he was working with several famous Directors on… you may have heard the term before, 'casting couch' principles.”
“It’s all too common.” Suzu-san spoke up suddenly. “The idol industry is full of that. Of course, if you’re cute and a winner like me, then there’s no need.” She winked, but I detected sadness in it. “But a lot of girls who just can’t quite make it, or need a little push… well, they’re lucky if they get away with just having to give it up to their Manager. The unlucky ones end up selling themselves or worse.”
“Suzanne-san!” Arisu-san warned, scandalised. “Young girls should not talk of such things, although…” she paused, reflecting.
“Yeah. Not talking about it doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen. Oh, I can see you looking worried, Akio-kun, boss.” Suzu-san smiled at us. “Like I said, I’m pure as the driven snow, not a hint of scandal. How else can I be the world’s best idol? But… well, sorry. I should let Arisu-chan talk!” She busied herself with her starter and cola.
“Yes, well…” Arisu-san coughed, clearing her throat. “…not only that, but the cabal was involved in defrauding investors and the government, enriching themselves. When I found out, I was horrified, but like an idiot, an overly trusting, naïve idiot who did not act her age… I denied it, believing it could not be true. But it was.” She stabbed her fork into the starter angrily. “And then they needed a scapegoat. So everyone involved banded together, pinning it all on me. How could I even have managed it all? Laughable.” She sighed bitterly.
“In the end, a lot of the allegations were swept aside, right? All except the cheating and bullying.” I pointed out.
“Yes, there was no way to make the fraud and embezzlement stick, I clearly had not received the money. But there was enough doubt that the real culprits escaped scrutiny long enough to cover their tracks. As for my so-called affairs and the bullying, it was my word against theirs, and in the court of public opinion, I was guilty. Oh, how some of the little bitches cried prettily, evoking sympathy. If they put their talents into their acting, perhaps they could have succeeded on their own merits, rather than whoring themselves out.” she snarled.
“I see. Well, I’m sure you don’t need my sympathies, but you have them.” I commiserated, and meant it. She may be a brilliant actress, but I doubt anyone can fake the hurt that is in her eyes right now. Besides, she’s right. The evidence against her did seem rather too perfect…
“Heavy stuff.” Suzu-san muttered, and I agreed with her.
“So” I continued. “We get to the heart of it. What do you want, as a candidate for Astral Emperor, a Chosen? Is it power, money, revenge?” 
“I want power, yes. We all do, for various reasons.” At that Suzu-san, Bunta-san and even Shiro nodded. “As for money, I had some decent amount of savings. I lived rather modestly, for a successful actor. Like a fool I did not want to shame my fiancé. Though I do confess, my money is dwindling.”
“Listen, this goes for all of you. Powering up my allies is somewhat of a specialty of mine. In terms of Territory, that too is something to talk about. I intend to push mine to Rank Four soon enough. It’s an epic undertaking, but a Vassal of mine holds a significant amount of Kyoto, and we have a great source of income. Plus I have governmental support, for what that’s worth. We’re shooting for a year. It’s a big ask, but I don’t think it’s impossible. So I’d be able to protect your Territories after that. Even before that…” I produced a map I had, of the greater Tokyo area. “…from what Shiro says, you’ve been looking after her Territory while she’s been injured. I really appreciate it.”
“I do too.” Shiro agreed.
“Despite everything, White is still an ally I trust.” Arisu-san declared. “Of course I would guard her precious assets.”
“As she no doubt told you, pushing to Rank Three is dangerous. I nearly fell afoul of that. But if the two of you wanted to start moving towards Rank Three, well, you as well, Bunta-san, Suzu-san, then I can supply guards. The situation in Kyoto has stabilised, and the Spring is under control as well, so protecting a few small Territories while their defences are down is very possible.”
“Daizen-san felt that we were splitting the potential rewards far too thinly.” Arisu-san replied, thinking. “He objected to bringing in more to our group.”
“That’s small-scale thinking.” I shook my head. “We’re not limited to just Tokyo, Japan, or even the world. There are civilisations in the lower Astral, and other worlds and empires in the higher Astral that we can hardly dream of. We can share without compromising our interests.”
“Indeed. Did I not promise this world, and others?” Tan spoke up. “Though first, this world must be claimed and secured, an Astral Emperor installed.”
“I want us to work together. I’m not going to supplant Shiro, as her partner, I’ll work with her. But I’m acting from a position of strength. You saw, in Kyoto we defeated that toad clone. Could you have done that alone?”
They all shook their heads, Suzu-san looking disgusted at the memory of it. “The whole situation was simply unpleasant.” she sighed. “At least I got a new idol for my group. It wasn’t all bad. Your Territory sure was something though, Akio-kun! Those mushrooms were handy!”
“I trusted you to enter my Territory because Shiro vouched for you.” I reminded them. “You didn’t betray that trust. Therefore I want to bring you all in. In exchange… I’ll make sure your Territories prosper, that you have the wealth you need, and… if you have dreams, they come true.” I looked at Arisu-san then. “Do you want the truth to come out, to be vindicated?”
“The truth? Of course. But too many powers are arrayed against me. And public opinion is hard to change.” She shook her head, expression bitter.
“Well, I’m not so sure.” I disagreed. “Arisu-san, stay as Shiro’s friend, and continue to help her out. If you do, and pledge to be our ally, I’ll help you get what you want.” I’m quite sure with my connections I can dig up enough of the truth, and Fujiwara house has good connections to the media…
“I do not take kindly to liars.” she warned me, and before I could answer, Shiro, no, Tan backed me up.
“He is many things, but not a liar. He kept his word to me, healing the grievous scars tainted with corrupt adherence, as you can clearly see.” She flexed her arm which was a ruin when last they met, showing unblemished skin. “He even…” Her ruby eyes flickered to the space where Tsukiko-san’s spirit-light floated, unseen to all but me. And Tan, it seems. “…managed to perform one miracle, if not so much as he had hoped. I gathered you all, and while I have some… complaints… about how matters have panned out, I have made agreements.” She licked Shiro’s lips, the gesture somehow erotic. “And I have feasted, so am content.”
“Yes.” I agreed earnestly, a little touched by Tan’s support. “Arisu-san, your Favour is precious and powerful. I’ve seen it in action. But more than that, you’re Shiro’s friend. I’m repeating myself, but… let me help you.”
“Considering some of the allies White gathered or was proposing, such as the rapist and murderer Kondou Kazuo…” Arisu-san began, and I looked at Shiro in surprise, but it was Tan who answered, shrugging.
“I had no intention of trusting such a man. But keeping him close, using him… it would have been prudent. He had quite a strong position, and was talented. Besides, his Favour, I could have drunk it down, were he disrespectful.” She licked her lips again. “But alas, that did not come to pass, for you dealt with him first.”
“Well, I’m all for allies, and we’ve made peace with some of our enemies, but we’ll avoid bringing in his sort, please. There are some pieces of shit I can’t forgive.”
“Yeah, he wouldn’t have been my choice.” Shiro agreed. I could see Bunta-san being a little confused by all the shifts in her mood and tone, though the girls seemed to be taking it in stride. I guess she’s explained more to them? She did say Arisu-san was her confidant.
“I’m not going to ask you to be a Vassal.” I promised earnestly, looking into Arisu-san’s dark eyes. “It has benefits, but considering you are a dear friend of Shiro’s, it wouldn’t be right. But I will ask us to be allies, watching out for each other. And if you do, I’ll help you get justice. I hate bastards that hurt those that love them. That’s why you have my word I’ll do everything in my power to make sure Shiro is happy. I may be… well, I guess I’m easily persuaded to love, but all those I’ve decided on, I’d kill or die for any of them, and I have the determination to strive to make them happy. I may be prepared to die for them, but I can’t, right? Else the survivors would be without me. So the best thing is to make sure I never have to.”
“You’re learning!” Shiro pulled me into a hug, and Suzu-san whistled happily at the sight.
“I see.” Arisu-san spoke after a while of silence. “You are earnest, and I have grown skilled at spotting liars. Either you can fool me, like my snake of a fiancé, or…” She looked at Shiro, who nodded.
“Very well. I shall join you. Somebody has to watch over White. She can be quite the fool.” Arisu-san finally agreed.
“Rude much?” Shiro snorted back. “But I’m happy to have you on board once again.”
“If… if I join you, you’ll keep me safe, right?” Bunta-san asked suddenly. He had been observing us with his rodent-like eyes, saying little, but I could tell he always paid attention to his surroundings and what people said. “Sure, I want money, I want nice things, but… you can’t have those if you’re dead, right? I’ve learned that.”
“Sadly, there are no guarantees, you’ve seen Kyoto, and likely other battles.” I answered, and he looked a bit shifty, but nodded.
“Well, you also know that I’m strong, my allies are strong too. I think the best chance of survival in what’s to come lies with us.” I finished. There’s definitely something going on with him, but I can get Haru-san to check him later. As long as he’s not some sort of rapist or murderer, he can be reformed… I did doubt it was that, he didn’t look brave enough, but considering Tan wasn’t too fussy, as the Raven Knight and Kondou Kazuo showed, it’d not hurt to be safe.
As if reading my thoughts, Tan spoke up. “He is not what you fear. Yet… his past is… complicated. He was an accountant, a man of numbers. And he double-crossed the wrong people to embezzle their wealth. Now he fears they are still hunting him.”
“The Inagawata-kai have eyes everywhere.” Bunta-san muttered. “I couldn’t help it. The money was there, it was criminal funds, so… I moved it around, laundered it. But now I can’t spend it, if I stand out, they’ll find me! They did already once. If I hadn’t gained my power, I’d have been…” He shuddered. “Being safe, being alive, it matters more than anything! It’s why I agreed. Well, I’d have been killed if I refused, right?”
“True.” Tan agreed. “When I found you with the Eye Of Ichnaea, I realised you were an asset, could you be properly controlled.” She turned to me. “His Favour is potent, and one of the few that has great application in the Material World, being extremely efficient. Though, without the Contract to control him, there is the risk he will run off to someone he thinks can protect him better. He must be ruled by fear.”
“I don’t like doing it that way. But we can get a contract via Shaeula. That goes for any of you. I’m prepared to swear I’ll treat you all fairly. I’ve had run-ins with yakuza already and come out on top. In fact…” He might be more useful working with Detective Kato in the new Ministry Police Force. He seems to know inner yakuza dealings, and he has an ability that works well in the Material. The worst thing would be yakuza or other criminals like Kondou Kazuo acting up with their Favours… “…I think I have a solution to your dilemmas.”
“In that case…”
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I blinked in surprise. “You accepted being my Vassal? You didn’t have to…” It seems a bold move for one so cautious and cowardly as well. Besides, I only just mentioned it without going into detail…
“I’m not stupid.” He idly poked at the remains of his starter, swirling wine in his glass. “You’ve won over her.” He gestured to Shiro. “I saw Kyoto, and your strength. You have others as strong as our leader, right? Connections too. You promised Arisugawa-san you could help her.”
“You have no idea. Aki’s engaged to the daughter of a very important house as well as me, and he also has another Vassal who’s the daughter of one of the economic and political powerhouses of Japan. Uh… the JSDF too. Shit, now I think about it, Shaeula’s a princess of the Fae, right? Aren’t you just marrying your way into power rather than fighting for it? Eri and I seem quite lacklustre in comparison.” Shiro pouted.
“Never.” I hugged her again. “But yeah, I’m well-connected. Sorry Arisu-san. I know faithfulness is a good thing, but if I stuck to that, I would never have been in a position to make Shiro happy. In fact, we’d likely have clashed, and only grief for us all lies down that path.”
“He’s genuinely making us all happy. I promise. I’ll introduce you to the others, and you can see he treats us right, Arisu.” Shiro pleaded, and she nodded at last.
“So, I’m more than happy to take you under my wing. Where’s your Territory?” I asked Bunta, and he pointed to an area near Toshima. Oh, yeah, I can feel it faintly too now, when I put aether into my Eye and concentrate.
“Mine’s by our university, as you already guessed.” Shiro explained, pointing it out.
“Mine’s way out of the centre, unfortunately. But I do have Miyu’s Vassal Territory in Azabu.” I nodded.
“That is an expensive area. A real mix of old and new money, powerful old families and new billionaires.” Arisu-san observed.
“Not too far from your Territory either.” Shiro agreed, and as Arisu-san gave her a look, Shiro shrugged. “Oh come on. We’re working together, it’s set in stone. Bunta here even became a Vassal of Aki’s. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, you can join the Vassal gang! That’s four now, right? See, we’re on a big ship, Aki has things covered!”
“Yes, four, counting Bunta. But… a question, if you will. Though maybe we might want to step aside for a minute, as it’s a bit sensitive.”
“It’s fine. I don’t have secrets from them.” Shiro insisted. Well, suit yourself. But then, you’ve always been pretty open about most things, except your worries and family, that is.
“So a question then. Why didn’t you make your allies Vassals? Well, maybe you wouldn’t have wanted all of them, but this Daizen-san sounded troublesome…”
Tan fielded that question, eyes glittering a dull red under the candlelight. “An excellent question, and one that touches on the nature of Divine Favours. They are designed for mortal creatures, beings of Material nature, to awaken them to higher, spiritual powers. I could access it through the princess here, but it is far from perfect. Some features simply would not manifest, and even now, with our spiritual bodies far more entwined, it is difficult. The same goes for the Divine Favours. I have a great thirst, so I can drink down those I take, but unless they suit me, match my nature, I find them a trial to use. The Eye Of Ichnaea I can use but little, else I would have searched out all those who had such powers. The same goes for the Favour I have taken from Daizen. I have still not fully acclimatised to it, though when I do, even using it modestly would be a great boon and an improvement on my current grasp of it.”
“I don’t get it.” Suzu-san asked, frowning, hand idly pulling on one of her drill-curls. “But his power really was a good one in the right circumstances. The boss isn’t wrong about that! Anyway…” She gazed at me then, blue eyes sparkling. “Me! Me! I’m next, right?”
“Patience, Suzanne-san.” Arisu-san chided sternly. “Our main course is arriving. Talking and eating at the same time is vulgar.”
“My bad!” she laughed. “Sorry Arisu-chan. I’ll be good, I promise!”
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After eating our main meal, which was as good as expected from the price, I was relaxing with a glass of whiskey. Arisu-san was looking at me, a bit perturbed, so I asked what was on her mind.
“Your table manners are rather refined.” she observed. “I find it curious.”
“Yeah, I noticed that. Aki always used to be like any guy, a bit of a slob. But…” Shiro agreed.
“It’s as you imagine.” I nodded. “Motoko and Natsumi have been teaching me proper etiquette, so that I don’t embarrass myself or them in high company.”
“More girls.” Arisu-san growled. Bunta-san actually barked a laugh. We had talked a little over dinner, and he had told us about the year he had been on the run from the yakuza. Some of the stories were actually quite interesting, and it was clear to see how a man who was bold enough to steal from effectively a criminal cartel, was finally ground down through wariness and constant vigilance to the rabbit he was today.
“Yeah, well, they’re both pretty adorable.” Shiro shrugged. “Motoko is the granddaughter of the noble house who oversees the JSDF and Ministry for Defence. So… big ship, shade of a big tree, all the metaphors. Aki has us covered!”
“I do think that standing together is for the best, and someone has to lead. Before, you trusted Shiro for that, now not much has changed. Shiro will always have her say.” I promised.
“Oh you.” She hit my shoulder in embarrassment.
“Anyway. Before dessert…” I looked at Suzu-san, who perked up.
“My turn, huh? Cool.”
“Yes, your turn. In fact, you’re the one I’m most worried about, Suzu-san.”
“Worried, about me?” She tilted her head, not seeming to understand.
“Of course I am. You’re not Japanese, are you? And how old are you?” I questioned her.
“Oh. That.” She sniffed, unamused. “I’m Japanese now. I live here, I speak Japanese, I’m an idol! I reinvented my life here. I love Japan and Japanese culture, I always felt I was born in the wrong country. As for my age… I’m nearly eighteen! I’m not a kid, I’m an idol!”
“Well, if you are Japanese, then you’d still not be considered an adult until you turn twenty. You’re American, right? In that case, you’d not be an adult until eighteen anyway. So that begs the question…”
“Look, I ran away, all right? I hate my parents! They never understood me. I came to Japan to live my ideal life. It was destiny. It must have been, why else would I have gained these powers? I’m an idol, a magical girl… it’s everything I ever dreamed of!”
“You hate your parents?” I blinked. “Why? Did they mistreat you?”
She puffed out her cheeks. “Not really. They never abused me physically, if that’s what you mean.” She shook her head, curls bouncing. “But dad was always too busy with work to care much about anything I did, he just cared about my older brother and the company. He never even remembers my birthday or how old I am! Last time we spoke, he asked me what year at school I was in!” She shook, face crimson with anger. “And mom…” She looked at Arisu-san sadly. “I get it. I see why you don’t like cheaters! She sleeps around, I know it! All she cares about is spending dad’s money. At least Akio-kun…” she pointed at me. “… he’s up-front about it, and the boss seems to accept it.”
“It’s not cheating.” Shiro laughed. “Everyone agreed. It’s legal polygamy.”
“See? See!” Suzu-san pointed out, satisfied. “Our boss is so magnanimous. Though I did meet some of the other girls and they were all nice people! Nothing like my bitch of a mom. She constantly screams at me when I don't dress the way she likes, and she throws out all my manga and idol CD's if I don't hide them.”
This is hard to listen to. Not that I don’t sympathise. My father was hard to live with a lot of the time, but… I did always respect him, understand that he was thinking of Aiko and me, at least. “So you ran away? How long ago was that?”
“About three or four months, maybe. I lose track.” She sighed, remembering. “Getting on a flight by myself was the hardest part, but… well, who can say no to me?” She pointed at herself proudly.
That’d be July time, around when all this mess started. Her timing was good, it seems. “Hang on, what are you doing for money?” I asked, worried, and the look on my face must have been amusing, as Shiro was grinning, and Suzu-san laughed, her annoyance fading.
“That’s cute. Boss, he’s cute!” she said to Shiro, before answering me. “I’m not doing anything dirty or foolish, Akio-kun. I’m an idol, a whiff of that and my career would be over, you know? Besides, I have more pride. Like Arisu-chan says, if you have talent, you don’t need the casting couch, or in my case it’d be compensated dating, I guess? Money’s getting a bit tight, my parents stopped all the credit cards I took, but I’m not stupid, I’d been saving up for months beforehand. Mom never misses money out of her purse either. Dad will always give her more. He gives me money sometimes when I ask too, he thinks that makes up for ignoring me!”
“I see.” I relaxed a bit. I don’t like the thought of a girl my sister’s age being in a bad situation. And it’s not like we’re strangers, even if I barely know her, she was at both Kyoto incidents. “But… don’t you miss them? And aren’t they looking for you? They must have been able to figure out where you went.”
“They could if they actually listened to me. They should know I love Japan, but all they ever said was ‘that stupid Asian crap’. Still, dad’s pretty rich, so he probably hired people to look for me. That’s why…” She grimaced, her expression one of bitter pain, and for a moment I worried for her until she spoke. “…I had to trash all of my books, anime and treasures. No point leaving them clues. Though honestly, they're probably glad to see the back of me. Maybe they hope I'm dead, so they don't have to bother with me anymore.”
I see. Well I guess that would hurt. “What about your brother?” I asked. “Won’t he at least be frantic at your disappearance?”
“Aki here is the ultimate siscon, so he would worry about that.” Shiro laughed.
“Yeah, I met his sister in Kyoto. Aiko-chan. We should form a group together, she’s got killer looks!” Suzu-san grinned. “As for my brother, no way. All he cares about is sucking up to dad and inheriting all our wealth and the business. He’s definitely glad I’m gone. He hated me anyway, said I should just stay in my room and keep out of sight, in case I 'embarrassed the family'.”
“I don’t think so…” I started to say reflexively, but then I paused, actually considering her words. “Well, if that’s true, I feel sorry for you. A brother’s job is to look out for his sister.”
“You’re way more big-brotherly than mine.” Suzu-san smiled. “Want to be my big brother, Akio-kun?”
“Hey, no flirting!” Shiro protested.
“Flirting? I wouldn’t dream of it, boss! He’s your man. It’s just… when he goes all brotherly and adult, it’s kind of cool, see? And I thought it’d be nice to have a brother who’d look out for me for once, and well, you’d be my sister then too, right boss?” Her blue eyes sparkled innocently.
“Shit, can’t argue with that. Aki is definitely the brotherly sort. You should hear his childhood stories, such a perfect brother. It’s why Eri can’t leave him. But… asking a siscon like Aki if you can be his sister is like throwing yourself to the wolves! I won’t allow it!” Shiro crossed her arms in denial.
“I’d just like to make clear I’m not actually a siscon, I just care like any good brother…”
“Denied! Siscon levels off the charts!” Shiro crossed her arms again.
At that, Suzu-san laughed until tears were streaming down her face. “Oh. Em. Gee. I really needed that. Thanks boss, Akio-kun. You’re really good together, aren’t you?”
Shiro flushed at that, muttering "Of course we are." in a quiet, embarrassed voice.
“Seriously, I left my parents a note saying I was running away. I paid for the tickets in cash and didn’t fly straight to Japan. Sure, dad has connections, he’ll surely know I’m in Japan somewhere, but… I’m not going back. Not ever. Besides, I came here to be an idol, and that’s what I’ll do. And the fact I got my powers here proves it was meant to be, right?”
Dilemma. Bunta-san committed some crimes, but stealing from the yakuza and fighting them in self-defence aren’t unforgivable sins. He can easily atone by putting his Favour to use. Arisu-san… sure, she killed Daizen-san, but the circumstances were… difficult. It’s hypocrisy, but I don’t want to blame her for it. Suzu-san… ugh, her family must be worried, despite what she says. But if we try and press her, she could run from us too. No, far better we keep her safe for now…
“What’s up, Akio-kun? You look sad.” Suzu-san queried, and I shrugged.
“Just thinking. So, Suzu-san… I don’t know what to do about your family situation, but I do know this. As a brother or not, I don’t want a young girl like you to be all alone. You’ve survived until now, and sure, you have your Favour, but that won’t save you from every danger. Join with me, and I’ll see that you’re safe.”
“So, just what’s a Vassal entail? I can’t do anything that’d ruin my image, so nothing lewd!” she insisted with a smile, teasing me. “I also have a request I want fulfilled, no matter what! If you can do that, I don’t mind following the boss into your care. It’ll be like old times, no, better! I like you way more than Master Raven already!”
Damn, she’s so exuberant. The way she punctuated most of her sentences with cheerful emotion was quite tiring to listen to. “Basically, you retain your Territory, but I and my allies can freely enter and leave it, and I can impose a tithe of resources and have a significant sway in how you develop it. In exchange, I’ll always protect it and you, and help you grow.”
“He will. Haru’s already hit Rank Three in no time at all thanks to his largess.” Shiro added. “I’m totally not jealous, despite the fact it’s down to my sweet, sweet buffs!”
“I see. So… I guess it’s time to test you, Akio-kun. Or do you prefer big brother?”
“Akio-kun is fine.” I replied dryly. “What do you want?”
“There’s a big charity concert and event being put on for the victims of Kyoto, right? It was on the news. Red and White will be there, as well as AKB0048 and loads of other groups. So… I need to perform!” she declared, hands on her hips, leaning forward. “It’s the chance of a lifetime! My debut, in front of Japan, no, the world!”
“Are you insane, Suzanne-san?” Arisu-san warned coldly, and at her look of confusion, she sighed. “Even if that was possible, getting an unknown onto such a stage, which it is not, you are a missing person, an international runaway. You would be found instantly!”
That’s what I was going to say! “Yeah, getting you on the bill wouldn’t be that hard, at least, not for an opening slot or something like that, after all, it was my suggestion anyway…” At that, Suzu was gaping at me. “But Arisu-san is right. If your parents are looking for you, they’ll find…” I trailed off.
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“I’m your Vassal now, right? You said you’d protect me from anything, right? And you said you weren’t a liar!” Suzu-san pointed out triumphantly. “Therefore you have to prevent my parents dragging me back home, though I still think you overestimate just how much they care. I don’t want that sort of life! I’m happy here and now, Suzu, the magical girl idol, heading her own group! Can’t you see this was meant to be?”
Damn, such a pain. It isn’t that I don’t sympathise, and I know she’s better off under our protection, but… I still feel bad for her family. Even if they were uninterested and neglectful, there’s no way they aren’t distraught that she’s ran from home at such an age. I imagined what I would do if it was my sis and shuddered. 
“Fine. We can discuss the finer details later, but… for now, you do need an adult to protect you.” I concentrated, and could feel her Territory, not too far from Akihabara. Why am I not surprised? It was tiny though. Rank 2, definitely, but it looked like she had focused on a small patch of land. Bunta-san’s is Rank two as well. I’d imagine most are. Though Tan and Arisu-san are probably in a position to make the breakthrough any time they think it’s safe.
“This really was a stupid way to get a Vassal.” I remarked, and Suzu-san and Shiro laughed at that.
“Hey, at least now we’re all united as one!” Shiro declared, just in time as a series of delightful desserts arrived. “Sure, there are problems to sort out and promises to keep, but they can wait. Besides, tonight’s the night…” She glanced at me shyly, face turning pink.
“So cute!” Suzu-san laughed. “Boss can be scary, but she can be cute too!”
“We’ll discuss the growth plan for your Territories soon. And get you registered with the Ministry so that should cut down on future trouble.” Legally speaking, if America finds out that a runaway underage citizen of theirs is a Chosen, they’ll do anything to get her back. So for now we need to be cautious… 
“Before that, we should enter the other world, the Boundary.” Arisu-san insisted. “I would give you a token, so you can summon me.”
“Oh yeah.” Shiro remarked. “Arisu’s Favour is awesome. She’s made little chunks of her ability that give off a sound her ability can pick up. Well, not really a sound, more a distortion in space. That way she can come fetch you with her Room when you need her!”
“That sounds very useful.” I guess Arisu-san is another genius who’s got high affinity with her Favour. “But if possible, there are a few others I’d like you to give one of those too. It’d help us all out…”
She gave me a flat look, but nodded. “Very well. I remember where your Territory is. I can go there later.”
“Great, how about tomorrow? We need to meet anyway to discuss just how we are going to go about clearing your name.” She raised an eyebrow at that, surprised, and I chuckled. “Well, I’m not going to take my time. I want our relationship to be rock solid, built on trust, so I’ll get people moving on it as soon as we work out exactly what you want. But not tonight. As after this…” My gaze went to the still flushed Shiro. “…we have a date.”
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“Cheers.” I clinked my champagne glass against Shiro’s, looking into her dark eyes. 
“Yeah, cheers Aki.” She grinned, taking a sip of the expensive drink. “This isn’t my tipple but I could get used to it. I could get used to all of this, really.”
“Well, you’re going to have to. It’s the world we live in now.” I declared. Looking around at the plush hotel room, a suite on the top floor of one of Ginza’s most exclusive hotels, above the restaurant that we all dined in earlier, I took in the night view of central Tokyo, which was rather breath-taking, both the Skytree and Tokyo Tower visible and brightly lit. “It’s fit for a princess, right?”
“Oh Aki.” She snorted softly. “You know I’m no more a princess than the next pretty girl, right? It’s just a shell, a façade to protect myself. I’m only messing about. Shaeula’s the real princess here…”
Actually you’re wrong. “I disagree. Aren’t you the Princess of Hungry Ghosts? I think you were more right than you knew.”
“Damn, I see why Shaeula gets upset. Hungry Ghost is such a lame title. Although…” Her eyes glimmered red for a second under the beautiful, delicate lighting of our room. “I guess it does suit me. I’ve always been hungry for belonging, to feel needed, to be normal. And with my condition… I’ve always been a pale ghost, just drifting through life, waiting to pass on. At least until I met all of you. And I guess… you most of all, Aki.”
Finishing my glass, I placed it down, taking her hands. “Shiro, those days are over. You’re well now, better than well. And you’re needed. I need you. I can’t imagine life without you!”
“Smooth, Aki. So smooth. Shit, I’m falling for you all over again. Maybe it’s the atmosphere. This place is insane.”
“Hinata recommended it, so no wonder.” I agreed, and for a moment Shiro frowned, before shaking her head.
“Shit, no point getting jealous now, is there? Hinata’s herself, and I’m me. We both have our charms, and what we mean to you. Well, earlier was mad, wasn’t it? I thought my heart would stop when you talked to Arisu regarding her betrayals.”
“I just wanted to understand. You said she didn’t do any of it, and if you say it, I believe you.”
Her hands trembled in mine. “Aki, lines like that are why you have so many women. Shit. Shit. My heart is racing worse than ever.” She swallowed. “I love it that you trust me, but well… Arisu could have been fooling me, right? I’m not that worldly…”
“Maybe so, but you’re smart. And worst case, you have Tan, right?” I objected. “I trust who you trust. Besides, she’s your friend, and any friend of yours is a friend of mine. After all, anyone with such good taste in friends…”
“Oh stop, stop it! This hurts my heart!” Shiro laughed, flushed red from more than the alcohol. “Don’t go creeping like that, it doesn’t suit you! I prefer the bolder new Aki, the one who looks so alive. Although I could do without the one who was hitting on Suzu!”
“I wasn’t. I was just worried about her!” I insisted. “She’s a runaway living in Japan alone. All sorts of bad things could happen to a girl like her. Besides, well, we covered all this, there’s no point…”
“I agree. It all turned out well. So…” She took a deep breath. “Tan, I think you should go sleep for the night.”
“I concur.” Tan agreed, twisting Shiro’s expression into a mocking smile, her eyes crimson. “I have no wish to feel the body I am sharing be pounded and groped. I am not my youngest sister, lustful as she is.”
“Eww, pounding! It sounds so seedy!” Shiro protested, only for Tan to laugh.
“You will be, will you not? That is how men and women join together.”
“Yes but… you don’t just say it… hey Aki, what gives?” I had pulled her in to a hug, and she squirmed, though she didn’t pull away, nor did she as I kissed her, my tongue sliding into her mouth. Her tongue was motionless for a moment, before it started entwining with mine, and she sucked greedily on my lips. For a minute we kissed deeply, before I pulled away, saliva linking us briefly, her face crimson, her breath coming fast.
“You just looked so cute, I couldn’t help myself. Besides, Tan isn’t wrong, is she? Though I don’t think pounding is the right term either. Well, I guess we can decide for ourselves, shortly.
“I am leaving. Call for me when you are done.” Tan grumbled, yawning. “I still have to fully digest all that I have drank down… recently. Do… enjoy… yourself…”
“She’s sleeping.” Shiro whispered. “So, want to get down to it? Damn, my hands are shaking. I don’t know why. I’m ready for this, I want this…”
“I get it.” I hugged her again, pushing her head to my chest. “Remember this? It’s my turn. Listen to my heartbeat.”
“I hear it.” she muttered, calming down. “It’s slow…” She frowned then. “Hey, isn’t this situation hot enough for you? Or is it you’re used to it by now? You have had a lot of girls, right?”
“Hot enough?” I snorted, holding in laughter. “I’m holding you in my arms, there’s a giant bed behind us, and in a minute I’m going to push you down and make love to you. There’s no way that’s not hot. No, it’s simply that I’m at peace when I’m with you, Shiro. We understand each other quite well, don’t we? After all, we’ve known each other for several years. And don’t get me wrong, my love for Eri is a deep as any ocean, but I always remember that she’s my childhood friend and I had to look after her, so even though things have changed, it’s taking time to reevaluate our relationship. That’s fun, sexy in itself, don’t get me wrong… but with you I can be totally comfortable.”
“So you mean you don’t have to make an effort? Way to make a girl feel classy, Aki.” She sniffed, pretending to be offended.
“Hardly. You know very well what I mean. In front of you, I always want to look good. I have to, to stay with a girl as beautiful as you.”
“Praise me more, Aki!” she cried, hiding her embarrassment behind humour. She then squawked a little as I swept her into a princess carry.
“Sure. I need you. Arisu-san and the others do too. Shaeula likes you, and Eri really wants to be your friend. Hell, the world needs you, it seems. But… out of everyone, everything… I need you more. I want you. You’re wanted!”
“I… Aki!” She hugged me with her arms, her face wet. She didn’t even notice we were at the bed, so wrapped up was she in her tears and high emotions, that she was a needed, wanted girl, the way her parents had cast her aside vanishing from her mind.
“Down we go.” I smiled, laying her down on the black silk sheets. Damn, I’m going to have to pay for some replacements, I reckon…
I lay down beside her, and our eyes met. Her face was scarlet, a contrast to her brilliant silver hair. “Uh, Aki, isn’t this a bit sudden? We can have some more champagne, enjoy the view out over Tokyo…”
“We can.” I took her hand, interlacing our fingers. “And we will, before the second round.”
“Second? Tan was right, you’re going to pound me!” she pouted, though her eyes were sparkling. “Damn, I can’t help but be nervous, even though I know there’s nothing to be scared about. I never… I never thought this day would come. I thought I’d be dead before I found love, and after Tan, that I’d have no right to love.”
“Wrong on both counts.” I kissed her again, softly, like a bird pecking at her lips. I rubbed her hand with mine, while my free hand stroked her long hair. “We can’t die now, the world, those we care about, they need us. And as for Tan… it’s certainly a thorny issue, but for now we can make it work, and problems down the line, we’ll sort them too.”
“You make everything sound so simple.” she complained, though her breathing was speeding up.
“I know it’s not. Hell, the trouble I’m having dealing with Nie Ling proves that. But right now… it is simple. So, Shiro. I love you. I want to make love to you.”
“I love you too, Aki.” she admitted shyly. “I never thought I’d reach this point… I guess you just won me over. So… what do we do? No, stupid question. I’m an adult. I know what to do. I mean… how do you want to start?”
“Gently.” I grinned, my hand softly, slowly, climbing over her stomach. She shivered at my touch, as I slid her t-shirt up, revealing her pristine skin, her belly. It rose and rose, until the bottom of her bra was visible.
“Damn, this is embarrassing. It isn’t like you haven’t seen me naked when you were healing me, but… this feels different.” She twitched, her thighs rubbing together as I pulled on her t-shirt. She raised her arms, and moments later it was tossed to the side. My hands tugged, and her bra slid up, revealing her ample breasts, her pert nipples hard, her skin pink.
“Ugh, yeah, this feels shameful somehow. Is this what it’s like to be a woman?”
“Ask me in a minute.” I grinned, taking one breast in my hands, squeezing the fleshy globe, while my mouth latched onto her other breast, gently biting the nipple, my tongue swirling on it, licking her chest.
“Wait, that… it feels weird!” Her hands grabbed my head, but she wasn’t stopping me.
“Feel weirder!” I laughed around her breast, intensifying my sucking and groping.
“Damn, how are you so good at this, Aki? You only started going out with Eri… uh…” She shivered, losing her train of thought. “Damn.” was all she could manage to say.
“Well, maybe…” I sucked on her nipple, purposely making wet sounds to arouse her. My hand left her chest, heading down her belly, tracing her belly button, before I popped open the button on her jeans. “…it’s because I thought about doing this to you in the past? I’m just living out my fantasies.” Though, I never imagined it until recently. Shiro always seemed out of touch, beyond the reach of ordinary men. But now… I can reach out… My hand slid inside the gap in her jeans, gently tracing her panties, feeling the slight dampness as her body responded. …and touch. More pressure on my fingers, my tongue and other hand greedily toying with her chest.
“Aki, wait, stop…” she panted, flesh heating up, body leaking a cloudy liquid, the smell arousing me.
“Do you really want me to stop?” I asked, and she shook her head, silver hair sticking to her sweaty cheeks and shoulders.
“No, I don’t, but…” I kissed her again, silencing her confused doubts, and she bit my lip in her passion, which would have drawn blood were I ordinary. I took the opportunity to pull down her jeans, revealing the pale expanse of her thighs, and now I could clearly see her shaved slit, her panties transparent with her nectar.
“Ahh, ahh…” She gasped for breath as we parted. Feeling the warm air of the hotel room on her skin, she glanced down, flushed with embarrassment. “Looks like I wet myself. Damn, to think I was such a lewd woman.”
“Trust me.” I kissed her cheek, her neck, her chest, working my way down her body. “If you’d wet yourself, you’d know. You’re not Eri, luckily.” Although that’s just a cute part of her. Each girl has her own quirks. My tongue lapped at her soiled panties, and Shiro groaned.
“Damn, that’s… at least take my panties off!” she protested, holding my head. I slipped my hands under her body, and started groping her ass and thighs, marvelling at the feel of them.
“No, this is fine for now. It’s your first time, so we’ll go gently.” I promised. “Damn, your ass is like a work of art.” I squeezed the taut flesh, enjoying the way my fingers sank in a little.
“Well, I’ve always had… hey, wait…” My tongue sped up, and now I finally slid aside her panties, revealing her dripping pussy. My tongue spread her, sliding in just a little, and I tasted damp nectar, and felt her lower lips close in on me. I continued to probe, wringing hot, wet gasps from her, and soon she was shuddering. My gaze went to the scarlet bead of her clit, and my tongue unwrapped it, bringing a hilarious yet seductive cry from her. My finger dipped into her fluids, and I started to polish the bead, watching it grow engorged, more liquid splashing out, and she had stopped her words, only moans leaving her damp lips.
I think now should be good. It should lessen the pain, she’s soaked. Standing, I gave her a moment of respite, and she stared at me with moist eyes, her mouth slightly open. Seeing her pleading gaze was cute, so I bent down and sucked at her outstretched tongue. My own jeans were pulled down, and her eyes went wide as I stripped off my briefs, my towering dick now in her view. Weakly, she reached up with one hand, circling it, gripping it softly.
“Ugh, phew.” she muttered as our lips parted again. “So, this is your dick, Aki? It’s… uh, no offense, but bigger than I imagined.”
“Well, I’m a half. I’m not going to boast that I’m huge or anything, but I stack up okay.” I shivered as her hand inexpertly stroked it. The handjob was clumsy, but heartfelt, so I enjoyed it nonetheless. While she did that I gently stroked her damp hair, tenderly showing my affection.
“So…” She released my quivering dick. “That’ll fit, right? Of course it will…” She weakly slapped her own cheeks. “I’m not some blushing schoolgirl, I’m a fully grown adult woman. I know how sex works. Just… freaked out a bit there. So… no going back after this. I’m no yandere, but I think if you ditch me after this, I’m going to kill you!”
I held her hand with my free one. Still playing with her hair and caressing her tear-streaked and sweaty cheeks, I looked at the engagement ring I had forged from silver spoons, that disastrous night I had confessed to her, before the injuries she suffered. “That’s my pledge to you. When I asked you to marry me, I meant to be with you forever, you know.”
“I know. You’re a bad man nowadays Aki, but also a good one. Maybe it’s easier for me to accept all this absurdity, as I never thought I’d ever have this sort of moment. Can you imagine it?” she laughed bitterly. “If this was the old me and you were going to screw me, Aki, I’d probably end up dying from a heart attack midway through sex. That would traumatise you, right?”
“It would. Just like you don’t want to think of me dying, I never want to think of you dying either.” I fondled her ring. “I think I need to get you a real engagement ring, like the other girls. It’s only fair.”
“Sure, but… I like this one just fine. I was going to turn you down dead, Aki. And instead… this. I’m fine now. I’ve calmed down. So… make me a woman. No, make me your woman!”
“First, another kiss.” I asked, and this one was gentle, slow, our tongues carefully probing each other, in no rush. My dick slid closer to her pussy, leaving a trail of sticky precum on her thigh, before pushing against her drooling entrance. For a moment, Shiro shut her eyes, before she opened them forcibly, her obsidian orbs peering into my grey ones.
“I’m looking at you, Aki. Only at you!”
I moved my lower body. Her arms circled me, hugging me tightly as her pussy spread open. Soon the tip was inside her, sweat springing from her loose, aroused body, her skin rosy. Soon my dick met an obstruction, and I paused.
“Told you I was a virgin.” Shiro managed to gasp. “You’re a virgin eater, you bad man. How many is that now?”
“It doesn’t matter.” I silenced her with another kiss, soft lips on soft lips. It’s not fair to the girl that I’m pretty sure wasn’t, to worry about that sort of thing. All that matters is that we love each other. 
“Not to you.” Shiro gasped as we parted. “Which I like about you, Aki. You’re a realist. Most girls our age have been having sex. Hell, they say the average age a girl loses her virginity in Japan is nineteen now and dropping lower every year. Plenty of girls Eri’s age are already experienced. Hell, our group is pretty lame, looking at it that way.”
“No, we were just waiting for the right people.” I smiled. “And to me, this moment feels right.” Our fingers interlaced as we held hands. “So, you ready?”
“Of course. This is something a girl can only do once. Well, wait, that’s not true, Eri told me she managed to do it twice by cheating in the Boundary. Ugh, I need to come up with something only we’ve done, a first for us to share, like Shaeula suggested… ouch, hey that damn well hurts…”
I tore through her hymen as she talked nonsense, wincing a little at the feel of it ripping. Blood leaked out of her pussy, and since it was a bad break like Motoko’s, I let a little aether trickle in to Heal her a bit, as my cock reached her deepest area, striking warm flesh. “Thanks Aki. I’m not one to care about the pain, but… this is nicer. So, it’s in, right?” 
She lifted her head, staring in wonder at where we were joined. She moved one arm from around my back to touch her stomach. “Shit, to think you’re inside me. Can I feel it, or is that my imagination?” She prodded her belly. “My parents, I wonder what they’d think if they could see me now?”
“You know, I think you do need closure with them.” I suggested, and she laughed.
“Come on Aki, let’s not talk about them now! You’ve got your dick screwed into my pussy, and I can tell you’re horny as hell! Shit, I’m horny! So, let’s pound, as Tan so crudely put it!”
“Your wish is my command, oh princess!” I declared theatrically, and with that I started sliding in and out of her pussy, her fluids and blood mixed with my precum foaming at the join. She was tight, her fleshy walls sucking at my dick, trying to force me to ejaculate, and as she moaned, I played with her ass and breasts, pinching at her stiff nipples, while we kissed again and again until our lips stung.
“Shit. Fuck. It hurts, but… ah, shit… it feels really good as well.” Her moist eyes blinked at me. “It’s because I love you Aki. I’m serious. I’m so glad I went to university, made friends, met you! I couldn’t do this alone, live my life alone! It’s why I needed Tan to survive, but… ahh, fuck, shit… something’s strange. Is this… fuck, it’s way better than when I do it myself.”
“You masturbate?” I asked, a little surprised, then surprised that I was surprised. After all, such was perfectly normal.
“I do, sometimes. It’s hard, my body doesn’t like it, so all I do is touch the outside a bit. When I’m pissed off, down or frustrated. But it’s nothing like…. Oh shit, it’s like a wave coming…” She shuddered, spasming, her body oozing love nectars. As she half-sobbed, half-gasped, face flushed, she realised I wasn’t stopping.
“Wait, no. Aki, I’m still tender… oh, my… my body…” Her insides were spasming, seeking my sperm.
“I’m close too.” I whispered in her ear, biting it playfully, licking it. “You want it, don’t you? My cum. You won’t feel like we had sex without it.”
“You’re right. I know… what I want. The same as the others. I’m not… ahn… going to lose!” She was shuddering as the hot pressure rose within me. Each thrust resounded wetly, soiling the expensive sheets with spots of water and blood.
“Shiro, to me you’re a princess! Always! I love you!” I cried, and Shiro called back her own declaration of love as I came spectacularly, gushing white liquid into her, filling her insides with warm juice that her body desperately took in.
“Shit, fuck. I’m ruined.” Shiro wheezed. “That would have killed me before, no question. But…” Her hand was once more on her belly, stroking it, her expression soft and happy as she looked at me. “…I didn’t die. And it was all that I imagined. No, more. Even the pain went away so fast…”
“Sorry. I wanted you to enjoy it. Unlike Motoko and Natsumi, you didn’t seem to mind having the pain dimmed so…” She leaned up and cut my words off with a kiss, and as my softening dick popped out, a pink froth of semen and blood soaked the bed. Yep, ruined. Oh well, worth it.
“Looking a bit sad there.” Shiro muttered as she pulled free. Her elegant hand grabbed my soiled cock, stroking it, heedless of the blood and semen. As it hardened once more, she grinned. “Round two?”
My only answer to that was to drive her back to the bed, our bodies touching, skin to skin, our warmth transmitted between us…
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“Cheers.” We clinked glasses again, this time naked, Shiro’s thighs a bit of a disaster, covered in our discharges. Taking a sip of champagne, we lay against each other, revelling in the moment of closeness.
“Three times. You’re a beast, Aki. I was going to offer to give you a blowjob, I hear you enjoy that, but instead you just kept pumping my insides with your jizz. Shit, do you want me to be pregnant that badly? Sorry to disappoint, but since we knew the weekend was going to be hot, I’m on birth control.”
“I think that’s for the best. Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to have children with you, with you all, but now isn’t the right time. Not until we’ve fended off the threats you Princesses are supposed to deal with. And I’ll be right there alongside you.”
“You’re going to have a big family. So many kids. Hell, how are you even going to have kids with Shaeula or Hyacinth?” Shiro asked, with a wry smile. She shifted her body, still feeling as though I was inside her, but her own Ether Healing had removed the lingering pain.
“Good question. I’m quite certain their Material bodies could have children, though who knows what would happen if they went to the Boundary while pregnant. I’d rather not think about it. Then there’s the Fae way of making love, via sharing lunar Chakras. Not sure how it works, but Shaeula is entirely confident I’m enough of a Fae to do it…”
“That, huh. The other girls rave about it, but I can’t do it…” she frowned, saddened. “Oh well, want that blowjob now?” she asked to distract herself. “Or a titfuck? My boobs should handle a paizuri, right?” She pushed up her breasts, which had rock-hard nipples, and I could see her pussy was starting to drool again, her arousal plain.
“No, I’ll pass. We need to save something for next time, right?” I grinned. “We’ll be together a long time, no need to rush. It’s a shame you don’t have a lunar Chakra, and I don’t want to risk trying to engineer you one, your Chakra network is wildly different and Tan is all mixed in as well.”
“Shit, yeah.” Shiro ran a hand through her damp hair, face sour. “No way I want to drag Tan into a mystical sex threesome. She’d probably kill us. She’s got a lot of unresolved issues with men since the Buddha walked on by.”
“Well, if she was using your body back then, the Buddha would have stopped for a second look for sure.” I laughed, kissing her, licking at her salty lips. We sat like that, exchanging gentle touches and kisses for a while, before Shiro looked at me solemnly.
“Aki, thanks. For making me feel like a woman. An ordinary woman, not some sick girl to be pitied.”
“You’re welcome. Thanks for letting me live the dream of falling in love with a hot university student.”
“Oh you smooth talker you.” She pounded my back weakly. “You’ve already had the childhood friend package, the Faerie princess package, the maid package, the noble girl and bodyguard two-for-one… really, your future can only involve getting stabbed.” She paused then, thinking, and it was so adorable I reached out to grope her chest and ass.
“Couldn’t resist, huh?” she remarked dryly. “Of course, I get it. You know… I can’t do what the other girls can, and it makes me feel sad. So… is there something I can do that they haven’t yet? When Shaeula was doing her teasing of you that time, she made a good point. There's a lot of things we can do together. I mean, you’ve had blowjobs, I get that. I still want to try it, but you’re right…” She took a sip of champagne. “I don’t want to ruin the flavour of this great vintage. Arisu would be mad, she likes her wine.”
“Is it that important to you? Sex with you was just as great as with Eri or the others, it’s not a competition.”
“Yeah, well, you still don’t get how girls think, Aki.” She pinched my nose playfully. “You need to work on that, before the yanderes in your harem go nuclear. I think… I want to do something special, exciting. Something to make your heart race. That way when you do it with the others, you’ll think 'I remember the time I did it with Shiro.'”
As I toyed with her breasts my other hand closed on her ass, squeezing, and she grinned triumphantly. “Hey, that’s it. Aimi is always reading BL, right?”
“Right.” I nodded, not seeing the connection.
“Well, what about…” she lowered her voice despite the fact we were alone here. “Anal? That’s a big thing, right? I bet you’ve not done that yet!”
“True.” I’ve teased their asses a bit with the tip of my finger, but I hear that anal can be dangerous for those that aren’t used to it, and the girl doesn’t find it that fun the first few times. Well, that’s just hearsay and odd trivia from Aimi-chan I guess. “It’s not something that you can just do. I don’t want to injure your asshole.”
“Well, aren’t you a gentleman.” She grinned. “That’s what Ether Healing is for, right? You made my loss of virginity pretty smooth. In fact, my crotch aches because I’m horny. That should be unthinkable for a girl who just lost her virginity an hour ago. And don’t tell me you don’t want to. You’ve groped my ass plenty. It’s a damn awesome ass, if I do say so myself.”
“It is.” I agreed. “I love your ass and legs. But then, your breasts and face are gorgeous too, and your hair…”
“Flatterer! But you’re pretty awesome yourself.” She trailed a hand down my bare body, poking at my muscles. “You’ve got steel under here. Shit, I got myself a hot boyfriend after all.”
“Are you sure? I’d be more than happy to ease the ache in your crotch.” My hand went to her slit, stroking it, and it quivered under my touch, as she gasped.
“Sure, we have all night. But… it’s a woman’s pride, Aki. I missed the boat on being your first. Eri and I, we’re probably the most normal girls you know in relation to sex. So… she had your first time, I want your first something.”
“Fine. But if it’s a problem or you feel bad, we’re stopping.” I warned.
“All right!” She drained the last of the champagne. “To the bed!” She dived onto it playfully, her ass facing me, her soiled thighs gleaming.
“Well then…” I spread her cheeks, and at my gaze her pussy and ass started twitching. Gently, I licked my finger, then started touching her softly around the ring, like I did to other girls.
“Oh, feels a bit strange. Not unpleasant though.” Shiro mused. “Hey, think we can taunt Aimi about you doing anal? She’ll imagine you with a guy rather than me, though. I wonder if she’s let her own boyfriend do it… ahh, careful!” Her ramblings were cut off as I started playing with her pussy as well, and my fingertip sank into her ass, the sucking sensation making her shiver.
“A bit of warning would be nice.” she groaned, gasping.
“Well, you enticed me.” I slapped her ass gently, enough to surprise her. “So don’t be shocked I go the distance.”
“Me, shocked?” Shiro laughed. “I’m hoping for it.” She wiggled her bottom seductively. “It makes me feel wanted. Shit, Aki, I thought I was an ice queen, but it turns out I’m the easy princess!”
“So long as you’re only easy for me.” I grinned, working her pussy and ass with my fingers. One had slid almost entirely inside her, and I had two more in her pussy, stirring up her insides.
“Whoa, this feels so different. Both my pussy and ass are on fire…”
I then withdrew my fingers from her ass and she quivered. It gaped loosely, but even so… This is going to be a horrifically tight squeeze. Oh well… 
“That’s not a finger, is it?” Shiro asked, both nervous and aroused.
“No, it’s not.” My cock was against her asshole. I pushed, but it wouldn’t go in. “Yeah, this isn’t trivial, but…” I sped up my fingers on her pussy and clit, my free hand pulling on her hair so she turned her head to face me, tongue out. We kissed as I thrust fingers inside her, rubbing at the bumps and folds within, each time making her ooze fragrant nectar. As we parted, saliva splattering, I licked on fingers wet with her juices, causing her to flush.
“Aki, that’s… huh… ouch, uh… okay…” she muttered incoherently, as while she was distracted her ass twitched, and the tip of my dick slid in, spreading her open.
“Shit, that’s tight.” I moaned, the sensation from my glans being crushed by her ass unique.
“No … kidding!” she gasped. “So, the guys in BL like this, huh?”
“Well, I don’t know about receiving, but…” I pushed inwards slowly, her body trying to resist me. I noticed as my hands on her pussy pushed her closer to orgasm, her body loosened, so I attacked her relentlessly, and when my dick was halfway in she let out a long gasp, shuddering, liquid squirting onto the write-off that was the bedsheets. Taking that moment, I forced myself inwards, splitting her open, my body slamming into her ass with a wet sound.
“I’m in.” I gasped, being squeezed fiercely.
“Uh, give me… a minute. Still cumming.” Shiro pleaded, eyes moist, so I gently touched and kissed her until she relaxed. “Shit, now I’ve lost both virginities. What a day. It feels like I’m stuffed. I don’t quite know what to make of it.”
“I can stop if you want?”
“No way. I’m the easy princess. No chance I’m going to blueball you now, Aki.” She winked. “Besides, like I said, this moment, this night, I’m your first. And I think I love that. It’s thrilling, you know?” She stuck out her tongue, and I needed no invitation to kiss her again. As we parted after a noisy deep kiss, she laughed. “Damn, I love kissing too. I’m such a fool, but I find I don’t care.”
“Well, then…” I slid outwards, the pressure varying as I moved, and I couldn’t help but groan. Shiro did too, in a touch of discomfort and pain, but her smile was beautiful.
“Damn, Aki, your face. That little yelp. So fucking cute I could die. It makes the feeling in my ass worthwhile. Keep it up, I can take it.”
Sliding in and out, I gripped her ass with my hands, careful to not hurt her with any sudden moves. It was sucking on me, and I felt my balls burning, eager to ejaculate yet again. Damn, my stats are pulling a lot of work here. I wouldn’t manage, nobody would manage, if they had to do this normally…
“Okay, still hurts, but… I’m getting a weird tingling in my tummy.” Shiro spoke cutely, inciting my passions further. “I… whoa, okay, that feels strange.” she muttered, only to suddenly clamp down, nearly forcing my dick out. “Hey, what changed? The pain’s gone?”
“Of course it has. I’m using Ether Healing. I want us both to enjoy this.”
“Fine. I don’t quite know what to make of it. It’s not bad though.” She started moving her own body, her ass sliding backwards into my thrusts. “Huh… there. Right there.” she moaned. “I feel something rising, not like before…”
“Fine. I’ll try and hold on, as I’m near my limit!” The squeezing of her ass, now joined by the friction from my thrusts and her twisting movement, were pushing me to my peak.
“Hey, be a man and hold on, Aki! This… wait, keep grinding!” She was drooling, mouth open, and I released my grip and started playing with her clit and slit, gently stroking them. She groaned, her face loose, eyes melting.
“There.” I thrust again, and this time she twisted her body, seeking to maximise the touch of my glans on her insides. That sensation went through me like lightning, and I felt hot lead rising within me. I thrust again, and again, and her body was scalding to the touch, her ass shuddering.
“I can’t hold it any longer!” I gasped. I clenched my own ass, trying to keep from spraying her insides, and as I barely held it in, I thrust again, sliding along inside her ludicrously tight passageway. Shiro cried out, her body going into convulsions, her pussy gushing, and moments later that was joined by my flood, hot cum pouring deep into her ass.
“Shit, Aki. Shit… I’m a pervert, I just came with my ass. Shit.” she babbled, and as I slammed her again and again, my flow unceasing, we sought each other with our tongues and hands, holding each other close. Finally her tremors stopped, and my flow ceased, so my dick popped out, pushed by her still relentlessly tight pressure.
“Oh, that feeling in my belly is gone.” she mumbled tiredly. “But…” She twisted her neck, trying to see the sperm dribbling from her twitching, gaping asshole. “I still feel like the world is sparkling. Fuck. Aimi, anal is seriously wild.”
“Which do you prefer?” I asked, lying down beside her on the soiled sheets, stroking her hair and back gently, calming her down.
“Well, normal sex is fine for me. But on occasion, I suppose we can try anal again.” She grinned tiredly, snuggling down to kiss my glans.
“Hey, that’s been in your ass.” I warned, and she grinned, licking the tip, before swallowing it into her warm mouth for a moment, sucking on it gently, before releasing it.
“So what? I’m a beautiful girl, Aki, we don’t defecate.” she insisted, espousing that old wives’ tale. “Besides, even if we do, I’m a clean girl too. Nothing dirty about it.” She laughed then, the sound rich despite her fatigue. As she snuggled in close to me, she looked me in the eyes. “Well, I think I’ll like whatever we do together. But for now, this was just for us. Though best prepare yourself. Eri and the others are going to be demanding this as soon as I brag about it. You’ve got it hard, harem prince!” she chuckled.
“No kidding. But like you said before, if I ever complain about having any sort of sex with you girls, then the Gods will probably strike me down for my ingratitude. So, want to take a break?”
“Yeah, a bath I think.” Shiro grinned, before looking at the bed. “And… uh… let’s take these sheets off. We’ve been at it like animals…”
“Sure thing. Anyway…” I kissed her one more time, a bare brushing of lips. “…tomorrow is a busy day, so we might as well enjoy the rest of the night.”
As we removed the sheets, I considered what Shiro had said. Yeah, Motoko and Natsumi are probably fine, but… the others. Damn, Shaeula’s small, it’s not going to be easy… Holding in a laugh, I felt a bit embarrassed at my envious problems that a lot of guys would literally kill to have…






  
  Three Hundred And Fifty-Five


“So, how was your night?” I asked Shaeula as she strolled into the kitchen, yawning. In response she shot me a sly grin as she opened the fridge and retrieved a cold can of coffee. Pulling the ring, she drank it down, wiping at her mouth in satisfaction. 
“I should be asking you that, should I not-not?” she laughed. “Though I do-do confess, your friends are rather fun. And they were very-very kind to Ichika, which pleases me. That Yasu was rather taken with her, though I fear-fear she was not reciprocating.” Sitting down beside me, she continued. “We talked a great-great deal about you and Shiro, and your times together. I talked as well, of course. Ichika was quite-quite taken aback at all that is happening that she does not-not know of.” She paused. “Now, that is quite-quite enough of me, how was your night?”
Well, considering we only got back an hour ago, it was quite hectic. “It was productive. We came to an agreement with Arisu-san, and I got two new Vassals out of it.”
“I see. That is indeed good-good news.” However…” Her smile broadened. “You know that is not-not what I wish to talk about. Have you and Shiro become as one-one?”
“Yes, there were no problems.” I hoped my face wasn’t flushed. “Let’s just say that her Lovers’ Link skill Ranked up a bit.”
“Excellent. I am quite-quite pleased.” Shaeula smiled, looking at me expectantly as her stomach grumbled cutely. Taking the hint, I headed for the stove, ready to prepare breakfast. “So where is she?”
“Taking a quick nap. We didn’t get much sleep last night…” I admitted, thinking back to our lovemaking. In the end, Shiro and I had stayed up all night, talking, reminiscing and interspersing that with sex, although after the experimentation, we had kept it strictly vanilla. “But she’ll be up soon. We’re meeting up with Arisu-san and the others later, she has something to give us. And then I want to make sure everything is working properly with the expansion of Haru-san’s Territory. Before all that though, probably some training…” I’ve got some ideas I’d like to explore…
“I see.” Shaeula approved. “I do have-have to return to the Spring for some matters, but I shall-shall wait until after this training. Perhaps later I can meet Shiro’s comrades properly, since they shall-shall be ours now.” As she talked, others started filtering in for breakfast. Eri was next, rolling in on her wheelchair, being pushed by Daiyu, which was a surprising combination.
“Eri, Daiyu’er, good morning.” I greeted them, and Daiyu nodded, despite me having spoken in Japanese.
“Good morning to you.” she returned my greeting.
“Oh, so you’ve been studying then?” I asked, and while she stumbled over some words and there were a lot of phrases she still didn’t get, I was impressed in her progress over just a few days. The buffed memory and learning ability from stats really makes a difference.
“Today, is it a good time?” Daiyu asked me, a little shyly.
“For what?” We had switched back to Chinese while Shaeula and Eri were chatting at the table.
“I have codified the teachings of Qi Refining that I remember, as well as the details of Diamond Mountain’s lore. Coupled with my own Qi Refining Technique… I believe I wish to search for disciples, as well as teach you my ways.” Her eyes were imploring, yearning, and I remembered her desire to restore her Sect, to not let the legacy of her family die out.
“I was planning to doing some training myself today anyway. That works.” Shiro’s in a good mood after last night, so she shouldn’t mind me squeezing some extra buffs out of her. She squeezed enough out of me… “I’d be more than happy to take a look at it. We could do with making a detailed analysis of your Network as opposed to mine, Shaeula and Shiro’s anyway.” I also want to process the water element the Territory has been building up…
“By network, you mean the meridians, acupoints, pathways and Dantians?” she questioned, and I nodded.
“Yeah, it all seems to be the same thing, just put together differently. There are outliers, like the lunar Chakra and probably your Dantians, but it all functions similarly, just like all living creatures, at least on Earth, are carbon-based and are built from the same molecular combinations.” I explained as I opened up the rice cooker, spooning out steaming rice into bowls for everyone. 
Hyacinth had joined us, and as usual had immediately started helping out, preparing some miso soup and pickled vegetables, and I was once more impressed at how well she had adapted to cooking Japanese food. Just waiting on Shiro, but I do wonder if she’s too shy to face everyone right now?
“I see. Codifying knowledge and probing deeper secrets to gain greater strength is one of the foundations of Cultivation.” Daiyu mused, before nodding politely as I handed her a bowl of rice. Luckily her dietary tastes are quite similar to us Japanese, though she does apparently miss medicinal herbs that help with her Cultivation. Maybe we can procure some?
“It’s the foundation of everything worthwhile.” I laughed. “Knowledge is power, after all. So, what sort of disciples are you looking for?” I asked.
“Cultivation requires hard, dedicated study and training.” she explained, reminiscing. “Without the will to face endless hardships, to surpass their own and even mortal limits, no true progress will be made. But just as important is talent and luck. For without those, the heights of Mount Tai will forever elude them.” Her eyes clouded over, her expressionless face displaying clear signs of unease. “I thought I had luck, I was blessed by the Heavens, even more when Chang’e bestowed her touch on me, though arrogantly I sought to dismiss such a power as unworthy, beneath Cultivation, for a power one cannot make one’s own is merely a sword without a hilt, harmful to the touch. Yet…”
She looked up at me as I patted her head gently, trying to reassure her. “You’re still alive. It may not seem like that is such a great thing, but when you look back to now in the future, you’ll realise why you survived, and how glad others are that you did.”
She looked at me for a moment, before gently batting away my hand. As she did so, Shiro strode in, wearing a fresh pair of jeans and a plain blue t-shirt. “Morning.” she yawned, before gesturing to the two of us. “Making a move on Daiyu now? How soon I’m forgotten. You’ll make me cry, Aki.” she teased us cheekily.
“You know that’s not it. Anyway, did you enjoy your nap?” I asked, as she sat down beside Eri.
“No, I couldn’t sleep. Too much on my mind.” She winked.
“So, how was it?” Eri asked, and Shiro laughed happily.
“Oh, I just knew you’d be eager to dig into the juicy, sordid details. Well…” She leant close and whispered in Eri’s ear for a moment, so quietly that even I couldn’t hear it. Eri nodded, surprised, face turning pink.
“You did that? How was it, did he like it? Did you?”
“it was different, that’s for sure. It wasn’t unpleasant, but… I’m not very experienced so I wouldn’t just take my word for it. Ask Aki.”
“I’m not asking that.” Eri’s face was flaming crimson now.
“Oho, this sounds quite-quite interesting. Do tell.” Shaeula joined in, and for a few minutes talk around the table turned dirty, which was a unique hell for me, listening to Shaeula, Shiro, Hyacinth and Eri discussing sex. My only solace is that Daiyu doesn’t understand most of this. Daiyu… ugh, Dao Companions. We have to set out just what that means as well…
“Now, this is all quite-quite amusing…” Shaeula looked at me, licking her lips like a predator. “And I indeed wish-wish to try this out. Perhaps together?” She glanced at Shiro, who shrugged.
“I don’t mind.” Her grin intensified as she looked at Eri, who was frowning. “After all, I have experience in that. We both have a first, right?”
“I have more than one!” Eri protested, though she seemed less annoyed than she was pretending. Even so, it was cute, so I went and kissed her and then Shiro. Hyacinth and Shaeula were then looking at me expectantly, so it turned into a major event, me kissing everyone for a number of minutes. Once that was concluded, I outlined the plans for the day.
“I see. Well, I can-can spare some time.” Shaeula agreed. “But…” she peered at Daiyu’er, before asking her a few questions in rapid-fire Mandarin. Oh, she raises some good points. If we are doing a true comparison, we should do it properly. 
“So, I’ll be included obviously, but as a man there are differences. So, we need a baseline woman, Kana should do for that, and since it’s Sunday she’ll be about. But since she’s a Chosen, it might be best to have an additional non-Chosen sample. Maybe Keomi-chan or one of your friends. We then have Shiro, Shirohebi, Shaeula, Hyacinth, Eri, since your network is in a strange flux right now, and lastly Daiyu’er. With all these samples, we should be able to come up with some comprehensive theories and applications.”
After explaining this to Daiyu, she agreed. “I have transcribed the scrolls and tags regarding a Cultivator’s spiritual body from memory, and we can use them as reference.” Her expression had brightened just a touch, now that we were talking about tangible progress towards her goals, and Cultivation research, which clearly excited her.
“Great, Then let’s finish up breakfast and then get cracking.”
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“Sorry about this. Everybody else had plans today, Hisano-chan was the only one available.” Kana apologised.
“It happens.” I reassured her, shrugging. Turning to Takagi-san, who was looking a little uncomfortable surrounded by the abundance of beauties that had gathered in the Boundary on the coast of Sagami Bay, inside a building the Kobolds had erected for the now-departed Bintara, I apologised. “Sorry to take up your Sunday, Takagi-san. Also… uh, did Kana explain what we’re doing here? It’s kind of like a medical exam, it might be a bit embarrassing.”
She nodded slowly. “I trust you, you’ve always been fair with us.” She looked around then. “Besides, I doubt you’d be interested in me with all these far more beautiful girls around.”
“Don’t underestimate yourself. I’ve said that before.” I chided her gently. “Besides, you’re looking a lot nicer recently.”
“That’s right. Everyone at school has noticed.” Kana agreed. “But seriously, I’ve done this before. It’s embarrassing, but it’s only underwear, right? Just think of it like being at the beach in a bikini. Besides, other than Akio, we’re all girls here. Well, there’s a Kami, but they don't count.”
“Other than him, right.” she muttered, her voice small. “I’m fine. Though at the beach, if I went, I’d wear a one piece…”
“Anyway.” I steered the subject back to what we were doing. “The aim here is to properly codify all the differences between the various Networks we have, and hopefully not only gain insights into Cultivation, but on how to improve our own Networks too. The Silver Cord and Chakra Network Skills are the foundation of everything. We’ve made strides over the past few months, but there’s further to go.”
“All right then. So, what’s the plan, Aki?” Shiro asked. She raised one eyebrow in surprise as Shaeula had already removed her yukata, only a pair of panties covering her nakedness. “We stripping?”
“Underwear should be fine.” I sighed. “My Eye can see through clothes well enough, but I wanted to try something a bit more…illustrative… hence why we are doing it here in the Boundary this time.”
“Just don’t ogle poor Hisano-chan.” Kana teased, having loosened the ties on her hakama, quickly doffing it, revealing her rather flashy underwear.
“Aren’t you embarrassed, Izumi-san…”
“I’m Kana-chan now.” she corrected, before winking at me. “I sure am embarrassed. I’m a girl after all, right? But… I have to make my appeal somehow, since somebody is playing hard to get. Besides, I’m as hot as any girl here… whoa, damn, that’s cheating!” She sighed as Shiro stretched, yawning, her bra-clad breasts bouncing. “Okay, nobody can compete with that. But I’m still gorgeous!”
As Shiro smirked, helping out Eri, who was struggling to remove her armoured dress, tail twitching, I calmed everyone down. “This is work, not an excuse for me to ogle girls. If I wanted to do that, I can any time. And I’m not that sort of guy anyway.”
“Liar.” Shiro laughed.
“Well, the results of this are what matter.” I insisted again, ignoring her teasing. “So Takagi-san, you’re the baseline.” As I spoke I started taking off my own clothes, leading to Kana looking away with a red face.
“Well, this one’s new. Damn, you’re rather ripped, Akio.” she managed.
“He definitely is.” Shiro agreed. “Considering he used to be a weedy otaku back in the day, it’s nice.” She teased me by running a finger down my chest. Shaeula, ever one for mischief, joined in, and there was laughter and more teasing for several minutes, until I calmed everyone down.
“See, I’m just in my underwear too. Nothing to worry about.” I soothed, and noticed how their gazes all strayed down. Okay, maybe it’s a little embarrassing. Luckily I have enough self-control not to disgrace myself by any physiological reactions.
“All right. I’m done.” Takagi-san spoke at last. “And… I guess you should call me Hisano, after this.” Red-faced behind her glasses, she looked down shyly.
“Uh, okay. Anyway, if you can stand there, Hisano-san.” I pointed to one wall. “Shaeula, use your Mystic Eyes as well, it might see differently to mine.”
“I’ll give it a try too.” Kana nodded. “It probably won’t help much, but I’d like to learn.”
“That’s the spirit.” I approved, and she smiled at me happily, before glancing down at my bare chest, flushing and looking away again. Ignoring that cute gesture, I continued. “Learning and power won’t ever betray you. So… first up…” My Eye glowed a brilliant amber inside the windowless room. “So we start at the root Chakra here.” 
I concentrated, using Split Thoughts to process the visualisations and Aether Manipulation, and a faint glowing red ball appeared visible to everyone around her panties. “Then we move up to the sacral…” An orange glow lit up. I went through the seven Chakras that were in classical literature, and also added the lunar Chakra, hovering at her back. “So these are the eight Chakras in the Fae-inspired network we have. Hyacinth, if you would…” She stood next to Hisano-san, giggling softly, and I displayed the similar glowing balls of colour.
“All I see is great smears of energy.” Kana complained, squinting. “I see the abnormality of it, but not the fine detail.”
“Well, keep working on in. If you can stand beside Hisano-san on the other side…” I asked and as she did so, I sketched out her Chakras too with colourful orbs.
“The Chakras, they are identical.” Shaeula observed, “But that is not-not all.”
“Indeed.” Daiyu agreed, and I glanced over at her, only to realise she was in her underwear as well. Ugh, of course she is. Well, there’s no point worrying about that. This is serious Cultivation research. “There is more to a spiritual body than merely the Chakras.”
“Right.” Glittering strands and beads of light formed, my Split Thoughts using aether to create pretty strings that mirrored the capillaries and main trunk of their networks. Kana’s and Hisano-san’s were largely identical, but Kana’s had changed ever since she took in the Divine Favour. That’s interesting. I’d noticed some of this before, but looking at it more in-depth… Hyacinth’s was probably ninety-percent the same as the others, but there were deviations, probably due to her Fae nature.
“See, Kana has the Divine Favour around her lower body, the sacral Chakra, but if you look carefully, it’s reshaped her capillaries around the root, heart and crown Chakras, seeming to be linked to them. We’re using a rather generic system to empower people, and it works, but I think the next step is building a more tailored, individual one via Chirurgery, but to do that without risk, we need a lot more research.”
“Hmm.” Daiyu was extending her Qi, sensing their energies. “I am not skilled enough to distinguish such differences. I can feel their own unique Qi signatures, that is all.” She seemed frustrated by that.
“Don’t be sad.” Eri soothed, and Shaeula translated for her. “Akio has a lot of abilities that help him. But if you stay with him, you’ll grow too. We all have.”
“That’s right.” Kana agreed happily. “After all, I’m a Chosen now too!”
“Well, there’s still so much to look at. In addition to the main Chakras, there are a lot of minor Chakras that are circulating energy.” More lights bloomed, and additional channels were sketched out in luminous strands.
“The meridians and acupoints.” Daiyu agreed, thinking. “I recognise the layout, I am intimately familiar with such. Can you… map the flows?”
“All right. Just aether for now?” I asked, and she agreed.
“Indeed, this aether, which I call Qi.”
“This is hard work. At least it’s giving my Split Thoughts a workout. You should always take the opportunity to train when you can.” I intoned piously, only for Shiro to laugh and call me an old man. Shimmering energies, which I painted a vivid neon pink, so as not to clash with the other colours, started to circulate through the three of them.
“The main trunk and a number of secondary branches are in use, but… so many meridians and lesser Chakras are simply lying fallow.” Daiyu pursed her lips. “I believe…” she stepped next to Kana. “I should be next.” Her dark eyes were glittering, curiosity writ on her features plain enough for everyone to see. “This is fascinating. To be able to illuminate the body like this…”
“All right…” Daiyu’s body had a set of seven major Chakra as expected, but the root and sacral were somewhat distorted, as were the heart and third eye Chakras, the capillaries and meridians around them twisted. As the pink glow spread, we could see that while the flows through the main Chakras were similar, there was a cluster of energy forming at a vortex between the root and sacral Chakras.
“You see that?” I asked Shaeula, who nodded. Kana was trying to see as well, squinting so hard silvery tears were springing from her eyes.
“Are you refining Qi now?” I asked Daiyu, and she nodded.
“Yes, I am converting my internal Qi and drawing in the Qi around us. The Spirit Realm here is replete with Qi, it is far easier to gather.”
“Yeah, I thought so. You’re turning ether to aether, like we do, but then there’s a further step, taking place here.” I changed the colour of the flow displayed from that whirlpool into a brilliant gold. Everyone looked on in interest as the golden light spread around her body, filling the network of acupoints, meridians and smaller Chakras around the body. There was still pink spreading through her body as well, which was also interesting.
“Looks like your conversion efficiency is probably only around seventy percent.” I noted. “And it seems that your body relies less on the primary seven Chakras, through they are all still in use to some extent. But the rest of your network shows far higher activity than Kana’s or Hisano-san’s.”
“I see. My Qi Refining technique has such flaws. I think…” She stared at me pensively. “…with your aid, I can improve it, perhaps push it to heights of old.”
“Yeah, I’m definitely down for that. I think, next… Shaeula.”
“Of course. I was getting rather impatient indeed-indeed.” she chortled, taking her place beside Hyacinth. Her casual disregard for her bare chest was relaxing everyone, and even Hisano-san had become used to being in her underwear, perhaps helped by the fact the numerous bright lights and lines all over her body were obscuring the details anyway.
“So, Shaeula’s… it looks… hmm… damn, this is hard…” I was trying to run a lot of instances of visualisation and Aether Manipulation, and even with my Intellect and Alacrity it was proving challenging keeping it all together. But, I can overcome this! It’s like a computer, calculating and storing data. That’s what Statistics excel at… It was almost like I was overclocking my brain, Body Enhancement layered on top, and then it was as if my thoughts expanded, more threads becoming available to me, easing the burden.
Your Skill, Split Thoughts has increased from Rank 3 to Rank 4. You can further process additional information threads, and the performance of each thread further increases. Your memory and visualisation skills have increased dramatically, and your Alacrity has increased significantly. You can further control Aether, Elemental energies and Adherence.

With a relieved sigh, I started painting Shaeula’s body with light. I noticed sympathetic eyes on me, but I waved to show I was fine, mopping silver sweat from my brow. “Yeah, I’m good. Just had a bit of a breakthrough, so it’s all good. Okay… Shaeula, your Chakra network has changed from what I remember before you became a Kamaitachi as well. You see…” Using black light now, I sketched in the areas where her capillaries had rerouted, as well as the strange, small sub-Chakras that had appeared, orbiting around her seven primary Chakras. It looked like there was one by her lunar Chakra too, but it was non-functional and disconnected. I wonder if they are the Night in her Night Moons Network…
“…if we had a Yōkai to compare with, it’d be helpful.” I mused. There were some in my Territory, but right now with all the girls in a state of undress I didn’t want visitors. “That’s for later. Okay. Shaeula, can you create an overlay of yours and Hyacinth’s?”
She nodded, eyes narrowing, and suddenly the image was created. With black compared against pink, it was easy to see the differences. “I see-see. I am half Fae, half-half Yōkai, while Hyacinth is a Grey Fae. Of course there are many-many differences. But…”
“Understanding the principle is important. All right, next, Shirohebi, if you would?”
“Of courssse.” they hissed, back in their snake form. They slithered into view, and soon their abnormal network was in view, their Divine Star Chakra Network made up of the usual seven major Chakras, as well as the Divine Spark, which dwelt within and overshadowed their root Chakra.
“All right, there are a lot of areas of similarity, but even more contrasts so…”
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“Good job everyone!” We were all clothed again, and within my mind were locked images of all the data we had gathered. “I really think that is vitally important. I feel like we’re on the cusp of something special.” I turned to Kana and Hisano-san. “Thanks, you two. I get it was embarrassing, but you’ve really helped us with baseline data. If you don’t have plans for the day, why not go out and have some fun? My treat.”
They exchanged glances, and Kana shrugged. “I’d normally take you up on that, but… I really want to keep training.” she smiled. “Seeing everyone working so hard, it really motivates me, you know?” She rubbed at her tired, bloodshot eyes. “Besides, I couldn’t do it again. It’s frustrating.”
“I’m here now.” Hisano-san agreed quietly. “I’ll train as well.”
“Fine. But I’m putting a bonus in your pay-packet for the month.” I grinned. “All right, Shaeula, Hyacinth, you have to go to the Spring, right?”
“Indeed. It is a shame, but we must-must continue building support for our reconstruction. It is going rather well. Soon-soon… well, there will be time for this later, will there not-not?” She paused, a bit embarrassed by something.
“Arisu should be here soon. She’s always punctual.” Shiro interjected. “I’ll go give her the grand tour, and buff up the Trees, Asha and the others while I’m at it.”
Once everyone had discussed their plans, that left Eri, Daiyu and me. Eri was frowning, concentrating, and when I asked her what was up, she looked at me, her dark eyes serious. “I’m going to fix myself! I will!” she insisted. “I hate this, not being able to move properly back in the Material. Not being able to hold you!” Tears glimmered in her eyes. “I know I’ll get better, but I want it even a day sooner! Now Shiro’s in your life, I don’t want you forgetting about…” I pulled her into a hug, rubbing her back and hair, her cat ears too, as I softly comforted her.
“Hush now. It’ll be fine. I know it must have been upsetting, seeing a visual representation of your network…” It was largely intact, though there were similarities to Shaeula’s mixed in, and the capillaries and meridians were constantly in flux, as though they were taut guitar strings, moving and vibrating, which was distorting her Chakras in turn. “…but you can stabilise it, I know you can. As for Shiro replacing you…” I lifted her chin, looking deep into her eyes. “Bullshit. I know you don’t mean it, you’re just feeling down and jealous, and I’m sorry. But Shiro’s Shiro, and you’re Eri. I need you both in my life, and you’re both my precious friends and girlfriends. Nobody will ever kick you out of my heart, Eri!”
“I’m sorry.” she groaned, before repeating it in a quiet voice. “Sorry. I want to be strong, stand by your side, but ever since Kyoto, I’ve been useless…”
“Useless? Hardly. You’re an anchor, Eri. With you here, I can’t let myself be weak. After all, what guy wants to look pathetic in front of his childhood friend? Besides, I hear from Shiro you tried to help Nie Ling come to a decision. That’s not something I can do right now, I get so angry just thinking about the dead…”
“I just don’t want you to end up wounded over her. And if she lets her cowardice rule her, she’ll end up regretting her decision one day. I know that so well.” Eri sighed. “Akio, you’ll wait for me, right? If it takes a month, a year… a decade… to recover?”
I softly kissed her, trying to ignore Daiyu watching with a faint smile. “It won’t take years. I promise. But if it did… you know I’ll always want you beside me.”
“Fine then.” Eri calmed down, wiping at her eyes unsteadily. “I guess… even though I’m only able to move clumsily here, I can still hold you a little.” She clung to me, arms quivering and trembling.
“You can.” I kissed her again. “Any time you get worried, just talk to me. Or any of the others. Shiro likes you, even if she sees you as a bit of a rival, and you know what Shaeula and Hyacinth think. Even talking to Hinata, Motoko or Natsumi might help…”
“Sometimes it’s all very overwhelming.” Eri shook her head a little. “Sorry. I just had… a moment. Aiko would laugh at me and call me an idiot for doubting you, doubting myself.”
“I think it’s natural. But who knows, the research we are doing here might help in the longer run.” I laid Eri down, and she sat watching us, a solemn expression on her face. “Sorry about the wait, Daiyu’er.” I switched to Chinese again.
“It is not a problem. Seeing you soothe her worry, it makes me think…” Her face reddened just a touch. “…of Companionship. Now, I did not understand much of what was said, but I do know this. Can you translate?” she asked me, and she addressed Eri.
“Cultivation has many pitfalls and trials. A mistake can easily cripple the body, mind or spirit. That breaks most people. I do not know how you suffered such an abnormal wound, but… those that brave their sorrows, their Tribulations, and come out the other side, they rise stronger, unafraid of even Fate or the Heavens. Those are the strong. That is the sort of Cultivator, the sort of woman, I wish to be. Do you wish the same?”
Eri’s eyes widened at the words, before she burst out laughing.
“I see. I must look pitiful if she’s consoling me.” She wiped away tears of equal parts frustration and amusement. “Tell her I was just a bit rattled, but I’m no longer a coward. I won’t run from this. Or you. Or… her.” Eri met her eyes. “Damn, I wish I spoke Chinese right now. Having you translate for me isn’t right, but… I accept you, Daiyu. As a rival. And hopefully as a friend. For we’ll be seeing a lot of each other from now on, won’t we?”
After her surprise at those words, Daiyu bowed, different to our Japanese style, but the intent was conveyed. “Of course. I never imagined my Dao Companion would not be for me alone, but… when a Cultivator knows, she knows. And today has only proved that we are kindred spirits, souls of the same type. This… research… is very much the pinnacle of Cultivation, securing knowledge and turning it to power, power no one else can fathom.”
“Well, you two carry on. I’m content to watch, and I’ll do my exercises.” Eri suggested gently, and with that, Daiyu and I faced each other, my Eye blazing.
“While you work, I’m going to be refining something myself.” I explained, and a surge of orange energies were drawn from my Silos, pulled into me. “But I can do several things at once, so…”
She nodded. “Very well. I shall demonstrate the basic tenets of Qi Refining. The Technique I use is the one handed down by most major Sects. Qi Refining is not like the Foundation Realm, the end result is always the same, the methods merely differ a little in efficiency.”
She pulled in ether, and her Silver Cord was visible to me. The ether broke down to aether, as I expected, and passed through the root Chakra, only to be drawn to the area between her Chakras, where the aether changed, being refined, almost flavoured. The energy was then dispersed throughout the body as we had seen before.
“The purified, refined Qi responds to our will with greater swiftness, precision and clarity.” Daiyu spoke. “It also suffuses the body, making the next steps, of the Foundation, easier. We must hone our body, forging the connections that draw upon the Qi.” She sighed. “The spiritual body is shaped with will and Qi, but unrefined Qi, that which you call aether, while more flexible, is not suited for the rigours and discipline of Cultivation. Anyone can follow a series of mental exercises, drawing in the energy of Heaven and Earth…” 
She paused, considering for a moment. “No, an ordinary person would only see the basest energy of Heaven. Ordinary eyes cannot see the peak of Mount Tai, after all. But it would take many years to train the body to even a rudimentary level.”
“I see. Yeah, those are the sort of exercises that Shaeula set Eri and Aiko on back when she first told them about all this.” Hearing her name mentioned, Eri opened her eyes briefly, before shrugging and going back to her exercises. “But they hadn’t achieved much in just a few weeks. Really, it took Chirurgery to make any solid progress.”
“When one can refine Qi, and follow Techniques honed by millennia of study, the spiritual body can be rebuilt from the ground up, hence Foundation. Though the greatest Techniques will also create the ability to use elemental Qi or yin and yang Qi. Such as my Invincible Jade Yang Technique. Though the lack of yang energy is hard for a female to overcome, without sourcing it… from a male…” Her voice became smaller towards the end there, her face red.
“I see. So, in a way, our current Chirurgery has reached Foundation level?” I asked, and she nodded, not meeting my eyes, instead looking at the massive orange halo of energies around me as I compressed and forced it through my sacral Chakra, the waters within feeding on it, changing it. Most was absorbed, wasted, but with my efforts, more and more High Moonlight Spirit Water was stored within me.
“Yes, you could express it that way, from what I observed with your play of lights. Though compared to our Techniques, it is lacking. Not in ability to draw in this aether, but in other areas. I suspect that afterwards, there is discomfort and irritation?”
“Yeah, it takes time and gathering of a lot of aether to flush out the debris left over. After all, Chirurgery is rather invasive.”
“An impure spiritual body is a weak Foundation. Yin and yang energy is used to expel impurities, leaving the body as pure as possible. One must train both the physical and spiritual if the Accumulation is to proceed and lead to pure, powerful results.” She sighed then. “Of course, it is difficult to expel the deepest impurities with our current, lacking Techniques. A further pass will occur during Perfection of Self, the Realm above. But just know, the more impurities removed and the stronger Qi, yin and yang energies, the stronger the Foundation.”
That… oddly makes a lot of sense. Healthy mind, healthy body. “Well, when I gained my Spirit Water, I was covered in black goo, it was disgusting. My Eye said they were impurities. My bed was a total write-off.” Shaeula had much less of an issue, perhaps because her Material body hadn’t built up many impurities, being so new? Eri also leaked a little when we shared some Spirit Water though the Fae way of love, though the effect was minor, perhaps because my reserves had dwindled, or it was only second-hand? 
“How envious.” Daiyu smiled. “To have shed so much filth is to prepare well for Accumulation. Though I must wonder just why your body and spirit were so dirty?” She raised one eyebrow a little, and I realised she was teasing me.
“If you push me, you might find out.” I joked, and she bowed her head.
“I am not a fool. Last night, you joined with Shiro, the silver-haired woman. I do not complain, for I am aware that I shall not have your sole attention and affection as a Dao Companion, but… I do not wish to fall behind.”
“There’s no need to be hasty.” I reassured her. “When the time is right… for now, you need to find disciples for your Sect, that should be your priority. I think… and stop me if I’m out of line here, that combining our abilities, my Chirurgery, and your Qi Refining, should enable you to quickly put together some suitable candidates.”
“It would shorten the otherwise lengthy process. Most never make it past Qi Refining, though as the flow of Earthly and Heavenly Qi continues to increase, more disciples will break their limits, buoyed by the greater densities, making their talents, or lack thereof, less an issue.” She clicked her tongue. “Even amongst a thousand shards of glass, a gemstone still shines brilliantly. But first… can you even refine Qi?”
“Good question. Well, let me give it a try…” I focussed my vision on the processes happening within her network, and tried to replicate it…
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“That is surprisingly… muda. Useless.” Daiyu smiled bitterly. Eri chuckled, since Daiyu had spoken the Japanese word, one she had learned, and from the expression on my face she must have known I had failed. “Your spiritual body does not have the proto-Dantian, it seems.”
“Well, I mean, I can do it through Aether Manipulation.” I created Qi to match hers, though the efficiency was trash, at around thirty percent. “Hey, even your conversion rate isn’t perfect. There’s a lot of aether swirling about your body, as we showed earlier.”
“So petty.” Her lips quirked in a smile. She turned to Eri, and managed some halting Japanese. “Is Akio… always… childish?”
Eri giggled happily, good mood restored after her earlier gloom. “I think it’s cute. He wants to look good in front of you, I think?”
Daiyu cocked her head, and I translated, tempted though I was to ignore it. Eri’s not wrong. But it’s not for why she thinks, honestly! I just want her to think I’m reliable, after all, she’s put her trust in me. “Sorry, I shouldn’t be disappointed. If I could master your arts in an instant, then that’d just be an insult to all your effort.”
“Effort without results is meaningless. Praiseworthy, but meaningless. If you find a better way to refine Qi, I shall adopt it in a heartbeat. Pride is nothing before success. Now, this requires further thought. Your methods and mine do not mesh well, it seems.”
“Yeah. Onto the next lesson. You wanted me to help your Foundation, right? Well, I’m ready.”
Her face immediately flamed scarlet, and she took a step backwards despite herself, before swallowing nervously. She shuddered, as if shaking away her doubts, and then looked me in the eyes, face still pink. “Very well then. After last night I expected this moment to come soon. I am prepared, my heart is calm and without doubts.” She reached out a hand for mine, and I froze.
Wait, I think she’s misunderstanding something here… I turned to Eri looking for reassurance, but despite not understanding the Chinese, she obviously read the situation, as she unhelpfully laughed and gave me a thumbs-up. Okay… not what I expected either…
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“Ithink we have a misunderstanding.” I voiced my thoughts. To calm her down I materialised a large droplet of Spirit Water, and her eyes were immediately drawn to it, her hand freezing. “There’s no need for haste. I wanted to discuss Spiritually Pure Physique.” I moved my hand a little and her head tilted, following it with her eyes. 
“I… I see.” She coughed, her face showing a faint expression of shame and regret. “I was too hasty. A Cultivator must always keep a cool head, not let emotion rule her, lest it affect her Dao. I was foolish.” She looked me in the eyes then. “However, my words from before are true. I do have no doubts. You shall be my Dao Companion, and it is only natural to do such things, to Cultivate together. I have seen from the others that it is not such a frightening thing.”
“No, but it’s still an important thing.” I agreed, reaching out with my other hand to pat her head comfortingly. “You’re away from home, you’ve lost your family, deciding in haste isn’t wise. Besides…” I smiled slyly. “I never give up a girl when she’s in my hands.” My gaze strayed to the concentrating Eri, and Daiyu softly giggled, an usual sound from her.
“I can see that. To think that my chosen Dao Companion would be so inconstant, and not even a Cultivator at that.” Her slight impish smile took the sting from that insult. “I do not change my mind when I have decided on something, for that will weaken my will and harm my Dao. Well, I have not yet discovered the true path of my Dao, but I know whatever it is, it will brook no cowardice, no backwards steps. So please do not insult my resolve. When I decide, I dedicate my all to it, no matter the obstacle. That is the way of Cultivation!” Her voice was raised at the end, her plea impassioned.
“Yes, and I’d never make light of that.” I promised. “But just as you are one who can make and stick to a decision quickly, I’m a bit of a worrier, a thinker. I don’t come to conclusions easily. But I do owe you, and I’m flattered you’d consider me.” I stroked her hair, my other hand still holding the glittering droplet. “You know, I feel a bit like the sort of bad adult my mom warned me and my sis about when we were kids, only I’m tempting you with Spirit Water rather than candy.”
“There are no doubt many Cultivators who would sell themselves for such a treasure.” Daiyu surprised me. “And I would not blame them for that, if their pride and their Dao can withstand such a trade, well, power is all. I… I refuse to sell. I believe I offer fair value. More, I am alone in the world now, as you said. It is the perfect time to seek a Companion to soothe my heart, share joys and triumphs, sorrows and setbacks together.” She eyed me, and my expression must have been strange, as she sighed softly.
“Do you think I am a fool, a young girl unversed in the ways of the world? There is some truth to that, I know little outside of Cultivation. But I have been trained since I could barely walk, and have long been lauded as a prodigy, jealousy, spite and envy directed towards me in a constant stream. The mouse will always look at the tiger and wish it could bite, after all. I am not weak. Nor am I foolish. Look at yourself objectively. You are not unappealing, your looks are more than satisfactory. You have great strength and knowledge, influence too. And you have a lust for knowledge and power.”
I blinked at that. I wouldn’t say I lust for power. I just know we need to get as much as we can, if we want to stay safe, live a happy life. Before I could say so, she continued. “You have been blessed by the Heavens, as I was, so we share such a burden and can understand each other. I have seen your resolve, and your bravery, as well as your emotions. And I am satisfied with what I see. If you respect me, my resolve, then say no more.” She turned to Eri then, who was watching us as she concentrated on her malformed network. “Eri… do you… sorrow… no, regret … your love?” she asked in her clumsy Japanese.
“Of course not. Never.” Eri shook her head. “I love Shaeula, I love Hyacinth. The others… well, it is hard to hate those who love who you do. And they make sure to give me my due.” Her words were a bit complicated, so with a sigh I translated for Daiyu.
“I worry about Shiro. Really, I had thought I was over being so clingy.” Eri mused sorrowfully. “I guess seeing Shiro so radiant, while I’m stuck in this broken body… I got scared, it was like a darkness inside me. But Akio, he was there, to promise he'd never forsake me, and I knew it was true, and the darkness was washed away. I’ve always loved Akio, and I could never leave him. Sharing… it has its downsides, of course I’m sure we all secretly want him to ourselves. Maybe except Motoko and Natsumi, but those two love each other as much as they do Akio. But we can’t have that. So we accept it. And there’s still more happiness to be found than I could ever have imagined.” She paused. “Although, maybe you could imagine it. After all, haven’t you been some sort of magical girl even long before all this happened?”
“Magical girl? I am a Cultivator.” Daiyu insisted after I translated. “But I agree. I am not making this decision blind to the others my Dao Companion cherishes. I promise to cherish you all too, if you will support and guide me, as a senior.” She bowed in her odd Cultivator fashion again.
“Good. You have the right sort of personality, and you’re cute too.” Eri sighed. “As I said earlier. I support you. I guess I feel sorry for you, just like Hyacinth. I never used to care about anyone but Aiko and Akio. I’ve changed.”
“For the better, I think.” I agreed, and Eri laughed.
“I hope so. Now, the romantic comedy is distracting me, can you get on with what you were doing?”
“Sorry.” I laughed, my doubts vanishing. I had resolved to accept Daiyu previously, but had put off understanding what that meant, shoving it to the back of my mind, in the that’s for the future box, but she had made her opinion so plain that I had to face it head on. “I am resolved for the life I’ve chosen, and to take responsibility for you. But hearing your opinion on me, why me, despite our brief acquaintance… I get it. You’re not doing this lightly. And if I was to evaluate you… you’re strong-willed, driven, tenacious, full of esoteric knowledge we need, a Chosen… but you’re also cute.”
She faintly tinged red at that. Seeing that, I pressed on, the droplets of water growing bigger on my fingers, shining with orange and indigo energies, hints of silver sparkling within. “I’m done with arranged marriages. That’s why I’m not interested in any of those Elves. I actually really like Moira, because she’s all business, unlike those other two flirts. But I’m past the point where I can lie to myself. Hearing the reasons you like me, your strength and resolve, it makes you all the cuter. And when I look at you, I think I want to make you happy. And…” I lowered my voice, embarrassed, which was foolish after all I’d done and shared with my fiancées now. “…I wonder what it’d be like to hold you, touch you, kiss you.”
“I am glad.” Daiyu said. “I had thought perhaps I was not enough of a woman for you to like. I have been called Black Jade the Ever-Beautiful for many years, and though the name annoyed me, I was secretly proud of it. After all, what girl hates being praised for her beauty? Though I prefer praise on my skills, my character. Praise you give me. You see what matters within me. I know I can be satisfied, and grow stronger, together.”
“It’s settled. Well, it was settled before, but… Daiyu. I wasn’t fair enough, bold enough. I’d be happy… no, honoured to be your Dao Companion.” I promised, kneeling before her. “Just to reaffirm, you want to be with me?”
“I do.” she agreed. “I find it sudden myself, but… it feels like the providence of the Heavens, Fate. I should never have survived the ocean, and I would not have, other than the blessing of Chang’e which I had scorned in my foolish pride. Then I was given into your care by your government, and I found… it a most comfortable, enticing prison. It was almost like being back at my Sect… do not get me wrong, you are nothing like Cultivators, the strict hierarchy, the discipline, it is non-existent. But your striving for power and knowledge… it made me think perhaps this is a better way. The Incorruptible Jade will be born anew, and while I shall be strict, I shall extend kindness, aid to my disciples.”
“Tell her she has to meet with us all later, we’ll tell her the rules she has to follow, that we all agreed on.” Eri spoke up, having guessed from my kneeling and her expression that I had fully accepted her. Once I had translated that, she agreed.
“I am happy.” Her face was red. “I feel affirmed as a girl and a Cultivator. Now…” She eyed the Spirit Water hungrily, before giving me a coy smile, one far more animated than her usual expressions. “…you should praise me for resisting such a treasure that most Cultivators would sell themselves or kill for.”
Pulling her into a hug with my free arm, she snuggled into me happily, and I gathered more and more of the water I had created, until her eyes were wide with shock. “So much! How did you find such a treasure?”
“Find? I suppose that is true. At first, it came from a site deep in the lands of the Fae…” As I regaled her with the story of how we defeated Duke Myrcolaxriath and then cleansed the Spring, she listened in rapt fascination, eyes bright. When I concluded with how Shaeula and I had absorbed the concentrated Spirit Water and could now produce it ourselves, albeit at a trickle, she shuddered in my grip.
“Such… insanity.” She stared deep into my eyes, expression solemn. “I am not convinced even my pride would withstand the urge to make you mine, the Spirit Water mine, were you to have told me this in different circumstances. I would have been glad of my beauty, were it able to entice you…”
“Well, fortunately you don’t need to.” I chuckled, and she sighed.
“I am grateful you seek me as I seek you. And I am relieved. My heart was calm. Though now, it is boiling again. That Water…” she looked at Eri, and asked in halting Japanese if she didn’t mind Daiyu taking it.
“I’m not interested in water element yet. I can’t do anything until my network is stable again. So go ahead. It matters a lot to you, right? As your senior, I’ll be caring and supportive, so long as you don’t step out of line.”
“You heard her.” I laughed, as Daiyu looked meek at her implied threat. “Though I doubt you’ll manage to master water element with just this much.”
“I shall give it my all.” She paused, a sudden realisation showing on her face. “We should keep this secret. I have no wish to have every female Cultivator, and indeed many of the males, throwing themselves at you or trying to capture you for this Heaven-sent talent. Shaeula as well. You would hate it if men started trying to woo her, no?” She smiled teasingly, which was damn cute.
“Well, Shaeula would just brush them off, or chastise them if they got out of line. But I’d like to spare her from such annoyances.” I agreed. “So this will be a secret between us all. So… I’m curious as to how you internalise the Spirit Water with your Techniques. We would pull it to our sacral Chakra.” My Eye glowed brilliantly. “It might help us improve if I observe.”
“Feel free. I shall have no secrets from my Dao Companion.” she agreed earnestly. “As I would hope you have none from me. Telling me you can create it, rather than it is a treasure you found, shows you trust me, which makes my heart beat fast. The Patriarch, my father, he warned me of this, of these feelings. That I must keep a cool head, not let them sway me…”
“That’s true. But… you should also revel in them too. Love is a precious thing. I always ran from it like a coward, until good women, Eri and Shaeula, they taught me I could embrace it.”
“Embrace it I shall too.” Daiyu grinned, opening her mouth wide, looking like a baby bird, and I tilted my hand, the Spirit Water pouring into her mouth. Her throat worked, small gulps, and with my Eye I could see the energy spreading through her body.
Okay, that’s different. Immediately I could see similarities to how our Chakra networks functioned, but also some strange differences. Instead of pulling it all to her sacral Chakra, most of it was being drawn towards the strange whirlpool of energies that was her unformed Dantian. The rest did go to the sacral Chakra, and like normal it was absorbed within. 
She was pulling on the ether around us, rapidly converting and then refining it to Qi, and I watched in surprise as a similar process began to befall the Spirit Water, as it too underwent changes, remaining the same yet subtly different. Some indigo energy was extracted as well, the Moonlight within the water being refined out and added to the swirling whirlpool. Wait, I see faint strands of red in there as well…
“So powerful. It contains a mighty yang energy as well, enriching me, strengthening my Foundation.” She was enraptured, looking at me with a flushed face. “Though soon, I will not have to worry about a lack of yang energy, will I?”
“I guess not.” In my arms her body was beginning to sweat small droplets of silver and black slime. My Eye gave me almost the same message as before, though this time it was saying that they were spiritual.
Expelled impurities – These remnants have been purged from a spiritual body, cleaning the meridians, pathways and Dantian, as well as acupoints and Chakras. All living beings naturally accumulate impurities as the world itself and the act of living is inherently impure, and these impurities naturally inhibit the accumulation of Heavenly Qi, and lower the quality of Earthly Qi one can absorb and hold within the body.

“Such rapid cleaning.” Daiyu giggled happily. “My Foundation is surely solidifying.”
“I suspect that you’ll need to wash yourself off back in the Material.” I warned, remembering. “This should be affecting your Material body as well.”
“I welcome that.” Daiyu smiled at me, dark eyes glittering. “I can feel the powerful Spirit Water being refined, becoming mine. Perhaps…” She fell into silence, thinking, and I continued to observe her body. I’ve long thought elemental energies were related to ether, after all, aether can be channelled into elemental power, though the quality and efficiency is bad. But it seems like she’s treating them similarly, whereas when I first learned with Shaeula, doing that damaged my network… hmm, there’s a secret here, I’m sure…
As Daiyu continued refining both aether and Spirit Water, I tried to peer deep into her with my Eye. She looked at me, shivering a little, her Cultivator senses alerting her to my scrutiny. “That is a little uncomfortable.” she mused. “What do you see?”
Unformed Lower Dantian Rank ??? – This energetic spiritual centre is instrumental in ????????? and is the locus for Refining numerous energies into Qi, a variant ?????????? accepted by Multiversal standards as a style of ???????? and ????????????. Refined Qi is gathered and ????????? and the Spiritual and Material bodies are strengthened and ??????????? by ??????????? as the resulting Qi is dispersed throughout the body, as fuel for Cultivation Techniques and ????????????. Heavenly and other powerful energies will overload such a fragile Dantian, and potentially cause ??????????????.

Been a while since I got such a mess of question marks. There’s some interesting things that can be inferred from what I did get, though. “Not enough. The vortex of energies around where I guess your Dantian is, or will be, it’s very jumbled and messy. I can’t quite grasp the process. But it reminds me of something else…”
As she silently questioned me with her gaze. I spoke my thoughts. “The way your Refining takes place in one spot, and it seems to use aether and multiple elements, it’s reminiscent of the lunar Chakra.” It’s not the same, certainly, but… “Unlike the other Chakras, it can hold multiple elements, perhaps all of them. I think it’s worth exploring. Damn, if only my Eye was a higher Rank right now. Well, I wanted to experiment, so I’ll ask Shiro to bust out Anesidora’s blessings and we’ll try again…”
“More? you have more?” Daiyu asked me greedily, and I laughed.
“Just a little. The amount of water element I converted wasn’t all we had. Though I admit, the Silos took a hit…”
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“Hey Aki!” Shiro waved to us as we ascended the steps up to the terrace on Asha’s Tree. Arisu-san, Bunta-san and Suzu-san were all here, and Suzu-san was talking to Asha, making animated gestures. Shiro’s gaze fell on Daiyu, and she paused. “Oh, so, something happened, didn’t it? My instincts are keen now!”
“We’ve talked a bit.” I admitted. “And we understand each other better now.”
“What’s to understand, Aki? Shit, you’re a wild beast… uh, no, Arisu, I didn’t mean it like that, Aki’s totally trustworthy! I knew about little Daiyu here beforehand…” Seeing Shiro starting to sweat as Arisu looked at us judgementally was a little amusing, but I detected anger in Arisu-san’s eyes.
“Daiyu here is one of those under my protection. She was at Kyoto too, you might have met each other briefly.” I explained.
“I see. Well, foolish little White has made her choice it seems, now you must follow through on your promises, else my wrath will be swift and terrible.” Arisu-san intoned coldly. I resisted the urge to gulp and look away, meeting her gaze steadily.
“I’ll make Shiro happy. I’d stake my life on it. But she’s not the only one I have to make happy. I have varying degrees of responsibility to all those under my care. That goes for you as well, Arisu-san. Just say the word, and I’ll start the investigation.”
Shiro and Daiyu were exchanging words in Chinese, Tan obviously translating, having woken up. I really hope she was asleep last night like she promised. Anything else would be far too embarrassing. “I see.” Shiro laughed, before addressing Arisu-san again. “Look, she’s a good girl, and had a bad time. Aki’s never going to ignore a cute girl in trouble. Though that doesn’t mean he’s going to jump on them indiscriminately! There’s good reasons for Daiyu here to be in! Mainly because she really likes him, and why not? I’m into Aki myself, though it embarrasses me to no end saying it!”
“Who knew the boss could be so cute?” Suzu-san grinned. “Oh hey, this tree-girl is gorgeous! I almost want her in my group, but she’s a bit too old…”
“Uh, we’re here to sort things out, right?” Bunta-san ventured cautiously, his eyes darting around the place without stopping.
“We are. Not to belabour points we have already covered.” Arisu-san bit down on a long sigh. “I will say it for the last time. I hate liars, cheats and the unfaithful more than anything. If you betray White, or me, I will make you regret it.”
“I think you could. From what I’ve seen and heard of you using your gift, you’re pretty much a genius.” I praised her genuinely. “Even coming up with these tokens, I bet it was an original invention of yours?”
“Indeed.” she agreed. “When I was granted this ability, at first I did not believe, but then I was distrustful of everything and everyone. Who would believe such a thing could happen? But I was wrong. Though I never trust my power. It was given, and what was given can be taken away. Like trust. Love.” She eyed me pointedly. “I simply use it for now.”
“No, when my love is given, it’s never taken back.” I promised. “So, do you mind showing me a bit of your ability, so I can analyse it? In exchange I can share my insights. We’ll be working together for a long time, after all.”
“I want to ask this as well. Aki’s a genius at putting stuff together and making it badass. Well, he’d have to be, as all you got was an info cheat, right?” Shiro winked at me.
“Well, that and a brief tutorial. But I’d say I’ve more a growth cheat, overall. Start slow and shitty, but pick up speed for the long run.”
“Hey, why don’t you fetch one of my dancers, Arisu-chan?” Suzu-san spoke up happily. “I’d like to show the bosses…” She grinned, expanding her form of address to me as well as Shiro now. “…how they work. Oh, I’m super excited!” She giggled, face flushed, drinking some of the mead that we had been brewing. Does she know that contains alcohol?
“Very well. I shall open a door to my Room.” Arisu-san sighed, and as my Eye glowed, and everyone else watched keenly, a vivid violet slash opened up in space, revolving into a doorway. “Originally, my gift… it was to open doors and traverse space. A useful power, certainly, but… what a waste of potential.” She shook her head, and I marvelled at how her ex-fiancé could have been dumb enough to throw her aside. “So I experimented, and I could soon shape the space within the doors Janus granted me…”
Janus, huh? Okay, we did that one in English class, surprisingly enough. I remember having to help out the teacher with it. The months and days in Western calendars are often named after Gods or important people. Janus is January, right? I don’t know much more than he’s Roman though, and has two faces looking away from each other…
“…and here, in what you call the Boundary, I can manipulate my Room at will, should I have the spiritual strength, the aether. And connect it via multiple Doors, to places I have been.” The Door opened, and we could see a dark room lit by several burning purple globes of light, the floor and walls plain tiles. She let out her aether, and suddenly it changed, tables and chairs appearing. Suzu-san clapped, despite likely having seen it many times before.
“Hurry on now, Suzanne-san.” Arisu-san insisted, exasperated, and Suzu-san winked, before staggering a little and exiting the other Door.
“While we wait… I discovered that I could create these…” She handed me a small, blackish-purple token, like a casino chip. “Space is folded carefully into it. They break down over time and with too much use, but when struck…” She flicked it with one elegant nail, and grimaced. “My gift can pick up on the waves radiating from it. Though having tested these matters, it falls off quickly. More than a hundred miles, I would find difficult…” She walked to the edge of the terrace and looked down at the Ring Gate. “I would not have heard Kyoto.”
Moments later, Suzu-san came back, followed by… a rather attractive-looking woman. On closer inspection though, I could see that the woman under the flashy robes wasn’t human, only looking like she was. Her eyes were glassy orbs, pretty but lifeless, and her pale skin covered by the flashy idol dress she wore was without blemish, obviously crafted. And when she moved, short, airy skirt fluttering, I could see the knees were jointed, like a doll. It’s like a life-sized Azuki…
“Cool, huh? Well, I was…” Suzu-san went back to the table and started drinking the mead again, licking her lips. “Mmm, this juice is yummy. Makes me feel warm! Anyway, I’d just arrived in Japan, ready to follow my dream, and then I’m visited by a God! I knew I was meant to be special, to shine, and… well, I’m disappointed it wasn’t Ame-no-Uzume or Benzaiten, but… well, Dionysus is a God of Song and Dance, right? All sorts of other things as well, including Puppetry. Go on, Umi, greet everyone!”
So she names them, huh? A little creepy…
“Hello there. I am Umi, a pleasure to meet you!” She held her skirt to the sides and dipped her legs, bowing.
“I’ve been collecting my dancers, I want to make the perfect idol troupe, bigger and better than even AKB0048!” Suzu-san exclaimed, giggling. “I’ve been trying to turn them into proper Japanese puppets, karakuri, but it’s hard, they have to look beautiful and elegant. But… it would be good if they could protect themselves, and I don’t want them broken, it’s so hard to make each one. That’s why I don’t want them to get hurt or damaged!”
“You still should have brought them! We needed all the strength we could gather in Kyoto.” Shiro chided her, and Suzu-san’s face fell.
“But boss, you know how long I labour over each one! They’re artworks, they’re alive! Besides…” She grinned at me, winking cutely. “The new boss had it in hand, right?”
Ugh, she’s hard to handle. My Eye flared, and what it displayed was enough to give me a headache.
Umi [Karakuri Puppet Automaton] – Umi is created from a number of materials, including wood, metal, flesh and Aether. She has rudimentary intelligence and decision-making skills, and can follow routines that have been drilled into her with repeated practice. Her hidden parts include blades in her arms and legs, and she can release spikes from her torso.

“I just wanted to ask… what flesh did you use to make her?” I questioned, and at her reply I was relieved.
“Oh, just fallen monsters that lurked around Akihabara. Most of them end up unusable, but now and again I find an arm or a leg I can use.” Yeah, there’s definitely something off about her. Well, now she’s my Vassal, I can start seeing what I can do for her. Leaving a young runaway to fend for herself is dangerous, especially one as… eccentric as her.
“Okay, thanks. I appreciate you showing me that. The more I know, the easier it’ll be to fit you in our plans. You can make other puppets that aren’t dancers, right?”
She pouted. “Well, sure I can, but that’s not my style.” She then cried out as Shiro whacked her gently on the back of the head.
“Don’t be rude to Aki, Suzu! Besides, you were the one who jumped into being his Vassal, so tow the line! Oh, and are you drunk?”
“Drunk? No, this is just juice! It’s fruity and sweet, I like it!” she giggled. “Now you’re bullying me, boss, and I don’t like it! I don’t drink, an underage idol drunk, it’d be a scandal, and someone might try to take advantage of me!”
“No, that has alcohol in it.” Shiro shot back, irritated. “And who the hell would take advantage of you? Aki’s the only guy here… well, other than Bunta, but who counts him?”
Not exactly true, even discounting poor Bunta-san, some weaselkin over there are trying to ignore us all. I don’t blame them. “All right.” I put my hand on her head, and ignoring her drunken cries of “See, he’s already making his move, boss!” I let my Ether Healing cleanse the booze in her system. I wonder if she’s so weak to it because of who she was Chosen by? Her stats should have made this much alcohol harmless enough.
“Anyway, I want to investigate your puppets for their potential. It could be really useful depending on what you can do. I bet Ixitt and his Mortal Engineers would have some ideas. Anyway…” I turned back to Arisu-san. “Sorry about that. So, your ability could be awesomely helpful and solve a few of our outstanding problems. Logistics is a real pain, too much of Tokyo and the surrounds are dangerous or otherwise occupied. Getting between places is going to be really valuable.”
“I am not some sort of courier.” Arisu-san frowned. “Nor am I at your beck and call.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply that. But for example, if I wanted to transfer ether to Shiro’s Territory, I currently can’t, but if you opened your Room, we could move it there easily enough…” Miyu to Rank Three strikes me as a good option, as well, considering her location in Azabu. I can tithe her solidly as well. Ugh, it pushes back the start of my Rank Four upgrade, but would make it quicker and smoother when it begins, so it’s probably worth it…
“Aki wouldn’t be stingy, would you?” Shiro implored me. “I’m sure that you’d help Arisu out, right?”
“I will. In fact, if you’re ever in danger, we’ll come rushing to your aid, and I’m prepared to help your Territory to Rank Three as well.” I’ll consider the few days’ worth of ether a prudent investment.
“What about me?” Bunta-san asked, having been observing me.
“Of course. You’re a Vassal too. I will need to tithe a lot of ether until my own Rank Four is done, but I can certainly push you to Rank Three which will strengthen your defences, even if you don’t expand much. I’d be curious to see what elements and other assets are near your Territories.”
“I can pay for safety.” he nodded. Okay, so… well, there’s not much gain in Ranking up Shuta-san’s Territory considering where it is. I can still increase the tithe for a while and upgrade his Spires though. So, if we push these other Territories the way we do Haru-san’s… well, it won’t be as lucrative considering the ether density in Kyoto, but… 
“We’ll hold a planning session with Haru-san and the others, crunch some numbers. That means you’ve got to keep buffing, Shiro!” There’s still the Territories of my sis, Kana, and Daiyu to lay down as well. With Arisu-san, we might be able to forego the use of Ring Gates and establish somewhere useful which has access to something we need…
“Don’t I know it!” Shiro laughed. “Anyway, so Arisu, happy? Aki’s a fair guy, he won’t cheat you.”
“I had one more question.” I asked Arisu-san. “You are extremely skilled at spatial element it seems, so I was wondering if I could get some advice?”
“Advice?” she asked. “From me?”
“Who better? I’ve no spatial element myself, but I’ve replicated a bit of the effects with aether occasionally, though it’s difficult and draining.” Shaeula and Kondou Kazuo both got hit by spears I moved through space via aether. The accuracy is lousy and it takes a lot of energy, but… “I have a partial Skill, called Void Motion, and I was wondering if you could help me get it to work?”
“I see.” Arisu-san glanced at Shiro, who was giving her a hopeful look, while translating for the equally curious Daiyu. “Very well, I can spare some advice, for… a companion.” I felt happy when she said that, and Shiro pumped her fist, elated. “Do not get carried away.” she continued. “I am prepared to trust you, since White here has vouched for you, and I have observed your Territory and it seems to be run fairly. The Dryad…” she nodded at Asha. “…has also spoken of your heroics. So, Void Motion… it sounds like a way to move through space.”
“Yeah, I fought against a Yōkai who could effectively teleport short distances. It was a pain to combat.”
“I can imagine. Well, my Doors and Room are far less problematic. Consider this…” She lectured me, her charisma plain, and I thought that I could see why she was such a popular actress back before all the scandals. “If you move carelessly through space, then you could easily end up trying to occupy the position of something else. Such would be… deleterious to your good health.” She sniffed. “Intense, rapid thinking and an excellent grasp on your position and the position of that which surrounds you would be required. A mistake would be costly.”
“I see. Well, I can see all around me easily enough…” I flared my Eye and expanded my vision. It ached my brain, but my increased Split Thoughts could handle it. “But I don’t have the spatial element to get a grasp on it. But since you seem able to use yours in creative ways…”
“Fine. In exchange… I ask that you do as you promised. I will put my faith in you. I wish for vindication.” Arisu-san finally admitted.
Shiro and Suzu-san clapped happily, and Umi did a spin, waving her arms a bit mechanically. Even Bunta-san looked a little less edgy for a moment. “I’d do that anyway, being as you’re now my friend.” I promised. “But if it makes you feel more comfortable having a give-and-take relationship for now, that’s fine too.”
“Well, here then…” She began to draw in deep purple energies around her, starting to form the Door, only to frown, the flow of energy changing, the Door shattering into purple sparks and fragments…
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“I did it!” I smiled triumphantly, only to stagger, blood pouring from my cut thigh. “Shit, well, almost.” Ether Healing quickly sealed the wound, and I looked down to see I had winged a table.
“Calculation is hard, even for us.” Arisu-san observed. “And this requires incredible precision.”
“I don’t think that’s the issue.” I mused. “I did the calculations correctly, my stats are easily high enough for that. It’s hard to perceive in three dimensions so precisely. Well, perhaps hard isn’t the right word. Let me try again…” I used my Eye to gain a grasp on my surroundings, and as my Split Thoughts worked, I could feel one of my bonds, one with Shaeula, start to quiver, and for a moment my mind was filled with fuzz, before suddenly everything became clearer, and amber letters flared across my vision.
You have gained a Skill, Spatial Perception Rank 1. This Skill allows you to understand, perceive and calculate positions and trajectories in space instinctively, allowing you to perform attacks from difficult angles and also dodge more easily. Your overall calculation abilities improve, and your ability to grasp and understand irregular and non-Euclidean spaces increases as the Skill grows. [Class: Powerful] [Type: Rule]

Got it! I can do this… I asked Arisu-san to supply more spatial element, and this time the jump was successful.
“I see. So that’s how it works. Well… now to replicate it with aether, since I’m out of spatial element.” I used my Eye to try and recreate what I could see, the violet energies far more ephemeral and harder to grasp than even light or darkness. Pouring out aether to try and reach the same effect, I failed, Void Motion not activating. After several more failures, I turned to Shiro.
“Hey, can you use your blessing to buff my Mystic Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge? I was going to need it to check out more about Daiyu’s Dantian anyway, so now is a good time to experiment.”
“Sure thing.” She unleashed a tide of aether into me, and suddenly the world around me changed, slowing down a little, my Eye burning a brilliant golden-amber.
Your Skill, Spatial Perception has increased from Rank 1 to Rank 2. You further…

I see. Yes, and so the spatial element is like that. Channelling aether, I poured it into a form that matched the finer detail of the violet energies. It wasn’t perfect, but it was close enough, and then I shifted. Several dozen metres up in the air, above everyone’s heads, I laughed, feeling flushed with success.
You have gained a Skill, False Void Motion Rank 1. The shattered remnants have been stitched together, and…

As I descended, a little wind element slowing my fall, my Eye fell upon Daiyu, who was still refining the remains of the Spirit Water. This time, my vision blurred, needles of pain knifing into my head, Split Thoughts taking some of the strain. When I blinked, a number of question marks had vanished.
Unformed Lower Dantian Rank 1 – This energetic spiritual centre is instrumental in Cultivation and is the locus for Refining numerous energies into Qi, a variant spiritual Path accepted by Multiversal standards as a style of enlightenment and dominance. Refined Qi is gathered and standardised and the Spiritual and Material bodies are strengthened and normalised by ??????????? as the resulting Qi is dispersed throughout the body, as fuel for Cultivation Techniques and ????????????. Heavenly and other powerful energies will overload such a fragile Dantian, and potentially cause Deviation.

I see. I understand. I… time seemed to slow down, and I realised I had lost control of my body, and as I heard panicked cries from the girls I slammed headfirst into the terrace, my consciousness fading, Split Thoughts scattering…






  
  Side One Hundred And Thirty-One - Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan


“So, there have been some minor skirmishes with the Wild Hunt on our borders, but the Way-Wardens easily repelled them.” The blue-haired, slender Elf Bellaera declared. Beside her, my sister Anna nodded happily, the daughter of the bastard Duke Vulpatrius, Talaisha, beside her, smiling wolfishly. 
“The Fae Stones have now been largely erected, and our Way-Warden patrols are keeping the area secure. It’s definitely a concern that the Wild Hunt have no doubt discovered that the Spring is no longer a land of death, but in our possession once again.” Bellaera tossed her head in annoyance. “But it was only a matter of time.”
“Indeed.” Talaisha barked. “For every one of those vermin we kill, another slinks away. The Wild Hunt are cowards. But keeping secrets from them is sadly impossible.” She flicked her bushy red tail idly. “We have prepared as best we can. If they try to infiltrate the Spring, they will suffer horrendous losses.” Her smile intensified, eyes sparkling.
“Indeed, I surely will not tolerate, never allow, any of those scum to trouble my darling Ula’s domain!” my sister cried, holding her spear tightly. “I say we take their heads and display them on spikes, shove them on spears, all along the border. That will teach them things have changed!”
Oh Anna, you are still quite the worrier. Well, I do not hate it. “We would not-not have enough corpses for that.” I explained reasonably, before raising a hand to forestall my sister. “And no, I will not-not suggest we go out hunting them down yet. Their time will come. For now I am quite-quite pleased at our progress.” 
Hyacinth and my other maids, including the apprentice ratkin and weaselkin maids I had been assigned, were offering our treasured honey meads and wines to our noble guests, along with dishes made from various fruits and vegetables from both the orchard in Akio’s Territory, and the first fields that the Treekin and Plantkin had restored around the Spring. There is still so much dead land, though in time, it will all bloom anew. I have many ideas for what the Spring shall contain, but for now…
From my throne set at the centre of the Spring, overlooking the slowly refilling lake, which was bathed in the reflected light of the Moon above, shining a soothing orange, I grinned. The surrounding terraces and decking had been established, and attractive furniture occupied the best spots overlooking the Spring and the moonlit skies far above. The shops, bars and restaurants were still empty, the staff not trained, supplies not sourced, but in my imagination I could see it as bustling and lively as the heart of Tokyo, and Etherites and other wealth flowing into my coffers.
“No, there is no-no need to rush.” I turned to my father, who was sitting next to me, a complicated expression on his noble features, as he watched me receive reports and give orders. It is time you concede I am no longer a little girl, father. I have grown. “Grulgor, Ulfuric, the situation with our forces, if you would-would? Also…” I narrowed my amber eyes, inspecting Grulgor. “You look quite-quite injured. I trust you are well? You as well, Master Ulfuric. Your injuries during the Kyoto battles were indeed-indeed grave.”
Grulgor barked a laugh, and at his sly tone, I remembered back to when he was merely an idiotic, angry brute. Well, it is not just I who have changed. We all have. And it is for the better. Stagnation achieves nothing. 
“Grul is fine.” he declared, despite the fact in many places his stony carapace appeared to have melted, as had the flesh below, though it was slowly recovering. “Grulgor was simply absorbing water element.” He scratched at his scarred face with one huge hand idly, fragments of damaged flesh falling away. One apprentice maid, giving him a wary look, darted in and started sweeping up the mess, which impressed me. I must remember to praise her later.
“Grul does not find it easy, not at all, but… Grulgor is resilient. Grul will master it soon.” He shook his massive head. “Enough about Grul. The forces Duke Formor sent are good, strong. Arrogant and foolish too, but Grul beat them into shape.” He pounded his chest regardless of his injuries, laughing. “They will be a great help next time strong enemies come.”
“That is good-good to know.” I approved, before narrowing my eyes. “As for water element, I can see why you would-would desire it. The healing properties would synergise well with you. But… if you promise not-not to scare the twins, try asking them to aid-aid you. They can-can connect you to someone skilled in water element, like Selensha.”
Grulgor nodded, and Ulfuric was next. “Our casualties were surprisingly modest overall.” the great badgerkin rumbled. “With your Kin Restoration rescuing many of the fallen, it is only those who were unlucky enough to have their spirits shattered, or those who were not considered your kin. Overall, our preparations and fortifications proved their worth, and the new weapons of the Mortal Engineers were likewise effective, and the results we gathered from their use will help us deploy them more effectively in future. We have also been consulting the mortal warriors brought into the Boundary, since learning from experts is always preferable to blind fumbling.” He paused. “As for my injuries, I am shamed to be found wanting. Fortunately, with aid from the Yōkai, Bintara, I have now made a full recovery, and am able to lead the troops yet again.”
Before I could answer him, my father spoke up sourly. “This does not-not please me, no it does not. We Fae are few enough in number, fighting and dying for mortal wars-wars is merely going to hasten our fall. You are enamoured with that mortal brat, and I concede he has the talent to match you, it seems, but…”
“Really? This-this again?” I let a little lightning element crackle ominously, the fur of those around me standing up. I remembered happily the looks of shock and awe on the faces of my brother, sister and father as I had revealed the element I had made part of myself. And it is certainly handy in times like these. To the Fae, it burns with authority. 
“Father, I understand you have-have to look out for our interests, as one-one of the seven remaining Princes of the Fae. But you are living in the past. The world-world has changed. Yes, I have no-no wish to sell Fae lives in mortal wars. But this was not-not merely such. The hunger of this vile creature threatened us all-all. Best to stop it now. Besides…” I grinned, baring my teeth. “Kyoto is ours. Haru has claimed most-most of it for Akio, and I am loathe to relinquish what-what is mine! I grieve for the losses, but… in our time of need, were the Wild Hunt or the Dark Court of Pandemonium to attack us again-again in earnest, Akio would answer, as would-would the mortals he commands. The past is dead. Old grudges are quite-quite meaningless. I am the bridge between mortals and Fae. Between Yōkai and Fae too-too.”
“Urakaze…” father muttered, and Anna looked sour, never having liked my mother. Though I hope that can change, in the future.
“Indeed.” I agreed, before Talaisha spoke up, her tone cold.
“The Yōkai, they are not like us. They are closer to Unseelie, and many in the Dark Court treat with them and their ilk. We should be careful…”
“Well said.” My father even praised the daughter of his sworn enemy. “Urakaze, your mother… she was beautiful, her fur silky and shining, her eyes peering deep-deep into my spirit… but the Night Parade houses many nightmares, many creatures who thrive on evil.”
“Indeed. I do not-not dispute this. Though there are somewhat less-less of those now.” I smirked. “Many fell at our hands, and we still-still established trade and common cause with the Hyakki Yagyō. I am indeed-indeed a member myself, as is my mother. Should any Yōkai do evil, Akio or I shall surely-surely strike them down. Those that act in good faith, they shall be our allies.”
Moira spoke up as well, having observed the rest of the meeting in silence, taking copious notes. With her dark hair, pale skin and strangely mortal-like fashion, she reminded me of Karen and other mortal secretaries. “Having had some contact with Bintara, an extremely powerful Yōkai, on a par with many strong Fae, I can say that having closer ties serves us well. If they have traffic with the Unseelie, even if we only sway a number of Yōkai to refuse their offers of alliance, we weaken our enemies. And the trade… it is profitable.” 
She read out some figures. We had only just delivered the second shipment and it was already providing us Etherites and other rare materials. Ixitt always needs more. We need to increase production. That is why turning the area around the Springs into orchards, vineyards, hives, and fields is my long-term goal. I shall extract all the profit I can from the Hyakki Yagyō, the Seelie, and perhaps in time, even the mortal world.
“We have-have already defeated Duke Myrcolaxriath and his Myconids. How-how many Fae perished to their vile spores over the centuries? I grieve for every-every death, even those I did not-not cherish as kin, but their lives were given bravely, and they forever remain in glory in our-our memories. Akio will stand-stand with us. And if we stand together… well, we have many-many other battles to fight.” I looked at Moira and Ulfuric, who understood.
“Back to the issue at hand… we have finally secured agreement from Prince Morioth, of the shifting Fae, as well as Princess Ffionnan of the feykin lines. Only the mercurial spectralkin have not decided to support our long-term goals, and that is hardly unusual.” Moira explained, consulting her documents. “Though there is the matter of the Queen, of course…”
“So, father…” I trailed off suddenly. My bonds to Akio, my Pledge to him, suddenly burned. The sensation was hardly unpleasant, in fact it was quite enticing, and I felt myself flushing. The feeling then vanished, though I had a lingering thought that Akio and I had shared something, something deep.
“My dear Ula, are you well?” Anna asked, concerned, and I waved it away.
“My apologies. I was simply lost-lost in thought for a moment. Father… has the Queen broken her silence? I would think she should be quite-quite pleased at our progress here.”
At that he looked uncomfortable. “I have of course met noble Queen Ariel, to tell-tell her of your wish for support. She is… distracted of late. The King does not-not recover, it seems. It is understandable she is still grieving.”
Grieving? Well, I dare say she is, though I do hear rumours she cavorts with many lovers, including the Scotsman. If that is how she wishes to drown her grief, who am I to say no to that? After all, Akio says he is often saved by our affection… but still, in these troubled times I would appreciate her taking the time to offer her wisdom… 
“Perhaps… father. Bintara is a great-great healer, as master Ulfuric can-can indeed attest. And Akio… his skills are true. Even Sister-in-law Selensha has to admit he has great-great talents. Perhaps with the three of them, and other healers of the Seelie Court, we might-might…”
“You would-would bring a mortal, and worse, a Yōkai, to the heart of the Seelie Court, through the Twilight Gate to the Court of Summer and Winter?” My father was aghast at that, but I was not going to back down.
“The Scotsman is mortal, is he not-not? Or he was.” I spoke reasonably, letting more lightning element crackle across my body. “As for Bintara… well, it would-would create a debt to the Hyakki Yagyō, that is quite-quite true, but as I myself stand proud as Seventy-First, and my mother Twentieth, I believe we could-could bear this debt, with help from Akio.”
“It would make any alliance we share stronger.” Moira mused. “If we are to try and recapture Salamandrastrae, robbing the defenders of potential allies is sound strategy.”
Ulfuric sighed at that, eyes distant. The time is not yet, but… all of the Three Great Defeats will be avenged. How else will Akio and I fulfil the Oaths and Boons we swore to each other, that I hold in my heart? “It may seem-seem impossible to seize the fortified mountain, but-but the Fomorians managed it, did they not-not? What can be done once can be done again. With Ixitt’s many-many ingenious weapons, with diplomacy, with support from Akio and those who follow him…. We shall-shall crush the Fomorians!”
“Grul says it shall be a pleasure. All Duke Formor and Grulgor wants, all the Trolls and Giants who did not run like cowards to the Dark Court desire, is to slay Fomorians.” Grulgor beat his chest, excited.
“Peace. Patience, my brutish friend.” I smiled. “Master-master water element before then. In fact…” I looked at my sister. “Anna, you are slacking, are you not-not? Brother Shaeraggo and sister-in-law Selensha are also training hard-hard. I did extend the offer to sister-in-law Phaelae, but alas, it seems she does not-not care for me. My past-past behaviour has soured her on me, perhaps.” I shrugged. “Well, it is her loss, is it not-not? When she sees brother and Selensha stronger, she will either seek-seek the same for herself, or prove useless.” 
I would rather she respects me, supports me. After all, she is someone my brother chose. But… family is those who love me, and those I love… “Father, you too. Your power over wind is indeed far-far surpassing my own, your League mighty, but… why limit yourself? I do not-not.”
“Mortal ways, mortal thoughts.” Father sighed, eyeing the lightning and fire I was holding in my palm to prove my point. “We are Fae. We should not throw-throw away our individuality for new ways that may not suit us-us.”
“I understand. I too-too am proud of my Fae heritage. My Yōkai one too-too. I would not-not dismiss nor dilute it.” These are the trials the nobility in Japan face. I sympathise. Perhaps it is why I like Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi so. They wish to remain true to themselves, their heritage and family, yet not be limited by it. To take the best of old and new. As should we. 
“But equally, to dismiss mortal wisdom and progress is also a fool-fool’s errand, one unbefitting of us, as one-one of the rulers of the Fae. I want a blend of the best-best of both. After all, so much-much holds common roots. After all, has not-not noble Princess Estalian managed to transcend her elements not-not once, but twice? And she is not-not alone. We have fallen, stagnated. Now a fresh wind blows. We are the wind, are we not-not father, so we should be guiding it, not-not resisting it!”
“You have grown-grown rather eloquent, my daughter.” Father scratched at his jaw, torn. “I am proud-proud to see it, but also strangely saddened, that my little Shaeula is now all grown up.”
“Yes, I understand completely, father!” Anna agreed urgently. “I find it rather sad, somewhat bitter, that our precious Ula has become a proud woman. Sisters are cutest when they are small and needy.”
“Come now-now, sister Anna. I find myself far-far more cute now. Finding love heightens the cuteness of a female. You should be looking for-for yourself.” I denied her, before addressing father. “I am indeed-indeed a female, one who has seized control of her own-own life and destiny. As must we all-all. No longer can the Seelie Court drift with the Moon, between Summer and Winter, Spring and Autumn. No, we must-must take our place in the world that is to come. To that end, we must-must embrace those mortal ways that suit, make mortals our friends and allies. We must also teach-teach the mortals the best of our ways too.” Well, we have embraced the Fae way of love. What care for laws or morality? Akio can grasp all he can hold, all he can love…
“I am still uneasy at so much change.” my father muttered. “I still-still support you, of course, my daughter. I am greatly proud of your growth, and that you have achieved much-much. That you have reconciled with your mother gives me hope too. As for this husband of yours…”
“I too shared the same concerns, some fears, father.” Anna chimed in, flourishing her spear. “But though it pains me to admit, to concede, he does love my Ula deeply, and has been good for her. To think my dear little Ula went on ahead of me.”
“I too… can not-not gainsay your choices.” Father shook his head. “Though I still wish to meet this thief who has stolen the heart-heart of my youngest daughter. I shall have much to speak of!”
“Well, the situation back in the mortal world and the Boundary is quite-quite tense, but when he has-has the leisure, he shall surely visit the Spring. I will bring him to you then-then. Just… do not-not cause such a scene as brother Shaeraggo did. I would not-not have him think my whole family is so annoying.” I sniffed, remembering.
“How-how rude, I did not, would never cause trouble like Raggy.” Anna protested, and I gave her a flat look.
“I recall you challenging him to battle many-many times, beating Akio bloody. He does not-not mind, as he appreciated the lessons, but I know-know you went hard on him on purpose.” As she looked away guiltily, I shrugged. “Well, no-no matter. Back to the problems at hand. Our political support is strong-strong enough, it seems. Even Duke Vulpatrius is stymied.”
“For now. As long as all goes well-well, he can not act.” Father advised me. “Not directly, at least.”
Bellaera spoke up again. “Nobody believes that he would act against the Seelie Court out of misplaced spite. Prince Aethelathrion has spoken to the Duke, and he accepts the way matters stand. I would be more concerned about the movements of the Wild Hunt, as we discussed earlier. They hate the Unseelie too, but… if we push back too hard, too strongly, might they not find common cause, collaborate?”
“It would certainly be a danger if they did.” Ulfuric mused. “The Seelie Court keeps out all but major Unseelie incursions with the barrier around us, but the Wild Hunt can evade it effortlessly at times.”
“Regarding that…” The final Elf here, Soliteare, added her insights. With her bright green hair, blue eyes and massive chest, she was archetypal of the Elves that appeared in Japanese stories. Akio certainly admired her chest. Well, that matters little right now… “I have been working with Mortal Engineers both in the Court and in your Territory, princess. As well as wise elemental Fae under Princess Estalian. Using the information and the remains of the broken lantern you liberated from the Wild Hunt, we have been able to draw some conclusions. I believe that…” She went on to explain that experiments with some of the rare few Fae that had spatial aspect had produced intriguing results.
“…so the barriers seem to keep out even spatial shifts, but not flawlessly. There must be a pattern we are missing, and if the Wild Hunt understand just how the barrier and the Fae Stone wards are flawed, that would explain their intrusions.”
Troubling. We do not want the same issues cropping up in the Boundary as well. “Very well-well.” I declared. “I will ask Akio if he has any ideas, and will set some-some of his allies to searching the mortal world for clues. It is often quite-quite amazing what they can discover with their science and knowledge. I… hmm, what-what is happening?”
There seemed to be some sort of commotion outside the Spring. Guards moved to block the path of the intruder, before I waved them aside. “It is one of my Kamaitachi. What-what is the issue?” I asked the panting Yōkai, who bowed before me, face panicked.
“It is your consort, princess. Akio, he has-has fallen into a slumber, and will not wake.”
At that my eyes went wide. My bonds were not giving me any indication of danger, that he was injured, but for a Kamaitachi to run here to bring me the message must have meant it was troubling. Meeting the sympathetic eyes of my sister Anna, even my father looking a little worried, which gratified me, I sighed. “I am quite-quite sure it is nothing to concern ourselves with. I would know-know if he was in danger, I believe. But…”
“Yes, we have covered most issues anyway.” Moira suggested, frowning. “We will make no progress with you distracted, princess Shaeula. Best you hurry to his side.”
“Indeed.” I agreed gratefully. “If you will all-all excuse me?”
“I shall accompany you, Ula! Raggy can return here for now and guard your Spring!”
I nodded, not willing to argue, and Hyacinth met my eyes. She smiled reassuringly, and I matched her. Yes, no mishap will keep Akio down. Though he shall have to compensate us for worrying us so, I do declare!






  
  Three Hundred And Fifty-Seven


The information seemed manageable at first, the greater insight into just what Daiyu’s proto-Dantian was doing was enlightening. But then my expanded vision started flooding me with all sorts of knowledge, most trivial, and I froze up, even my high stats and Split Thoughts unable to cope with the endless torrent of information my Eye was providing me. 
It’s like a computer, when the RAM is overloaded, or the CPU can’t process all the data and it gets bottlenecked… time had almost seemed to freeze for me as I tipped over, losing control of my wind energy, and as I started to pass out, I felt my consciousness dragged upwards… no, upwards wasn’t the right way to describe it, though it was definitely going… higher…
My vision was filled with something, something brown, green and white, filling my vision. At first I thought it was the sky, only to discover that it was actually an object of nigh-incomprehensible size. No, not just an object, a living thing, a Tree of such scale as to deny belief, for it was the size of a continent, the trunk many thousands of miles in diameter, the tree soaring to the heavens, out of the atmosphere and into the space above, so massive that its branches were casting shade over the planet, seemingly stretching far out into orbit.
The Tree of Knowledge? Yggdrasil, I guess? Just looking at the Tree which made even the huge Rhyming Tree of Asha look like a mere acorn, I could feel a connection with it, and my Eye burned. Even as it did so, amber letters tried to form in my vision, though they were garbled and nonsensical. Yet even so, I understood, no, could intuit that the Tree itself was the centre of many thousands of worlds, Anchoring and protecting them, a great power surrounding it that made all my efforts so far nothing more than a mere children’s game of make-believe. For a moment, the realisation of the gulf between us paralysed me, before I laughed out loud, though the sound was swallowed into silence, perhaps only me even hearing it.
What does it matter if I’m weak, if I’m merely an ant to this sort of power? A few months ago I wouldn’t even qualify as an ant… and seeing this, I think I understand… This was the power of a Pantheon, a group of worlds, realms, whole universes, united under a single banner, a single driving force, a single Anchor. The Tree embodied knowledge spanning worlds, and so spread that power to all under its dominion.
Trying to tame the burning orange glow of my Eye, supercharged by the blessing of Anesidora, I realised I could see a number of faint strands of bonds linking me. Two were significantly stronger than the others, the orange strands nearly visible to my ordinary eye as well, and out of curiosity I tugged on one with my mind, only for my vision to blur, and suddenly my consciousness was elsewhere, looking on a scene…
“…nearly went poorly, Ortlinde.” A woman with moss-green hair and emerald eyes said, her armour ragged and dented. She looked down, frowning. “I will have to get the Dvergr to forge my plate and mail anew. Cursed creature…” Four vicious grooves were torn in the lower part of her armour, and blood had stained it, tainted with a black, gooey substance.
“Sister Waltraute, those injuries look severe. You should seek aid from the healers under Divine Eir. It would not do to lose you. Us sisters have fought together for too long. I would not see our bonds shattered as has happened to our older sisters.” Ortlinde suggested, her golden eyes filled with worry, her fiery red hair a match to the inlay of a red and gold tree upon her armour.
“These? You worry too much.” Waltraute coughed. “I was simply careless, the creature struck me in its death-throes. I did not suffer such an injury as Grimgerde did. Well, she was always close to a berserker in battle. Even so, the healers say they can still regrow her arm and eye. It will merely take a little time, due to the taint from the unholy aberrations.”
“Do not waste your time here then talking to me, Waltraute.” Ortlinde sighed. “I am fine. Just disappointed. More failures. Those from the new worlds fare poorly, their lights extinguished long before they have the chance to sprout and bloom.”
Despite her injuries, Waltraute laughed, clapping her on one armoured shoulder, gauntlets ringing on metal. “You were always one to care for those you chose to bear the favour of Divine Tyr. Bloom is apt, Ortlinde. Like a field of white pansies, reaching for the skies above, only to be trampled under the bloody feet of warriors above. Rarely, one will remain amidst the sea of mud and blood, all the stronger for it, seeking the sun. You cannot protect all the flowers from the press of battle, our youngest sister.” She paused. “Even though you tried. Was it not your idea to break open the forbidden Fruit and share the Seeds? Both of yours still live, yes?”
Ortlinde nodded slowly. “I know I cannot protect all. Yet we are Valkyrie, are we not? Those who find worthy warriors and bring them to Valhalla. Of course it grieves me to see so many lost before they can make a difference, reach their full potential. I know it grieves you as well, Waltraute, as it does Gerhilde, Siegrune, any of our sisters, even the elder circles.”
“It does.” she admitted tiredly, her face pale due to her wounds. “But it is necessary. A single success is worth celebrating. And despite my losses, yours still survive. Perhaps the gamble will pay off…” She coughed, a faint trickle of red at her lips. “…it would be nice if something does. The Hel-Vegr are firing near-constantly these days, draining our ether reserves, leaving us little room to replenish our lost defences. And news from other Pantheons is becoming scarce. Not that they would share critical information with such as we. The eldest sisters would shield us from worry.”
“Not knowing is worse. But the void spews out ever-increasing numbers of abominations, and the stronger threats also increase. I worry that…” Ortlinde paused, golden eyes going wide. Her head turned, looking down at her wrist, and my Eye could see the joining of our thread of connection there. She then turned, golden eyes staring into my amber one, and opened her mouth to speak, only…
The sudden lurch as the blessing of Anesidora was shorn from my Eye confused me, my consciousness seemingly sucked back downwards, though again such nuance was poor at explaining exactly what was happening. My mind calmed, the tides of information diminishing, and I found myself drifting off into slumber, exhausted...
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The Great Red Dragon, one eye a filthy golden-yellow, the other covered by a red-scaled lid, roared in pain. A great temple wagon, one that looked familiar to me, was engaging it, spears of darkness leaping to clash with the scales that were falling free, changing into chittering ants. Great gouts of blood and slime were pouring from the wounds, the slime attempting to encircle the portable shrine, only for a giant figure wreathed in crimson flames, shrouded from my sight, to burn away the remnants. The shadow of the figure seemed to dance within the flames, hidden from sight, her hair, dyed crimson by the fires, acting as a sort of veil. As the Dragon was driven back, flesh melting, it spoke, laughing savagely.
The words were a buzz of static, indecipherable, but the dancing figure paused for a moment. Then flames leapt out from her, piercing the Dragon in the eye. Flesh boiled, giving off a bitter, disgusting scent, and the Dragon thrashed, tail lashing out, causing tsunamis and earthquakes. The very sky itself, which was covered in dark, inky clouds, was suddenly cleared, and overhead a great full moon shone, which was reflected in the turbulent waters below. 
My eyes were drawn to it, and in the reflected waters I could see another Dragon, this one white and gold, with a number of great feathered wings, wrapped around the shuddering mountains and valleys, watching, feathers falling to earth, as numberless as the ants surrounding the Red Dragon.
Defeating one enemy gives rise to others, as surely as the moon waxes and wanes. Yet to do nothing is to condemn the world to destruction. I had heard this voice somewhere before, though the words previously were broken and filled with static, but this time they were clear, comprehensible. Six great trials threaten, yet many smaller and no less dangerous ones exist. But… all are linked, as are Six Paths. Destiny is knotted, twisted, and what is Definite must not be. Else…
My head ached, and the world blurred to static. The Red Dragon thrashed, only to suddenly stop, the eye that was shut snapping open, revealing a rainbow eye shimmering many colours, before scales shattered, spine ripping, forming a mountain range full of magnificent, massive ants adorned with jade and precious gemstones, which fell to earth and began to build towering hives and edifices. 
Even as that happened, space itself shuddered and tore, and as I stared at the reflected moonlight, three pillars descended, a faint flicker of a pink colour in the corner of my vision. Then it was gone as the three obelisks fell. One was black obsidian, the other petrified wood, and the third… I was stuck by it, a massive shape shrouded by obscuring fog, and my vision shattered, water washing away the moon, only to...
Another dream, no, a vision, I suppose… The sky above was pitch-black, a massive moon hanging overhead, reflected in the numerous puddles around me like broken glass. A giant shadow was approaching, towering overhead, eye gleaming crimson like a burning sun. Everywhere it looked, all died, and a small golden-amber weasel was fleeing from it, fur starting to blacken and twist. Shaeula! 
Even though it was a vision, a prophecy, I knew Shaeula to the depths of my spirit, and could recognise her. I readied to interfere, only to find I could not move. Just as the gaze fell on her, and I feared she would be consumed, a green shield blocked the beam, melting and disintegrating. The figure behind the shield shivered, armour cracking, shattering, only to reform despite the pain, black threads of ash lifting into the dark skies…
That which is threatened must be preserved, else all you have built will fall to ruin. The gaze that destroys all things, the fragment, Favour of a distant Divinity, shall find a home within an ancestor, and show true power. Let not this gaze fall upon…
The many moons reflected in the puddles were gone, the water flaring to steam instantly where the ravenous, all-consuming gaze passed, and the vision shattered. Now I was in a dark hall, standing on a mountain of old detritus, broken armour, old weapons, rusted and dull, goblets, jewellery, gemstones and more piled haphazardly. The room was circular, and I could see many tall, narrow windows, and through them… white scales, like a massive snake, wrapped around. 
In the centre of the room I could see a woman kneeling, dressed head-to-toe in green and copper, her head bowed, tears falling like diamonds to the ground, and a figure of blinding white light standing over her. I squinted, trying to peer though the light, only to see a vague shape both horrific and beautiful, something not to be comprehended by mortal minds. Looking away, I could see that the walls were lined by many figures, male and female, all wearing masks, polished white and with laughing, sneering faces…
Only through impossible Fortune can this doom be overturned. Six Definite Futures, no, five… for one path has shifted and while the threat remains, those to face it shall surely overcome it… should these six strands of the same Fate be severed, then the world will have a chance. No more than that. But a chance to bloom, to find what will Anchor it in the limitless realms above…
I could see the moon reflected in the window, only for the glass to crack, moon image severed, and as the glass shattered, shards falling all around me, the vision faded. I was in pitch darkness, a million glittering moons falling in the glass, and all I could hear were faint sobs, lost and empty, and the scratching of long nails on wood and stone…
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I opened my eyes, blinking away sleep, to find myself back in the Material. Well, weren’t those dreams unsettling. No wonder Tsukiko-san has suffered so. Perhaps Tsukuyomi needs to start predicting some happier times… After the vision of the darkness and the crying, which ended with the faint drone of some distant singing, which was triggering a memory that was so old and faded that not even my own incredible memory could recall it, I had then had another vision of the rock with ropes, and the volcanic wasteland it inhabited. This one seemed out of place somehow, different. But I must be receiving it for a reason… well, I’ll set the others to looking into it.
“Good morning, Akio.” Eri spoke brightly, and I looked up to see her face above mine, staring deep into my eyes. I then realised I was using her legs to sleep on. Hastily I went to move, knowing I was heavy and she was injured, but her good hand stopped me as she gently kissed my lips.
“Just rest.” she ordered as she pulled away, her movements jerky and still heart-breaking to see. “We decided to let you sleep, since you’ve obviously been overdoing it recently. Just because your body doesn’t need rest, doesn’t mean your mind is fine.” Her obsidian eyes were looking at me with concern. Moments later, Shiro strolled in, a wry expression on her face.
“I thought I heard you two talking. So, feeling better, Aki? Shit, you really gave us a shock.”
“Sorry about that. I’m not entirely sure what happened. I think… well, I guess my Eye overloaded my brain like a server under a denial of service attack. Too much data.” I grimaced.
“I thought so.” Shiro agreed. “When you went down, first thing I thought of was your Eye. After all, I’d just buffed it, so I switched it to your Chakra Network. You seemed to recover a bit then, but you looked so peaceful we didn’t have the heart to wake you. Besides, Shaeula said her winds were telling us not to.” She shrugged. “We’d no reason to argue with her, right Eri? So we just let your consciousness come back to the Material.”
“No. Shaeula might have been lying because she’s worried about you as well, or she might have been telling the truth. Either way, the best idea was to let you rest. You do look better now. Watching you sleep was… adorable.” Eri giggled.
“Have you been letting me use your lap as a pillow all this time? In fact, how long have I been out?” I asked, confused.
“It’s Monday afternoon now. So a bit more than half a day?” Eri smiled. “And yes, I won the rock-paper-scissors.” She giggled. “Shaeula, Hyacinth and Shiro all have better Fortune than me, right? So I guess it really was my love that powered me to victory!”
“Well, it must be hurting you, I’ll get off…” I began, only for Shiro to whack me on the head.
“Don’t be a fool, Aki. You’ll stay right there a few minutes more. Besides, we’ve all been taking it in turns to watch over the pair of you. Eri loves it, no need to worry about that. Besides, even in her condition, her stats are more than enough to support your weight just fine. So, did you see anything useful at least, or was it a total bust? There’s someone else interested.” She grinned, glancing over to the door, where Daiyu was peeking around the frame. On seeing me up, she came in, wearing rather more ordinary clothing than the traditional Chinese outfits we had got from Akihabara.
“That looks good on you.” I approved, admiring the sweater and long skirt.
“That seems a rather odd thing to say, when your collapse brought such worry to everyone.” she replied coldly. “Though I am pleased that you seem to have recovered.” I felt a surge of Qi from her, as she tried to probe me, only to frown as my far stronger aether kept her out.
“I’m fine.” I assured her, still looking up from Eri’s lap. “And I’m sorry if I worried you…”
“You did.” Shiro laughed. “She looked quite distraught, and was blaming herself, considering you were doing it to look at her body. Even Arisu showed some concern, which is a miracle in itself. She says that she doesn’t want her vengeance denied now that you got her hopes up, but… maybe she’s tsundere? Nah, no way. There isn’t a dere bone in her body.” She then glanced at Daiyu slyly, who flushed and glanced away. “This girl here lost at Janken as well. Threw scissors to Eri’s rock. You should have seen her face…”
“Is it simply not normal for one’s Dao Companion to want to…” her embarrassed words were cut off as Shiro went over and started squeezing her cheeks.
“Aren’t you adorable? Like a little kid… seriously though, Aki. I was shit-scared for a minute there. What actually happened? And that reminds me, you owe an apology to Hinata and the others. They were worried sick as well all night. I’ll drop them a text to let them know you’re up.” She released the scowling, red-faced Daiyu and whipped out her phone.
“Yes, I want to know too.” Eri agreed. Daiyu nodded after straightening her features and regaining some calm.
“Like I said…” I gathered my thoughts. “…it was a data overload. Well, my Eye is a Legendary ability, so it’s powerful. I ended up… well, I think that I was briefly connected to the upper Astral. I remember seeing Ortlinde, and another Valkyrie… my memory of that is fuzzy, as if I’m not able to retain it… well, that’s not important. What is was I saw the Tree of Knowledge. And I have a hypothesis…”
“Oh?” Shiro asked, having finished her text.
“Tan would probably know better than I, but I suspect that the Tree is the Anchor for that realm.”
“That is not my secret to speak of. Even if I knew.” Tan spoke up suddenly. “The Anchor at the heart of the Six Paths, I have of course seen it. My father took me there. But I myself have admitted my own Territory is merely of the Fifth. I know what it takes to reach the Sixth, and become an Astral Emperor. Hence my compact with the princess here.” Shiro’s expression twisted into a grin. “The Seventh, or higher, that is beyond me, though perhaps my father… suffice it to say, only the true Rulers of a great Pantheon know what it is to have such an Anchor.”
“I see. I think that’s indirect confirmation in a way. I am certain it’s more than just gathering ether, for that.” I paused. “I then ended up having a lot of prophetic dreams. They seemed quite similar to the ones Tsukiko-san talked about…” I briefly explained.
“If the Red Dragon with the golden eye is that piece-of-shit toad…” Shiro scowled, remembering. “…then whatever else happens is going to be centred on China.”
“I agree.” Daiyu nodded after our translations. “I believe we must take steps to prepare for war. The Party and their new puppets, those who broke faith… they will not be satisfied by anything less than ultimate power.”
“There’s more as well. That giant chasing Shaeula…” Eri asked, concerned. “Don’t you think it might be this Duke Formor that she’s mentioned?”
“I don’t, actually. Shaeula thinks he’s on board, and I kind of agree. From what Grulgor says, Duke Formor is prepared to let grudges go for his greater goals. But I think you’re on the right track. After all, I know Shaeula wants to retake Salamandrastrae and that was captured by the Fomorians, the wicked Giants who joined the Unseelie. But then… that seems awfully simple for prophecies, considering how obscure the others are.”
“No point second-guessing. We’ll have to plan as if it was though.” Shiro suggested. “Better to be overprepared than caught out, right?”
After a bit more discussion, Shiro wrote down the details, and we would get Karen-chan and our friends to do some research, see what we could unearth. Even trivial details might spark some ideas. “Well, finally…” I looked at Daiyu with a smile. “Before I passed out, my Eye got more info on your proto-Dantian.” I explained what I had read, and my thoughts. “It seems to be very similar to the lunar Chakra, which makes me wonder…”
“Where is the lunar Chakra?” Daiyu asked, and I indicated it was at my back, just a little above the heart.
“There should be no notable Chakras, meridians or acupoints there.” she mused, puzzled. “The closest is… the Middle Dantian, which lies in behind the heart…” she pointed, before pausing. I didn’t fail to pick up on the gleam of interest in her eyes.
“Yes, I’m also wondering if the lunar Chakra has any relation to the Dantian there. Just like your root and sacral Chakras seem to be slightly deformed and misaligned by my standards around your proto-Dantian… well, it’s something to look into.”
“Indeed. I do wonder if…” Her face was rapidly gaining colour as her voice dropped. “...it is something that can be explored through… Dual Cultivation…”
Eri shot her a flat look, but sighed. “Well, I’m not a fool, it’s going to happen anyway, whether I like it or not. I still stand by my comments to Shaeula…” she said to me, stroking my hair gently. “…that sex for the sake of gain is simply prostitution. I don’t like that. Not at all. Even if I was a little guilty of forcing you at first…”
I opened my mouth to protest, but she placed a finger on my lips, shushing me. “Don’t get me wrong, I loved you then, I still do now. I wanted it. But I also secretly wanted to get pregnant, to tie you to me so that you couldn’t escape. I’m a pretty terrible person sometimes, I know.” Since she didn’t wish me to speak, I communicated my denial with my eyes, and she removed her finger, kissing me softly once more.
“Thanks Akio. But you always see the best in us. We have our bad sides too. But… back to Daiyu… I’m not sure how, but it seems you’ve won her over. She seems to genuinely be interested in you, and not just for what she’ll gain. I see that yearning, for companionship, for love, for respect… maybe even for a father figure.” She grinned. “Who would have thought you’d end up so mature you’d have girls seeking you for your manly nature.”
“I do wish his companionship.” Daiyu admitted after Shiro translated. “And the respect of men… well, I wished my father and other Cultivators to respect me, but that was for my power alone. I found so quickly I wish Akio’s praise for more than just that. Perhaps I am indeed broken, losing all my Sect, my family, my country, my pride… but… I oftentimes during training or writing out my memories of Sect secrets, wonder just what Akio would think, or say, what he would improve, whether he would praise me…” her voice was dropping again.
“She’s got it bad.” Shiro laughed. “But I get it. Aki’s got the presence nowadays. It’s like steel wrapped in velvet. You know he’ll be nice to you, comforting, supportive… but if anyone threatens you, the steel comes out like a fist. Girls like that. I certainly do.”
“Me too. Knowing that Akio will always look after me… it makes me want to give back, look after him too.” Eri agreed.
“Well then… in that case, Eri, you’ve milked your victory long enough! Let Aki get up, we should go see Shaeula and Hyacinth, since they rushed back from their big meeting…”
Yeah, I’ve caused everyone trouble. Still, it couldn’t be helped. And I’ve learnt one thing. I glanced at my status screen, which had a higher Resilience and Determination than before. Overloading one’s brain comes with perks, if we can withstand it. Also… one more thing had caught my attention, and as I flexed my wrist where the seeds Ortlinde gave me were located, I strained to see the bonds, my Eye flaring. Two. I can see two. One stronger than the other…
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“Akio-san, you’re well?” Haru-san asked, concerned.
“Of course he is.” Shaeula scoffed, puffing out her chest proudly. “I was not-not worried, not-not for a moment.”
“Mistress Shaeula is a liar!” Hyacinth giggled. “Yooou were beside yooourself with worry, Hyacinth knows!”
“Well, you were quite-quite distraught too!” Shaeula shot back. “You were searching for the enemy that had attacked him, muttering you would ‘strangle-strangle them to death’ did you not-not?”
As the two of them bickered, I pulled them both into a hug. I had called up Haru-san, interrupting her work at the Ministry, to get her to come with me to her Kyoto Territory through the Ring Gate so I could do my assessment on the progress. Once I had consoled Shaeula and Hyacinth a bit, I returned my attention to Haru-san.
“Yes, sorry for worrying you.” I apologised. “And thanks for taking time out of your brutal schedule for this.”
“Well, you’re the boss.” She smiled. “Oh, and the newcomer, Futamura Bunta-san, he’s quite interesting. It’s strange meeting someone more nervous than me.”
“Well, if you ask me, you’re braver than you give yourself credit for.”
She shook her head at my words. “No, I’m still an easily frightened coward at heart. But… at least I know most things can’t hurt me anymore. There’s not a ghost of a chance.” Her smile turned sly. “Well, you do know he’s quite the … dishonest… individual.” Her pause spoke volumes. “It was hard to read his mind, but he’s embezzled and cheated and crippled some criminals. Having him work with the police sounds a bit unusual, if you ask me.”
Normally I’d agree, however… “That’s why we have you, to keep an eye on the Ministry for corruption. It’s too important to leave to corrupt staff. Besides, he agreed to be my Vassal, so I have a measure of control over him…”
“As do I…” Shiro laughed, having joined us after rebuffing the Rhyming Trees, and enjoying watching Shaeula and Hyacinth bicker good-naturedly over whether they were worried about me or not. “…Bunta is scared of me, well, of White. He won’t go against Tan. And if you can guarantee him safety and a good, rich life, I think he’ll be loyal enough. He always did what Tan wanted, that’s for sure.”
“There you have it.” I assured Haru-san. “Well, if he doesn’t work out, then we’ll deploy him elsewhere. But his Favour is suited for capture and restraint, especially on the Material, so I think it’s a good role for him. So, anyway, Territory time.” I looked around, grinning. Haru-san’s Territory was also full of Mortal Engineers, many of them ferrying ether to and fro, others setting up more Artificial Ether Spires.
“All the Ether Spires are Rank two.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “Thanks to the ether your Territory has supplied, that was trivial. We’ve also got the first Spire to Rank three. It’s just over a day per upgrade at the moment, we’ll have enough for the second Spire soon.”
“Great. So, a bit over two weeks until all your Spires are Rank three, unless things change. Then it’s pushing all twenty-eight of yours and mine to Rank four… ugh, the cost is obscene, but our income will be awesome afterwards…”
As we discussed the progress, some of my Split Thoughts were naturally dwelling on the visions I had seen. Well, Princess Eleanor is certainly involved somehow. If she’s the Princess of Humans, as Tsukiko believes, then she’s clearly going to face a trial, and equally be instrumental in defeating a great threat. But how do I convince her? My vision strayed to the floating spirit-light of Tsukiko-san, which was still drawing aether from Shaeula and me, gradually growing larger and stronger. Well, it doesn’t matter how. I have to, so I will…






  
  Side One Hundred And Thirty-Two – Takatsukasa (Fukumoto) Hinata


“Of course, I’d be more than happy to speak to my father for you, Takatsukasa-sama!” one girl gushed, a daughter from the Three-Hundred, whose family was one running a long-standing media business. 
“Me as well, Takatsukasa-sama.” her friend declared, a rather plain-looking girl for a daughter of the Three Hundred, but the industry her family was in was anything but. 
Yamanouchi-san’s family is the major shareholder in Astellas Pharma, owning more than half the stock. That plays in well with my aspirations. If Ether Healing or similar abilities can be medicalised, well, it’ll put a lot of companies out of business, those that don’t get in on the ground floor… 
“I must say I’m a little surprised at your interest, Takatsukasa-sama, though perhaps I shouldn’t be. You have always been a follower of Ichijou-sama, and she has a keen interest in the stock market…”
“Yamanouchi-san!” the other girl hissed, and she flushed, realising she had been disrespectful. Her face then went deathly pale.
“I meant no offence, I promise. Your new house is a noble and honourable one, and…” As she muttered desperately to stave off her insult, Hinata waved it off with a generous gesture.
“Well, we all make mistakes, don’t we? I promise not to hold it against you. Yamanouchi-san. I must say, I’m very much looking forward to what your father has to say on our proposal. Grandfather is backing it. Both grandfathers, if you know what I mean.” Hinata was smiling, but her opponent wasn’t feeling happy, sweat rolling down her face in a very ignoble manner. “As for Mayumi…” Hinata clearly omitted any honorific, showing her closeness and new standing. “…I wouldn’t say I’m a follower. A friend certainly. Best friend, I would say. But we do definitely share an interest.”
“Oh, we should be going. Sorry, Takatsukasa-sama!” As one girl hauled the other away, Hinata wasn’t sure whether to laugh or sigh. Really, I don’t want to just throw my new weight around, acting like Mayumi does. But it annoyed me when she called me a follower. It touched a nerve. Perhaps because it was true. Back then, we couldn’t have a genuine friendship. Our status was too different. It’s all a nonsense. My bloodline was as good as hers. Well, now…
“A lot of the Three-Hundred don’t know quite how to treat you.” Kazumi observed, as they headed towards the serving area where dedicated chefs prepared deluxe meals for the students of Hanafubuki each day. “After all, before you were just like them, and now... the Takatsukasa name is powerful.”
“Yes. That’s why I wanted it.” Hinata agreed. “Well, a large part of it was I wanted my birthright, and to make mother less sad. But it definitely does help with my long-term plans. And it should stop the nobility looking down on Akio. Oh, I’ll have the seafood salad.” she asked, and Kazumi quickly spoke to the staff. Moments later she carried a pair of trays with rice, the aforementioned salads, tea and other drinks, as well as various side dishes.
“Over there.” Hinata gestured to a table where Miyu was sitting along with her strange bodyguard, as well as Motoko and Natsumi. Mayumi was there as well, her androgynous, sharply-dressed bodyguard also watching. Really, we are just playing pretend here, those of us of the nobility. The Three-Hundred don’t have bodyguards, just the Fifty-Eight. Our school is safe, we are just aping the adults. 
“Hinata, over here.” Mayumi waved cheerfully, and as Hinata sat down, taking her tray from Kazumi, she felt warm inside.
“Sorry, I was talking business with those girls. Though I believe Fujiwara-sama has already been bringing the media companies to heel, so that might have been in vain, perhaps.” Hinata explained, picking up her knife and fork elegantly.
“Whatever you were talking about must have been something important.” Mayumi pointed out. “The look on Yamanouchi-san’s face wasn’t one of joy.”
“Well, times have changed, haven’t they Mayumi?” Hinata raised an eyebrow, taking a delicate bite of her meal, enjoying the flavour, before swallowing. “Just a few careless words. But I am not one to hold grudges, no, not I.”
“I beg to differ on that.” Mayumi snorted, composed even doing that. “The way you forced Takatsukasa-sama to heel certainly wasn’t forgiving, even if grandfather and I can see it was to their own benefit. Not everyone sees that though…” She glanced over to another table, and Hinata did sigh this time, as her cousin, no, now her sister, was looking at her coldly.
“Really, it’s short-sighted.” Mayumi continued, winding her fork in the pasta she was eating, preferring Western utensils for Western meals. “You were right, Sakura-san hasn’t lost anything, far from it. She would have to marry out, whether you got your way or not.”
“Like you?” Hinata teased. Miyu looked a little down at that, so she regretted saying it, but as ever, Mayumi didn’t read the mood.
“Me? Hardly. While I will have to marry out, there just aren’t any good candidates at the moment. As the sole daughter of Ichijou house, my partner would have to be from Takatsukasa or Fujiwara house, or in very rare circumstances, a house like Tsumura.” She nodded at Motoko, who smiled, a touch pained. “You should be in a similar position, Miyu-san. Honoka-san would be the heir, since neither of you have brothers, so someone would marry in. Out is the only way for you.”
“My proposed engagement has been cancelled, right now…” Miyu muttered quietly. “…I want to focus on my duties. I have no time for marriage.” Hinata didn’t miss her glance at Michiru, her bodyguard.
“Akio has an agreement with Fujiwara-sama that your engagement will be when he feels the time is right. So there’s nothing to worry about.” Hinata promised, and Motoko agreed with her.
“Indeed. Your value is simply more than your bloodline, Miyu.” She struggled to address her without honorifics, but was improving in that regard, Natsumi too, though she always looked so amusingly distressed when doing so, the feeling of disrespect ingrained in her. “And Akio has taken responsibility for you, he will ensure you a happy union you can accept. Just as he did for us.”
“Oh, so does that mean Akio is looking for close ties to Fujiwara house then, through you?” Mayumi leaned forward, interested. “It would be a prudent choice. There’s no way that he could marry Honoka-san, as she will be the heir, so…”
“No, not at all, Mayumi.” Hinata denied it, exasperated, but also a little amused and happy at the frank discussion. She’s treating me as an equal, as she promised. Well, she’s still bossy and condescending as always, but I don’t think she knows any other way to be. 
“It may not seem like it, but Akio hardly seeks out women.” Her smile was gentle, and she felt great relief, after having checked her phone at the start of lunch to see a message from Shiro, stating that Akio had woken up and all was well. “Though if a woman does seek him earnestly, he finds it hard to deny her. Though not impossible, as poor Kana is finding. As for Miyu… Akio understands what a great burden she is labouring under, and also respects her gifts, her talents.” She winked, and Miyu looked down, a little embarrassed.
“He does indeed praise my dancing and the effect it has on his Territory.” she affirmed.
“Of course, there are some exceptions.” Hinata shrugged. “Such as Shiro. Well, they have been close for years, it’s quite understandable.”
“Why push Sakura-san on him then?” Mayumi asked. “I’ve been wondering that ever since the meeting.” She turned, and asked her bodyguard to invite Sakura-san over. They watched as she approached and exchanged words, only for Sakura-san to scowl, shaking her head, before she turned away from them, her back hunched, as if she wished to avoid scrutiny.
“I am sorry, Mayumi-sama. She declined your offer. Please forgive me.”
“It’s hardly your fault the girl is stubborn.” Mayumi waved off her bodyguard's apology. “Really, she’s got to get her act together, otherwise you will seize everything from Takatsukasa house, Hinata.”
“At this point I already have.” Hinata smiled smugly. “Once grandfather Itsuki agreed, it was over. How can they compete against Akio and his influence? As for your question…” She pursed her lips, unsure of exactly how to express it, before deciding to go with the truth. “No, I don’t really want Sakura to be involved with Akio.” Before anyone could protest, she continued rapidly. “I don’t want more rivals. None of us do, really.” Motoko and Natsumi nodded at that. 
“But we’ll accept them, as long as they aren’t too horrible, or just using Akio. I’m quite fortunate that I like all of the girls Akio has so far…” She smiled at Motoko and Natsumi, who agreed. “…but that’s not to say that’ll always be the case. But when I entered this relationship… no, when I pushed myself inside using underhanded means and family pressures, I was already a nuisance to Eri. She graciously allowed me to seek my own happiness…”
“Us too.” Natsumi agreed with a sigh.
“Yes, the two of you as well.” Hinata agreed. “So, I find it hard to protest anyone else who wants Akio as we did. As for Sakura… originally, I was sure that your grandfather, mine and Fujiwara-sama were all scheming to tie Akio to the nobility through Sakura. She was the logical choice.”
“Yes, I believe that to be the case, but when Motoko-san here expressed interest, and you yourself, Hinata…” Mayumi mused. “…as well as the nobility unearthing others like him, well, it was deemed less necessary to use a precious daughter of Takatsukasa house for one man. Far better to see if he can tame you unruly girls.” She smiled to show she meant no malice. “Besides, in the end, he is marrying into Takatsukasa house anyway. Strange how that all works out.”
“I think that Akio’s value is certainly no lesser than the nobility. And as a daughter of Takatsukasa, I can now say that without it sounding like mere envy.” Hinata continued eating her salad between words. My appetite is back now that Akio is well again. “While I’m sure these Chosen Ichijou house has gathered have some uses, compared to Akio… well, it’s lions to housecats, no? But if Sakura really wanted to make a play for Akio, I wouldn’t stand in her way, and I’d even let her child be the next heir, as I promised. I’m not so much interested in Takatsukasa house as what we can do with it, the respect and authority it gives us. Well, Sakura has had her world upended, so… I’ll give her time to decide what she wants. There are still plenty of sons of noble houses she could marry. Takatsukasa house may have the legacy, but they aren’t in the position you or Miyu are in, Mayumi. Or they weren’t. See, we’ll make Takatsukasa great again, revitalise it both financially and strategically. So then… you see the problem?”
“Right.” Mayumi agreed thoughtfully. “If Takatsukasa house regains its former wealth and status, then Sakura-san has the same limited choices I do. Well, I suppose Miyu-san and Sakura-san could compete for my brother, but…”
“Yes, you get it. So sadly, I’m actually sabotaging her chances, by improving her standing. Hence why I offered her an out.” Sakura has always looked out for me in her own way, even if it was condescending in a different way to Mayumi. I do feel a bit guilty my plans will have an impact on her life… but I’ll do it anyway. We need this for our goals… 
“But it’s up to her. If she has any other intentions, I can support her. I’m just saying I could accept it, if matters ended up panning out that way. Well, I wonder how things would have turned out if Akio was with Sakura rather than us? I guess we’ll never know, for which I'm always grateful.”
“So, on other matters, since we got quite distracted…” Mayumi asked, leaning in again, eyes bright and eager. “…I have heard that several eminent foreign visitors have been put up with lavish ceremony at the Fukumoto estate. And all of these ladies and gentlemen are in rather poor health.”
“You heard correctly. The next batch for Healing has come. Word of mouth has proved rather effective, after the last batch. I have to thank you for that, even if you made quite the profit off our work.” Hinata laughed.
“Well, business is business. Besides, we’re partners and friends, aren't we? Even so, you’re still my cheeky kouhai, so you owe it to your senpai to share!” Mayumi retorted.
“Bring in a suitable candidate, and of course we’ll share. But at a fairer split this time!” Hinata shot back, all business. “It’s a shame though, Japan is boiling at the moment, it isn’t a good time for foreign visitors. The violence has died down, but protests are still continuing.”
“Speaking of foreigners…” Mayumi remembered, gesturing with her fork, an act only she could get away with. “I hear that you are travelling to the United Kingdom at the end of the week, Miyu-san, Motoko-san.”
As usual, she treats Natsumi as a mere bodyguard, not worthy of mentioning separately. Oh well, she’s making an effort, I guess we can work on that prejudice over time. Hinata glanced at Kazumi, happy that since meeting Akio and the others, she had grown closer to her bodyguard, now treating her more as a friend than a mere paid servant.
“Yes, I am grateful to Fujiwara-sama for the opportunity.” Motoko agreed, nodding at Miyu. “It would have sufficed Akio merely accompanying you, Miyu, but to think I get to stand as Akio’s fiancée at such a major event, it delights me… well, I feel sorry for Natsumi, but…”
“Don’t feel bad, I’ll be there as well. I think Akio will make some time for me too. I won’t let you have all the fun, Motoko.” Natsumi laughed happily. Mayumi looked a little confused at the closeness between them, before shrugging.
“Sometimes I forget you are both marrying the same man. It must be difficult, maintaining a proper relationship, that way.”
“Not at all.” Natsumi shook her head. “I admit, it was hard at first, but… when you have those of all different status, such as Shaeula, who is a genuine princess, or Eri, a normal, ordinary girl… when we are with each other, or Akio, status isn’t something we think about.”
“Yes, I do not think it would be possible to maintain harmony otherwise.” Motoko agreed. “There are challenges, but we do what we can. After all, compared to status, the fact that not every fiancée is even human bears far greater weight.”
“Yes, I imagine it would.” Mayumi made a face at that, thinking. “I still can’t believe it. So, anyway, you’ll be missing some school. I hope your grades can bear that, it wouldn’t do to let them slip…”
“Oh, you know first-hand the benefits of Chirurgery, Mayumi.” Hinata scoffed. “They’ll be fine. I do wish I could have gone too, but instead I’ll satisfy myself with laying the groundwork for our business ventures and the strengthening of Takatsukasa house. Although…” She grinned at Miyu and the others. “…if you get a chance at the gala you are attending, do feel free to network for me. Healing, business opportunities… we can’t confine ourselves to Japan alone!”
“I am not sure what opportunities I will have, since Honoka-san and I am there mostly as a reason for Akio-san and Motoko-san to be invited. Grandfather has met the Queen before, in the past, and as one of the most influential figures in Japan, it was possible to secure both us and Tsumura-sama and his family an invitation.”
“Grandfather and father, since they oversee the JSDF, and are from a longstanding noble house second only to the Three Great Houses, were able to be invited on Fujiwara-sama’s recommendation.” Motoko explained. “It is a longstanding tradition in the United Kingdom that the majority of Royal sons go into their armed forces. The current heir and his two sons both served. Therefore the Queen and the Royal Family look favourably on us.”
“My grandfather has met the Queen as well.” Mayumi interjected, and Hinata had to laugh at her competitive streak.
“It’s not a competition.” Hinata managed after her mirth had faded. "Neither of my grandfathers have. But… the Queen isn’t our objective. The Princess is.”
“Yes, I am rather nervous.” Motoko agreed softly. “We need things to go well with Princess Eleanor, else all Akio’s plans will be ruined.”
“There’s no need to worry.” Natsumi reassured her. “If she’s like Akio, she should be grateful for the assistance. We are warning her of grave danger, right?”
As the girls talked, Hinata finished her food. I am definitely jealous, but then, Akio spent time resolving my worries with the nobility, so I suppose it’s only fair to let Motoko and Natsumi have their time with Akio. Even so, a trip abroad together… I want that too. Hmm, well, perhaps when it’s time to start overseas acquisitions of wealth and businesses… though… her thoughts turned back to the civil unrest. It’s only a matter of time before the rest of the world start having similar incidents. In fact, there are rumours about South Korea and the disappearance of an entire army detachment. As for countries that we don’t have diplomatic relations with… who knows what could be happening there, unseen and unknown? 
“What are you worried about?” Kazumi mouthed at her, and Hinata shrugged.
“I’m just considering what might happen to overseas assets in the near future. Perhaps it might be wiser to stick to Japanese expansion for now…” Even the value of foreign currencies might fluctuate wildly. Ugh, matters are so complicated. I think it might be prudent to step up capital spending, and bring in tangible assets we need, such as construction supplies, raw materials and more… 
“Well, this was fun, but lunch is almost over.” Mayumi yawned, stretching languidly. “Hinata, are you free this weekend then? I was thinking it has been a while since you’ve visited the Ichijou estate.”
“I was planning to deal with a lot of issues regarding our expansion…” Hinata began, only for Mayumi to exclaim brightly.
“Excellent. Well, I am your business partner, right? I should be involved in that! We’ve had preliminary blueprints for our new factories sent through. Construction is due to begin this week. Maybe we can tour the progress too…”
Well, that’s true, but only for one industry. Akio and Ixitt have plans for a lot more than just that. Still… Hinata found herself smiling, the sting of not being included in the visit to the UK being soothed by the thoughts of her grand plans. “Fine. You have to show me that you are worthy of being our partner!”
“How rude! Really, why am I friends with such a cheeky girl as you?” Mayumi grinned. “I shall call you later to sort out the details…”
As Hinata left, Kazumi following, she shook her head. I’m cheeky? No, you’re the one who’s cheeky, Mayumi. Well, we’ll see if you can keep that attitude when you see what Ixitt has made… I can hardly believe it myself. If we can replicate it here or transport it to the Material… well, those who control power, control technology, and those that control technology, they control the world!






  
  Three Hundred And Fifty-Eight


The rest of the afternoon was dedicated to training. I worked out the remaining tension in my body by clearing out enemies around Kyoto, bringing more of the remaining Territory under Haru-san’s control. Other than the areas under the aegis of the other Chosen candidates, and the small areas of Kyoto that were more than ten kilometres away from Haru-san’s Anchor, and the Imperial Palace controlled by an unknown power, we had now pretty much secured all of Kyoto. 
Attacks from the large birds that dwelt in the hills and mountains outside Kyoto had now been prevented, as they couldn’t easily breach the barrier of a Rank 3 Territory, but when I stepped outside that radius a swarm descended, crying angrily, feathers buzzing with wind energies like razors.
I guess it was as if they were indignant they had been blocked from their hunting grounds… I mused, looking around at the remaining scattered feathers, which Hyacinth was gathering up. I had brought her, Shaeula, Haru-san, Daiyu and Shiro here to hopefully gain them a few Levels, though I was getting almost no experience from the kills myself. That’s not exactly true, I guess. From prior experience, wiping out swarms of lesser threats can Level me up, just slowly. Nothing is wasted, and it’s all ether…
“It is quite-quite exhilarating to cleanse one’s worries with combat, is it not-not?” Shaeula grinned happily, running a hand through her damp amber hair. I shrugged, my own smile wry, as she had said what I had been thinking. Hyacinth agreed, laughing happily, the twisting vines that she had summoned to help her gather the remains of the fallen enemies almost dancing.
“Do you think that too, Haru?” Shiro asked, yawning, and the ghost girl shook her head.
“No, not at all. In fact, I’m rather tired of all this.” She sniffed, a slight smile on her face. “But I understand it’s important. It doesn’t make it any easier though. What’s worse is my backlog of work at the Ministry will be piling up…” She lowered her voice to a theatrical whisper, casting me a sideways glance. “…I think Akio-san is trying to work me into an early grave. I don’t think he’s realised I’m already dead.”
As Shiro burst out laughing at that quip, I shook my head. “All right, I get it. Well, we’re done for now anyway. We’ll take a break, grab some food, and then when the trainees arrive, those of us who are free can start training again.”
At Shiro’s loud groans, I laughed anew. Heading back through the Ring Gate, we returned to my Territory, only to come across a surprising scene. On seeing us, one of Ixitt’s Mortal Engineers ran off in a hurry. “Do you think it was something I said?” I joked, only for my answer to arrive moments later as Bjarki came hurrying towards us, an intense expression on his face. Seeing that, Shiro ducked behind me.
“Shit, best protect your beloved Shirohime, Aki! I don’t have the energy to give him any more buffs, not when I have to refresh the Trees and Asha later. Be a man and tell him no for me!”
Yeah, I know you’re joking, but it’s kind of cute… Before we could speak, Bjarki stopped in front of me.
“So, ye have returned, I ken? Excellent timing, my blood it’n be boiling over! I have finished it, t’masterpiece I nay thought I could forge, t’perfect blend of craft and artifice!” His breathing was heavy and his big, callused and scarred hands, spotted with burns, reached for mine. Instinctively I dodged to the side, Shiro cursing behind me.
“Nay only that, inspiration, inspired by t’missy’s blessings here, struck me like thunder from t’forge. Ye must come’n see at once!” His breath was as hot as the fires of his forge, the skin behind his beard flushed.
“All right, I’m coming.” I conceded, stunned by his eagerness. Several Mortal Engineers and some other Dwarves visiting our Territory were looking on in amusement as we followed the Dwarf the short distance to his forge and workshop. When there, he disappeared inside, before bringing out a long, wrapped bundle. He presented it to me, and I took it, feeling the weight. Heavy, but nothing I can’t handle.
As I unwrapped the cloth covering the sword, the first thing I saw was the hilt. Unlike previous blades, this one had been decorated, and was in the shape of a tree, the branches forming the protective hilt, or tsuba, depending on whether it was a Western or Japanese blade. A tree huh? Coincidence, or… 
Trees seemed to be very influential on my life recently, whether it was the World Tree, or the Rhyming Trees that were allowing us to expand far faster than should have been possible for such a small Territory. Curious now, I uncovered some of the blade, seeing the slight curve of the metal. Yeah, it’s not quite a katana, too big. But it’s not a Western sword either. Some kind of hybrid weapon? 
The metal itself was a dark black, with a hamon pattern of blue, white and red, swirling into shapes reminiscent of the phases of the moon. It’s certainly eye-catching. And moons are also central to my life at the moment as well. As I pulled the rest of the cloth free, my Eye flared, providing me the details on the new sword, which I hoped would last longer than my previous weapons.
Storming Moonlight [Item Class: Imperious] [Item Type: Artifice]
A heavy single-edged blade made from hyper-pure Dwarven-steel, Dwarven silver and bluesteel alloyed together meticulously, combined with powdered feathers with strong Wind Element, clotted Thunderbird blood containing potent refined Lightning Element, and Etherite powder infused with Flame Element, made by the renowned Dvergr craftsman Bjarki, who transcended his limits and understanding via outside means and his own understanding. Spatial Element has been retained via the careful salvaging of the previous blade, the Cutting Twilight, but instead of rending space, the blade itself generates a constant low-level field of Spatial energies, protecting against damage and leaving the blade’s sharpness unparalleled by previous weapons.
The blade has lost the ability to absorb Elements via the bluesteel, but instead has the properties of Wind, Flame and Lightning, and these can be generated, and even unique Winds, Flames and Lightnings can be held within the blade, as it has great affinity with such Elements, and any damaging effects of these are partially dispersed by the Spatial field. Mere Rules no longer describe its power, as a number were forged together to create this weapon which has, due to a conflux of materials and a skilled craftsman working beyond his limits, buoyed by sudden insights, become a weapon not forged on this world in centuries.

As I flourished the sword, giving it a few swings, proud Bjarki looking on, his eyes misted with exhaustion and fervent curiosity, Shaeula and Shiro were fussing over it.
“Pretty cool Aki. I guess it’s close enough to a katana to satisfy your otaku soul, right?” Shiro teased me. “Now all you need is a leather trench coat and some sunglasses to complete the look.”
“I feel an affinity for this-this blade.” Shaeula mused, her own Mystic Eyes glowing, before she nodded in satisfaction. “Of course-course. You used the remains of the Thunderbird blood, after I had taken what I needed, did you not-not?” she asked Bjarki, who nodded.
“Aye. I did. It’n was nay easy forging it into t’metal, and getting it tae balance with t’other ingredients, but…” He looked at Shiro passionately. “…m’skills, they have'n reached new heights, ye ken? I hope ye can continue tae offer me blessings, missy.”
I exchanged a look with Shiro, who sighed. “Maybe not all the time, but sometimes, sure.” She gave in. “All right then, it looks cool, what else can it do?”
As I headed to one of our training grounds to test out the functions of Storming Moonlight, Bjarki said he had more to show us, and would catch up with us shortly. Wielding my blade, the weaselkin and others who were training there, including Grulgor and a number of Trolls and a towering Giant, watching on with interest, I put the sword through its paces, a few swings enabling me to check the balance. 
Yeah, it’s functionally a katana, so specialised in fast, one strike kills, but as it’s a bit thicker and heavier, more Westernised, it’s capable of going blade-to-blade with other weapons without being overwhelmed. I see. Bjarki sacrificed a little speed for utility. With my stats I should be able to compensate for the weight and balance…
Some rocks and other detritus were hauled over, and my sword sliced deep into them, and on inspection after, there was no damage, a faint, lingering purple glow visible where the blade had struck stone. “Nice.” I praised the craftsmanship, before channelling aether, wrapping the blade in vibrating wind, further enhancing destructive force. I then tried flame, and the blade was wreathed in yellow tongues of fire. 
All right then… I let out a trickle of Foehn, and the blade glowed like a white-hot, hungry star. My next slash left a boulder burning, Foehn clinging deep inside the savage cut, and after I dismissed my Foehn, the blade was indeed unharmed.
“Okay, so it can handle unique flames as promised. I can see that being a trump card. Makes me wonder…” Combining it with Prominence Twilight… there’s a lot of potential options…
Lastly, I poured aether in to create lightning. It was hardly efficient, but the blade blazed with shimmering lightning, and on a slash I found I could throw out actinic bolts of forked energy, giving the sword an effective ranged option, though the bolts dispersed quickly over distances of around twenty or thirty metres.
“Yes, I do indeed-indeed approve.” Shaeula purred, watching lightning akin to hers as it blasted gouges in the hillside.
“Yeah, no disagreement from me.” Shiro agreed. It was then that Bjarki spoke up, having returned, a large covered cart pulled behind him, sweat gleaming on his brow.
“Aye, it’n be playing to ye strengths.” he declared proudly. “Flexibility, and a weapon that be nay easy t’break. This’n be the sort of weapons m’ancestors likely forged, back in t’distant past, before t’world changed. And that’n be nay all.” He took the tarpaulin off, revealing a huge bundle of what looked like black and white cloth. Daiyu, who had been rather quiet all afternoon, perhaps embarrassed about earlier, went over and started feeling the cloth, surprised.
“I sense strong Qi from these.” she murmured. “Yin and also yang… though…” She glanced at me then, thinking. “From what I have observed, perhaps I should say darkness and light.”
Twilight Cloth [Item Class: Noble] [Item Type: Rule]
This thin, lightweight metallic cloth is crafted by the renowned Dvergr craftsman Bjarki, aided by breakthroughs in his understanding. It is forged from concentrated Dwarven silver and bluesteel, two light yet strong metals, and its durability is further enhanced by the addition of processed parts from a fallen Unseelie Duke, mixed with Etherite powder. Further finishing was applied by adding powdered feathers rich in Wind Element to the black cloth, and scales rich in Water Element from sea beasts to the white, and then the cloth was fortified with Darkness and Light Elements respectively.
This has created two materials, the black cloth that is able to mute the detectability of the wearer, Darkness swallowing the light, casting dark shadows, and Wind hiding sounds, and the white cloth, that protects and slowly infuses healing Water Element into the wearer. As a combined inner and outer material, it is perfect for manufacturing armour.

“Yes, you’ve a good eye, Daiyu’er.” I praised her, and her face reddened a little again. “So, Bjarki, armour too, huh?”
He nodded. “Aye, now t'Territory has light element available, tae match t’darkness we already possessed, it came tae me. Just as t’light and t’darkness be two sides o’the same coin, I figured it’n be possible to combine t’best o’ both tae make armour even better than before. I have t’skills now, ye ken?” he grinned, looking at Shiro again.
“Yes, I can see how they work together. A combination of stealth, defence and minor healing? Yeah, it beats what I made.” I laughed self-deprecatingly.
“Well of course-course it does.” Shaeula shrugged. “You have been creating equipment for barely any time at all-all. Master Bjarki is one of, if not-not the finest craftsman in the Seelie Court. There can be no-no comparison.”
“Ach, ye be makin’ me blush, princess.” Bjarki laughed, only for him to stop as she continued.
“In time, I have no doubts you will surely-surely surpass him, Akio, so do please take-take this opportunity to observe an expert at his craft.”
“Ouch, harsh burn.” Shiro smirked, and behind her Hyacinth giggled, pleased.
“Enough of that. I’m appreciative anyway, master Bjarki.” I cut through the banter. “Well, I would like armour made for me, Shaeula, Hyacinth, Shiro, Haru-san…” I rattled off the names of those that needed it, including all my fiancées, as well as a set for Yukiko-san. “Hmm, Grulgor as well, though since he tends to wreck armour like I break weapons, make that last…”
“I be prioritisin' yours, and t’girlies ye be goin’ away with.” Bjarki promised. We returned our old armour, which had served us well during the battle in Kyoto, and handed in all our weapons for a tune-up.
“There’ll be no real fighting until all our gear is redone. No point taking risks.” I suggested, and Shiro sighed in relief. “Instead, I’d like to focus on elemental training. Some of us are close to more breakthroughs, and every one counts.”
“Speaking of your trip…” Shaeula spoke suddenly, as we made plans to return to the Material briefly. “I am most-most disappointed I can not-not attend. Those isles are the home of the Seelie Court, and though it roams-roams the world on the tides of the seasons and waxing and waning of the moons-moons, it spends much-much time there. But alas, I have far-far too much to do, the Spring can not-not spare me right now. So instead, take Hyacinth.”
At that, Hyacinth looked surprised, but curtsied subserviently. “Mistress Shaeula, I shall dooo my utmost in your place tooo protect and serve Akiooo and the other mistresses!”
“Do not-not forget to have fun, too.” Shaeula grinned sheepishly. “But I would feel better if you were not-not the only warrior there, Akio. Miyu is no fighter, and Motoko and Natsumi lack the strength, even if they have-have skills.”
“I don’t know if I can take her, but…” Seeing the pleading gazes of everyone else, I shrugged. “I’ll press for it. I understand. There’s no point taking chances, and if shit goes down, it’d be reassuring to have someone else who can protect the other girls, I admit.”
“Good. Now-now that is settled, we should return…” Shaeula approved, and I agreed.
“You go, I’ll follow in a minute. I just want to make a suitable sheath for this sword quickly…”
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On our return, after a quick meal, we had two groups of visitors. The first was Aimi-chan and Hina-chan, who had come over after doing their work for the day to see Shiro. The second was Fujiwara-san, accompanied by Miyu, Honoka-san and a number of bodyguards, including his two massive half-Japanese bodyguards nicknamed Left and Right. Motoko, Natsumi and Hinata were with them, as well as Motoko’s father, mother and grandfather.
Karen-chan had stayed late again, helping serve our guests, looking particularly nervous, and I spotted Kana and Keomi-chan, as well as several other trainees, looking on in admiration at the number of extremely expensive black foreign cars parked at the shrine. I’m a terrible liar. I kept promising Karen-chan overtime was rare… well, at least she’ll get paid well for it…
“Fujiwara-san, father-in-law, mother-in-law, grandfather.” I greeted them all politely. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?”
“I understand that you are a busy man, and it has been made clear you are not at our beck and call.” Fujiwara-san got straight to the point, with little preamble. “However, this visit directly impacts on your concerns and ours, so I felt it wise to organise matters in person.”
“I see.” I nodded as Karen-san brought out some of the expensive brandies and whiskeys I had stocked for personal use, as well as tea and juice for the girls. Taking a brandy, I sniffed it, before taking a sip. It’s good. But it should be at this price. “Yes, making links with Princess Eleanor is vital, for Japan and the world. Tsukiko-san prophesied as much, and I have no reason to doubt it. But… I’m many things, but despite being half-British, I don’t walk in those circles. There’s the old joke that says when the American tourist visits Yorkshire, he asks the first person he meets ‘do you know the Duke of York?’. Well, obviously, that’s not the case.” I remember my mom saying she was asked a similar question a few times when she was younger. Though she then gloated that the Americans were probably just hitting on her…
“That is your task.” Fujiwara-san agreed. “I have been tasked, along with Katsuro-san and Minoru-san…” He nodded at Motoko’s grandfather and father. “…with meeting the Queen and Prime Minister, and securing cooperation for longer-term collaboration, especially in research, mutual defence and spiritual matters. With the situation in China unstable, and further issues cropping up in the Pacific theatre that we are only recently becoming privy to, our diplomatic ties need strengthening. And America is unreliable right now…”
“So, grandson-in-law.” Tsumura-san said with a faint smile. “Thanks to Fujiwara-sama’s great influence, you will be attending a grand gala on Saturday. The Queen, Princess Eleanor, and many others like you will be in attendance. The United Kingdom has also been fairly proactive at gathering their Chosen, and has formed a number of teams. You will be accompanying my Motoko as her fiancé, and Natsumi will be allowed to attend as her bodyguard. As for you…”
“Father, Hori-chan will pass, as high society is aware of our ways, but Oshiro-san won’t be permitted a male bodyguard, it’s too much.” Motoko’s father pointed out.
“What about Hyacinth?” I asked. “Having a servant accompany us seems like a noble thing to do, right? And as she’s a girl, it won’t arouse any suspicion or cause problems.”
“A servant?” Fujiwara-san mused. “It would be… unusual, as the gala will have a full staff catering to every need, but… it is not strictly a breach of etiquette…”
“There are going to be Chosen there. While I’m confident I can handle myself, having to protect everyone, including Miyu, Honoka-san…” I smiled reassuringly at the girls. “…and yourselves, it would be useful to have Hyacinth there. Between us, it would be far safer in the event of an emergency.” And of course, worst case scenario, Hyacinth can annihilate those that oppose us with her spores and other biological attacks, not that I’ll be mentioning such…
“Nooone shall hurt the mistresses, or those Akio wishes tooo protect while I am there!” Hyacinth declared proudly, eyes shining.
“I would be most reassured to have you with us. I second the suggestion.” Motoko approved, and Natsumi agreed.
“Yes, Hyacinth is reliable. Just… if you see a servant making a mistake and dropping the wine, don’t try and strangle her, okay?” Natsumi giggled softly, amused.
“I too would ask this, grandfather.” Miyu supported us, surprising her cousin, as it wasn’t often Miyu made requests. “Hyacinth is strong, much stronger than me, and… I am not a fighter, as Akio-san says. I am shamed at my weakness, but… my heart lies in dance, not in strength. I am grateful that is enough to be useful, but it means were a combat-focused Chosen to attack you, grandfather, Honoka-san…” her brown eyes were serious. “…I do not wish to see you hurt. I could not bear that. So take advantage of the strength we have. Hyacinth is ideal, as she does not look threatening, not like…” She glanced at Left and Right, the two towering bodyguards. “…your favourites, grandfather. She is surely perfect for this.”
“Ordinarily, it should be unthinkable for danger to befall us when at such an event. It would throw mud on the reputation and standing of the United Kingdom all around the world.” Tsumura-san mused. “But… these are far from normal times. And we have noticed that Chosen tend to have rather extreme temperaments. I would certainly feel safer with Motoko under her watch. We can pass it off as an idiosyncrasy of the Japanese nobility, such as our daughters having their female bodyguards while they are of school age.”
“That is settled then.” Fujiwara-san conceded. “She will accompany us. As for the rest… our flight will depart from Haneda airport Thursday morning, flying directly to London City airport. We will be taking my private plane, of course. Due to the flight duration and time difference we will arrive late Thursday afternoon, local time. In terms of accommodation, rooms have been arranged at the Savoy Hotel, in the Strand, London.”
“Oh, I remember that place.” Honoka-san chimed in. “We stayed there a few years ago, didn’t we grandfather?”
He nodded. “Yes, on our last visit. Oh, that must have been… nearly seven years ago now. Time makes fools of us all.” He looked at me then. “I shall arrange another room for your maid…”
“Nooo need. I shall stay with master.” Hyacinth denied him. “He might be lonely without me tooo warm his bed!”
“I think that Motoko might want to do that.” Tsumura-san laughed, and while Motoko’s mother flushed, looking a bit ashamed, and also a little frustrated, Motoko remained poised.
“Of course. I am his fiancée, all the more so on this trip. I expect the rooms are more than adequate for the four of us…” She smiled warmly at Natsumi. “…to share?”
“You two do have a suite.” Fujiwara-san agreed.
“So that’s settled.” I managed, thinking to the likely fun at the weekend, staying in a room with the three girls.
“In terms of itineraries…” Fujiwara-san continued. “On the Thursday evening we will be dining with some civic dignitaries, and I will introduce you to some important politicians and figures in the business world. Motoko-chan will of course be attending as your fiancée. We need to make an impression.”
“I will not fail. I am a Tsumura, be it battle or politics, I am always poised and ready!” She pumped her fist cutely, at odds with her normal serious expressions, and Natsumi giggled softly.
“As for Friday…” he continued. “That day is free until the evening, when there will be further meetings. So… spend it however you wish. Then the Saturday will be the gala. Sunday is then also free, though I am hoping that we will have made suitable connections with Princess Eleanor and others, so that you can meet with her to discuss mutual interests. Then we fly back on Monday.”
“I see.” I considered it all. “Well, I can work with that.” So, a largely free Friday, huh? I wonder…
“In that case, I have my own preparations then. Haru-san’s Territory is on track, so I’d like to spend the time training.” I smiled at Motoko and Natsumi. “I think I’d like you to get an element before you go. It might not be much use against a Chosen, but … well, if you catch an attacker off guard, it could buy enough time for Hyacinth or me to step in.” I looked over to see Hinata was talking with a red-faced Shiro, Aimi-chan and Hina-chan. “Hinata, I think you should get in on this training. We’ll borrow the twins and Haru-san. I’m sure we can make it work.”
“Oh, sure. Yes, I’d love to.” she agreed. “Oh, before that, where’s your apology for worrying us?”
“Yeah, I’m sorry. But I didn’t do it on purpose. But look, I’m fine now, right?”
Hinata pouted. “I suppose that’s true. Well, I won’t hold it against you, but I’m really jealous I’m not going with you to the United Kingdom. I want to shout from the rooftops I’m your fiancée too!”
“You actually can, since the law has changed. Well, we need to wait until the special passports are issued, but you know what I mean…”
“It’s not the same. I get why she’s so envious.” Natsumi shrugged. “I’ll be there, but to those present, I’m just a bodyguard. I want…” Her face went red. “…you to make it up to me at night!”
“Sure thing, though Motoko and Hyacinth will need their share. Oh, so… what were the three of them talking about? They look rather embarrassed.”
“I didn’t really understand it, and they didn’t want to explain, but…” Hinata began.
“Oh for the love of God, please don’t say anything!” Aimi-chan begged, red-faced, while Hina-chan was looking away.
“Something about 'BL manga not being accurate', and that 'lots of lubrication was required'…” Shiro clamped a hand over Hinata’s mouth, cutting off further words.
“That’s quite enough of that, young lady. This is not the place for that. Needless to say, we were doing it wrong, Aki. Well, not that I didn’t still like it, but… uh, next time I know what to do…”
“Oh God, I can’t even look at the two of you!” Aimi-chan whimpered, and Hina-chan nodded like her head was on springs… Well, isn’t that the capstone to diffuse a serious situation?
With that settled, Fujiwara-san and Motoko’s family withdrew, leaving us to our evening. All right then, we have three evenings to train hard. I’m confident that we can make some breakthroughs, with Shiro, the twins and Haru-san at our disposal…






  
  Three Hundred And Fifty-Nine – Contains Status – Shaeula 10, Motoko 1, Natsumi 1 


Since they were here in my Territory, and it was something I had been thinking of anyway, the need to expand Chirurgery to the nobility that supported me as a whole, rather than just their children, though at my convenience, not just theirs, I offered to perform the work and show them around my Territory. They all declined, apart from Tsumura Katsuro-san, Motoko’s grandfather, who expressed some curiosity.
“We put our precious daughters and granddaughters, some of our sons too, under your care.” he had reasoned. “I would not have risked Motoko recklessly, without being prepared to chance the same operation myself. Besides, I have seen the results on our Special Forces well enough.” His smile was kind, and I found myself liking the stern old man. 
Well, he is my grandfather now. Damn, I have a very extended family. I guess it makes up for not having too many surviving relatives before this. Well, when the secret is out, I’ll go see if I can help auntie Hana's parents. They’re both rather frail… though also rather gossipy. That reminds me, mom’s parents are still living in Britain. Friday is largely a free day, so… perhaps I’ll see if we can visit.
“Nothing is entirely without risk, but I have an excellent handle on the process now, and we expect it to get better in time. Rest assured, I’d like you to live a long life, grandfather. You have to see your great-grandchildren born, right?” At that comment, Motoko flushed, and she wasn’t the only one.
“Of course.” he agreed. “You are quite the filial young man, I do approve. The nobility believes in family above all else, then the wellbeing of Japan. You are quite invested in both.”
“Of course.” As I led him to another room, the others showed Fujiwara-san and the others back to their cars, though Miyu was staying for now, to perform more dances. “After all, I’ve spent most of my life here, those I love and want to protect are here.”
“Motoko too?” He smiled, but I could see he was probing me.
“Of course. We both know that our marriage was rather… arranged.” I answered back. “And at first, I had resolved to reject both Motoko and Natsumi, and I think they had resolved to abandon pursuing me. But then… we talked, emotions were high and…” I scratched at my head ruefully. “I’m not really sure how it happened, but our intentions got all tangled up. And all of us ended up giving each other a chance. And I guess we liked what we found. Now I’ll never give your granddaughter up.” I promised.
“That is most reassuring, as we allowed a rather significant concession, despite the justified worries of my son and his wife.” he began, before suddenly groaning as my aether began drilling into his Astral body, Split Thoughts making short work of the now rote Chirurgery. “If you… were to abandon her now… she would be ruined for marriage.” Sweat was beading on his brows, but he continued to stare at me, brown eyes resolute and intense. “And her heart would surely break.”
“Like I said… oh, all done by the way.” I shot back, flushing out the last of the debris I could, to more groans. I then topped him up with enough aether to get him started. “…I’ll never give her up now. Aren’t I presenting her as one of my fiancées to the great and the good in the UK?” I helped him up and ran through the exercises required to enter the Boundary, which he grasped quickly. “If you are worried, you can talk to me any time. We’re family now. A big family.”
“I suppose we are.” he agreed. “I have heard many reports from the soldiers under the JSDF, as well as Motoko, but as a military man, I prefer to see matters first-hand. I should have done this some time ago. Besides, I feel full of energy, my mind feels clearer. It is as though the ravages of age have been pushed back a little, like I am twenty, no, thirty years younger.”
“Well, make the most of it. Normally that treatment would be expensive, but as my grandfather, I’ll give it to you for Motoko’s sake.” I joked. “So, shall we go?”
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“Yes, this is as amazing as the reports say.” Tsumura-san declared, observing the fantastic scenery and many strange creatures that made my Territory home. We had gathered by the plentiful earth energies, and the twins, Chiaki-san and Chiasa-san, were here, dressed in their red and white shrine maiden hakama, as well as Haru-san, whose work was being delayed yet again. Motoko, Natsumi, Hinata and the remaining trainees who hadn’t mastered one of the four base elements were here too, prepared to give it their all.
Shaeula was here as well, as earth element was her last major fear. Selensha is more interested in wind, and Shaeraggo in water or fire. Oh well… Eri was looking on in envy, her disarrayed network clearly not up to the task of learning new elements, her cat ears and tail twitching despondently, while Shiro consoled her. Daiyu was by my side, waiting and watching, a bit wary of Tsumura-san, who she had met when she was initially taken to Japan and imprisoned.
“To think that we need to defend this shadow of Japan as well.” he mused, taking a sip of the honey mead Asha had offered him. “Again, the reports were clear, but to see it in the flesh, that makes it all the more real. I am further convinced your plan to protect Tokyo and the surrounds via your Territory is the correct decision, though the public many not look on it favourably in the longer term. Of course, managing public sentiment is the job of the nobility and the politicians, and perhaps the faith. We will leave tasks only you can do to you, my grandson.”
“Yes, one person can’t do everything.” I agreed. “We need to increase competent, trustworthy staff in every field. Recruitment for the new Ministry is rather low, and poor Haru-san is suffering.”
“Isn’t that mostly your fault, Akio-san?” she muttered. “After all, here I am again, helping out with more of your schemes, when my paperwork is piling up! He’ll be the death of me, I swear. Oh wait…” Her smile was exasperated, but not unkind.
“Sorry, but you’re just so skilled with your Telepathy, until the twins can mature their talents to your level you’re just invaluable, Haru-san.” I soothed her.
“I think Suzuki-san would be happy to see his daughter so… lively.” Tsumura-san observed. “Though I hear he does little but complain that his daughter does not spend any time with him.”
“Look, I’m busy. Father…” she chose the word carefully so as not to embarrass herself, which was endearing, “…he’s been so clingy and worried for me recently. The worst has already happened, so he should be less concerned.”
“It is only natural for a father to worry. Besides, now he has received a miracle and his daughter is back, he wishes to cling to you more. As a father and a grandfather, I understand it well.” Tsumura-san reassured her.
“It’s still so annoying.” Haru-san sighed, though I could tell she was secretly pleased about it. Well, she’s definitely a ‘daddy’s girl’, isn’t she? Haru-san’s head shot round to look at me, annoyed, and I realised she might have heard me with her Telepathy. Apologising in my mind, I took over.
“All right then. Is everyone ready?” I turned to Kana, who was observing, forcing power into her eyes as best she could.
“Yes, we’re all gathered. Those of us who have managed to gain access to earth element will provide our experiences.” Kana’s smile turned wicked. “I should charge a fee.”
“In that case, you owe me first. Well, we’ll move onto wind element after this, so those who are interested in earth element, step up.” I laughed, before preparing everyone. Miyu wasn’t taking part, but Michiru-san was, since she accepted my Territory was safe. “All right then. Haru-san, Chiaki-san, Chiasa-san, if you can start the link, just like we did in Kyoto?”
I felt an intrusion in my mind. I would easily be able to reject it, my mental strength, my Resilience, far surpassing what Haru-san could do, but I allowed it in, and soon I was connected to many thoughts, many minds, the twins straining with the heavy mental burden. “All right. Those who want earth element, prepare yourselves.”
“I shall watch, if I may.” Daiyu asked me. “I do not wish to damage my Foundation by mixing in other Techniques, but as my Foundation requires earth-aspected Qi, it might be enlightening…” I accepted her request easily, and she was linked in, along with Motoko and Natsumi, who were going to take my earlier advice and learn wind for the synergy with the Tsumura Arts, but they still wished to experience others succeeding, to bolster their own chances.
Hinata wanted flame element, but in the end she had compromised on earth element first, since we lacked ready access to fire in our Territory for now. It’s difficult to generate enough in the batteries to train others… Michiru-san and the other trainees wanted earth element as well, for defensive purposes, as well as the two extra Levels due to the White Snake Earth Altar, and that applied to the twins and also Ren-san, who had a manly, determined expression on his face.
“Right, I’m going to share my memories. Kana, Hotene-san, Kazumi-san, you as well.” As Haru-san and the twins spread our thoughts out, those who wished to learn drew in the ruby energies around us, Tsumura-san watching on with great interest. Everyone had different levels of talent and ability, Keomi-chan struggling most of all, but with my Eye and the shared thoughts, I could offer targeted advice. I was about to open my mouth to tell Keomi-chan her concentration was slipping, her mental image of her root Chakra incomplete, when Kana beat me to it.
“Oh come on, Keomi-chan, I know you can do better than that. The earth element is spilling out and going up towards your sacral Chakra. It must hurt, right?” Kana glanced at me, sticking her tongue out, proud she had noticed as well. “Well, what are you waiting for, Akio? Healing now please!”
I laughed at that. I guess Kana is drawing on the information from my Eye through the linked Telepathy? She’s come a long way. Really, that’s good though. As I soothed the damage to Keomi-chan’s network, a little Chirurgery polishing away some remaining imperfections, Keomi-chan asked me if we would be celebrating with cake if they succeeded.
“Well, aren’t you the cheeky little glutton?” I laughed, rubbing her head, wanting to pamper her, as like Hotene-san, she had been traumatised by the events of Kyoto and the deaths and her injuries. Haru-san had done good work with her Mind Healing Light, but even so, such sorrows were hard to recover from. “Fine, you manage it, and then gain the extra two Levels as well, and you’ll get a reward. The same goes for all of you.”
“Now I’m motivated!” one of Kana’s friends, Mio-san giggled happily, before wincing as the earth energies slipped free from her grasp. Kana shook her head, tutting at her in annoyance, making her blush.
Shaeula was at the centre of the vortex, drawing in far more earth element than anyone else, though she was sweating silver in rivulets down her face and arms, and her expression was twisted in uncertainty and fear. 
I attempted to balance her through our bonds, and I expected it should be easy to learn it as the other three elements were enough to form a complete circle, only to be proved wrong as the lightning element within her overstimulated the wind and flame around her heart and solar plexus. 
She groaned in pain, struggling, her Ether Healing joining with mine to repair the disarray within. “This is not-not as easy as you promised.” she accused me with a wry smile. “It should just-just slot into place, all in balance, you said. I recall it most-most clearly.”
“Yeah, sorry about… hmm, good job!” I was using Split Thoughts to monitor everyone, and the first success had come, Ren-san solidifying the ruby energies at his root Chakra. Whereas before he might have been boastful, now he merely smiled happily.
“I missed out last time, since I already knew light element.” he smiled. “I’d be letting down Hikawa-Kawagoe shrine and all our Kami were I to fail here. Besides…” He looked at the others fondly. “…I should set an example.”
“That’s cool, Ren-kun!” Asami-san cried, face a little red. Kana looked at me then, and I felt a little of her thoughts leak over to me through the Telepathy. Oh, so she likes Ren-san huh? Well, he is a handsome boy, no question. Good for him… 
“Hmm, Asami-san, I think you’re not too far off yourself.” I tried to boost her confidence. “Your problem is you are narrowing the flow too much, and…” I gave some explanations, mostly though Telepathy again, which made the process far simpler.
“I too am successful! My ninjitsu shall know no limits now!” Michiru-san declared, and she was immediately using earth element to conjure small, sharp rocks, throwing them like shuriken.
“I’ll help Asami-chan and Mio-chan. Hisano-san too.” Kana promised. “You focus on Shaeula, looks like she’s having a hard time. You have to look after those you love, right?” She winked, and Shaeula managed a bitter cackle.
“I am fine-fine. For now…” she managed bravely. “Do assist Hinata. My Eyes see-see she is close!”
“All right.” I gave her hand a reassuring squeeze, before joining my other fiancée, who was grinning at me ruefully.
“Akio, I’ve been practising this for weeks, but there’s something missing, I think…” she suddenly squeaked, flushing, as I took her in my arms.
“Just calm down. I’m here. Listen to my thoughts…”
“This is a unique kind of hell…” Haru-san muttered, and the twins nodded tiredly, their faces red. “There is far too much tender emotion we have to process. Oh well, I suppose I already knew what a romantic Akio-san was. Some of the rest of you surprise me though…” She grinned, and several people looked sheepish, but I paid that no mind, my warm feelings and detailed thoughts reaching Hinata.
“I see! Yes, seeing through your Eye really does make a difference.” Hinata agreed. “And knowing you support me… well, I’m not going to lose!” Her brown eyes looked into mine, determined, and she began to draw in the rich energies with renewed vigour…
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“Good job, Hisano-san.” I congratulated Kana’s friend, who also happened to be Yasu-san’s cousin, much as I tried to forget that fact. Especially since she modelled for our Chakra network experiments. Damn, I hope he never finds out about that, I’d never hear the end of it. “How does it feel?”
“Strange.” She grinned weakly, which made her look prettier, definitely. She was a rather gloomy girl, ordinarily, a far cry from her flamboyantly upbeat cousin, even if he was inappropriately so at times. “When I first had the Chirurgery, as you called it, I felt stronger, faster, smarter… but that was all… well, ordinary, if you know what I mean? Like, it could happen. But this…” She gestured, ruby energy flowing, and the ground splintered. Her control was still awful, but her root Chakra was definitely generating earth element. “...this really is magic. I sometimes think that the last few weeks have all been a dream.”
“Nope, no dream.” I promised. “I’m glad to see you fitting in with the other girls. When we first met, you were very wary of them, well, all but Kikuchi Maiko-san.”
“I’m a bit of a loner.” she admitted. “Not like my cousin.”
“Yeah, Yasu-san is one of a kind, that’s for sure. Uh… so, about the other day…” I broached the subject, and she smiled.
“Oh, you mean when you used me as a model? Don’t worry, I wouldn’t tell my cousin that. It was embarrassing enough that I’d like to forget it. But… it helped, didn't it?”
“It did. This will too.” I looked around. Only Keomi-chan, Mio-san and Shaeula were left. Everyone else had successfully mastered earth element. “With so many successes, if you add what we achieved with the light element in Kyoto… well, I’ve already got some ideas on how this all works and how it can be improved. We can’t just rely on Haru-san and the twins forever.”
“I see.” Her eyes looked at the distant horizon. “…Yasu-kun will be working for you, right? Maybe… well, I’ve not thought of what I’ll do when I graduate. If I wanted to work for you, with Maiko-san and the others…”
“Sure. You’re already an employee of mine, right? But when you’re older, if you want to make it formal, I’m sure I’ll be hiring.” I promised. “As for Yasu-san… I’ll put you in a different department, I promise.” I joked, getting another cute smile from her. “Anyway…”
“Yes, I think Shaeula needs you again.” she agreed, and I nodded. Even as I did so, Keomi-chan let out a bright laugh of happiness, finally succeeding, before dropping to the ground like a puppet with cut strings, her strength exhausted.
“This… is not-not fun!” Shaeula complained, her face twisted into an expression of pain. “It is so-so frustrating. Well, at least I no-no longer fear the earth. If it was so inimical to me, I would not-not be able to endure it so…” Lightning, wind, flame and water were swirling around her, clashing crazily within and without. She coughed, silver and red blood splattering the ground, before gritting her teeth, grin bloody. “It seems I am-am the last. How shameful.” Mio-san was smiling, showing peace signs with her fingers triumphantly, sitting down beside the limp Keomi-chan.
“Well, it’s a matter of a different scale, isn’t it?” I advised, and she agreed.
“True. I am not-not so arrogant to expect to balance four-four elements as easily as one learns a first.” Her amber eyes gleamed. There was no real need for Telepathy now, so the twins and Haru-san were taking a break, Asha and Hyacinth having brought more refreshments, which everyone was partaking in, washing away their exhaustion. “However, this is still-still most annoying. For I wish-wish to break the final lingering whispers of weakness within me. But the cursed lightning, lightning I longed for, it does-does interfere so!”
Yeah, when I balanced the four elements within myself, I didn’t yet have my Wood element, so… wait, that’s it… “Shaeula, I’ve got a plan.” I smiled, Split Thoughts quickly calculating. “At worst it will just exhaust you a bit, but at best…” I pulled out Storming Moonlight, and explained quickly. Shaeula paused, surprised, before grinning.
“I see-see. Clever.” she approved. “Well, if you insist!” Lightning flashed, and she grasped the blade, heedless of the way it cut her flesh. Lightning poured from her into the sword, which glittered dully, shimmering sparks of yellow and green lightning dancing.
“There. I am now-now empty. My heart and solar plexus still does-does fight me, but the conflict is much reduced. I believe…” She released my sword, going to wipe her sweaty forehead, but I grasped her hand, Healing it, using my own free hand to mop her brow. “…I can follow your method now. Light does not-not interfere…”
“It should be like a missing spoke of a wheel. The earth should feed the water, while the fire feeds it. The wind pushes against the earth, but with fire feeding, you can…” I trailed off, Eye gleaming. “Let out some flame element as well. That should help…” I started applying Chirurgery, her heart and lunar Chakras being bled of some of the turbulent wind energy, just enough to lessen the push.
“I think… I…” Time passed, my blade crackling with expelled lightning, Shaeula and I combining our wills to push her body. She was definitely taking significant damage, the earth element a nature opposing her existence, but her existence was far from just one of wind now, and the lunar Chakra and heart Chakra had both stopped resisting, the wind quiescent. Moments later, the flow of fire stabilised, and then the earth began to follow suit. Lightning crackled, but it no longer pushed back against the earth element, and Shaeula clung to me, expression solemn.
“It… it is-is done, correct?”
“It is.” I promised, rubbing her head gently. “Congratulations, Shaeula. Another element is yours.”
“I… it is a grand thing, to overcome one’s fears. You have pushed me, and I have-have pushed myself. And now…”
“Ahem.” Hinata coughed, holding in a laugh. “We’re here too, Akio, Shaeula. Don’t forget about us.”
At that we both flushed, before I released Shaeula, who tottered over to Hinata. “Indeed. You have done quite-quite well too. All of you have. Indeed, the fruits of our training are just rewards for all our hard-hard work and sacrifices.”
Sacrifices. “Yes, not everyone who started this journey is with us anymore. Your fellow trainees, friends, our Fae comrades… never forget them. That’s why we need to keep training, keep strengthening ourselves, so that we never suffer such regrets again, helpless to protect our friends!” I declared, and at that there was a sad round of applause.
“So, I do not quite understand.” Tsumura-san observed after my speech. “But it seems there were great strides made here. Is it always this easy?”
“Easy? Hardly. We’ve just been fortunate in the puzzle pieces we have. Haru-san, the twins, my experiences, Shaeula’s knowledge. A rich source of earth element, boosted further by Shiro’s buffs… no, this isn’t easy at all. I nearly died learning my first element, and might have, if not for Shaeula’s guidance. Well, with far stronger Chakra networks, I think people are less at risk, but even so… strength comes with equal danger. But we are here to minimise it…”
“You hear that?” Hinata smirked. “You two had better succeed with your wind element now, or I’ll be sure to be insufferable.” she told Motoko and Natsumi, smirking impishly.
“Have no fear. We are resolved.” Motoko promised, and Natsumi nodded.
“Yes, how can we fail now? After seeing everyone else trying so hard and succeeding.”
“All right then. A brief rest, and then while Motoko and Natsumi go for wind element at Shaeula’s old Territory, the rest of you… it’s off to the seaside. Those Levels you can gain won’t gain themselves!” There were tired groans, but I buoyed them up by promising a celebratory party Wednesday night, and with that we departed…


      [image: image-placeholder]
“Not-not bad, sister-in-law.” Shaeula praised Selensha. “A little more and you shall surely-surely succeed.” She grinned at the stoatkin, who was leaning on her ornate, crystal-topped staff, white fur stuck to her in sweaty whorls, silver mist rising.
“It’s quite the strain. The wind, it is fed by my water element, and springs out of my control too quickly, causing me great pain and some injury. I am in awe that you have managed it so often.”
“I did not-not do it alone.” Shaeula turned her warm amber gaze on Motoko and Natsumi, who were hugging, wind element swirling around them, having made their own breakthroughs. “But this last-last one was a terrible trial. It would be like-like you seeking flame element.”
Selensha shuddered at that. “We Fae can possibly transcend our limits, as Princess Estalian has proved, and others… but to cross that divide… it strikes me as fearful.”
“Oh, it was, it most-most certainly was. But… when you have those you love beside you, supporting you, all things are-are possible.” She puffed out her modest chest proudly.
“Right, everyone should have gained those two Levels. It’s not a huge boost, but the extra stats might make a difference. Well, Tsumura-san, I hope this sets your mind at ease.”
“It does.” he agreed, watching his delighted granddaughter. “Our family was a burden to Motoko. She loved the spear, the bow, the sword, martial arts. Our family legacy of such though, it seemed to have no place in the world anymore. After all… a gun cannot be stopped by a sword.”
“That was then. Now… I think there’ll always be a place for guns and bombs, tanks and planes. But…” I gathered my thoughts. “...if we can continue to grow, strengthen our Leagues, I think… the day that ordinary weapons can’t defeat the most powerful Chosen is inevitable. Though if Ixitt has his way, he’ll improve our weapons to make up for that. It’ll be a never-ending arms race, but… your granddaughter's skills, Natsumi’s skills… they aren’t useless or a burden. In fact, they’ll shine.”
“I appreciate you thinking of them so deeply. I do not regret my choice to entrust Motoko to you. Really, there was no happiness in her future if she followed the traditional path of a noble daughter. But…” His gaze sharpened, eyes looking into mine, and the kindly old man was gone, replaced with the powerful, proud head of the JSDF. “…this visit has only showed me the greater importance of our best assets having such training. Special Forces, I want them all to have this earth element and the 'extra Levels' you speak of. Our fighter pilots and other specialist troops need Chirurgery as well.”
“Yes, but sadly I simply don’t have the time and the resources to dedicate to that. I’d rather raise my own elite crew, I think long-term that’s more beneficial.” I refused him. “However, more Chirurgery for the pilots I can squeeze in, if the appropriate compensation is paid.” Even with the twins and Haru-san it isn’t easy. Sure, we’re probably advancing faster than most, but our trainees have been working on drawing in elements for weeks, months in some cases. Ideally… Kana wanted to be a Chirurgeon, and had some telepathic gifts herself, though they were nascent and weak. Perhaps if she can take over some of the burden…
“Not now, for the rest.” I shook my head. “We have to worry about our trip to the UK before any of that.”
“I understand. But time is running through our fingers like sand from an hourglass.” Tsumura-san warned. “The more preparations we do ahead of time, the better.”
“Yeah. Well, the fighter pilots, next week I can do those. How many are there?” I asked.
“We had three hundred and thirty assorted fighter aircraft, though thanks to our deal with the USA we will have a number more. Counting the backup pilots, around five hundred and fifty men and women in total.”
“Damn, that’s nearly twice what the Special Forces had. Well, with proper buffs I can do it. So, in terms of compensation…”
“I think you need more than just financial support. Manpower is what you lack, no? We have a number of logistics divisions, what better to speed up many of your planned projects?”
“I think we’ll need to haggle over that.” I agreed. “But we are moving to the construction phase soon on a few ventures… anyway, for now, I have my own training to do.” I have to test out False Void Motion. I never really got the chance…
Tsumura-san took the hint, and as it was growing late, he departed, but not before telling his granddaughter and Natsumi not to tarry too long, as they would be missing school over the weekend. As he vanished, I grinned.
“All right. Selensha, keep at it, I know you’ll crack it. As for the three of you… status time.”
“I have-have been waiting for this.” Shaeula grinned. “I do very-very much enjoy the role-playing games you have in the mortal world. And seeing the numbers rise is so very-very satisfying. But compared to seeing our own gains, well, it rather pales in comparison, does it not-not?”
“I too wish to see the fruits of our labours.” Motoko agreed.
“Yes, I want to know how I stack up to Motoko. I won’t lose!” Natsumi declared.
“All right then. Here we go…”
Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan [Royal Fae] [Kamaitachi] [Four Element, Lightning and Light Aspects]
[Material Statistics]  
Might            643 954 +15
Fortitude       642 966 +15
Intellect        690 1011 +15
Resilience     647 947 +15
Alacrity        698 1000 +15
Precision       663 974 +15
Aether        3199 4045 +15
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune            24 30 +0
Majesty            16 24 +0
Charm              24 30 +0
League             17 21 +0
Determination 14 16 +0
Foresight          10 12 +0
Fate                    6 10 +0
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 5 Rank 6 Powerful (4) Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Eight Night Moons Chakra Network Rank 6 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Aether Combat Technique Rank 3 Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 6 Rank 7 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Ether Healing Rank 6 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Enhanced Spiritual Form Rank 1 Noble (5) Principle (7)
[Elemental Skills]   
Third Eye Chakra Of Light Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Light Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Heart And Solar Plexus Chakras Of Lightning Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Lightning Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 7 Rank 8 Noble (5) Foundation (4) Rule (5)
Wind Manipulation Rank 6 Rank 7 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Sacral Chakra Of High Moonlight Spirit Water Rank 2 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Water Manipulation Rank 3 Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Earth Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Lunar Chakra Of Wind, Flame, Water Four Elements, Lightning And Light Rank 2 Rank 3 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
[Physical Combat Skills]  
Spatial Perception Rank 5 Powerful (4) Rule (5)
Kamaitachi Dagger Technique Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Combat Technique Rank 2 Rank 3 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 Rank 5 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Lovers' Link Rank 7 Rank 8 Noble (5) Imperious (6) Artifice (6)
[Level] 49/79 72/115
[Classes]
True Wind, Flame And Water Four Elements, Lightning And Light Fae 3/30 8/30
Demon Of The Hyakki Yagyō - Ninetieth Seventy-First 2/30 6/30
Wielder Of A Mutated Element 1/10 2/10
Wielder Of Elements, Classic Western 3/10
[Mastered Classes]
Wind Fae 10/10
Pledged One 10/10
Great Wind And Flame Fae 20/20

“Looks like you’ve had some nice Rank increases across the board, and your Intangible Statistics have gone up a lot. Your Level is a bit low, but sadly you’ve missed out on a lot of the grinding sessions due to all the politicking you’ve been doing at the Spring. But your cap is high enough that we can rectify that any time.” I approved. “You got the Wielder Of Elements Class as I expected too, which is a nice boost to your elemental power and recovery. But really, there’s only one thing of interest…”
“Royal Fae.” Shaeula grinned wolfishly, acknowledging what I had noticed.
“That makes me wonder. If Nature is also a Royal element, why isn’t Hyacinth one? Or other wood users? It’s not as uncommon as lightning, is it?” I asked, and she agreed, eyes glittering with anticipation as my own Eye gleamed. Here goes.
Royal Fae are female Fae with suitable strength and League, who are in possession of the female Royal Element, Lightning, or male Fae with suitable strength and League, possessing the male Royal Element, Wood. This does not mean that a Fae is of the Royal line, or rules any Fae, only that their bearing and pedigree has transcended mere Nobility to become greater.

“I see.” Shaeula laughed, clasping my hands, while Selensha looked on, bemused but a little proud of her sister-in-law. “Our Oaths we swore. We are one step closer! Now none-none can gainsay my rights, those who are holding out will surely-surely fall into line!” Her grin was radiant, before she remembered that Natsumi and Motoko were there too, and she blushed, before coughing, reining in her cute excitement. “Well, that shall-shall suffice for me for now. Please enlighten them to their efforts.” 
Hori Natsumi [Bonded Kin]
[Material Statistics] 
Might               169
Fortitude           161
Intellect            153
Resilience         171
Alacrity            180
Precision          179 
Aether              433 
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune             2
Majesty             2
Charm               5
League              1
Determination  3
Foresight
Fate
[Skills] [Rank][Class][Type]
[Aetheric Skills]   
Silver Cord Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 1 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Elemental Skills]   
Wind Manipulation Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Physical Combat Skills]   
Combat Technique Rank 4 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Sword Technique Rank 3 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Spear Technique Rank 4 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Bow Technique Rank 3 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Tsumura Arts Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Unique Skills]   
Lovers' Link Rank 5 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
[Level]  27/63
[Classes] 
Fae-Bonded 4/20

Hmm, Natsumi and Motoko are rather similar in terms of stats and abilities. If anything, Motoko has the edge, but Natsumi has a slightly stronger wind affinity for now…
Tsumura Motoko [Bonded Kin]
[Material Statistics]  
Might                173
Fortitude           171
Intellect            156
Resilience        169
Alacrity            185
Precision          184 
Aether              402 
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune           1
Majesty           4
Charm              5
League             1
Determination 3
Foresight
Fate
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type]
[Aetheric Skills]   
Silver Cord Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 1 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 2 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Elemental Skills]   
Wind Manipulation Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Physical Combat Skills]   
Combat Technique Rank 4 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Sword Technique Rank 4 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Spear Technique Rank 4 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Bow Technique Rank 4 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Tsumura Arts Rank 3 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
[Unique Skills]   
Lovers' Link Rank 4 Noble (5) Artifice (6)
[Level] 28/50 
[Classes]
Fae-Bonded 3/20

“I see Tsumura Arts is no longer a Cantrip Class. Is that because you have an element now and it’s designed to be used with one?” I mused.
Motoko ignored what I thought would have drawn her attention immediately, instead complaining, face red. “Why is my Lovers’ Link Skill a lower Rank than yours, Natsumi? I do not love Akio any less!”
Wow, Déjà vu! I internally mimicked my sister. Why is everyone hung up on that?
“I don’t think that at all. I think… while you were absent, I helped console Akio with my body and heart.” Natsumi answered, and Shaeula nodded.
“Eri and I, we competed foolishly over the same-same matter. It is not-not a reflection of your feelings, only that your bond is deepening, through emotion and physical intimacy. If you worry-worry about the Rank, simply resolve to give more to Akio, to drown deep-deep in his embrace.” She grinned wickedly.
“Don't worry, we’ll have time in London. We do have a suite, just the four of us, right?” Natsumi laughed, and Shaeula sighed enviously, cursing she had other matters to attend to, so couldn’t go with us.
“In any case, you’ve become much stronger due to your training with Ulfuric. I think if you keep it up, you’ll surpass my weapon Skills in short order with your long years of carrying the Tsumura Arts with you.”
“I won’t lose. I know I’m not as good with the sword and bow as you, Motoko, but seeing it in raw numbers hurts! I won’t rest until we are equal!” Natsumi cried.
“At least say you shall surpass me!” Motoko replied teasingly, and with that, after some more laughter and congratulations on their successes, Motoko and Natsumi returned to the Material, well satisfied.
“Well, so, my sweet Royal Fae Shaeula, shall we go?” I extended a hand, and she grasped it happily.
“Indeed. Continue to train and you shall-shall succeed, Selensha. And when-when you do, I shall petition Akio to make you the second to receive our Spirit Water, as a reward.”
“Second?” Selensha asked, and she nodded.
“Indeed. First-first is Daiyu. You wish her to gain the Spiritually Pure Physique, do you not-not, Akio? You worry for her, and her fragile mental state.”
“I do.” I agreed. “Good luck, Selensha! Even Grulgor is putting in effort I hear, so don’t let him outshine you. Well, if you need further advice, feel free to seek us out…” With that, we headed back towards Shirohebizumi shrine…
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“So, what is Hyacinth doing?” I asked Daiyu, who was sitting in the lotus position within the tide of earth energies, slowly fortifying herself with them. Hyacinth was looking at a disgusting lump of what looked like fungus, which was eerily reminiscent of Duke Myrcolaxriath. As I watched, her face twisted, and nature energy surged from her, the lump drinking it in. I flared my Eye a little, and I could see she was producing Myconid Duke Spores? Stunned, I watched as the lump began to quiver and grow, increasing significantly in size, before Hyacinth slumped over, clearly spent.
“That rat-man came and explained to her about fungus cultivation. Shiitake mushrooms, I believe. He wanted Hyacinth to use the pieces you see to grow more. Apparently it has a great many uses….”
“Yes, Bjarki was using it in the armoured cloth. Damn, we can just expand his corpse like that? That’s so messed up, but also really clever. Ixitt never fails to come up with mad-scientist ideas. In that case…” The parts of Myrcolaxriath were the limited resource, so with that no longer the case, we don’t have to be so frugal with the cloth, though there’s no way that Bjarki can meet demand by himself… hmm… mass production? Some sort of cloth looms… uh, I daresay there’s any number of issues but… perhaps when I’m back from the UK, I’ll have time to think about it. 
“So, how was it? Observing, I mean. I feel a bit bad you were one of the few who didn’t gain anything from today.”
Daiyu shook her head. “I gained significant insights. And confidence.”
“Confidence?” I asked, and her smile was abnormally excited.
“Confidence.” she repeated. “In my choices. Seeing the craft, the research that you place in your Cultivation… for what you do clearly is Cultivation, if under a different system, a set of rules…” she continued, her normally expressionless face blooming like a flower. “…I want to be part of the same, to push my Cultivation, no, ours, to new heights together. And I believe we can do it. The blessings from the Heavens, elemental Qi, Heavenly and Earth Qi… I believe all can be understood and improved upon, until we reach the heights of Kunlun, without their advantages, their history. The Incorruptible Jade will stand proud once more. We will, my Companion.”
She paused then. “It was rather unpleasant, after the Spirit Water. I did ooze many impurities, more than I believed I held within me, after my life spent in ascetic rigour and denial of earthly pleasures… Therefore, I have decided. I will deny myself no more. To Cultivate is to be greedy…” Her happy smile turned wicked. “…and I am greedy for what comes next.”
“What is next?” I asked, and she looked down slyly, reminding me of my sis when she was teasing me, for a moment.
“I shall leave that to your imagination. But… I wish for it to be soon. Alas, for now...” She peered at the ruby fountains of earth energies. “…there is plentiful earth energy here, and I believe you are storing light element, which can serve as yang Qi, though it would take much refinement. I could surpass Foundation in short order and begin my Accumulation. I remember our Sect’s Techniques. But I refuse to move on, until I have rebuilt my Foundation with the Spiritually Pure Physique, and also… again, that comes later. But not much later.”
“Fine. I’ll leave you to your meditation. I have to train myself, or else Shaeula is going to leave me behind. She’s catching me up again.” I laughed. Unsheathing Storming Moonlight, I took up a position, before letting out a great surge of aether, trying to give it a spatial aspect, converting it to that element. A few moments later the world around me blurred, and I had reappeared some twenty metres away. Too slow. Too inefficient. Well, at least I hit my mark. All right, time to go again…






  
  Three Hundred And Sixty


Ispent a number of hours practising False Void Motion, until I had a basic grasp on it. The efficiency was truly lousy running it off converted aether, but it was definitely a trump-card type of ability. I could safely teleport a couple of times without draining my stocks too low for combat, and I had also experimented with using Void Motion on my sword or other items, in a similar way to how I had moved my spear in the past. It wasn’t cheap in terms of aether either, but the accuracy had increased significantly since my last effort that had missed a fatal blow on Kondou Kazuo. Again, in a combat situation I can use it to turn battles around in an instant…
Shaeula had been practising with her earth element, and was finding it rather weak, perhaps due to her nature, or her mindset, but in time she would likely grow more proficient. I then checked my Territory build queues, and they were ticking along slowly, but since most of the accumulated ether was currently being transported to Haru-san’s Territory to push her Ether Spires to Rank 3, there was no notable progress. Although there is one useful side-effect…
The adherence demands placed on me by the Divine Favour of Laverna was manageable, I was still bleeding out my limited adherence slowly, but with the extra tithed from Haru-san’s number of additional Spires, I was able to sustain it, and hopefully by the time all her Spires were Rank 3 in a couple of weeks, that trickle would be flowing in the other direction, my reserves slowly replenishing. I really do have to find someone who can use it, though so far, no luck… 
I was due to meet another group of potential candidates, this time from trusted government staff and children of nobility who had the most promising answers on a questionnaire we had put together, but I wasn’t holding out much hope. It’s a very specialised Divine Favour, compatibility is going to be hard to find… well, perhaps if we searched for thieves and yakuza… That might have worked, but it wasn’t something I was prepared to countenance, not with the experiences some of us had suffered under criminal Chosen.
With that done, I returned to the Material, having skipped out on sleep. Since I had rested after my mishap with my buffed Eye, I was feeling relaxed and rested enough, and the successes that Shaeula and the trainees had experienced only lifted my mood further. It was comforting to know that Shaeula was growing stronger almost as fast as I was. 
While a small part of me wanted to keep all the girls I loved away from battle, I was mature enough to know that was not only impossible, but doing them a grave disservice. No, they want to grow stronger, to protect themselves, each other, and me. They aren’t birds to be kept in a cage. Though I won’t compromise on doing my best to keep them as safe as possible…
To that end, I had a number of plans. But most of them would have to wait until after the weekend. I took quick shower, changed into a comfortable casual suit, and after checking in on Eri, who was doing her schoolwork remotely to keep up with her attendance requirements, and then Shiro, who was having a lazy morning, I headed out to my first of many meetings, this one at the Ministry…
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“None. As I expected.” I sighed, going over the files in front of me. None of the people that we had considered were suitable to take the Divine Favour from me. “It’s annoying. The Favour isn’t a long term solution to our problems in terms of manufacturing and trade, but it would certainly push us ahead in both those areas as an effective stopgap.”
Haru-san, who was working on her laptop, fingers moving like lightning, her stats allowing her to do the work of three or four secretaries, which she complained was handy, as that was what I often asked her to do, let out an exasperated sigh. “Of course we won’t find anyone. We’re one in a hundred thousand, aren’t we Akio-san? If it was that easy, there’d be no way I’d have ever been chosen.” She shook her head meaningfully. 
“Well, we have a very limited pool of candidates, even most of the applicants haven’t been told a majority of the details. We can’t trust people that might leak our secrets or go to the press. The protests are still simmering, it wouldn’t take much of a spark to make them explode into genuine riots or civil unrest.” She rubbed at her temples. “Really, I’m searching so many minds with Telepathy, it’s like I’m going mad again.”
I felt a surge of sympathy at that. “If it’s too much, then we can scale back our efforts…”
“No.” Haru-san disagreed. “I’m just feeling sorry for myself. I can mostly control my Favour now, it’s only when I’m under a lot of stress or exhausted it sometimes activates unwillingly. Really, can’t a girl vent to her boss? I’d say you’ll never be popular with women until you learn to listen patiently, but I’d clearly be wrong.” She smiled, reassuring me she was fine, just letting off some steam. “Really, I think the way the world is now is far stranger and madder than any of my delusions when I thought I was crazy. But this is our reality now, so we make the best of it.”
“Yeah, I’m just feeling a bit frustrated myself.” I admitted. “There’s still a lot to do. The Chirurgery on the military personnel, building up your Territory, mine and then pushing to Rank Four, restoring Eri to health and Tsukiko-san to life, sealing an alliance with Princess Eleanor, beginning tests on the Material To Boundary Connection, the joint venture with Ichijou house, more… the list is endless.”
“Yes, which is why we are trying to push on as quickly as we can with the Ministry and other matters, without sacrificing safety.” she consoled me. “We are making progress. Why not treat the weekend as a break? You’ll be in good company, right?” she winked.
“Yeah. I guess so. Well, I was just spoiled in how my sis and Kana managed to take Favours. I guess I can’t expect that sort of luck to hold forever.”
“You’re also forgetting that Kana-chan didn’t just take the Favour, she had to prepare herself for it, gaining earth element and more, right? Don’t worry, we’ll find someone. For now, just focus on one task at a time. Leave the trying to do twenty things at once to your overworked and underpaid Vassal, who you are tirelessly trying to work into an early grave. I swear I’ll haunt you when you work me to a second death!”
“Yeah, very funny.” I laughed, my good humour restored once again.
“So what’s next on your agenda?” she asked, going back to her typing.
“I’m meeting Ixitt and Ichijou-san as well as several contractors out on the land we’ve earmarked for the new Ministry building, and our joint factories. That’s not for a few hours though…” I explained, checking my watch, before realising I had put on a rather expensive one, out of habit rather than intent. I guess I’m definitely changing. Well, with my girls, I can’t look shabby and show them up when I’m with them, I’ll always have to keep relatively well turned out. 
“In that case, I’ll have a car ready for you. While you wait…” She pointed to her screen. “Tsumura-sama has some of his pilots stationed nearby. You can always make a start on the Chirurgery?” She smiled happily, getting her revenge.
“Fine. You win. You take a break. I’ll get to work…”
“Aren’t you such a good boss?” Her laughter followed me out…
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“We can do it.” The contractor agreed, a big bear of a man, massive for being Japanese, and with a thick black beard, also unusual. “In fact, I’d love to take this job!” he boomed, his voice as loud as his scale.
“I would also like to get started. My Mayumi is eager for this joint venture, to work with Hinata-chan. Oh, and you of course, Akio-san.” He was addressing me rather less warmly since the meeting where Hinata and I had pushed back against the nobility, but I found that tiresome.
“Akio-kun is fine, like before. I am a lot younger. And since Mayumi-san is keeping her word and treating Hinata properly, I think we can be actual partners. So long as you remember that most of the effort comes from our side.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of forgetting that, Akio-kun.” He grinned wolfishly. “But conversely, you’re a very wealthy man just from the share in the Ichijou house industries you accrued by agreeing this joint project. So I think you could stand to be a bit more grateful.”
“Oh, I am.” I replied, and meant it. “Your name also opens a lot of doors. I don’t deny it. But… well, I suppose arguing over the profits is premature.”
“Hardly.” Ixitt rubbed his hands gleefully. “We all know we shall be fabulously wealthy soon. But that is hardly all. Mortal Engineering, Science… all shall be advanced.”
The contractor looked a bit bemused by his enthusiasm, but the detailed plans we had presented him were holding his interest.
“Fabulous wealth, you say?” Ichijou-san laughed. “Really, I’m still curious as to what we’ll be doing here.”
“Now is not the time to speak of it.” Ixitt eyed the contractor, and taking the hint, we headed to another room. “You asked for weapons, the means to protect your country from war and woe, correct?”
“It makes the most sense. Ichijou Heavy Industries does manufacture a number of crucial military assets, as well as export them to allied countries around the world. Though I hardly think we want to be exporting anything involving these new abilities.” Ichijou-san replied.
“Perhaps not for now.” Ixitt allowed. “Mortal Engineering moves on, and what was once treasured works of artifice becomes old and antiquated rather quickly. So much more so now.” he grinned. “As for the future…” He pointed to our set of blueprints. “…we should first work on the intermediary steps, that which makes us our wealth.”
“The Alchemy devices?” I asked, and Ixitt laughed happily.
“Yes, I believe you have a saying here. Trash to treasure.” Ixitt intoned. “We can source a significant portion, if far from all our needs, from using Alchemy to recycle matter, once the first hurdles are overcome. Instead of paying for resources, we can be paid to take garbage, and recycle it into useful raw materials, and have many that we do not require left over for sale. Hence the scale of these warehouses and sorting facilities. I do confess, sciences such as Chemistry have far deeper depths than even I can fathom, so I had to seek… expert… help.” He paused. “Well, have no fear, on some of the forums and chat groups I frequent online, I merely posited some thought experiments, and had many marvellous responses.”
“We have the land already. And having it in the shadows of the Ministry building, which also doubles as an emergency fortress… even so, it looks too large a scale.” Ichijou-san mused.
“Hardly. We shall stabilise the underground and create subterranean stores and assembly lines as well. Though I believe that will require notable inconvenience. But with careful application of earth element we can dig deeper and safer than otherwise would be feasible. And the rubble can be recycled, metals and valuable minerals extracted, so no useless waste.” Ixitt suggested.
“I’m not spending all my time doing that…” I protested, and Ixitt flourished his phone.
“Of course not. But… if we perhaps had a ready source of earth element wielders, with a little training…” His grin was wicked, and I saw that he had been messaged by Shaeula bragging about her many successes with earth element, the trainees too.
“Shit.” I sighed. “I know the answer to that one. Looks like Tsumura-san might get his wish after all. But I’ll squeeze him hard for it…” Actually, using elements on the Material isn’t as difficult as using aether. It’d be good training… 
“On another note…” Ixitt laughed happily. “Here are some plans Hinata asked me to draw up.”
“Hinata-chan? How interesting…” Ichijou-san leaned in, curious. “These look like…”
“Yes. Luxury apartment blocks.” Ixitt nodded. “We do own a lot of land, do we not? So they would benefit from your Territory. Besides…” He pointed out the unique features. “…they would be largely self-sufficient in terms of power and other utilities…”
“They would be valuable, but persuading people to move further out of Tokyo, even for such luxurious accommodation, would be a hard sell. So… just what is this generator that supplies the power and also the water?” Ichijou-san asked.
“That’s another project.” I deflected, unwilling to share all the details of Ixitt’s research. “But I think the aim isn’t so much selling to high end rich people, as to make plenty of room for ordinary people to live in safety. Kyoto proved the need for that. And if we can make money doing it, or even not lose money, that works.”
“Quite. Hinata has plans for true luxury for the wealthy, but alas, we need to lay the groundwork first.” Ixitt rubbed his hands together. “For now… we need to begin work on the first foundations and more importantly, the underground portion.”
“It won’t be cheap. Though I can get the planning permission.” Ichijou-san mused. “But can you get those earth element users you say we require?”
“I’ll see what I can do…” I promised. Oh well, we’re finally starting to move on reforming and developing the land we own in Tokyo. I glanced at the tower-block designs again, sleek, attractive and spacious, made to replace old blocks like where Karen-chan lived. I considered how much she’d love it, and the respect Noboru-san would get from his unruly daughter Sana-san that he talked about often at work, if he lived in such a place. And yes, there’s the security features too, they wouldn’t stop a Chosen, but… they could at least buy time…
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“Akio!” Hinata greeted me happily. She was there with her father and grandfather, and oddly enough, with Sakura-san, who was looking at us with cold eyes, and her younger brother Minoru-san, who was rather excited, and their grandfather. “How’s your day been?” she asked brightly, ignoring her sister. 
“Busy. Though I did get to see your proposals for the new apartment blocks.” After that I gave polite greetings to all our guests, and Kana’s mother, Nagi-san, was serving tea and treats. Good. I know Hyacinth loves being a servant, being mostly a Brownie, but it doesn’t help with the way the nobility thinks, it weakens her standing and my position. This is better.
“What did you think?” Hinata asked when I was done greeting our guests. “I think they are rather impressive.”
“She’s not wrong, though we’ll be operating at an initial loss. Even accounting for… technological improvements.” Fukumoto Kenji-san mused. “Over time, since they will be leased on ninety-nine year agreements, you’ll recoup and even make profits, but the upfront cost commitment is large, considering…”
“We earn gratitude as well. And that is valuable.” Hinata smiled at her new brother and sister. “Isn’t it, Minoru-kun?”
“I want to see the stones again!” he cried, eyes bright, and Hinata pulled out several pretty quartz rocks, shining white and pink. A faint aura of red shimmered on her palm, and chips of stone fell away, crudely shaping them into rough marbles. “And then…” She used more of her earth element, and the balls launched at me like slingshot pellets. They were easily slow enough for me to catch, which I did, then passing them to the eager Minoru-san, who took them, eyes wide.
“I want to be able to do that too!” he crowed. “That’s so cool!”
“Yes, your new sister is very cool, isn’t she?” Hinata pressed him. “I learned how to do it last night. And if you work and study hard, you’ll learn too, and much better things as well.” She turned to me then, leaving him playing with the stone spheres. “I think it’s time to make good on our promise. Minoru-kun wanted to learn. As long as we take it slow and he stays in the heart of your Territory it should be fine. I’ll get Shaeula to assign a Kamaitachi or some weaselkin to watch over him while he’s here.”
“I do not agree to this!” Sakura-san grated, glowering. “It’s far too dangerous for Minoru to do such things! Besides, he should be learning his duties as the heir of Takatsukasa house.”
“Oh Sakura, my dear sister.” Hinata sighed, a little exasperated. “I believe having such talents is going to be more valuable for his future than learning to be heir. And he’ll enjoy it more, too. Leave the boring stuff to me, right, Minoru-kun?”
As he agreed happily, I held in a grimace. Damn, Hinata already has Minoru-san completely in awe of her. Well, Sakura-san still seems bitter, but then, it’s not been long at all since she was forced to see her cousin as a sister, and one that will likely surpass her, and keep the Takatsukasa name while she loses hers to marriage. Her father's been sent away to 'recover from an illness' as well, It’s a bit cruel, but I know Hinata will make sure Sakura-san gets a suitable fate that she can appreciate in the end. “So anyway, what brings you all here?” I asked them.
“They wanted to see just how we run our Healing services. Both my grandfathers already know how valuable and powerful your aid can be…” They both agreed at that, Fukumoto-san laughing happily, Takatsukasa-san looking a bit vexed. “…and since this time as well as some foreign visitors, we have some Japanese guests from the world of nobility and business, their presence smooths matters along. Well, we aren’t going to gouge our fellow nobility, that would be bad form.” Hinata giggled. “But we do intend to make some profit nonetheless! I hope you still have some strength left after your day.”
“Yeah, thanks to Shiro’s buffs I regenerate aether pretty quickly. I can handle it. I’m not going to do much training tonight anyway, I still have a lot of matters to prepare. So, who is on the agenda?”
“Well, firstly we have another Southern African businessman. Apparently word has spread regarding Miss Lindiwe’s miraculous recovery. He has a similarly inoperable cancer, one particular to males, I’m told, and while his prognosis is that he likely has years of life ahead of him… well, the fear of eventual death is a powerful motivator. We will receive the equivalent of two million American dollars, which isn’t a lot, but not bad for a few minutes of work.” She paused. “He owns a famous jewellery company, so… well, we need wedding rings right?” she winked. “He’s promised me a magnificent one for my aid, and any others at cost.”
“That’ll please the others. I was thinking we needed to look into that. Anyway, who else…?”
Going over the information, this time there were a pair of South Korean technology moguls, one with lung cancer from smoking, the other with heart disease. We would receive small stakes in their business, a few percent of the shares in each, as well as cash settlements and their unspecified support in any expansion we made into Korean markets with our own products. 
There was also an Australian mine owner, opals and copper mostly, though there were potentially other sites to be explored there, who had been involved in an accident and paralysed from the waist down. Again we would receive a stake in his company, cash and apparently Hinata was being given a number of beautiful opals.
Lastly, there was a Frenchman, Mr Arnault, who had brought his son. The young boy had been injured in a freak accident when a kettle of boiling water had exploded right next to his face, and even after a number of operations and painful skin grafts, the boy was still horribly scarred, and blind in his right eye, as well as deaf in his right ear. 
As the major shareholder in the famous fashion company LVMH and chairman of another equally famous one, he was prepared to spare no expense to heal his son, but modern medicine had failed him, until word amongst the rich and powerful had led him to Hinata’s door.
“…so yes, fifty million euros total, ten million for the scars, ten million for his hearing, thirty million if you can fix his eye. In addition, well, our wardrobes could use a refresh, don't you think? You have a lot of women, and they need clothing.” She grinned. “He promised that aside from the money, his gratitude would be eternal, and we would never want for champagne again.”
“I see. Well, you’ve certainly done well.” I praised her. “I thank you too, grandfather, I know you’ve been lending an air of authenticity to her role here.” The money is nice, we can put that to use immediately. The shares in various companies are only valuable if the world remains stable… but I’d rather have them than not. The other bonuses, well… why not?
“As for our esteemed Japanese guests…”
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“…can’t believe it.” The man, head of one of the Three-Hundred, was saying to Takatsukasa-san, tears in his eyes as he rotated his arm freely. “I never thought it would move again, my doctor had given up on it.”
“That’s right.” another man agreed, looking at his wife, who was weeping soundlessly, hugging her own body. “It… it’s impossible.”
“I’m happy for her, I really am, but that one was actually torture for me, especially in front of Hinata.” I complained, though my tone was light. Seriously, I know I can actually regrow damaged tissue now, especially when I called in Shiro to change my buff over, but regenerating breasts lost to a cancer mastectomy was extremely embarrassing for me.
“I shall never forget this favour!” Her husband was crying too now, caught up in the emotion. “I’m not sure what use my company has, but as promised…”
“Oh, well, as a Takatsukasa, I believe I should follow the lead of my grandfather, Ichijou-sama and Fujiwara-sama and protect the nobility.” Hinata laid it on thick, just as she had with the other half-dozen members of the Three-Hundred, their families, and also one son of a truly major house, nearly as high in standing as Tsumura house, who had been born with a deformed hand. Yeah, that was harrowing in a different way to the breasts. Having to break his hand apart and rebuild it was rather gruesome.
“I shall do as promised, of course!” the man nodded fiercely between tears. “Anything you need, at cost, as well as the land we were planning to sell when we build our new offices.” After that, Hinata’s grandfather escorted the nobles and their family out, leaving us alone, before he returned with a smile on his face and a spring in his steps.
Overall, from the Japanese nobility we had gained a number of plots of land in Tokyo, most of them unfavourable, but still of use to us, as well as trade agreements and some money, though that was only a side benefit, and nowhere near what we were charging the foreign nationals. 
More interestingly, Hinata had managed to gain ownership of a rather nice Onsen inn in Hakone, somehow, and when that was added to the budget hotels I had extracted from Kondou Kazuo, it wasn’t an exaggeration to say I was in the hospitality trade. Though the hot springs are likely a lot nicer than the hotels… I had transferred control of the hotels to Hinata recently, and while she hadn’t made any changes to their management or operations yet, I had a feeling she wasn’t satisfied making modest earnings.
“Well then…” my father-in-law said, looking at his daughter with a happy but complicated expression on his face. “The foreign patients and their families have been moved to a private hospital, where doctors will check your work and ensure that they are satisfied with the results. Then payment will be collected. You’re rather rich now, son-in-law.”
“He’s a marriage partner that will not shame Takatsukasa house.” Hinata smiled at Sakura-san and her family. “You see that now, right Sakura? And with all the support behind me, I’m a worthy granddaughter of Takatsukasa-san. I’m sorry, but things have changed. I’m no longer the troublemaker you need to look out for. I appreciate it, even if I didn’t always show it, found it annoying…” She took a long breath. “Minoru-kun doesn’t want to be heir. I don’t blame him.” She laughed brightly. “It’s hard work. But I’ll make sure he gets to be the hero he wants to be. Safely.” She met Sakura-san’s wavering gaze. “So, now I can look out for you. Really, is there something you want out of life?”
“I… I am a daughter of Takatsukasa house. I will marry, start a family and…”
“If you want to, great. Being in love is sweet. Find yourself a good match and I’ll be the first to congratulate you. But if you want more out of life, you need to decide soon. If you don’t want to talk to me about it, then what about Motoko or Miyu?”
“Our granddaughter is alive with passion right now.” Fukumoto-san grinned to his opposite number. The old man had no answer to that. “Times are changing.” he continued. “The nobility… they have to change too. You three old geezers know it, why else form the Three-Hundred after the War? The only way to stop a decline is fresh blood, fresh ideas.” He turned to Sakura-san then, who was looking a little distressed, biting at her lip softly in a rare display of immodesty. “Why don’t you listen to what Hinata has to say?”
“I know you think I’m flighty and unreliable, always pushing too hard, trying to be what I’m not… and you were right.” Hinata agreed, looking at her cousin earnestly. “I brought you here to show you how I’ve changed, though you really should have noticed by now. It’s a funny thing, love.” She smiled, and I found it stunningly pure and beautiful. “Now I’ve stopped worrying about chasing after Mayumi, or being equal to you, Sakura. Well, I still want respect, but now, not for vanity, or to make me feel better, but because… I don’t want Akio or the others being looked down on! It’s not for me, that makes all the difference. Though…” 
Her beautiful smile turned wicked. “…I do confess, I rather enjoy being seen as a daughter of Takatsukasa at last. But Sakura… look, this day alone, I’ve garnered support for Takatsukasa house from both many of the Three-Hundred, as well as foreign allies. I’ve got a rich husband. Takatsukasa house needs money to rebuild itself, but more than that… it needs a reason.”
“A reason?” Sakura asked, unable to fight her curiosity.
“Yes. Fujiwara house is the true guardian of the nobility, and is invested in our security and stability against threats within and without. Hence Fujiwara Security Services, Hanafubuki Private Academy and more. Ichijou house is invaluable to the country with the military and Heavy Industry. Takatsukasa house… what do we have, Sakura? Old glories, the oldest lineage… nothing else. No, we’ll be the house mediating the Chosen. Sure, there’s overlap, such as Tsumura house in the military, and Takakura house with the faith, but even so, we’ll stand above. Look…” she declared seriously. “You would have married Akio here if ordered, right? I know it was mooted at one point. It made sense, really. Hence why I’ve stepped in and taken that role.”
“I would have, though his pedigree would have been a shame…” Sakura-san began, and Hinata made a frustrated noise.
“You don’t get it. His pedigree is that he’s the leader of the Japanese Chosen. Perhaps one stronger will come along in time, though I have my doubts about that…” Her wicked, sly grin returned. “…but even then, our influence is solid. There will be no disgrace from Akio taking the reins. Far from it. Takatsukasa house will be revitalised, and live on for as long as Japan does. Seriously, Sakura… you need to find something you want to do. Well, if you want to help me rebuild Takatsukasa house, I’m all for it. If you want to marry out, as long as the man is good for you, I’ll support you all the way. If he's trash though…” She glanced at me, and I took the hint.
“I see you as family, Sakura-san. After all, you’re Hinata’s cousin, sister or whatever. All I know is… we didn’t do this to hurt you, or ruin your family. So if you have worries, you can come to us. But… I know it won’t be that easy to change your mind about us. Even so, if you’re ever in trouble, we’ll be there.”
“I…” She looked at us then, before fixing her gaze on Hinata. “…it is very frustrating. You have always caused me problems, embarrassed me so many times in front of our peers. The way you fawned over Mayumi-sama, not realising she saw you only as an amusing toy… yet somehow now you are standing beside her! The others of the Three-Hundred mocked you for foolish pride, while the Fifty-Seven laughed at your overinflated ego and pride. Now nobody laughs, everyone wants to curry your favour. I simply cannot fathom it. How did it change? Am I the fool?”
“Not a fool.” I soothed gently. “Merely seeing Hinata change. Hell, I’m struggling to keep up with her ideas myself!”
“Hardly!” Hinata laughed at that. “I couldn’t put any of my plans into motion without your support, and those of the others. Sakura… this is what you need to know. As nobility, the higher you are, the lonelier you are. Miyu, Motoko, you… even me… we all are princesses in our own walled gardens and the bigger garden that’s Hanafubuki. But we’ve shattered our walls. I shall run Takatsukasa house as an empire, supporting Akio financially and with political influence. Motoko and Natsumi are finally gaining their independence, the freedom to wield their weapons as their heart desires. Even Miyu is free to dance as much, no, more than she wishes.” Hinata giggled. “She is starting to pick up some colourful language from the others, and uses it to describe you sometimes, Akio.” She paused, reorienting her thoughts. “So, Sakura, step out from the walled garden, the birdcage. And find what you want to do.”
“All right, I think that’s enough.” Fukumoto-san clapped his hands. “I think she understands, but for a sheltered girl such as your cousin… no, sister... oh, you’re right, Akio-kun, this is rather awkward.” He laughed good-naturedly. “…such thoughts run counter to her upbringing and nature.”
“Yes. Take all the time you need. Just rest assured, Takatsukasa house is safe in our hands, and we have no intention of gutting its legacy.” I promised. “Only restoration, and a new purpose, for a new Japan, and a new world.” It’s easier to build when the foundations are already in place…
“All right. Well, I’ve said my piece, Sakura. You’ve seen what we can do, the tears, the gratitude. Think about what you can do to match that.” She smiled at Minoru-san then, who had been watching quietly, careful not to interrupt. “Akio has more visitors to deal with, so why not come with me, Minoru-kun? We’ll start your new training regimen. Sakura… no, I’m not going to rush you.”
“Yes, I will take my granddaughter home.” Takatsukasa-san agreed, a touch ruefully. “We both have much to think about. Perhaps I have misunderstood your intentions a little.” He looked at me then, and I shrugged.
“Maybe so. Well, that’s the beauty of family, and we are family. There’s always time to talk things out. But for now…”
“Yes, I know. I’ll send Kana-chan to you, right?” Hinata suggested.
I nodded. It’s been a while, the neutral shrines and their trainees have barely been here since Kyoto. It isn’t that I don’t understand why, but… time to clear the air…






  
  Three Hundred And Sixty-One


“It’s been a while, Chiyo-san, Kudou-san, Bankei-san.” I greeted the three important heads of shrines and temples. “And to you, Takakura-san.” I then nodded to the old head of the noble family that mediated the faith, dressed in his usual two-tone suit, this time maroon and grey. Behind me Kana strode in, though her steps faltered a little under the looks she received from our esteemed guests, before she swallowed, smiled and sat down next to me, her own shrine maiden attire wrapped around her like armour. 
“Yes, it’s been too long, Akio-kun.” Kudou-san agreed. “Well, not so much as in time, but in trouble.”
“Don’t try and be clever, old man.” Chiyo-san sniffed. “You should be enjoying your retirement now Tsukuyomi faction is no more.”
“Such a harsh tongue as ever. I really don’t know how Bankei puts up with you, Chiyo-chan!”
“Chan? I’m as old as you, you damn fool.” she snorted, before Bankei-san put a stop to their bickering.
“My apologies. We have been under a significant amount of stress since the battle of Kyoto, so it is only natural for there to be some… friction. It is mostly harmless posturing, I assure you.”
“So, shall we get down to business?” Chiyo-san sighed. “We appreciate you making time for us, matters have to be busy for you right now.”
“Extremely so.” I glanced over at Kana, who smiled a little, though her face was pale. “My schedule is packed as always. But I don’t mind making some time to talk to my allies. Speaking of…” I raised the point that had been on my mind.
“Yes, I know. You were wondering where all the neutral faction trainees were, right? Why do you think they were largely absent?” she asked me, answering my unasked question with one of her own.
“Well, I don’t believe it’s because you lost faith in the project.” I looked at Kana, willing her to speak, and she did so, a touch proud.
“If that’s the case, I feel sorry for your granddaughters and the others, Chiyo-san.” she spoke brightly, waving a hand for emphasis. “We’ve been having numerous breakthroughs in our training, and now all those that remained here have mastered either earth or wind element. Our training is only going to get better in time, I promise you that.”
Well said. “Yes, we’ve been gathering data, and putting further refinements into practise. But I think… politics, am I right?”
Chiyo-san nodded. “The neutral faction served a purpose of keeping balance, trying to prevent the three main factions of faith clashing and messing up everything. Men can be such boys, even old fools who know better.” At that, Kudou-san merely laughed.
“With Tsukuyomi dissolved and its purpose fulfilled, I am taking some much needed time to rest my weary old bones. But then too much rest is boring, so I decided to help out where I can. Well, my long time rival Gin-kun is content to flex his influence in the new Ministry, and poor Ren-kun is still in mourning, his faction shattered… a dirty business that. Leaking footage of the Kyoto attacks benefits nobody.” Kudou-san shook his head, disappointed.
“Yes. The faith is somehow more and also less united than ever.” Takakura-san agreed. “Which is a problem that is not on your shoulders to solve, Oshiro-san.” he assured me.
“Right. With the damage to Kyoto and the sad deaths of the Diviner as well as three of our Chosen, that hit harder than even the deaths of the trainees in Yamato-kun’s mess…” Kudou-san sighed. “Now, don’t get me wrong, Akio-kun. Everyone knows you did the best you could, and with the many defeated invaders, morale is still surprisingly high. But the three factions of faith, plus old man Bankei’s neutral parties, we’ve been playing politics, jockeying for position, for hundreds of years. And in times of great change… well, great opportunities lie.”
“But many opportunities are simply poisoned.” Bankei-san observed piously.
“Indeed that is true. Well, the adoption of Fukumoto Hinata-san to Takatsukasa house has caused a stir within the nobility, distracting them from the unrest and worry, the potential threat from China.” Takakura-san mused. “In fact, it may prove a well-timed boon. The nobility is still a monolith, but the faiths… Unlike Fujiwara, Takatsukasa and Ichijou houses, Tsukuyomi, Amaterasu and Susanoo have changed. The firm grasp we had on the faith is gone. Though please do not misunderstand, Oshiro-san. Your support is still strong, especially with those who wish to have their latent powers awakened by Chirurgery, or their Kami walk Japan in the flesh. After all, what better demonstration of faith is there than that?”
“We need a purpose. And just as when Hiroto-kun, the young Hikawa brat, reached out to me, and I decided to test you… our new purpose is to act as a calming voice, preventing further disclosures and rebellions that harm the interests of our faith as a whole.” Chiyo-san finished.
“I see.” Kana spoke up, listening carefully. “So, you’ve been visiting the shrines and temples that don’t seem fully on-board with us, showing off the trainees and the fruits of Chirurgery?”
“As well as applying the stick too.” Kudou-san laughed. “With those from Chion-in effectively removed from control of their shrine, a branch family moved in to take charge, we sent a clear message that breaking the rules of secrecy we have long held to protect ourselves will not be tolerated. Nor should it be.” He stroked his long white beard sadly. “Not everyone is as strong as Akio-kun here. The last thing we want is for the populace to turn on us for being different, supernatural. Most only have mere sparks of power.”
“Yeah, I can’t believe how stupid they were, even if their revenge was justified, which it wasn’t…” Kana reassured me, and I did appreciate her efforts. Yes, I’m not all-powerful. Even Tan has her limits, and she confessed that even the rulers of the Pantheons are limited which only makes sense, otherwise this whole mess here on Earth would be utterly pointless. I have to know what I’m worth, but I also can’t get arrogant and try too much…
“…then they should have picked another way. Remember when we first met, Akio? You wondered why nobody knew about the powers me and my father possessed, right? And I told you we didn’t want to end up some scientist’s lab rat or worse, dissected.” She shuddered. “Well, now I don’t have to worry about that, but most of us are feeble, helpless. Though…” She seemed troubled, before speaking what had been on her mind. “…it’ll all come out soon. A cracked glass can’t hold water anymore, right?”
Kudou-san chuckled at her expression. “True, and with Kyoto, both events, the glass sure is cracked, Kana-chan. Well, I won’t say that nobody from the faith has ever broken ranks. But those that did were either… persuaded to recant, or those they talked to were kept in check by the nobility. Most problems can be solved by money and power. And those that couldn't be were solved in the most... final... of manners.”
“While the pillars of Faith, Nobility and the Imperial Family all have their spheres of influence, and try not to meddle, certain threats necessitate a swift response. It is true that through Takakura house, in the past, troublesome fools from both the faith and the nobility have… vanished. Those who were more reasonable merely found themselves losing their shrines, another related family or bloodline taking over, while they that were more troubling and stubborn, well, they went into seclusion, to recuperate. Indefinitely.”
I hope that isn’t implying… At the look on my face, Bankei-san frowned. “No, the family of Chion-in, as well as many of those who lost relatives either in the incident with the trainees, or the subsequent Kyoto battle against the Chinese, they are angry, hurting, but they are also not entirely without reason. We will watch them all, and some shrines will be reassigned, like Chion-in. If they cause no trouble, they can live comfortable lives. But we have to protect all we have built up over the years. Nothing else is more important. For those who cannot protect themselves, we have to do it on their behalf. It is one of the duties this humble monk has taken on his own shoulders. The weight of responsibility is heavy, but we have always borne it.”
“The Ministry is going to have a registry. Sure, it’ll be mainly about the Chosen, but those under Chirurgery and with special gifts will be listed.” I pointed out. “Obviously, that will enable us to protect those with limited strength and influence.”
“Though the best way, of course, would be what we are doing now.” Chiyo-san said softly. “Just on a grander scale. It was one thing, those of the faith seeing what could be done at Conclave. Mori-chan’s demonstration was most impressive. It turned heads. But a personal, tailored touch is necessary to overcome doubts, and to prevent those panicked by events making foolish, wrongheaded decisions.”
“Seeing the trainees from the neutral shrines, which are respected by all, and their progress and support, while Takakura-sama wielded the stick…” Bankei-san intoned sorrowfully. “…it pains me that such is necessary. Conclave should have resolved the path we were to follow. No, human nature is ever changeable and disappointing.”
“As a Buddhist, you should be more positive. Say that human nature is merely about overcoming challenges, bettering oneself.” Kudou-san laughed meanly.
“So, are the problems resolved? Will we have any more leaks or rebellions?” I asked. Right now Japan is a powder keg. We don’t need any sparks landing and triggering an explosion…
“Well, it’s entirely possible we have missed some who are dissatisfied, and some of those we have cajoled will only be pretending to fall into line.” Chiyo-san snorted. “Besides, we’re not the Kami or the Gods, are we? Humans are fallible. We can only do the best we can, and hope it’s enough.” She echoed my earlier thoughts, causing me to smile. “But for now, the situation is contained. Though we now need to provide the carrot…”
I looked at Kana, who spoke. “It’s all very well trying to increase the number of trainees. But already the key people involved are stretched thin. Akio and Shaeula don’t have time to keep up with the demands for Chirurgery, and then Haru-chan and the twins, they help when they can, but they all have their own matters. We don’t have an unlimited supply of earth element either.”
All good points. I feel bad putting this responsibility on Kana, but she wants it herself, and she’s serious. Besides, she doesn’t have to do it alone. “She’s right. Obviously, the return of your neutral faction trainees is welcome, and I believe they will reach a breakthrough soon as well. But the government is always looking for more. I also have plans to grant the Black Wolf Company earth element.” 
They can aid with the construction as well, but it’s mostly for the potential Levels… “Our Trees and the White Snake Earth Altar do support a notable amount of earth element, even with the drain from the Ring Gates, but it’s not unlimited, as Kana points out. And yeah, the demands on our time are ever-growing. Sure, I was planning to take on a few of the more interesting bloodlines with long-term potential… well, Kana, what do you think? You wanted to be in charge of this, didn't you?”
Kana nodded, her expression resolute. “I know I’m young and naïve, but you chose me for Kṣitigarbha’s Divine Favour, despite the fact I’ve been little but trouble for you. I want to live up to that, to better myself, to have a purpose. To be useful to you.” Her brown eyes looked at me earnestly. “So, I’ll do it.”
“Well, it’s bad when we have to rely on those who aren’t yet adults, but…” I paused, and she smiled radiantly.
“…but even now, I’ve experienced more ups and downs than adults over the last few months. I’m not a stupid girl anymore. So…” She gazed at the people in front of her. “...let’s hear your proposals at least. Maybe we can work something out. Be warned though, I’ve been listening to Hinata talk about business, so I’m not going to negotiate gently!”
“Isn’t this an interesting turn of events?” Kudou-san laughed. “So…” He exchanged looks with Chiyo-san and Bankei-san.
“Well, we would wish to extend the training school further, we know you said it would be impossible to train everyone any time soon at Conclave, but… an expansion would help head off unrest. Surely that is worth a little sacrifice.” Chiyo-san asked.
“I may be a young girl, but I’m also a frightfully greedy one. I’m not proud of that, but I’m getting better. Well, maybe I’m just greedy for differing things, now. And take it from me, if you try to pay off those who aren’t satisfied with bribes such as Chirurgery, then it’ll only seem unfair to those who supported us all along, or weren’t being selfish. I think that would just make things worse.”
“True.” Chiyo-san agreed. “But we didn’t just grow senile with our age, girl. We also developed wisdom. Of course there has to be a balance.”
“Sixty.” Takakura-san proposed. “And also some further trainees from the nobility. Twenty sons and daughters. That balances the bribes with the favours for those who fell in line quickest.”
Eighty more, huh? In terms of numbers, the Chirurgery should be doable, but… I looked at Kana, who was also running the numbers. “I don’t know…” she seemed doubtful. “I don’t think we can support them all…” She looked back at me, unsure. “Even if you took care of the initial Chirurgery, there’d be too many for the training school to give them rooms, and Haru-chan and the twins wouldn’t be able to link them all…”
“All right. So, do you have any ideas on how to improve matters?” I asked her. “Bear in mind, you don’t have to do this alone. I don’t expect you to be suddenly solving all our problems. You can ask for help. What would you need to make it work?”
“Probably… bringing them in shifts.” Kana suggested immediately. “The numbers we have now are manageable, around twenty or so. But when we start bringing in the Black Wolf Company, the military, and if we added these… maybe split it into separate days? It’ll be slower, but…”
As they thought about it, I asked if that would be acceptable.
“Well, anyone that thinks it isn’t is a fool.” Kudou-san laughed. “Even a little priceless training is simply priceless, no? I know Shiori won’t complain, she’s raised better than that.”
I raised an eyebrow inquisitively at his words, and he had the good grace to look a little embarrassed, though his laughter increased in volume to cover his shame. “This old man gets to pull rank. My Shiori is happy with her Chirurgery, but I don’t want her to fall behind. Takakura-sama here is the same. Power has its perks.”
“If I may… a number of the prospective members of the faith we have chosen live in Kyoto and the surrounding area. If they were provided with Chirurgery, could they not use your Gate to travel to their training, just as you did in your efforts to save the Diviner?” Bankei-san asked. “I believe most of Kyoto is under control now.”
That’s true. “Well, it’s not like we can’t, if we spread the load, but I don’t want to take up Haru-san’s and the twins' entire lives doing this. So we’ll have to make some ground rules and set expectations, assuming Kana thinks it’s manageable.”
“I think… yeah, groups of twenty.” she decided, making up her mind. “But I’m going to have to ask you or Shaeula to do the initial Chirurgery. I’m sorry I can’t do it right now. Even if it took me hours for each person, it’d still be useful…”
“Well, for successful Chirurgery you need good Aether Manipulation Skills, Ether Healing and the ability to see the Astral body in detail. And to improve the training, you need the ability to link thoughts and guide them. Really, you have a lot of potential.”
“Yes, but I don’t know how I turn my gifts into useful ones.” Kana mourned. “Though…” She then smiled, trying to remain upbeat despite the pressure. “…I’m not giving up. It’s early days yet.”
“That’s the spirit. My sis wants to be a Chirurgeon, and she doesn’t even have your advantages.”
“That’s true. Aiko-chan won’t let the fact it’s impossible stop her. She’s definitely your sister.” Kana giggled, her worries momentarily forgotten. “If only I had an idea of what training would work, I’d do it, no matter how hard. I’m going to be useful!”
“I’m sure you are. So… knowledge we can get. I’ll put in a request to Yasaka-san for him to ask his Book Of Providence. Since we know what we have at our disposal and what we want, it shouldn’t be too hard for him to get some answers, and he owes me for the power Levelling.” I did say I’d exploit his gift, it’s just too good not to. “Right, we also need Shaeula’s winds on the potential troublemakers you’re bribing. Just to agree to not cause problems while they are receiving our aid.”
“That’s not unreasonable. They won’t much like it, but then they shouldn’t have let their folly drive them to this. Those who lost relatives and children I understand, but some of the other Susanoo faction are damnable fools.” Chiyo-san agreed.
“We need the other trainees back and trained as soon as possible.” Kana was thinking hard. “While it might only be once every week or two they can have the benefit of Haru-chan or the twins, but we can have more than one group training the usual way, mentored by those of us who succeeded. That helps, having a role model. So your granddaughters and the others should be back and learning quickly, to help us offer guidance to the newcomers.”
“Of course. To be honest, most of them are sick of talking to idiots.” Chiyo-san snorted nastily. “They will be back tomorrow, on the usual schedule. I look forward to their rapid progress.”
We continued to talk matters out, and settled on the details. In the end, we had taken on more trainees, but it wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. The Black Wolf and Special Forces could largely train during the day, and occasionally receive guidance when Haru-san and the twins were free. The fighter pilots only needed Chirurgery, elements would be useless to them other than for the Levels, and I wasn’t prepared to countenance that waste. 
The Black Wolf and Special Forces can help with our construction projects on the side when they learn successfully. It’ll strengthen their earth talents as well… the other trainees from the faith and nobility would have the normal programme, with all the advances we had made recently, and we would also add another class of twenty more, handpicked from Haru-san’s list of talents they possessed, making it a round one hundred newcomers.
“So, I’m sorry to ask you to do the Chirurgery. But we have to make preparations, so it can wait until your return.” Kana apologised, looking at the notes we had written.
“Right. Until after the weekend I’m too busy.” I have to get Tsumura-san to agree to my proposal for the Special Forces as well, give and take. 
“Well, the outcome is satisfactory.” Bankei-san conceded, and the others agreed. We exchanged some more pleasantries, and then they departed, leaving me alone with Kana, who sagged in relief.
“That was nerve-wracking. Having to talk to such important people, propose plans...”
“You do it all the time. Shaeula’s rather important, right?” I joked, and she scoffed.
“Hardly. Shaeula’s easy to talk to, so long as you’re cute, and I am very cute.” She stretched, showing off. “Besides, she’s a friend. Even the noble girls don’t bother me anymore. But that’s different. Well… how did I do?” she asked, waiting for my answer.
“Honestly? Not terrible. There’s obviously a lot of room for improvement, but if you want the role, you’re going to have to learn as you go. You didn’t blindly say yes and try and make it happen, which was good. But you need to exploit all the resources we have available. Even if it costs us more time now to get you prepared, if you save us more time later, it’s a win. To that end, you’ll have one of the most rigorous training plans of anyone.”
“I expect you’ll be wanting to do more Chirurgery on me?” Her smile turned wicked, and she clutched her body with her arms, speaking monotonously. “Oh no, Akio, you brute, tearing a maiden’s clothes off…”
“Yeah, you wish.” I laughed, and she nodded.
“I guess I do. But now isn’t the time, is it? Besides, you’re more worried about our little Chinese girl right now, aren’t you?”
“True. Daiyu’er is a problem. She’s very… proactive. And I still feel a bit uncomfortable with it, really.”
“Why? She’s like a doll, with that black hair and slender figure. She’s definitely cute.” Kana pressed.
“Yeah, but it’s like with Hinata. It just feels a bit soon for her. Well, Hinata is curious about love, but she’s got her head full with business and raising her status as Takatsukasa heir so there’s no rush. Daiyu’er though… she’s all alone in a foreign country, and don’t get me wrong, I utterly respect her dedication to her craft of Cultivation and the restoration of her Sect, and what she’s prepared to give up for that, but… it seems hasty, premature.”
“Have you considered maybe she just likes you?” Kana asked, and I rolled my eyes.
“Likes me? We hardly know each other. Sure, I accept that I promised to protect her and guide her, and help her with her goals, but if that was enough to make people like a person, then police officers and politicians would all have massive harems.”
“Not according to my dad, he says the current government is full of crooks.” Kana shook her head. “But yeah, I get it. But well, love at first sight does exist. Hinata says she fell for you on first meeting, right?”
“Yeah, and I admit she was looking at me strangely back then, though I didn’t pick up on it. But lightning doesn’t strike twice, does it? Besides, I think it’s more complicated than that.”
“And while I’m flattered you’d turn to me for advice on your love life, I’m a bit annoyed and hurt. Is it fun, messing with my heart?” Kana pouted. “But…” She sighed loudly. “I’m trying to show I’m a strong, useful woman. So I’ll put up with it. It’s the whole life companion thing, right? It’s pretty heavy stuff, from what Shiro and Shaeula say.”
“Yeah, she’s not entirely explained it, but…it’s not just a relationship as we understand it, but an entwining of fates and also Cultivation, and her Cultivation is everything to her. It’s a bit heavy, to be honest.”
“Really? I hardly think it’s any heavier than what you’re already carrying.” Kana disagreed. “A Faerie princess, a maid you have to keep in line else she’ll probably go all serial killer…” Kana giggled at her joke. “A number of the most eligible noble daughters in Japan, and a woman basically possessed by a Devil. Hell, Eri-chan is the most normal one, and I’d say she’s got a good chance of joining Hyacinth in her serial killing if something bad ever happens to you.” She paused, weighing up whether or not to speak, before just going for it. “Then there’s those of us who like you and you dither about. But I promised this wasn’t about me.” She pursed her lips, genuinely trying to offer me advice from a female perspective.
“Look…” she said at last. “You told me if I didn’t know something or needed something, to ask for help. Well, it’s a shame that you can't ask this Book Of Providence about how to win a girl over.” She laughed at that. “Well, you can ask the two who matter. Daiyu, and your own heart. The others accept her. I’ve noticed Eri-chan is a soft touch for the ones with heartbreak in their past, and if she says yes, the rest is easy. Why do you think I try to make her like me? Though to be fair to her, she’s rather indifferent to those that don’t bother her. A lifelong commitment, how is that any different to what you have now with the others? You’re not ditching any of them, are you?”
“No. of course not.” I denied that.
“Well then. Whether it’s dating, marriage or Dao Companion, it’s all the same then.” Kana pointed out.
“Yes, but… it seems to involve her Cultivation too. Dual Cultivation. I’ve never really read any stories involving it, but Shiro has. Apparently it’s raising Qi via sex, especially yin and yang. Well, there are surely other methods. Light element is supposedly some type of unrefined yang Qi, and you’ve got some without having sex, right?”
“True. I can’t believe there are no other ways.” Kana agreed. “But have you genuinely talked through these matters, explained everything, asked her genuine opinion? There might be good reasons she needs to. Or she might just be using it as a pretext to force you into a relationship. Girls do that, you know.”
That they do. Eri admitted trying to get pregnant our first time to tie us together. But I don’t think Daiyu is the sort to pull such underhanded stunts. She has a high pride. “I think there’s more to it.” I disagreed.
“So, ask then. I know you’ve had a busy day, but there’s still time to talk to her, right?” Kana pressed.
“I guess so. That’s right. I’ll clear the air. The thing is, I don’t want to do anything that harms her Cultivation. That has to be avoided at all costs. But I also want to learn her Techniques, for all of us.”
“Oh, so planning on Dual Cultivating us too?” she joked, and as I tutted, she shook her head.
“Come on, have a sense of humour. Or grow a spine. But seriously, most of her Techniques don’t involve sex, right? But to be fair to her, isn’t the Fae way of bonding kind of sexual too, I heard? I think Cultivation isn’t too dissimilar to what you do.”
Wait. That… it was as if a lightbulb went off in my head. Yes, the similarities seem too great to ignore. It might not be true, what I’m thinking, but if it is… I grabbed Kana’s hands, who flushed.
“That’s right. Kana, you’re a smart girl! I think you might be onto something here. I’m going to go talk to Daiyu’er now.”
“All… all right.” she replied, her voice strangely high-pitched. “Uh.. you’re welcome?”
Releasing her hands, I grinned. “Thanks for your help tonight. I can’t really talk about this sort of thing with Shaeula or Shiro, they’d just tell me to make her mine. The others too. But there’s more to these decisions, I don’t want to be too hasty and have us regret it later.”
“Yeah, don’t I know it.” Kana fanned herself, feeling hot. “But… the thing you need to know is… love isn’t rational, not most of the time. People love who they love, there doesn’t even have to be a reason.” She paused, thinking. “Though oftentimes there is, even if the person doesn’t know themselves.”
“Well, once more I’m impressed by your wisdom. While I’m away, can you look after Daiyu’er for me?”
“Me? I don’t exactly speak Chinese. Shiro might be better… uh, maybe not. I’ll… do my best.” she promised.
“Great. Good night, Kana. I’ll be counting on your support from now on.”
“Sure. Me too. As a shrine maiden of Shirohebizumi Shrine, the Chosen of Kṣitigarbha, and also your aide. I’ll do it all, and I’ll excel. After all, I’m determined. Just like Daiyu.” With those parting words she nodded to me and departed, leaving me to my thoughts. All right then. Time to clear the air, and also… to explore my new theory on just how the lunar Chakra might be comparable to a Dantian…






  
  Three Hundred And Sixty-Two


“So why am I here again?” Eri asked, looking at Daiyu and me with a wry expression on her face. “I don’t think you need my help with what you’re planning. Not with my current health anyway.” 
At that Daiyu flushed a little, which made sense as I had sought her out and told her we needed to discuss Dao Companions and Dual Cultivation. Even so, her expression was serene and resolute, as if she had no doubts. Which is amazing, as I’m full of doubts myself. 
“Actually you’d be surprised.” I answered, reassuring them. “But rest assured, we’re largely just going to be talking tonight. It’s a shame Shaeula and Hyacinth are dealing with matters at the Spring, but you’ll do fine.”
“I see, I’m second, no, third choice, huh?” Eri pouted, though her onyx eyes were sparkling with bitter humour. “Well, fine. Talk huh? Disappointed, Daiyu?” she asked, and Daiyu frowned, trying to understand the Japanese. I then translated for her, and she shook her head.
“I am beginning to understand his character, Eri. He is quite cautious when it comes to commitment.”
“Really?” Eri raised an eyebrow. “I agree he used to be like that, but if you push hard enough he crumbles. He did for me, Shaeula, Hinata and the others. It’s only Hyacinth and Shiro who didn’t really ask him, though Hyacinth… well, trying to understand Hyacinth hurts my head sometimes. But she’s a good girl who deserves some happiness. I think you’re in that situation too, Daiyu.”
At my translation Daiyu looked a little surprised, but she bowed gratefully. “I have suffered loss and hardship yes, but life is full of sorrows. Only through adversity shall strength be forged. Though I admit…” She let out a soft, quiet giggle. “…I would have preferred a little less adversity.” Her expression turned serious. “But what is done is done. The will of the Heavens cannot be turned aside so easily. Now I am here, and I thank you for your kind words. It must not be easy, a stranger such as I, one who is not even Japanese, coming into your lives and making demands. I am ashamed, but… I do not regret it. The will of the Heavens is clear to me.”
After that lengthy translation Eri snorted, managing to shrug a little, waving her one good arm. “Of course nobody likes to share. Ordinarily love is between two people, right? But then ordinarily the world isn’t full of Fae, Yōkai, Cultivators and more. I’ve been through this with Akio, but he doesn’t quite get it. He says the words, about making us all happy, but he’s still carrying some guilt. So this is probably a good time. We might as well use this opportunity to clear the air yet again, hopefully for the last time. He’s almost there, but he’s still got a few peculiar hang-ups. Daiyu, tell me honestly, what do you like about Akio? I’ll tell you what I love.”
She took a deep breath. “I love that he thinks of me. That’s all there is to it. Love is very simple, I found. Back when I was a child, and Akio and Aiko were the only friends I had, I didn’t even realise I was different to other people. Everyone, my parents, those at school, they just thought I was quiet, shy. And I suppose I am. Less so now.” She pursed her lips self-deprecatingly. 
“But really, I had an empty, selfish heart. But when Akio saved me, when he used to take me stargazing on the mountains, or to a festival, or even just listened to me talk about my day, asked me how I was doing, my quiet, empty heart felt full. That’s all there is to it. And when my empty heart was full, I wanted to spend my life with Akio and Aiko. Forever. And I wanted to make their hearts feel full, like mine did.”
“So, you love Aiko too?” I asked mildly, and she rolled her eyes.
“Stupid. Of course I love Aiko. Not like I love you. I’m not bisexual. Girls can love girls without it being about lust. Look at Motoko and Natsumi. You can’t tell me they don’t love each other.”
That’s true. I thought they might have loved each other in a sexual way as well, but from when we made love, it seems not. But their bonds are definitely deep. “I know. I was just joking. There’s lots of types of love. Family, romantic, more.”
“Well, my love for Aiko is deeper than familial. After all… we’ve shared so much normal people never do. All this.” She gestured with her good arm. “I can hardly wait until Aiko graduates so she can move to Tokyo and be with us. We’ll have adventures, spend time together, laugh and cry. And not just with Aiko. Shaeula and the others too. The good thing is… all the others are easy to love. Shaeula especially, she’s a force of nature that changed our world, isn’t she? Without her, we’d have stayed apart, you’d never have made it as far as you have… really, she should be your first wife, not me.”
Daiyu watched us as I translated rapidly. The conversation was intense, so I tried a little trick I had been thinking of. With my Split Thoughts I used wind element to create vibrations in the air, mimicking sounds. It was fiddly and difficult, and my first efforts were terrible, though it gradually became intelligible, though Daiyu frowned at the lousy accent and pronunciation. Still, I’ve created real-time translation. And it’s excellent practice for Split Thoughts. Split Thoughts was one of my most powerful Skills, as it let me perform multiple tasks at once, though obviously they had to be largely mental, as it wasn’t as if my body duplicated.
“I get it.” Eri continued. “Shaeula enjoys standing beside us, pushing us onwards. Whether that’s because of her upbringing, or because she’s a Fae, I just don’t know. But I do know if I’m ever in trouble I can turn to her. The others too… Shiro still makes me jealous, I can’t help it. You’ve shared so much of your adult life with her I don’t know about, but… she’s just so… forthright. There’s no lies with her, no masks.”
“That’s only recent. She used to hide all her fears, her pains. But now…”
“Now she’s free.” Eri eyed Daiyu. “I filled my empty heart. Shaeula found someone who would accept and support her for who she was. Hyacinth found someone who would love her despite her past and broken nature. Hinata found someone who sees that she’s noble as anyone else, and is willing to back her dreams. Motoko and Natsumi found a way to avoid sacrifices, and also remain together. Shiro… I think Shiro needs someone like Akio, someone who will accept any absurdity. And she found someone who truly understands her heart. Tsukiko-san, she found someone who would face the world for her, and would even try and turn aside death. Kana-san… well, Kana-san is the most puzzling. She’s an ordinary girl, who finds herself loving extraordinarily…”
Hang on a minute. “I think you’ve got a couple of unnecessary names there.” I pointed out, and Eri shook her head, a proper firm shake, though she grimaced in pain doing so.
“No. We’re not doing this. I’m not letting you play the naïve idiot anymore. It’s frustrating. I have made my peace with most of it, though I admit I have to get over my jealousy with Shiro. This is polygamy. It’s never going to run smoothly. You’ll be consoling various girls, soothing our worries and mediating squabbles for the rest of your life. Get used to it. But in exchange, you have the love of some of the finest girls in the world. I have to believe that. That I’m a match for Shaeula, Shiro, Hinata, the others… otherwise I have no business being with you, and I can’t bear that. So, Daiyu here wants to join our circle. It’s too late to worry about one or two more now. But… I want everything sorted. Dragging this out is only hurting everyone.” She paused. “When you went looking for Daiyu, Kana-san came and spoke to me. She was pretty upset at you being so insensitive. You can be a jerk sometimes, you know. Don’t you like Kana-san?”
“Of course I like Kana. What’s not to like? But… it’s a case of need, isn’t it?” I replied, this a subject I’d thought about far too much.
“No, it’s a case of liking.” Eri disagreed. “You know she likes you. She’s taken the risk to say so a number of times. And that’s hard.” Eri’s onyx eyes went distant. “I was really scared when I confessed to you, you know. If you said no… I’d have been devastated. I’m not sure how I would have recovered from that. But… I would have had to. Just because someone confesses you don’t have to accept them, do you? That’d be stupid. But… it’s worse to not give closure. You know, I’m getting a bad feeling something is going to happen soon.”
“Is that Foresight?” I asked, and she shook her head.
“I don’t think everything in life is about stats, Akio. Even before you got any, you were still a hero to me. Perhaps it’s just everything that’s happened recently, but… I worry.” Eri explained earnestly. “But, put aside Kana-san for the moment.” She looked at Daiyu, who had been listening to my wind-translations intently.
“Daiyu, I want you to be honest. Though I think you always are. You don’t seem a liar, you’ve too much pride for that.” Eri continued. “You’ve said you want to be Akio’s Dao Companion. That’s like marriage, isn’t it?”
“Yes.” Daiyu agreed. “Though…” She paused, unsure of how to say what she wanted.
“It’s all right.” I sighed. “Eri is right. I need to be clear. I’ve largely stopped feeling guilty about polygamy now. I genuinely believe I can make those I love happy. Whether that’s arrogant or not I don’t much care. But what I do worry about is whether I’m splitting myself too thin. That’s one thing I can’t change, there’s only one of me. To think I’d be surrounded by a lot of gorgeous women and girls who seem to want me, despite all of you already. It makes me uncertain. So… we need to be clear, Daiyu. Though whatever happens, I’ll protect and help you, and get you enough Spirit Water to improve your Foundation. You don’t have to do anything but reach your potential, and use your gifts for the good of the world, Japan and your Sect.”
“That’s not being clear.” Eri complained. “Though it’s very like you.”
“I shall speak. Eri, you are right. Dao Companions are a sacred bond. Not every Cultivator finds a Dao Companion they can share their lives and Dao with. But there is no greater comfort or joy. Love breaks, couples separate, but our Dao, they endure.”
“Not ours, it doesn’t break.” Eri disagreed. “That’s part of the issue. Akio, I’d be really sad if you were the sort of man who slept around, looked at girls lightly. But conversely, it means that you end up too passive, led into things. That’s bad too. I thought that after Shiro, you’d got better, but there’s still problems. You believe that every woman now you accept will stay with you forever. And we all intend to. But we never know the future. Some of us could die, or fall out of love. Not me.” she insisted. “But you have to prepare for that.”
“I have.” I sighed. “I know it isn’t fair, me having all you girls and demanding faithfulness. Well, I guess that’s just how men are. How I am, anyway. I’m hardly an expert in romance. But then, you and Shaeula both told me that being so pathetic about it just hurt everyone, and demeaned you all, and your resolve and feelings.”
“And she’s right. I’m right.” Eri agreed. “We’re not idiots falling for you for no reason. Sure, some reasons were perhaps less sensible that others, but we’re all our own people, and we chose this, chose you. But Akio… we have to accept reality. Not everything in our lives are perfect. Look at me right now. You think I want to be like this? But life is about making an effort, isn't it? I’m not a passive, clingy girl anymore. Because if I was, eventually I’d end up alone. We’re not normal. Our paths go beyond what we could have imagined before. So, Daiyu…” Eri continued her questioning.
“Don’t you think that this talk of Dao Companions and Dual Cultivation are just ways to pressure Akio into accepting you?” She narrowed her eyes.
“I disagree.” Daiyu responded immediately. “In fact, I am a little affronted. I genuinely believe that Akio is the one for me. You are not a Cultivator, you do not understand our ways, our Fates. I am in awe of his skills, his drive to improve. I have always been a prodigy, respected by others but never liked. Even the rare few others who broke Foundation Realm at my age were behind me in talents. I never… I never had somebody I could compete with earnestly, research with, share triumphs and failures with. Then, in my lowest point, when I was alone in a foreign land, my Sect destroyed, I met Akio. And I knew. He was the one I did not even know I was searching for.”
“So, it’s all about power, this Dao of yours then?” Eri pressed, and Daiyu shook her head.
“Perhaps in the past it would have purely been about that. Cultivation was my all. I certainly would never have considered Dual Cultivation, considering it beneath me.” She paused, face pink. “I confess, it is a Technique that was much derided in Kunlun, and that stigma has persisted through to this day with the new Great Sects, even though it is wildly efficient in allowing males and females to share their Qi, especially yin and yang. But often those who take this path are those who struggle with other Techniques, or those that have a promiscuous nature. Most do not have a Dao Companion, that deep connection.”
“So why you then?” Eri asked. “I can’t believe you are one who isn’t skilled enough to use other Techniques. You are a prodigy after all. Or is it you just felt you had to offer something?”
“No.” She shook her head as I watched the two converse via my translations. They were very different people, Eri a largely ordinary girl, who had accepted the absurdity of our lives to get what she wanted, and Daiyu, an ascetic, disciplined, dedicated martial artist who already knew the impossible, hidden side of the world. I have accepted Daiyu as someone to protect. Dao Companions… well, that’s perhaps another matter. 
“I am not interested in bribes. Though I confess that strengthening each other is a welcome prospect.” Daiyu smiled then, a full, genuine one. “I wish my Dao Companion to be strong, and kind. I am not promiscuous, I have never really considered romance, up until I lost everything. Now… I seek a family, no, closer than that. Really…” She reached out a hand, touching my cheek, and I didn’t stop her. “I do not see why you lack so much confidence. You do not believe I could like you so soon, do you?”
“Well, he doesn’t see himself objectively.” Eri agreed. “I get it. I liked the modest, self-effacing Akio, even if it frustrated me. It matched my personality better, but it also stopped us getting together. It took Shaeula rocketing into our lives, spreading her confidence, to change that. But Akio’s confidence is a fragile thing. Though recently it is starting to bloom.” As Daiyu stroked my face gently, tenderly, her dark eyes meeting mine, I really considered her.
“Hinata was thrilled you stood up for her and your rights with the nobility. I know you like win-win situations, even wins where you lose a little so that both sides profit in the end. And that extends to your relationships as well. Else you never would have accepted Hinata, Motoko or Natsumi. Or even me.” Eri’s smile was bitter. “It’s hard changing how you see someone, and I was always another younger sister to you. Not anymore though.” she declared proudly to Daiyu. “I won my war, Akio sees me as a woman he loves, and the same goes for the others. You… you need to step over that gap.”
“I genuinely wish for you.” Daiyu reiterated to me. “I never saw my Dao Companion, if I even thought of him, having other Companions, wives. But… as I have said before, I accept it. It is not like I do not know what you are, what is expected of me. I find you handsome, kind, supportive, intriguing… my chest feels tight when I look at you, and you make me feel safe, despite the desperate battles we have fought together.”
“Well, most of that is likely because of what you’ve suffered.” I told her, and she agreed, both hands on my face now, holding me, looking deep into my eyes.
“Of course. But we are what we have endured. After all, those that cannot endure will shatter, and their Dao shall break. However my feelings came about, they are true. I… I wish to be with you. Do you not desire me, like me? What can I do to make you like me, want me?”
“Not just Daiyu. It’s time to get things sorted.” Eri sighed. “Daiyu, I appreciate your honesty. I support you. I think that you’d fit in with us. We could be your family. I never saw myself being so open, not when I railed against Shaeula so, but that was jealousy, uncertainty. I was just insecure. Now I know that Akio will always love me, spend the long life Shaeula has promised with me, with us.” 
Daiyu nodded, releasing my face, a touch regretfully, I thought, the lingering warmth of her hands on my cheeks.
“Yes, Akio, you’ve been rotten to Kana-san. You rejected her in such a half-assed way it hurt to see. And you keep giving her hope. I get you don’t understand why she likes you, which makes it hard for you to consider her in turn. But forget that. I understand her quite well. She was protecting herself with a false, selfish shell her whole life. It’s hard being pretty, I know that. I hid from others, she presented a wall. Sure, she’s a bit of an annoying girl at times, but I know… her interest in you isn’t just for what she can get anymore. She’s like Aiko. She wants to forge her own path, but a path you’ll respect, be proud of. She’s a fool, but aren’t we all?”
“I know. It’s just so hard to understand…” I complained.
“No, it’s easy to understand. It doesn’t matter why. Kana-san likes you. So… what matters is how you feel about her. But I think I’m approaching this wrong. Ugh, I wish Shaeula was here, she’s good at explaining these sorts of things.” Eri rubbed her eyes tiredly with her good hand. “I really never thought I’d have to play matchmaker for you, Akio. It should be a bitter feeling, but I find I’ve already accepted this. We’ll try another approach.”
Yeah, I know I have to sort Daiyu’s status. I get that. But… no, Eri’s right. I have been awful to Kana. But I do know why… “All right. I get it. This might be a good time to hash everything out. But I have tried, haven’t I?”
“Yes, you have. But I still find it hard to scrape up any sympathy for you.” Eri smirked at my discomfort. “If you wanted an easy life, you should never have left Nishimorioka and just married me. We’d have had a quiet life, I’d be a housewife, you’d be in a modest job. We’d be poor and happy, having a couple of children, a boy and a girl maybe, and we’d have to look after Aiko too, she’d be no good without us.” 
She sighed as she thought about it. “I could have loved that life. But that’s not the one we got. Instead, I’m going to love this one. But you have to resolve yourself as well. I don’t want you to be the sort of man who accepts girls recklessly, strings them along. Either take them or reject them. Don’t be like that trash that was hovering around Aiko back in Nishimorioka. You’re better than that.”
Ugh, like Kenji-san, huh? No, I never want to be that sort… “You’re right.” I admitted. “I’ve been selfish.”
“Well, being selfish is fine. We’re all selfish, and you’ve earned a little selfishness. But do it right.” Eri sighed again. “So Yae-san, Rika-san. Do you want to go out with either of them? Well, Yae-san would say she was your first date, and it annoys me that’s technically true, but nothing happened there, did it?”
“No. it didn’t.” I promised. “It was just showing a younger girl a good time, like I would for Aiko. Just some dinner and a little gift. As for dating them…” No, they’re nice enough and friends of my sis and Eri, but I don’t know them that well. They feel like friends or younger relatives, not anything more.
“Or Kana-san’s friends and the other shrine maidens?” Eri pressed, not letting me sidestep the tangled web of relationships I was weaving.
No, I mean, they all seem to be good girls, and I feel rather guilty towards Hotene-san and Keomi-chan, since they got so hurt and traumatised, but… I don’t really have any interest in them that way. I want to see them grow, flourish, but… that’s all. Shaking my head, Eri smiled in triumph.
“Now we are progressing. We went through this before, where you told us the truth, about wanting Shiro, despite already having us. That was good. But you’ve been backsliding, and as first wife, I should be the one to talk to you about it. So, how about Karen-chan, or Haru-san?”
“Karen-chan huh? It wouldn’t feel right. I’m her employer, and she’s had a bad time with her previous employer and harassment. She likes her career now. No.” I shook my head. “As for Haru-san, that’s worse. You know how she’s suffered. I could never betray her trust like that, I respect her too much for that. I’ll not do anything that’ll jeopardise her newfound happiness.”
“Hmm.” Eri looked at me, thinking. “All right. Interesting. Well then, what about Tsukiko-san?” she asked, and I paused at that, remembering her death, the kiss she snatched, the look she gave me.
That… Tsukiko-san… how do I feel about her? She was beautiful and tragic and heroic, and she deserved happiness, so much so that most of my struggle in Kyoto had been designed to save her life. I had been prepared to marry her, even if it was a sham, but instead, she had given me a great gift, part of her identity.
“I…” my mouth closed as I confronted it, really thought about it. “…the thought of her being unhappy, of not being rewarded, it makes me angry, unhappy. I am determined to make sure she returns and that she lives the life she wants. I have to admit… she’s truly gorgeous too, almost unreal. Shiro’s as beautiful, but Shiro feels alive, vivacious, whereas Tsukiko-san is ephemeral, somehow sad. I hate that.”
“Of course you do. Daiyu, what do you think?” Eri asked.
“That sounds rather like love to me.” Daiyu agreed with Eri. “You wish for her happiness, you desire her, find her beautiful.”
“No, it’s not love, it’s sympathy.” I shook my head.
“And you don’t imagine holding her, soothing away her tears? Akio, you’re deliberately evading the truth again. For you, love is rooted in sympathy and compassion a lot of the time. It’s something I feel bad about, but I’ll never regret. But that’s not all. We’ll continue. How about Princess Mikasa?”
I nearly choked at that. “Why Yukiko-san?”
“Well, firstly, calling her Yukiko-san is rather suspicious.” Eri snorted wryly. “But more importantly, Shaeula and Shiro are two of these Six Princesses Tsukiko-san told you about, right? Two is a bit early to be a pattern, but I’m still wary you’ll end up with the others in the end.”
“Honestly, I really don’t know her all well. I’ve even spoken to Daiyu a lot more, but I liked her. She’s a bit quiet and withdrawn, except when she’s with Tsukiko-san, and I know she worries about the burden of her role as Amaterasu’s Chosen, as well as being Imperial Princess, but when I’ve talked to her we’ve got on quite decently. I think we can be friends, and we’ll have to spend more time together as time goes on, in both the Boundary and the political sphere.”
“All right. I get it. So, how about Moira and those two flirty Elves?”
More? All right… “Well, I find Soliteare and Bellaera a bit… ugh, too pushy. I feel like they are eying me up like meat on a grill. Don’t get me wrong, they’re gorgeous, but…their pursuit is a bit off-putting, and I’m not into more arranged marriages. Moira, I like her a lot. She’s all business, competent and a career woman. She’s easy to talk to as well. And the fact she has no interest in me is almost relaxing…”
“Yes, the pieces are coming together now, wouldn’t you agree?” Eri said to Daiyu, who giggled a little.
“I see why you are asking all these questions. Making him think, making him analyse. It is a very Cultivator-like mindset.”
“So, onto the big question. What do you think of Kana-san and Daiyu?” Eri asked at last. “And I’m asking about what you think, not why you think they might or might not like you, or have any reason to.” She paused, looking at me earnestly. “If I seem like I’m pushing you, I’m sorry. But… I feel like I’ll lose my place if I don’t. I’m your first, I understand you better than anyone else. I know it! You’ve largely stopped making those comments about how you’re a sinful man or a cheat, which is good. They piss me off. But… you still don’t understand the hearts of women.”
“Yes. To say that I do not know you well enough or have good enough reason to wish you as my Dao Companion is quite the insult to me.” Daiyu agreed. “And to yourself. It is disastrous to be arrogant and overestimate oneself, but equally poisonous to the soul to be too humble. Accept the truth about yourself, and you can understand others.”
Wise words. “Fine. We’ve come this far. Kana… obviously we’ve not known each other long, but I’ve spent a decent amount of time working with her. When we first met… I thought she was very pretty. And I liked her confidence.”
“Arrogance. She was so irritating when I first met her.” Eri grimaced. “So prickly and self-important, and so fake. But…”
“…well, I’m not a girl, so I don’t see these things. But what I do see… she’s gone from a girl who only wanted to play around to one that works very hard, far beyond what I could reasonably expect from her. She’s shouldered the burden of being a Chosen, and despite my blunders that almost ruined her, with the yakuza… she’s never blamed me for that. I respect her a lot, and she’s fun to be around, her humour reminds me a bit of Aiko’s.”
“So… you like her?” she pressed me.
“I do. But… is that enough? She’s not like Hinata or Motoko, she…” I paused as Daiyu shook her head, disappointed. Eri echoed her.
“We said you shouldn’t worry about her choices. Not every girl you like has to be a damsel in distress, or need you to solve all her problems. Nor do you have to think about carrying their entire life. Say you met Kana-san in a normal world, a normal café, and you hit it off… could you see yourself dating her, if she was interested?”
A normal world. Say I was out with my sis, and we ran into Kana. We talked, we hung out… she confessed she liked me… somebody I didn’t know, didn’t feel responsible for… “I maybe wouldn’t have refused, back before all this. I’d have certainly thought about it.” I admitted, and Eri nodded.
“Of course not. I happen to think I’m prettier, but… I confess, not by much. Others might disagree as well.” Eri gave her a compliment. “More to the point, you need her in your life.”
“Why?” I asked, and Eri sighed, exchanging a long glance with Daiyu. Why do I feel like I’m having to translate a long series of lectures and complaints about me? Oh well…
“Because you need a girlfriend who is fun, not tied down by emotional baggage. One who you don’t jump to marriage, shouldering her whole life. Kana-san likes you, but she doesn’t need you. You see that as a negative, but I think it’s far from that. Just… hang out sometimes, go on dates, talk and have fun. And if in the end it doesn’t work out, well, you still have us, and Kana-san will always have the memories.”
“That’s unfair to her. I plan to treat everyone equally...” I protested, though her words did resonate with me. Kana’s relaxing to be around. I don’t feel stressed when with her or her friends, but with Kana it’s easy, comfortable. That’s probably why I’ve been unfair to her. I liked what we have now and didn’t want that to change, to have to shoulder her life. Despite that, I’ve already changed her life, made her a Chosen. I was wrong. “…but, everyone is different, aren’t they?”
“As long as we can each believe you love us the most, whether it’s true or not, we’re happy. I think Kana-san would be happy to win you. People don’t change so easily. It’s why she won’t go any further in asking you out like we did. She’s said she likes you, but she wants to be like Shiro, one you chase. That would validate her pride and her sense of selfishness. She doesn’t need you to carry her whole life, though she does need you to like her. In the end, I know you better than anyone, I’m sure of it. And I know you like Kana-san.”
“Well…” My arguments against it were rather hollow. Legally, we had changed the law. I could date and marry freely. Eri and Shaeula supported Kana, and I myself was rather fond of her. It wasn’t love, though I liked her a lot, and was genuinely attracted to her great figure and looks, and her personality was so easy and fun, the sort boys liked, as Eri would say… 
I didn’t love Hinata at first, but I let her parents pressure me into marriage. Now I’d kill for her. Motoko and Natsumi too. I like Kana now a lot more than I liked them at the time… “…I have been unfair to her. Shit. Well, I’ve had a lot on my mind.”
“That’s true. So, what are you going to do?” Eri pressed.
“I’ll ask her out. Properly. No pressure.” I promised.
“Good. Don’t jump straight to marriage like you did with us. Though I expect it’ll end up that way in the end.” Eri rolled her eyes. “Now just hope you haven’t upset her so much she turns you down. If she does, I’d laugh at you having missed your chance. But it won’t happen. Tell her what you like about her, like you told us, and she’ll be thrilled.”
“All this and we still haven’t addressed the main point.” I scratched my head, embarrassed. But I actually feel better, oddly enough. It has felt strange, Kana being so clearly into me, the way our relationship was going. I have to remember that I fought to change the law just so I could be happy, make my girls happy. What’s one… no, two more? 
“Daiyu’er, I still think that Dual Cultivation is too soon. But… there’s a lot to like about you. It’s not just sympathy, though I admit Eri’s right, a lot of my feelings seem to be rooted in that. But… objectively, you’re stunning, and you’re brave, dedicated… I’ve already said this. Shit. Daiyu’er, I didn’t say it right before, but if you are sure, and you can accept that I’m a man who will have many loves, so I can only give you your share… then I would ask you to be my girlfriend. I don’t know about Dao Companions, or what it entails, but I’ll learn, and if I think it’s something I want to be with you, then I’ll not hesitate.” Okay, I actually feel better. Eri was right. Who am I to judge their feelings? I only need to judge my own.
Daiyu’s smile lit up the room, her eyes shining. She bowed to me in Cultivator fashion, before leaning over and giving me a kiss on my lips, her face scarlet. It was rather chaste, not a deep one, but even so, I could feel her sincerity. “Finally. Your words are resolute. Akio, I Zhao Daiyu, Matriarch of the Incorruptible Jade, am honoured that you would ask me to be yours, as I wish you to be mine. Finally, we can begin to forge our path through the Dao together, seizing power from the Heavens, though…” She looked at Eri, great respect in her eyes. “…not merely for each other. We are a family. We shall strengthen and protect each other, and any others who may join in the future, and our children.”
“Well said.” Eri approved. “It’s obvious that Tsukiko-san will be a part of this. Really, she’s so textbook a girl Akio would love it’s kind of annoying. Fortunately, I can certainly live with it. As for the other answers to his questions…” They exchanged glances and smiled. “...well, we had best report to Shaeula and the others. Really, I don’t want to have to start forming a rota. It’s lucky we’re all so busy…”
Tsukiko-san? Well, I can’t lie to myself. I think about her dying declaration sometimes. I don’t know if she will want to find her own path through life, but if she does want to hold our hands… I can’t turn that down. Not now.
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“This is rather later than planned. We got side-tracked. But…” I said as we were in the Boundary in a comfortable room in one of the Kobold-built dwellings. “…Daiyu’er…”
“Call me simply Daiyu. I would be addressed as the others.” she asked, tinged pink.
“All right. Daiyu. I still think Dual Cultivation is unnecessary. Just because we are dating now, together, it doesn’t mean we have to rush. You’re mature for your age, and yes, you are old enough for marriage, but… you’re still young. It makes me feel a little uncomfortable.” Just like with Hinata. I mean, a little skinship is fine, but going all the way…
“Such a fool.” Daiyu scoffed affectionately, before grasping my hand in hers. “I have made my decision. Power… power is to be used. I would put the Arts to use, even those looked down on with scorn.”
“Yes, well, I get it. You want to be strong. But Akio doesn’t want to risk accidents.” Eri backed me up.
“That’s right. It seems you can gain yang Qi by refining light element, and if you can’t do that, I can teach you. But more importantly… you helped us out trying to map the differences and similarities in our bodies, and I noticed something. Kana gave me the last push though. Really…” I used aether to display my own and Eri’s lunar Chakras with an illusion of pretty lights. 
“Isn’t this very much like a Dantian? With Eri’s you can’t really tell, though it increases the aether she can generate and possess within her Astral body, but with mine…” I pointed to all the elements I possessed except wood, which were swirling around and within the lunar Chakra, and compared it to the function of Daiyu’s proto-Dantian. “When I push my Eye, I can see there are definitely differences. But the similarities are more striking. So… I wanted us to explore other ways to gain you strength.”
“Why?” Daiyu asked, genuinely puzzled. “It will strengthen me, the tags and scrolls were clear. I have no shame, I am not one who will offer my body recklessly. Only to you. There is no reason to reject it.”
Eri had a complicated look on her face. “Akio, it’s not much different to when we first had sex, is it? Thanks to that my body changed, right? Back then we didn’t have Chirurgery, we were doing it the painfully hard, slow way…”
“Behind my back. I’m still a little annoyed about that, though I accept Shaeula was thinking of us all.” I complained.
“Look. It’s just another similarity, right? Lovers’ Link. Through that I’m able to strengthen myself. I can gain Levels, and I always draw on a little bit of your strength.” Eri glanced at Daiyu, looking sly. “A little bit of Akio’s strength goes a long way. Besides, I think you’ll know soon. Akio, can you share Lovers’ Link with Daiyu now, the two Ranks, like you do with Aiko? And can you visualise it?”
“You’re well used to this.” I praised, my idea having been similar.
“Of course. I’ve known you forever.” Eri confided pridefully. “But it’s not even that. We’re all learning together, to be stronger.”
I concentrated, and looking at Daiyu, who was now waiting expectantly, her solemn, almost unreadable expression definitely one tinged with excitement, her cheeks faintly flushed, I felt a warmth in my heart that wasn’t just pity and a need to protect her. Really, Daiyu would be a dream girl for many. Strong, proud, beautiful… my gaze strayed to Eri, who snorted, reading my thoughts as she seemed to do often.
“Enough stalling. I can see you’ve changed the way you look at her, it’s in your eyes, your body language. Before, even though you said you’d accept her, when she talked about Dao Companions, your heart wasn’t in it. So stupid.” Eri complained, her ears and tail flickering restlessly. “When I’m healed, I want a holiday. Just the two of us. it doesn’t have to be for long, just a weekend. But I deserve it. Having to help you with your love life is a very complicated feeling.”
“Sure. But don’t you want Aiko to come as well?” I asked, promising her.
“No, not this time. Just the two of us.” she insisted, and I nodded.
“All right then. Here goes…” Feeling for my Skill, the strands of strength within Kin Bonding And Restoration, I looked into my heart, seeing affection for Daiyu and her struggles. Moments later a shining series of strands appeared, barely visible to my Eye, which I increased the intensity of with an aether-driven illusion. I could see the strands connecting me to Eri as well, though she had a thicker one of a surprisingly similar nature, which my Eye then read as her Spirit Pledged Class. This is fascinating, but…
As the strands shone, creeping closer to the fascinated Daiyu, I noticed another tangle. Eri was also tied in with the spirit-light of Ginneka. It was a different sort of bond, but one deep nonetheless. But that was for later. Daiyu shivered, her greater understanding of her own body, driven by the legacy of thousands of years of Cultivation and an unstinting drive to develop herself, protesting the intrusion, but she blinked her dark eyes at me, before allowing the connection, and for a moment I could indeed feel her certainty that I was the Dao Companion she was seeking. That’s… comforting. But her emotions, they are surprisingly sweet and naïve. Compared to how worldly and battle-ready she is in terms of her Cultivation, socially… she’s rather awkward.
“I see. You do cherish me. Though I would fan those flames far higher.” Daiyu was likewise invaded by a small deluge of my feelings as our bonds connected, threads linking our existences like miniature Silver Cords. “I wish to be desired, as well. If we are to partake in Dual Cultivation, then…” She trailed off, rather pink.
“Enough of that.” I warned, though for different reasons to before. “I’ve told you, I don’t want to be reckless with your body. If we caused you… ah, Cultivation Deviation, my Eye said…” I remembered the term I had seen before fainting as I looked at her proto-Dantian. “…I couldn’t live with myself. A Daiyu who isn’t able to Cultivate wouldn’t seem right.”
“He knows what to say to please me.” After the wind translated my words, a far easier task in the Boundary, Daiyu looked at Eri happily. “Why does he make everything so difficult?”
“That’s just how he is. He’s surprisingly stubborn at times. When he accepted Shaeula, that would be the last. Then Hinata. Then the others. Then Shiro at the end. The same pattern each time. Really, it’s not about how many but why. But we’ve talked it out.” Her feline ears flickered as she looked at me sternly. “No more of this stupidity. Promise me.”
“I promise.” I managed, two pairs of black eyes watching me intently. “Really, I’ve had a lot to take in these past few months. I’ve had to accept fighting and killing, making choices that could cost lives, lead to wars, and try and balance difficult decisions like what to do with Nie Ling. But accepting how I feel about you girls, finding a way to make it work, both for my conscience and my heart, and all you girls and your hearts too, which gets harder with every newcomer… that was toughest of all.”
“Which is why Shaeula wanted me to be first wife. Well, it was a mixture of her not wanting the responsibility, and also to stop me dying from jealousy, but it really was because she could trust me to help you manage us all too.” Eri promised. “But enough. Daiyu, how is it?”
Daiyu was blinking, surprised, moving her body. “I feel somewhat stronger. Definitely.” she confirmed. “And my ability to absorb Qi, it has increased tangibly. I also…” Her face was red again. “No. Later.” She looked at the bonds we shared made tangible by my illusions. “So, we are connected. This is…” She reached out, her hands passing through my illusions, scattering them for a moment, though the actual bonds remained unharmed. “…perhaps it is what it is like to be a Dao Companion, of a sort. Not bonded by our shared Dao, but bonded nonetheless. I find it… comforting.”
“We all do. When I was alone in Nishimorioka, and Shaeula was with Akio, I was so jealous, but I could always tell through our shared link that he cared for me. Sometimes flashes would come through, when I was desperate, or scared. Now it’s much more potent. I can feel his love any time I want.” Eri explained, surprising me. At that she raised an eyebrow. 
“What? You aren’t the only one learning. I’ve lived with this since before my birthday. Of course I was going to learn how to use it. And when I want reassurance…” she told Daiyu. “…I let my mind drift, and I can feel it. Why not try it? You’re a prodigy, right, with experience in these sorts of things?”
“That I am.” Daiyu declared proudly. “Though perhaps I have been too arrogant. I considered our Sect to be the greatest of all, and yet it is dust, while the traitors and turncoats remain, laughing at our fall. But dust can be forged anew into stone. As it is with our meeting. Much can be forged from nothing. Love perhaps.” I could see her Refining the surrounding ether into aether in much the normal way we did, pulling it through her oddly malformed root Chakra, around thirty percent of the resulting aether circulating through her body as normal. 
The remaining aether was consumed by her proto-Dantian, becoming slightly modified. This energy she then passed through her body, control deft, far more skilled than I was at the start of my clumsy fumblings with Ortlinde and Shaeula. “Ah, I feel it.” she muttered, and so did I, like a tingling along my spine, the edge of my mind, like small fingers lightly touching me. I could feel curiosity, amusement, and happiness, as well as need and underlying sorrow.
“Yes, I like that very much indeed.” Daiyu nodded as she released her Qi. “It is most reassuring as you say, Eri.”
“I told you.” she agreed smugly. “Really, there isn’t any reason to fret. Keeping secrets between each other, when we are bonded like this… we can always know. Of course, that doesn’t mean we can always solve the problems we find easily. Akio’s deep-rooted need to prioritise those who need him rather than those who love him shows that.” She snickered a touch nastily, before her gaze softened. “But I promise to stop complaining about it. You’ve done as I asked and thought about it. So… we’ll see how it goes.”
“It is like extending my Qi to sense other Qi and living beings.” Daiyu mused. “The principle is the same, but far more intricate. But the bonds themselves… they are of Qi, but not quite Qi. It truly is fascinating.” Her Cultivator spirit was boiling with anticipation at delving into the mysteries presented to her. 
And damn is it cute. Shit. Eri’s totally won here. From now on, just like I had to change to harden my heart with Yamato, now I have to learn to open my heart fully. Though only to those that I love and love me. I’m not going to just greedily grab every girl around. But… if they genuinely share a connection of the heart with me, with us… then I’ll be genuine back. Sorry Kana! I apologised in my heart for my shortcomings, promising to do better.
“So, we have a relation between the lunar Chakra and the Dantian, between Qi and aether, between the bond and Qi, possibly…” I mused, asking Daiyu for more details about the Dantians, which she gave with relish, her expression radiant.
“The Dantian is the main Qi centre of the body. Well, when we say Dantian, we are referring to the lower Dantian usually, as this is where we refine Qi, and is believed from the old records to be where the Golden Core of a Cultivator at that Realm solidifies. Hence our first Technique is always Qi Refining, helping form the Dantian. The Foundation then solidifies it. The middle Dantian and upper Dantian were supposed to be solidified in some legendary Techniques of Kunlun, and logically condensing multiple Dantians would be far more powerful, but even then the records say only the strongest tried for two Dantians, and almost none three, as the Techniques required were torturous and complicated, and while we all seek power, dying before we achieve it is meaningless.” She spoke rapidly, a challenge for my interpretation, and I was once more struck by how verbose she became about these matters, at odds with her usual quiet, taciturn state.
“I see. And they are close to the heart and the third eye Chakras. That certainly makes me wonder.” I mused.
“So, can I ask… just how does Dual Cultivation work?” Eri asked suddenly, surprising me.
“Are you interested?” Daiyu responded. “When your body is no longer in flux, if you wished to learn Cultivation, I would happily take you as a disciple. Though teaching the first wife…” She made a faint, uncomfortable expression that caused Eri to break out in a fit of giggles. When she calmed down, she gathered her thoughts.
“I do seek to learn useful new things. But, I mentioned earlier, when I first made love to Akio that was when my network became whole. It was different to now, right?” she asked, and I confirmed it was far more normal, seven Chakras and significantly less perfected or powerful than Eri before she was injured.
“Even after that, I gained strength through the Fae way of making love too.” Eri turned to Daiyu, her voice almost a whisper, her own face red now. “It’s rather magical. Ordinary sex is wonderful, it makes you happy to be born a woman, doing it with someone you love, but the Fae way is like your spirit is entwining together. It’s impossible to describe, but certainly special. Combining both at once, well…” Her face was red at the memories of that.
“I would like to see it, to compare. When you mix, is yin and yang Qi produced?” Daiyu leaned forward, and Eri giggled, lashing her tail, still embarrassed.
“You really are keen. But you shouldn’t be hasty. Oh, if only we could show you, but… I’m too unwell now, right?”
“I’m afraid so.” I agreed, pulling Eri into a hug, stroking her dark hair and flickering ears. “I don’t want to flood your messy network with energy in case it harms you.” She then kissed me, before speaking to Daiyu.
“See? He doesn’t want to do this Dual Cultivation with you for the same reason. Not that he doesn’t desire your body. Really, I don’t think many men wouldn’t. If I was into girls, I’d be fascinated by you. Your Chinese heritage is similar to ours, but you look just different enough to be exotic, and your skin is so white, your hair so black…”
“Like you, Eri.” Daiyu returned the compliment, dyed pink anew. “The Sects are full of attractive women, for powerful strong men seek equally strong, beautiful women, and the women likewise. A number of Sects are matriarchal, others based on equality. Some…” She frowned, remembering something unpleasant, as she turned to me. “…are run by vile men with endless lusts. I am glad you are not such as he, else you would have taken my chastity as the price for my rescue, no, merely as your due.” 
Turning back to Eri, she continued. “Power can corrupt, I would rather he stays a little hesitant, than becomes a beast sating his lusts with all the women he desires. But I digress. Eri, were you a Cultivator with any talent, you would have been sought after indeed. Even without talent, as a concubine, to breed handsome children…”
“No thanks.” Eri interrupted. “I get the compliment. But I don’t want to be anybody else’s.”
“Nor I.” Daiyu affirmed. “As I said, this was meant to be. So… you do find me appealing, attractive?” She sought my reassurance again, and I cursed myself for saying empty words to her, promising her before I would consider her, which had led to her insecurity.
“You’re stunning. Of course I want to hold you. But like I said, I’m having a bit of guilt over your age. It’s not a crime, but it feels a little like one, you know?”
“When one steps onto the battlefield, to kill or be killed, there is no longer any room for children. I have cast aside that long ago. I am a Foundation Realm Cultivator. I could climb to my Accumulation if I willed it, but now I wish to make my Foundation insurmountable. That again is a gift you have promised me. Besides, you are likely labouring under a misunderstanding. I am not as young as I look. Cultivation slows the ravages of time, albeit by merely a little at the early stages.” She joined Eri and me, snuggling into my lap next to Eri, who leaned aside a little, expression amused.
“I told you… many would sell themselves for your Spirit Water. If you brought it to my father…” She seemed sad for a moment then. “...much as he treasures me, he would have offered me as a wife to get his hands on it, allowing him his long-held dream of reaching Foundation Realm. Even were you to only offer me a spot as a lowly concubine, his greed may have overcome him. And… I do not blame him. I would have been grief-stricken, perhaps, but as a Cultivator I would have understood.” 
Her eyes looked deep into mine, earnestly. “Yet you would give it to me freely? That alone could have won my heart. Not at greed for the Water, but that you were generous enough, a man great enough, to offer such without demands. And I would not have made that decision as a child. To say so wounds me. My body, my life, my heart… I choose how to spend them, who to offer them to.”
I choose how to spend, who to offer… damn, she’s right. Daiyu is more mature than I am. In fact, she’s probably more mature than any of us, regardless of her age. Even Shaeula admits she’s been sheltered too much, despite her age, and Hyacinth is well… never mind. 
“I get it. Were you to take Daiyu out for a date, the police would be checking to see if you were a criminal.” Eri sniggered. “But then, that happens sometimes with Shaeula, right? We had that trouble in Las Vegas when she wanted wine. Really… you do have a type. I don’t really fit it.” Eri snuggled her decent chest against my other side. 
“Once I stopped hiding my face with my bangs, everyone was saying how mature I looked, like a university student. Poor Shaeula’s quite the opposite. Oh well… who cares what anyone else thinks? You’re the one who persuaded the Prime Minister to change the law on polygamy, right? Why do you care if people look askance at you because some of your wives are a little on the younger side? It’s not like you are hitting on middle schoolers like a lolicon pervert.” 
She turned back to Daiyu again. “I’d be heartbroken if he did that. You and Hinata, you’re both mature in your own ways. If he ever strays, we have to correct him.” She pressed my head into her chest. “We’re the only girls you should be looking at.”
“Well, we’ve drifted of-topic again.” I managed, when Eri released me from her dangerous softness. “Daiyu, I am not shying away from you from lack of care, it’s a genuine worry. I’d like to show you how Eri and I share our lunar Chakra, so that you have a better idea of the risks and problems, but I can’t yet, so…”
“You could reproduce it from memory, right?” Eri pointed out. “With your stats you’ve got a photographic memory for things, if not your promises, seemingly. Oops, me too, as I said I wasn’t going to complain about your indecision and unfairness anymore.” She knocked her head and stuck her tongue out in an imitation of my sis, which was charming.
“Won’t that be a bit upsetting for you?” I asked her gently. “Considering your current state.”
“No, it’s fine. I know I’ll recover sooner or later, just like Shiro did. Sure, it’s frustrating, but I can accept it.” Her ears flickered. “Besides, I think I’ll be Daiyu’s guide. We all agreed.” She paused, looking at me. “Well, it’s nothing to do with you really. Us girls decided some things that any girl who loved you has to abide by, or we won’t rest until we chase her out, even if you grow to hate us. But I trust you won’t bring in idiots who are terrible people. One thing I can tell you, is we decided that everyone who joins us should have a sort of… mentor, if you will? That way we can teach her the right ways to behave. Shiro sort of doesn’t have one, as she’s a special case, but she gets on quite well with Shaeula. As for Daiyu…”
“I understand. I would be happy to receive your guidance.” Daiyu approved.
“So, as her mentor, I say go ahead and show her what you remember. I’ll hide my embarrassment. As for Kana-san… she probably doesn’t need a mentor, and wouldn’t want me if she did, but… maybe Hinata.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself. After all, I might have missed my chance.” I reminded her.
“I doubt it, considering how upset she was. but you certainly would have soon. She’s quite a catch, though she’d end up in charge of any normal guy.” Eri rolled her eyes. “All right then, get started.”
Okay. From memory, and I’ve never really looked at it with my Eye, but I could feel what was happening, so… After advising Daiyu it was just an approximation, I created images of Eri’s previous Chakra network and mine, brightly-coloured lights demonstrating the aether and elemental energies flowing between us, and as I did so, Eri looking interested, Daiyu devouring it with her eyes, curious, I found some insights myself. I see, so that’s how elements are shared. Fascinating…
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“Are you ready?” Eri asked me, and I nodded. Daiyu was there too, as well as Shiro, who Eri had obviously filled in that morning over our early breakfast, the way she had been grinning at me unsettlingly while pushing Eri’s wheelchair.
“Yeah, I guess so.” I agreed, feeling surprisingly nervous. I don’t know why I am. Kana’s already said she likes me, and even if she says no, well, it’ll be a bit awkward for a while, but we’ll still be friends and colleagues. I’d have to watch my behaviour, be less selfish, but… ugh, why does this feel somehow worse than when I asked Shiro out? I thought she was going to shoot me down, so…
“Hilarious. Not that Aki is going for another girl, of course…” Shiro was saying as we headed to the shrine proper, where Kana would be getting ready for school about now. “…I find that a little annoying, but you all had to put up with it, so I’ll live, and Kana was obviously smitten with our idiot Aki, so I had it down as a matter of time, but… that he’s so scared. Shit, Aki, you confessed to me, Shirohime, this should be a walk in the park for you! It can’t be worse than facing that ugly toad blob, can it?”
“You’d think that, but oddly enough, I find battles easier, somehow.” I whined a little, and Daiyu reached out, taking my hand and giving it a squeeze. Well, after last night and our talk, we’ve definitely grown closer. She was so excited over seeing the Fae method, she’s now insisting on seeing me do the real thing. She thinks she can make her Dual Cultivation Technique even better apparently… and safe for her and me to use…
“It will be fine. Even should the worst happen, you shall always have me by your side.” Daiyu whispered softly, and Tan must have translated, as Shiro cackled.
“Whoa, looks like you two had some sort of heart-to-heart, you’ve grown bold, Daiyu, and Aki here isn’t making that dumb Yasu face he sometimes does like he’s sucking on a lemon. Guess you’re really in now?”
“I am. I shall not pressure Akio to be my Dao Companion, though I sorely hope for it. Only to be my man, my … boyfriend, as you would say. Marriage, Dao Companionship, Dual Cultivating… I shall entice him into all of them by being worthy, but most of all, by being a woman he delights in loving.”
“Shit. That killed my mocking mood.” Shiro sighed suddenly, abashed. “Hearing that, it just feels petty, laughing at Aki. Well, welcome aboard, Daiyu.” They exchanged nods, and Eri sighed.
“Done speaking Chinese? You could have translated for me.” She looked at me reprovingly.
“Sorry, I forgot, a lot on my mind.” We had reached the entrance to the shrine, where Nagi-san was out brushing the steps. On seeing us, she brightened.
“Oh, Akio-kun, what brings you here this morning? Nothing amiss, I hope? I can get you some tea, or breakfast, if you haven’t had it? Are you here to see Kana?” She leaned in conspiratorially. “She was in a foul mood last night. Are you here to apologise?”
“Not exactly.” I managed. “Oh, no breakfast thanks, we’ve eaten. But I am here to see Kana.”
“He certainly is.” Shiro snorted. At that and the look on Eri’s face, Nagi-san’s eyes went wide, before she smiled.
“Really. I see. So, is this something I should be fetching Daichi for?” she teased, and I held in a groan.
“Uh, well, I’ll probably need to speak to you two afterwards, maybe?”
“I see. I know my daughter's heart. Before all this…” She gestured with her broom, making a striking motion. “I’d have chased you away as a pest and a pervert, Akio-kun. But…” She glanced at the girls behind me, who were looking wry. “I’ve been watching your progress these last months. And I know. It’s best for the shrine, and more importantly, it’s best for my Kana. We have spoken to the White Snake Kami often, and they tell us of the battles to come, the danger to the world. I’d rather Kana is protected, cherished, even if she’s not traditionally married. So long as she’s happy. And I’ll still see her in a wedding dress, won't I? Daichi won’t compromise on that, every father dreams to see his daughter happily married.”
I’m sweating, right? I shouldn’t be sweating, my Resilience should be handling this. But Nagi-san is very intense.
“Well, marriage is a bit hasty. The reason he likes Kana-san is that he feels comfortable and not pressured with her.” Eri interjected. “But…” She rolled her eyes, and Nagi-san softly laughed.
“I get it. This feels a bit bittersweet. My Kana, interested in romance. She’s always been popular with boys and men alike, but this is the first time she’s been interested in someone else. Well, good luck. I’ll dig out the good sake in case…”
Feeling no better, I headed on inside. Once in there I ran into Kana in her school uniform, the red blazer, white shirt and red and white checked skirt reminiscent of her uniform at the shrine. On seeing me, she looked surprised, before smoothing her face into a smile.
“Hey Akio, good morning. It isn’t like you to come visit this early. I’m sure mom will make you something if you want?”
“She’s already offered. In fact, it’s you I’m here to see.” I explained, sweating internally.
“Oh? Is there something you need? I don’t have much time now before school, but if it’s plans for the party later, I can…”
“Uh, no.” I mumbled awkwardly, hating how I could still be so clumsy with girls at times despite my experiences nowadays. Taking a deep breath, I surprised her by bowing. “Look, Kana. I’m sorry. For last night, and… for before.”
“Oh?” She narrowed her eyes, her expression tense. “And do you know why you should be sorry?” she asked, tilting her head. “It’d be a shame if you didn’t treat girls right, big bro.” Seeing her flirtatious appearance from when we first met was somehow soothing, though Eri clicked her tongue behind me. On seeing her, Kana shook her head, and her demeanour changed.
“Seriously, I was upset. No, is that the right word? Annoyed. Certainly annoyed. You… wait, I haven’t heard your answer.”
“I do know. You bared your heart to me, and I’ve not been kind. It’s not that I rejected you, I mean, we don’t have to accept confessions, do we? It’s just…” I sighed, feeling genuinely bad. I had been aware of it in the back of my mind, but flirting with Kana had been safe, relaxing, and was totally beneath me and hurtful to her. 
I guess even if I didn’t like her, I’d have to make it up to her somehow… “Sorry, Kana.” I bowed again. “It was wrong of me to treat you so carelessly, when I had rejected you. I shouldn’t have got your hopes up like that. I needed to be clear.”
She thought that over, nodding. “Yes, you did. I mean, I get it. I am the sort of girl boys love flirting with. But… yeah, it sucked. It wounded my pride, you know? And made me feel bad. I get that you weren’t doing it out of malice, but… well, I get it. We can keep a proper distance from now on, right? We are friends and I support your goals, but… I think it’ll be better.”
Okay, not quite the way this is supposed to be going. I’m talking myself into the friendzone here, right? “Kana, we do need to redefine our friendship.” I nodded. “I want you to understand, I found you so easy to get along with, fun… it was nice to spend time with a girl who had no baggage, no weight to carry…”
“I have plenty of baggage. Every girl does, right?” She blinked, a touch puzzled at the fact I was continuing to explain myself. Behind me, Shiro shook her head, and whispered theatrically that I was fumbling hard. “Well…” Kana continued. “I did always portray myself in a way I thought would attract you recently. I failed though.” She snorted bitterly. “So… yeah. Can’t wait forever, can I?”
“No, you can’t.” I agreed. “Stringing you along because I liked you, I was the worst. But… it was hard to admit I did like you. Because I feel, no… felt that unless a girl needed me, there were other options, better options for her. And you’re strong, proud, able to do whatever, be whoever you want. I don’t want to call you ordinary, as it sounds an insult, but… even without the changing world, you’d have done fine.”
“I would. Rich, handsome boyfriend, all the shopping and luxury lifestyle I wanted. I’d have been happy enough. Though now I see it’s hollow. Even though I have more money than ever.” She sighed. “You do pay us too well. I’m still in high school, but making adult money. Now though… well, I’m Kṣitigarbha’s Chosen and I guess I’ll be your Vassal at some point, so we need to keep things good between us.” She tossed her head, dark hair fluttering, and I was struck again how pretty she was. I didn’t want to judge her against Eri, that would be rude to both of them, but they were in the same class of beauty, there was no doubt.
“We do. But not because of that.” I agreed, and Eri nudged me with her good arm. Seeing that, Kana’s breath caught as she replayed the words I had just said.
“Wait, you liked me?” she cried, shocked. “As in…”
“Sorry. No, I’m sick of apologising, even though I was wrong. Kana, I thought you were cute when we first met. Without you, I’d never have got started with the shrines, and I’d have missed out on a lot. Even when my stupidity put you in danger, you never blamed me, though you should have. I’ve changed your life, and you don’t resent me. Instead, I find myself enjoying it when we talk together or hang out during training. I thought of you as a friend, yes, but… if I had the guts for it, I’d have…”
“Hold on, hold on.” She waved her hands, panicked, face red. “Eri-chan, Shiro, is he…? Seriously?”
“Yep, our Aki is a certified bonehead. Good to see not everything’s changed.”
“If you thought he was being a jerk flirting with you because he was being mean, he wasn’t. He was being selfish and insensitive, and don’t worry, he’ll get his punishment.” Eri promised. “But he couldn’t be that way with someone he doesn’t like…”
“Hey, he flirts with Hisano-chan, Mio-chan and the others too.” Kana pouted, not willing to accept that. “But I admit… it feels different with me. Closer to like what you all have. Though I wondered if that was just my envy and pride speaking, making me see what simply wasn’t there.”
“Yes. Now can you all be quiet?” I asked, taking a deep breath.
“Kana, I…”
“Is he doing it? I’m still asleep, right?” Kana mouthed, and Eri managed to shake her head.
“…I like you. I may be a man with a lot of commitments, many women, but in today’s world, I’m hoping you can live with that. Well, you knew it before, so… I think you should be cool on that, all right?” I managed. “But… I’m not asking you out because I pity you, or feel bad for you. I wasn’t pushed into it… well, I was helped along, but only to realise how unfair I was being to you, and why. Kana, I think you’re the sort of girl I want to spend time with, play around with, hell, along with everyone else, we’ll maybe be fighting the world with. I know I hurt you, turning you down when you had the courage to confess, and trust me, right now I know just how rough that feels…” I laughed a little to try and diffuse the tension. “…and I’ve been unkind since, letting your feelings for me make me feel good without giving in return, but… I do like you Kana, and I want to give you happiness, along with the others. Will… will you be my girlfriend, go out with me?” I said the words, feeling relieved, and she froze.
“You can speak.” Eri spoke kindly, and after a moment Kana blinked.
“Wait…” Her face was bright red, so red I feared she’d faint, and all the bluster and bravado, Kana’s flirty, charming nature crumbled. “You… this is serious, right? You aren’t going to suddenly change your mind?”
“As long as you haven’t.” I promised. “I like you Kana. Not just your looks, though I admit, they’re right in my strike zone. But you. Your charming, kind heart. All the other trainees look up to you, your cousin adores you. I love the way you reinvented yourself, changed, grew. And if I’m honest, when you said you’d move on to another guy and I’d be sorry one day, I knew that was true. So, if your feelings haven’t changed, Kana, please join me and the others on our journey, though good times and bad, together. But more importantly, with me. As my girlfriend.” 
There, I said it. Daiyu, Kana, really, I like them both. Tsukiko-san… well, she doesn’t know much of the world. But I think I understand. Like Yukiko-san wants, I’d love to teach Tsukiko-san all she’s missed. And if she wanted to experience romance, love… with me… I couldn’t say no to that. I wouldn’t want to.
“Akio. You love the way I reinvent myself? You like me… my personality? Really? You love me?” she asked, somehow desperate.
“Well like and love, they are just words.” I stated, only for Eri to disagree.
“Important words. We women live off words. At least until we can feel the answers.”
“Well, to me they are just words. Because, Kana, I’ll prove it with my actions from now on. Assuming you can forgive me, and still want to be with me, then…”
“Yes, Akio, I’ll go out with you.” Kana responded, smiling at me brilliantly, her face red.
“I… ugh… I…” She started to weep, and I suddenly embraced her, letting her cry it out.
“You dummy, idiot, moron!” she wailed, heedless of her normal composed appearance. “You put me through so much, you made me wait. It’s not fair. You’ve always been so cool, when you saved me, from then on… I couldn’t see anything else… you made the old farts in the faith kneel, made them look at me with respect, our shrine too. I… I saw what the others had and realised I wanted it too. But… you kept me… waiting! Made me feel bad!” Her fists battered me. “I felt so wretched when you flirted with me, like I was being… shown what I wanted but… couldn’t… ever have…” I stopped her words and tears with a kiss, and then she hugged me back, brown eyes peering into mine. As our lips parted, she hiccupped once, before her tears slowly stopped.
“Damn, I must look a fright. I can’t go to school like this. You’ve scrambled my mind, anyway.” Kana protested. Then she visibly gathered herself, her flirty mask returning. “Well, at least I can tell everyone at school I’ve finally got a boyfriend, right? Tonight, at the party… you’ll escort me properly, won’t you? You owe me that much.”
“Already making demands. Another yandere get.” Shiro laughed. Eri sighed, saying she would allow it, and seeing how it went, Daiyu congratulated her in crude Japanese.
“All right then!” Kana declared. “Just give me a minute to wash my face, okay? Uh… I’ll let you tell my father. Good luck with that!” With that said she darted off, red even to her ears, the soft feel of her lips and the wetness of her tears lingering on my face. Well, the die is cast. But oddly enough, I don’t feel bad at all. Seeing her smile, a genuine one… I was an idiot not to reach out and grasp what was in my sight…






  
  Three Hundred And Sixty-Three


Kana, her face radiant now that she’d cleaned up her tears and reapplied a little makeup, was sitting next to me, holding my arm triumphantly. It was a strange feeling, but it didn’t feel bad, and I cast my mind back to my earlier conversation with Eri, who was rolling her eyes at us, though her expression wasn’t critical, merely a little exasperated. 
Yeah, if things had been different, and Ortlinde never came to me… I’d have stayed away from home forever barring the rare visit, and I wouldn’t have ever had the courage to admit to myself that I liked Shiro, figuring I could never have done anything for her. So, maybe meeting a girl like Kana, pretty, fun, low-pressure… huh, come to think of it, she does remind me of my sis a bit, she has the same appetite for life and doing her own thing. Well, not that she’d have given me a second glance in an ordinary world, but maybe… maybe I could have seen myself dating her.
“What’re you thinking about, Akio?” she asked me, and the tone in which she said my name was different, the end rising cheekily. My curiosity must have shown on my face, as she flushed a little, letting out a small giggle. “Well, Shiro calls you Aki very familiarly, right? I like that, so I want my own way of calling you. You… you are my boyfriend now, right?”
“That I am.” I agreed, stroking her hair softly. “As for what I was thinking, something stupid. Just what-if’s. But what-if’s don’t matter. We care about what is.”
“Yes, we do.” Kana turned to look at the other three girls, while her mother and father sat opposite us, looking on with different expressions. Nagi-san was smiling gently, a warm look in her eyes as she observed her happy daughter, whereas Daichi-san looked a little troubled. There was a third person with them, Shirohebi in their androgenous human form looking on with keen interest.
“Speaking of… damn, I get a boyfriend and he’s going away for the weekend with another woman. Poor me.” Kana laughed, and I felt a twinge of guilt, before she shook her head. “That was a joke. I’m not Eri-chan, I’m not such a heavy woman.”
“I think you’ll find I’m perfectly accepting, Kana-san.” Eri narrowed her eyes, and Kana laughed anew.
“That was another joke, Eri-chan. I admit, we didn’t exactly hit it off, but you’ve grown on me. Besides, I have to thank you for your help.” She took a deep breath. “Mother, father, I know really it’s not your business who, if anyone, I choose to date, but Akio has asked me out. I like him. I have for a while. Perhaps it’s just that he treats me like an adult, or that… ah, it doesn’t matter why. That’s for us to talk about.” She winked at me happily. “Well, I decided he’s worthy enough for a catch like me. And I am a catch, right?”
“Sure are.” I agreed, enjoying the relaxed banter, quite unlike the feeling I had talking to Eri’s parents.
“So, yeah, I’m his girlfriend. It’s not a normal situation, being as I’m one of many, and in the past I’d have called him a cheating scumbag, but…” she shrugged. “…forget normal, right? None of us are normal. Besides…” She twisted her hair with one hand, as if revealing something troubling. “…I’m not a fool. Any rich guy I wrapped around my fingers and married would probably just have cheated on me anyway. I wasn’t so much looking for love as security. Sorry Akio, but you know I’m pretty shallow, right?”
“I don’t think that’s true. Driven, I’d say. And you still are. Just… what you want has changed. Really, I respect, I like hard workers, and you’ve thrown yourself into work at the shrine and as a Chosen wholeheartedly, and without you we wouldn’t have the successes with the trainees. It isn’t wrong to want a comfortable, easy life. Well, we certainly won’t have an easy life, not with the world in danger, but… comfortable. That I can promise.”
“He’s not wrong. He showers us all with gifts. It even got him into trouble back when he hadn’t told our parents anything. They wondered where he got all the money from.” Eri paused meaningfully, exchanging a look with Kana. “He’s not so good at remembering though, considering.” Eri glanced at Kana’s hair, and I realised she was wearing the hairclip I brought her back from Las Vegas, and she had been wearing it almost constantly.
“He’s noticed now though.” Eri finished.
“This was the first gift you bought me.” Kana touched it gently. “I was rather flattered. I wasn’t into you then, honestly, but I was interested in you and your life. It was so important, interesting compared to my boring life in the shrine. But then my boring life changed, and before I knew it, interest had changed to liking you. But… well, why talk about that? It’s been annoying, but that’s over. A few months of waiting, I can live with it. I did. So yeah, mother, father, I’m not asking permission or anything, we like each other. We like each other.” She repeated it happily. “But since Akio is such a benefactor of the shrine and technically we all work for him, I thought I’d make it clear, prevent awkwardness. Okay?”
“I’m happy for you, Kana my dear.” Nagi-san smiled warmly. “Like you, I never imagined this sort of thing for you, but… I expected you’d do well in life. Us Izumi women have very good looks.” She laughed. “But as I’ve watched over these last months, I can say I trust Akio-kun with you. Even if as a mother it makes me feel very conflicted.”
“You should get together with my mother.” Eri snorted. “In fact, you could form a support group. Don’t invite mother-in-law Emily though, she’s totally on board with Akio gathering all the beautiful women of the world. She wants enough daughters-in-law for a sports team. I think she’s asking for a Rugby team now, as Baseball doesn’t satisfy her anymore.”
“Which code?” I asked, not knowing much about Rugby, but remembering a few mentions of it from mom in the past.
“Union, of course.” Eri sighed. “That’s got the most, right?”
My mother sure does resemble my sis sometimes. No, wait, it’d be the other way around, wouldn't it? “Of course it would be that. Well, putting my mother aside…” I nodded to Kana’s parents. “…I like Kana. And it may be selfish, and I am grateful to Eri and Shiro, Daiyu too, for accepting my selfishness, but… I want to date your daughter. So I will. My best regards.”
“So, when will the engagement be?” Daichi-san asked, looking pointedly at the rings on Eri’s and Shiro’s fingers, only for Kana to hiss, puffing out her red cheeks, irritated.
“Father! Don’t be an idiot. We’re dating, not getting married. We haven’t even been dating an hour. I want to go on fun dates, hang out, snuggle together. I guess working and fighting battles together too. Never saw that coming.” She let out a little giggle. “Marriage? I’m not so insecure that I need to be engaged.” She looked at me, eyes sparkling. “And I’ve heard from Eri how poorly you asked her. If you do that to me, I’ll kick you, I swear! Seriously… dating, romance, it’s supposed to be fun, heart racing, breath coming fast.” 
She grinned. “Well, I’m feeling it now, so I hope you are too. But father… if I still like Akio, I’m confident he’ll never get bored of me, so it’ll happen. Naturally. No need to force things. So until then, just be happy for us.” She looked at the other girls then.
“Eri-chan, Shiro, Daiyu… uh, she can’t understand me, can she? Oh, you’re translating?” Shiro nodded, so Kana continued. “Well then. This goes for the others too. But I’ll tell them myself. I think we have it hard. But feeling sorry for our hardships is stupid. Let’s be honest. What do you look for in a guy? I looked for…” She checked her fingers. “Handsome. Rich. Kind. I think we win. But now, I also look for 'likes me for me, who I am'. And I don’t need it, but it sure is good that he’s powerful.” She closed her fifth finger. “Royal flush, right? So if we complain, less fortunate girls have the right to hate us. I don’t want to be the sort of bitch…”
Her father frowned at her language but said nothing as she continued. “…I used to hate at school. I know what I’m signing up for. Only you didn’t, Eri-chan, so you have my sympathies, but…”
“…no. This is down to me. I know Akio would have been faithful. But… seeing him and Shaeula clearly pining for each other hurt. So I made my choice. Kana-san, you’re right. And this is why Akio needs you. Look, he’s smiling.” Eri reassured her.
She’s right, I am. I was enjoying the banter, and the sense of fun Kana was exuding, allowing me to forget the pressure I was under for just a moment. Though when my gaze fell on Eri and the others, my heart felt warm too. Really, they are all too good for… no, that’s falling back in self-effacing, self-destructive thought patterns. Let me rethink that. They are all the best girls, and I’ll be damned if I’m not a man to match them. “Of course I’m smiling. I’m happy. I finally realised something important, thanks to you all. Kana, some ordinary dates sound fun. I know the other girls enjoy things like meals out.”
“Yeah, we’ll eat parfait, watch a movie, go to an arcade. Even sitting atop Asha’s terrace drinking juice is fun. And maybe we’ll even do some battle dates. Boys normally like playing video games, right? Well we get to do it for real.” Kana chortled. “And as for us…” She looked at Eri and the others. “…nights in, just us girls. Gossip and talk about fashion. Shopping! We have to do lots of shopping. We all have other friends too, we have to get together, get to know each other better. Really, I want to do everything an annoying in-love couple does, and everything friends do. Without being a bitch about it. We don’t need to show off, we just need to have fun!”
“Yeah, she’s a smart girl, Aki.” Shiro approved. “If we’re constantly buried in the abnormal, we’ll break, no matter how strong we think we are.” Shiro gave her a thumbs up. “Welcome aboard!”
“So see, father, mother. It’s all good. You don’t need to treat Akio any differently. We’re just a boy and a girl dating, being in love.” She smiled triumphantly.
“With thisss, the ssshrine hasss a sssecure future.” Shirohebi spoke suddenly, drawing all eyes. “What isss wrong?” they asked, puzzled. “The heir to the ssshrine ssshall be born from the union of my favoured ssshrine maiden and the benefactor who protectsss usss. Isss thisss not a cause for joy?”
Kana was red as a tomato now, Nagi-san with a hand over her mouth muttering “oh my!”, and Daichi-san looked a bit shocked at that. Eri was also flushing, while Shiro was laughing uproariously, Daiyu looking on uncomprehending.
“No way!” Kana managed at last. “Talk of stuff like babies is totally premature. We have to enjoy dating first, all the fun things couples do! Sure, I’m not entering this relationship lightly. If we stay together, some day it’ll happen. But not until we’re older!”
“I agree.” I stroked her hair some more, gently brushing it. “But even if we wanted to, now isn’t a good time. Until we’ve headed off at least the disasters Tsukiko-san foretold, and we have power enough to be secure here in Japan and my Territory, that’d be foolish.”
“So shut up, Shirohebi, or I’ll turn this shrine into one for Kṣitigarbha! She’s done more for me than you!” Kana warned, half in jest, and there was laughter…
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Kana had left for school, her parents giving her a note explaining her lateness. One good thing about her school being a specialist shrine school was that the teachers were a little flexible about religious matters. With that done, I headed back to the Territory, taking Shiro to refresh her buffs, while Eri was doing her schooling, and Daiyu was studying her Cultivation, and also learning Japanese from my old Chinese teacher.
I collected my upgraded gear from master Bjarki, who had bloodshot eyes and was pale and covered in burns. Even so, when he saw Shiro, his gaze narrowed like a bloodhound, and so more buffs were applied to him. My spear had been improved a little, becoming stronger and lighter, as well as having a hidden gimmick using some of the materials we had gathered during our battles. In addition, Hyacinth had received some weapons, though she wouldn’t show me what, merely giggling to herself saying it was a surprise, and Shaeula’s Pinwheels had been reinforced to better handle lightning element.
In addition to that, Hyacinth was wearing her new armour, though she had it under her customary maid outfit. There was a set for Shaeula as well, and a set for me, which I put on, feeling more relaxed to have extra protection. Now that I had my sword and spear, as well as armour, I was ready for anything.
Twilight Brigandine [Item Class: Noble] [Item Type: Rule]
This armour is crafted from a combination of metallic Twilight Cloth, creating a double-layered design, black with white inner fabric, and further fortified by small plates of Dwarven steel in key areas. The armour increase the stealth of the wearer and offers improved healing of injuries and a slight boost to recovery of Aether, in addition to having very high defence, and the material can be somewhat repaired by the release of Light or Darkness Elemental energies as appropriate, stimulating the remnants of the Myconid Duke inside. However, full restoration is not possible and maintenance from a skilled master of Dvergr Arts is advised.
A further addition is that as part of the protective plates, small bluesteel batteries are embedded, which can store and release Elemental energies, with the additional ability to infuse relevant Elements into the armour directly.

I was very impressed by the armour, it was far better than I could have made. I’d love to dig into crafting when I get a bit more leisure time. Ixitt and Bjarki are having a lot of fun coming up with new stuff, it seems. Well, Bjarki might not be having ‘fun’, I suppose… 
He had worked himself to the bone to get the gear ready for me and Hyacinth, as well as Shaeula, as she too would be a priority of his. Obviously we needed more, but at least with Hyacinth away for the weekend, he’d have to work from his stocks of cloth, unable to regrow the remains of Duke Myrcolaxriath. So he can take his time on the next few sets of armour…
After that I checked my build queues, though nothing of note had changed, as we were still using Ixitt’s Ether Silos to transport all my ether over to Kyoto. Another Spire had just been raised to Rank 3, so despite the vast sums we were consuming, overall the benefits were well worth it. 
I then had a quick meeting with the denizens of my Territory and Treyvon and Aliyah, who had most of the Black Wolf Company, except those on guard duty in the Material, training hard, to set the defences while I was gone. After putting up with Aliyah’s sarcasm, I left, and headed into Tokyo proper, to meet Tsumura-san regarding my new proposals.
There, I hashed out an agreement to start training the Special Forces in earth element and get them their Levels, but that it would be less intensive than now due to lack of suitable teachers and time constraints, and that in exchange I would require them to work for me in their spare time, which would also double as training. 
Tsumura-san had agreed in the end, and would send the details to Kana, who was going to take her first steps as someone who could take over the minutia of the training school for me. I’m damn proud of her. She’s come such a long way. Pride wasn’t all that I was feeling though. I could now admit to myself I’d been attracted to Kana for a while, her flirty, easy-going nature soothing.
After that, I blasted through another few dozen fighter pilots with Chirurgery. I was unlikely to need much aether for tonight’s party, so I bled my reserves dry using Split Thoughts and finished as many as I could quickly, reducing the number I’d have to deal with on my return from the UK. Once I was ready to leave, my tasks here done, Tsumura-san pulled me aside and said that Motoko and Natsumi would be at the party tonight, as despite having to get ready for our trip early tomorrow, they hadn’t wanted to miss out.
I assured Tsumura-san I wouldn’t keep them out late, before heading back to Shirohebizumi shrine…
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The party at the training school was in full swing. As an expense, I had of course provided refreshments, including decent alcohol for the adults there, but compared to what I’d earned with Hinata’s help this week, it was merely pocket change. In fact, I’m still getting paid per person I do Chirurgery on by the JSDF budget. It isn’t lavish, but it more than covers all our incidental expenses. The hall was full of young men and women, as well as some unexpected faces.
“So, what brings you here?” I asked Fukumoto Hiroto-san, Hinata’s older brother, who was holding a glass of brandy in one hand, wearing a casual suit. Hinata was behind him, grinning savagely, and he rolled his eyes, irritated.
“Well, it seems Hinata has mastered her first element. She won’t stop bragging about it, and says I’m letting her down. Look, I know I skip out on training most of the time, but it’s not just to play around. Fukumoto house has a lot going on, thanks to the pair of you.”
“Not just playing around then?” Hinata laughed derisively. “So you admit you were playing around sometimes, instead of being here?” She picked up an ordinary clay mug from a table and with a faint hint of red energy, a chunk of it shattered and pelted her brother with tiny, annoying shrapnel.
“Stop that!” he complained, brushing it aside.
“You should be able to do this too, Hiroto! Those that don’t stay abreast of the changing times will be left behind!” she chided him.
“I know. I get it. Word is more noble sons and daughters will be joining you here. Clever. They think they are getting a good deal, but really…” He looked around at the gathering. Kana was at the centre of a large group of girls, giggling and laughing, and they were casting occasional glances at me. It was good to see Chiyo-san’s granddaughters and the other missing neutral faction trainees here, mingling again. 
“…everyone here is going to end up loyal to you and yours. I’m not saying they’ll go against their houses or heaven forbid, someone like Fujiwara-sama for you, but just like we respect the teachers at school who influenced our lives, if you need a favour, I’m sure most will answer. Perhaps more so. After all, this is training only you can do, right?”
“For now.” I agreed. Though sooner or later that will change and others will reveal they’ve been doing similar. That’s why Hiroto-san is right, Yes, there are a lot of inconveniences involved, but Kana is willing to coordinate the efforts, and even if only some are grateful, our influence remains solid. 
As I talked to Hinata and her brother, or was he her cousin now… No, noble traditions or not, a brother is always a brother to his little sister. That’s a fact. … I noticed another of the strange guests. Yasu-san was here, following around Hisano-san, who was trying to fend him off, ushering away Hotene-san and Keomi-chan.
“Excuse me, I’m just going to see what’s up.” I explained, and Hinata shrugged.
“Fine. I don’t mind a bit of entertainment. Your friend is funny.” She laughed, a cute little giggle.
“I’m feeling a bit stifled by all these younger people, I’ll join you.” Hiroto-san agreed.
“Look, Hisano-chan, what would auntie and uncle say? You shouldn’t be…” Yasu-san was saying to her, and he trailed off as I arrived, Hiroto-san and Hinata in tow.
“Hey, Yasu-san, what brings you here?” I asked, and he looked a bit uncomfortable.
“Well, I’d finished a load of work up, and needed a break. Then I heard Hisano-chan was coming to a party here, and…” he glowered at me, frowning. “The hell, man? You’re going after Hisano-chan’s classmates now? That’s not cool.”
“I wish you’d shut up, Yasu-kun!” Hisano-san shot back, more annoyed than ever I’d seen her. “You shouldn’t talk about what you don’t know! Kana-chan’s liked Akio-san for ages, what’s so wrong with…”
Yasu-san looked about ready to explode, but I could see Keomi-chan and Hotene-san looking rather worried and nervous, so I put a hand on his shoulder. “Why don’t you relax, Yasu-san? Don’t shout at your cousin. She’s a good girl.”
He took a deep breath, visibly calming himself down. “So, it’s true, right? The other girls not enough for you? You take your pick from the girls you’re training here too now?”
Ouch. I winced, rather hurt by his accusation. “No, not at all. But Kana and I knew each other before we even started the training, and… hey, why am I justifying myself to you, Yasu-san? Come on, we’ve both dreamed of harems just like most otaku. It’s not all fun and games though. But rest assured, I’m not indiscriminate, it’s not like I’m going to go after your cousin here…”
“Yes, why would he?” Hisano-san agreed. “I’m not pretty and outgoing like Kana-chan or her friends.”
“Don’t be like that.” I assured her. “You have your own charms. And in the future, you can find happiness with someone.”
“You’re hitting on her right in front of me, man!” Yasu-san howled, and now people were looking at us askance. Kana winked at me, guessing what was going on, and I leaked a little chuckle, but surprisingly enough, it was Hinata who spoke.
“You remember me, I trust?” she asked him pointedly, and he nodded.
“I do. The rich girl, Hinata-chan, right?”
She shuddered theatrically. “Yes, I suppose so. Now look, Akio is simply reassuring her, when you are being quite forceful. I don’t approve. So, what seems to be the problem? That Kana has joined us? Anyone with working eyes could see that Kana was smitten with him.”
“Well, I’m a woman with good taste!” Kana boasted proudly at that, the group around her giggling and laughing. I noticed Ren-san sitting with that group, Asami-san beside him, very close, constantly invading his space cheekily, and I suppressed a grin. You go girl, shake him up a bit.
“Look, I get it.” Hiroto-san agreed, clapping him on the shoulder with his free hand. “Grab a drink man, and we’ll talk all about it. My little sister is even more of a handful now she’s with him…” he nodded at me. “…so I get why you’d worry. But… it’s not so bad. He takes care of them, right?”
“Takes care of? Brother, sometimes you can be so annoying.” Hinata sniffed. “Yasu-san, as one of Akio’s friends, you should give him more credit. Did any of us look unhappy, that night we met? I think not. Anyway, this is stupid. You three, come with me. We’ll leave the men to their squabble. Akio, don’t forget to spend some time with me later, since you are away over the weekend.” With that, she swept the three girls away, leaving us watching them as they joined a group with Motoko, Natsumi and some others.
“So, seriously, Yasu-san. I think it’s great that you worry about your cousin, but if you go at her like that, you’ll only upset her. Trust me, she’s a smart girl, is Hisano-san. She’s a hard worker, and she’s becoming bolder, less introverted. She gets on much better with Kana and the other girls now, and her confidence is growing. I think if you support her, you’ll be happier. Also, you’ll be working for me soon, right, so stop being an ass.”
“Hisano-san, huh? Changed your way of address for her, I see.” Yasu-san grumbled, looking in my eyes, before sighing. “Sorry man.” He ran a hand through his messy hair, abashed, before grabbing a drink and downing it. “Ugh, that’s better. I’m just on edge, you know. And to be honest, jealous as hell. You’re the real life Negi Springfield now.”
“No way, I’d be a pervert if I was going after middle schoolers. I’ll stick to propriety.” I laughed it off. “I don’t have a class of thirty-one either. But Kana… yeah, no regrets.”
“Hearing him talk like that, I worry for my sister. But then, Hinata has a better fiancé now that she could have expected before. So… I live with it. You should too.” Hiroto-san advised.
“Fine.” Yasu-san muttered at last, getting another drink. “But there’s seriously nothing weird with you and Hisano-chan? You seem quite close.”
“I’m just good at looking after young girls, like Eri and my sis. I know how to be supportive.” I assured him.
“All right then. Well, screw it. Hey man…” he addressed Hiroto-san. “So you’re Hinata-chan’s brother then? Must suck to be you, our wolf here taking her away. Well, how about us two loser guys have a few drinks and talk about love, or our lack of it.”
“I don’t want to rain on your parade, Yasu-san, but from what Hinata tells me, Hiroto-san here is very popular with the ladies.” As Yasu-san looked at him, he nodded, a touch proud. If Hinata could see that, she’d lecture him again…
“Ugh, seriously? Shit.” Yasu-san cursed. “Oh well, you can listen to me vent then. Shit. At least the girls here are cute to look at…”
As I left the two of them to it, marvelling over Yasu-san’s double standards, I headed over to Kana’s group. On seeing me coming over, she stood and grabbed me in a hug, showing off. “Hi there, Akio.”
“Whoa, she’s saying it like it’s a nickname for her boyfriend.” Mio-san laughed. “Well, I guess it is.”
“It definitely is.” Kana released me. “Right Akio?” she repeated charmingly.
“You little tease.” I laughed, pleased. “Anyway, how is everyone enjoying the party? You’ve all worked hard and shown great results, with hopefully more to come.” I looked at the trainees from the neutral shrines then. “Sadly, you all missed out, but I hear you were working hard in your own ways.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll whip them into shape. You’ll help, right?” Kana asked the twins, who were sitting on the other side of Ren-san to the not-so-subtly flirting Asami-san. They answered in the affirmative, finishing each other’s sentences, and Kana nodded, satisfied. “We’ll be having a lot of newcomers, a number of them soldiers and important people. I’m a bit nervous, but…”
“Well, you have the authority from Oshiro-san now…” said one of the returning students, the young man from Akaiwashi shrine. “…it would be a fool who crosses you. And consolidating those skilled to you however necessary is a prudent plan.”
“I have to correct that misconception.” I interjected, idly stroking Kana’s hair, while she looked happy and triumphant. “Kana was already stepping up before this. She doesn’t need my authority to be a leader. She was already a key figure here, everyone looked to her guidance, right?”
As the others agreed, I continued. “Besides, I didn’t agree to date Kana because she’s useful. I did it because I like her.” I kissed her hair, and she flushed scarlet, before grabbing me and giving me a kiss on the lips in front of everyone. It wasn’t a deep one, but it was passionate, and her brown eyes were damp as we parted.
“Oh, so Kana-chan, when are you… you know?” Mio-san laughed vulgarly.
“I’m not. Kissing is all he gets for now. I’m not an easy woman. I’ll be wanting romantic dates and treating right before I put out. I have to keep him keen, after all.” She lectured them, her face red even to the tips of her ears. She then looked at me. “I’ll do my best. I know I can rely on others as well when I need to. Don’t worry about anything this weekend, we’ve got it all in hand. Though I hope…” she asked shyly. “…when you come back, we can be… well, a little more like boyfriend and girlfriend?”
As some of the girls laughed and congratulated her, though to be honest a few did still look bemused by my casual polygamy, though most had become immune to it by the presence of my many women around the shrine and in their training sessions in the Boundary, I thought that Kana was simply adorable. “Yeah, well, I promised Eri a weekend away somewhere, just the two of us. What do you want?”
“I want to go into the heart of Tokyo. Go shopping in Harajuku, try on a lot of nice clothes that you like. Then a movie, dinner in a restaurant, maybe an aquarium, a theme park or the zoo… you know, date stuff. That would be enough.”
“That sounds nice. We’ll do that.” I promised, and I talked with them for a little longer, before heading to the last major group, Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi and Eri. Shiro had been with them for a while, but she was now talking to Yasu-san and Hiroto-san, and from the look on her face she was having a good time toying with them both. Especially Yasu-san. He’s like us all, Shiro is a force of nature we can’t help but love, but she’s always a handful. 
“Where’s Daiyu?” I asked after our greetings were exchanged, and Eri told me that she had decided to return to the Boundary to work on her new ideas, after the Japanese lessons.
“Oh I see.” I nodded, when she had explained. “A shame, I wanted to spend a little more time with her before I go. Well, if she’s busy, I get it. This is a party, not an obligation. Speaking of…” I looked at Natsumi and Motoko. “…are you ready for the trip? I spoke to Tsumura-san, and he didn’t want you back too late.”
“Grandfather worries rather too much.” Motoko replied, though she didn’t look displeased. “Natsumi and I can manage on little sleep nowadays. But yes, it would not do to sleep on the plane. After all…” She glanced knowingly at Natsumi, who finished the sentence, a bright expression on her face.
“…it’ll be our first journey abroad with you, Akio!”
“Damn, I’m jealous, but… I’ve been to America, and…” Eri looked at me.
“Yeah, I promised, I know.” I rubbed her head, and she leaned as much as she could into it. When that was done, and due to the looks in their own eyes, I ended up giving all of them head pats too. Girls really seem to like them. 
“So, do you think things will go well with Princess Eleanor?” Hinata asked. “We’ve all been looking up articles on her, haven’t we?” She smiled at the others. “It’s very fresh actually being able to use the internet and not be censored. It’s a privilege only we get amongst our classmates at Hanafubuki.” she boasted, and Motoko and Natsumi agreed.
“Well, don’t look up anything weird. The internet is a strange place. And watch out talking to strangers. People lie on the internet all the time.” Eri warned.
“You are really set on being in charge of us recently.” Hinata laughed. “Thanks for caring though, Eri. But no, I’m not interested in looking for knowledge I’ve been denied. Really… I don’t agree with us being kept so sheltered, but it isn’t all bad.”
“Indeed. There is much we have no need of knowing.” Motoko agreed. “But that aside, the Princess of Great Britain is rather famous, though perhaps not as much as her brothers. She tends to keep out of the public eye as much as she can.”
“Though being a Princess, that’s impossible.” Natsumi continued. “Well, I think we’ll do what we have to. It’s why we are going, after all. Not just to have fun. Though I am sure we will have a lot of fun.” she suggested happily.
“So, what are you all doing at the weekend then?” I asked, and Hinata shrugged.
“Mayumi invited me over. We’re going to talk and strategise.”
“Well, don’t be giving away too much.” I warned, and she snorted, amused.
“Just who do you think I am? I’m not too soft-hearted and giving like you, Akio! I’m a ruthless businesswoman! I’m going to make her jealous of our plans without giving the important details away. Of course, if she wants to invest in some of my ideas, she can, but I’ll maintain the controlling stake. Oh… that reminds me, I wanted to speak to your personal banker. You’re with Midas Gold, right?”
I nodded. “Here’s their card.” I took it out of my wallet and handed it over. “But will they speak to you regarding my accounts?”
“Come on.” she spoke flatly. “I’m Takatsukasa Hinata, and those in high society know we’re together. The Japanese branch of the bankers for the rich and powerful would have to know all the latest moves in the world of the nobility.”
“All right, I was just asking.” I laughed, and she giggled.
“I know. For the average person, that’d be true. But the true upper class of Japan operates by different rules. I expect it’s the same in the UK, so be careful. Don’t offend royalty or the nobility or you’ll regret it.” she warned. “Motoko, Natsumi, keep an eye on him so he doesn’t do anything reckless, please!”
“Really? I’m only going to talk…” I began, a little affronted, and Eri sighed.
“I second that. When Akio has that expression on his face, it doesn’t fill me with confidence.”
“Hey!” I protested again, and we laughed, before the conversation turned to what Eri would be doing. It seemed Shiro was going to look after her, and that she was planning on inviting Hayato-san and the gang, as well as Arisu-san and the others, and having a night out in Tokyo.
“That’s quite the explosive combination…” I mused, eyeing Yasu-san as he bent the ear of Hinata’s brother, who was too well-bred to shoo him away. “…I’d be more worried about that than the UK…” As we talked and the party started to wind down, I looked at my watch. “All right, it’s time for you two to head home. Hinata, you as well.” As we said our goodbyes, my thoughts turned to tomorrow, and the United Kingdom. Well, I’d better give mom and Aiko a call first thing in the morning before I head off. If I don’t then I’ll only regret it…






  
  Side One Hundred And Thirty-Three – Princess Eleanor Elizabeth Diana Windsor


The sky is changing. Is that a good omen, I wonder? Eleanor looked up at the skies over London of the world of dreams, or the Avalon, as her grandmother said it was known as in the oldest records of the Royal Family. But Raidre calls it a different name, and says what we see and fight over is a mere shadow of the Astral, where dwells his lands. 
Silver lightning was continuing to arc across the skies, ripples of rainbow light playing around them, the light somehow both bright and dark at the same time, like sunlight through the brilliant stained glass of Westminster Abbey.
From her position on top of the towering edifice of the Tower of London, many times more striking and higher than it ever was in the real London, she could see the Abbey, as well as the Palace, and other magnificent buildings, some of which her team had worked tirelessly to clear and bring under her control, though remembering made her shudder, her green and bronze armour rattling. 
Buckingham Palace had been hard enough, though ancient stone wards built into the foundations there had kept out the worst of the dwellers of this Boundary between the Astral lands of the Fae and the world Eleanor inhabited as a human. St. Paul’s Cathedral was hell… I never want to go through that again, but… Such was a false hope.
The creatures inside had been organised and vile, a veritable army of monstrous, black-skinned imps and twisted shadowy creatures like malformed, half-melted people resisting them. Only deft teamwork which her group had forged over dozens of bloody battles was enough to keep them from being overwhelmed, and in the end the ruler of St. Paul’s had come forth, a goat-headed, four armed abomination. 
Its wicked gaze had caused them to freeze, stunned, even Eleanor, and only David had sprung into battle, shouting his ode to Caturix and swinging his great mace. Even so, he surely would have died to the great blast of fire and darkness the creature had conjured, only Sarah’s shield deflecting it at the last moment as she shook off her fears.
I remember. The shock spurred me into action, the others as well… As Eleanor watched the skies, the rainbow aurorae seeming more pronounced than they had been recently, she reminisced idly. Aditi had launched an arrow, while Sir Arthur had moved up to support the beleaguered, cursing David, whose mouth was as foul as ever. 
A faint smile touched her lips as she remembered their recriminations, David blustering that it was “All your damn fault, you stupid redhead!” to Sarah even as her shield was rippling with suppressed flames, sparks scattering everywhere, all because she had pushed for taking the Cathedrals and other buildings around the Tower.
Mary-Jane had then cast her spells, and strength settled in everyone. Donovan was using David and Sarah as a bulwark, his spear flickering, lightning flashing as he stabbed into the bellowing Demon, and one arm of the fiend was crushed as David surged with power, calling out the words that activated his blessing in full. 
After that, Eleanor had charged, and though her body was rocked by explosions and drenched in dark, acrid poison, her armour taking blow after blow, her flesh tearing and reknitting… in the end they had finished the battle, and as they all basked under the healing glow of the last of Mary-Jane’s power, they had fallen exhausted to the ground, but had liberated St. Pauls. Though after that, we’ve been rather more prudent. But closer-knit as a team, too…
“So, this is where you’ve been, Princess?” a familiar voice sounded, and as she whipped around, her brown ponytail swaying, a burst of motion happened around her, dozens, hundreds, perhaps even thousands of dog-sized ravens scattering, taking to the silvery skies above, black feathers falling behind them like rain.
“David, don’t creep up on me like that.” Eleanor sighed softly, her startled heart settling. “Why are you even here? This is scheduled as a rest day.”
“Yeah, well I’m not like the girls or the pretty boy, nor over the hill like old man Arthur.” David grunted, running a hand through his unruly hair. “I’ve never been one to let my edge grow dull. I would never have been champion in the Octagon so many times if I took a bloody rest day every other day.” he exaggerated angrily, but Eleanor found that comforting, seeing as it was his usual bluster. “Besides…” He jerked a thumb at her rudely. “You aren’t taking your own advice, are you, Princess?”
“So rude.” Eleanor sighed. “I’m sure I’ve told you to watch your language, David.”
“Ah, shit, you aren’t the boss of me, Princess.” he said by way of apology, which it really wasn’t, but as always she let it slide.
“Well, technically I rather am, I think. Grandmother would say so too.” she countered, namedropping the Queen, gratified at the momentary look of respect in his eyes. Yes, grandmother, you still have it. “As for your unfounded complaint, David… I am hardly doing much but resting. I simply like to come here and look out over the London I control, my Avalon. We’ve done well, haven’t we? Seeing this, it firms up my resolve.”
At that David sighed, stomping over to her, joining her overlooking London. Being out in the open so high up in the ordinary world would have left them vulnerable to the breeze blowing them off the balcony, or been rather uncomfortable at the least, so it was a blessing that the air here was always still. They stood in silence for a moment, before David spoke. “You know, you’re not a coward, Princess. After all, we managed to do it, didn't we?”
“Yes, we did. Thanks to you all.” Eleanor smiled, a little pride worming into her heart. They had finally strengthened her control around the Tower enough that in theory she could claim nearly halfway to the M25 that ringed London proper. “We still have a long way to go. But…”
“Yeah, yeah, I get it.” David laughed. “We’ll stick with you for now, Princess. After all, I’m getting well paid for it.” He snorted, clearly not serious. “And not just from you and the Queen. Though I still hate that Max Power prick. Silver Hands… with a name like that, do they think they’re Celtic Gods?”
“I hope you’re not doing anything improper.” she warned him. “Being one of my team affords you a lot of leeway, but if you are embezzling charitable funds donated to you for good causes, I won’t be keeping silent.”
“Tch.” He spat over the railings, watching the droplets fall to the ground far below. “Give me some credit, Princess. I’m not so hard up for cash I’d take it from a shady prick like him. The last thing I want is for them to try blackmailing me. Though I’m not some blushing schoolgirl, if he tried it on me I’d just crush him and his Silver Hands. They won’t match my fists!” He clenched his for emphasis. “No, unlike that idiot redhead and teacher, I’m not interested in orphanages or soup kitchens, or housing for the homeless…”
Eleanor narrowed her eyes, and he paused, before moderating his tone. “Shit, all good causes, I guess. But me… I’m setting up gyms, boxing, MMA, practical martial arts. Best way to help people, boys or girls, men or women, is to teach them to be strong, disciplined, able to overcome their fears and oppression.”
“To be reckless, you might say?” Eleanor smiled softly, making a pun.
“Hah. Hah. Hah.” he retorted mockingly, his laugh monotone. “Very droll, Princess. But no, the one thing I fucking don’t advise is being reckless. A fighter has to keep a cool head, else he’ll have it cut off by a blow he doesn’t see coming. That’s why a little caution is good. I’d rather fight with someone who thinks themselves a coward but gets shit done, than an idiot who only knows how to charge ahead.”
I think you describe yourself a little there. “I see. Well, I suppose learning how to fight in these troubled times is as worthy a goal as any, so charitable institutions that teach such strikes me as a good use of money. I just wish…”
“That it wasn’t coming from such a bunch of chucklefucks?” he smirked, and that crudity did get a laugh from her then.
“Such a vile tongue. Mary-Jane would wash your mouth out with soap and water.” She made a jest, and David agreed.
“She would, the old bag.” He then narrowed his eyes. “Max and his clowns are annoying, sure, but what about the stupid religious nuts? I mean, yes, that blonde is fucking gorgeous, and if she’d just keep her mouth shut I’d be more than happy to show her vows of chastity are for idiots…”
Eleanor blushed at that, but she kept silent, as she had her own concerns regarding them. That Mary Stuart. Grandmother is keeping an eye on her and apparently she is a genuine member of a Catholic order, according to the Archbishop of Westminster, though it was an obscure, ancient one, with little to no standing in the modern Church, she was assured.
“…well, fuck it. I guess if all they are going to do is sermonise at me, I can shake it off. Words are wind, unless backed up by fists. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to give up my faith in Caturix for some Sunday Mass and a little Confessional. Here’s where my faith lies.” He spat out over London again.
“Well, mine too.” Eleanor agreed softly. “But sometimes I wonder… no, it doesn’t matter.” She shook her head.
“Cheer up.” He grunted in a gruff attempt to console her. “Look. It’s not like we’re doing this alone. There’s Sam’s team, Anderson’s, more… sure, we’ve had a few losses, but… every time you step into that Octagon, there’s a chance you won’t step back out. And war is far more dangerous, right? Fuck me, this is when that teacher Mary-Jane should be here, she’s good at pep talks. Hell, you’ve got that snide fair folk shit Raidre with you now, him and all his shape-shifting weirdos. And the living suits of armour you found in the Palace too. We don’t have to worry so much about protecting this place twenty-four frigging seven anymore. Even the girls, pretty boy Donovan and old man Arthur are starting to build their own little armies. Though shit, the redhead drives me nuts, spending all her time turtling up. You don’t win a bloody war by cowering behind guns and trenches!”
“The redhead?” Eleanor mimicked. He’s always so harsh on Sarah, they bicker like cats and dogs. It’s very amusing, but I think there’s a little more to it… “You really do like her, don’t you David?”
“Me? Her?” He paused, eyes going wide, and Eleanor held in her laughter at the look on his face as he continued. “No offense, Princess, but get your bloody eyes checked. Or better still, maybe your head. Guess wearing that fancy crown has ruined your brain. Me and Sarah? No bloody way. I don’t mean to boast, but…”
I don’t wear a crown, even grandmother doesn’t except on ceremonial occasions… As he regaled Eleanor with tales of his many exploits with women, numerous conquests which he seemed annoyingly proud of, she used the time and distraction to steady her thoughts. When he ran down, she shook her head.
“I’m disappointed in you, David. That isn’t something to be applauded, hopping from woman to woman, what did those poor girls think, I wonder?”
“Nah, they were all into me for my reputation and money, girls like that are just looking for a good time, not marriage or long-term commitment.” He rebuffed her criticism with a cool demeanour that annoyed her. “As long as everyone involved knows what they’re in for, who cares?”
Well, if you are only looking for a good time yourself, a brief fling, they hardly know what they are getting into… Before she could voice that thought, David spoke up. “I’m not an idiot, Princess. I get what you are worried about, and it isn’t our expansion here. That’s easy.”
“Really? Says the man who doesn’t have any allies or much of note at all in his domain.” Eleanor delivered a stinging rebuttal, and David twitched, one eyebrow raised in annoyance.
“I’m a one-man army, scion of Caturix, best fighter in Britain, David Reckless, King of the Octagon! I don’t need troops or a ton of defensive towers. It’s simple, Princess. Leave our useless redhead’s land where it is. Probably the teacher's too. That way when you go for your next expansion and can fully protect London, at least the heart here…” He kicked the wall of the Tower. “…is well-protected. Hell, leave old man Arthur’s here too. He’ll be useless if he thinks you’re in danger anyway.” His gaze was intense, as it often was when thinking about war and fighting. “I don’t mind moving mine to wherever trouble is brewing.”
“You’ll certainly lose a lot of progress, David.” Eleanor mused sympathetically. “It’ll set you back…”
“I don’t care.” He shrugged. “All this 'ruling the land' shit, I am here to fight, grow stronger, be the strongest in the world. Besides, the Queen’ll compensate me heartily, right? And you’ll owe me a favour. Little miss Asian and the kid will do it too if you ask, they’re both smitten with you. It doesn’t matter if we lose some ground, some territory gets recaptured. As long as we hold for long enough, we can reclaim it afterwards. Not like there are any people out here. Just freaks like Raidre and his fair folk. They can shelter behind the redhead’s guns.” He sniffed mockingly, having said his piece.
“Yes, that would be the quickest and best way to protect London.” Eleanor agreed, having been musing over that herself. The initial ring of her allies setting their own banners in a border around the Tower had protected it while the strength was dormant as they grew it. But now… that leaves them out of place and not overly useful…
“Well, that’s just tactics, strategy. We don’t have to worry about that, just crushing our enemies.” David insisted confidently. “Let old farts like Arthur and the brass worry about it. I’ve said my piece. No, what worries you is the upcoming gala, right?”
“Yes.” Eleanor admitted, many of the ravens that had fled at David’s arrival flying back, prey clutched in their razor-sharp beaks and talons. There’s an old legend about the Tower of London… “You should be well aware of my dislike of the pageantry and events right now, David. I’m not like my sister-in-law, who has taken to her royal duties flawlessly, or even Henry’s new girlfriend, who was already living the celebrity lifestyle. Still, I do my duty.”
“We all have duties.” he agreed, allowing her to vent.
“I know. I never asked to be born to my family, but… I love my family, I love my country. Even when it’s hard, and those with ill intentions malign me…” She thought to the mocking smile of Mary Stuart, who would often show up at these events. She had considered asking her grandmother to pull strings and keep her out, but as a Windsor, she had no wish to bring shame to her family or cause a scandal that the tabloid press would be all too eager to blow out of proportion. My brother Henry has had enough of that, now and in the past… “…but, this worries me.”
“Well, don’t worry Princess. I’ll not let the big bad foreigners hurt you.” He snorted mockingly. “No, wait, Asians are all small guys, with tiny co…”
“David!” Eleanor headed him off, scandalised, and he chuckled.
“See, Princess? That took your mind off it. Seriously, is it really that strange? With all the mysterious powers we have, and the artefacts under the Tower… anything can happen, right?”
“Yes, I understand that.” Eleanor bit her lip, drawing a bead of blood, thinking. “But… grandmother says the Japanese government and some very important figures approached the UK directly, and they already knew all about me, and they need to meet with me to discuss some danger. It sounds very suspicious.” I’m already on edge. But things are going well, our progress is accelerating here in the shadow of London. Raidre was a chance, almost disastrous meeting, but now we are working together, and the domain covered by my banner is spreading… why now? Why this trouble now?
“That’s hardly the only suspicious point. You remember the outrage piece in the Daily Sun, about the strange new laws Japan were bringing in…” David chuckled darkly, amused.
“No, I don’t entertain the tabloids.” Eleanor grimaced.
“I guess you wouldn’t. You and your family are their favourite gossip. Well, that and whichever model or footballer is caught cheating on any given day. I’ve been in a few articles myself. You need to learn to ignore barking dogs, Princess. That or give them a damn good kick when they yap at you.”
“Well, that might work for you, but if I did that, the scandal would be terrible. But…” She pursed her lips, which had already healed from her earlier nervous bite. “…I am hardly so sheltered as to not know the news. It drew some attention. We have people looking for such things, anyone who understands would get the significance of many of those laws.”
“Yeah, Japan is clearly already starting to legislate for people like us, those who the Gods have chosen.” David agreed. “Though they use quite the turns of phrase, or is that just crap translations? Can’t trust civil servants to get shit done, am I right? Although…” His smile was broad. “…I guess that whoever is pulling the strings is a man.”
“I believe you to be correct.” There were some backwards laws contained within. I am amazed that any government would pass such. Our noble Parliament and House of Lords would throw out such filth with scorn and derision.
“Are you all disgusted, Princess?” David smirked. “Best get used to it. This is a world of the strong now, and strong men have big appetites. I mean, I’m legendary myself in martial arts circles. A man being attracted to and loving lots of women isn’t so unusual. At heart, we’re all beasts, animals, and want to possess what we covet. And in this world… yeah, the weak will seek shelter under the strong. Just like before when rich men could have as many mistresses as they wanted, and could buy off the Press when they got caught out, now it’ll be the strong who live as they please.”
“That’s such a sexist attitude. Women aren’t things to be owned!”
“Sadly, I think you’re wrong. I said it’s all about power. Before, men had all the strength, but is there many men who could force themselves on you, Princess? Fucking hell, I’d like to see them try, you’d rip them in half.” He grinned, amused by that image, and Eleanor found herself shocked at his crudity anew.
“I’m being serious though. If a woman like us wants to gather herself a harem of pretty boys, or girls, if she’s into that sort of thing, who can stop her? Hell, why not give it a try yourself? Our little miss Asian Aditi would probably drop her panties for you with stars in her eyes if you asked. And she wouldn’t be alone, the kid would probably kill for the right to be your boy-toy. Wouldn’t that shock the world? Princess Eleanor with her harem. The tabloids would catch fire trying to write those articles. The Sun, Star, Mail, Reflection, the whole damn lot of the crappy rags.”
Her mouth was hanging open at the image David had conjured for her with his words. As she stood there stunned, he shook his head, tone serious for once. “All joking aside, Princess. I don’t blame Japan for getting their ducks in a row before everything goes to shit. It’s not like we haven’t had to suppress incidents of idiots going crazy with their powers, right? So… try not to judge. Just because someone has a lot of partners, doesn’t necessarily mean they’re a bad person.”
“Guilty conscience there, David?” she managed at last. “Fine. But I hope whoever will be attending the gala as emissary from Japan isn’t such a small, unfaithful person. I don’t want to have to deal with someone vulgar.”
“There’s the Princess I know, so haughty and refined.” David scoffed. “Well, whatever happens, happens. But it’s not like you have to worry, is it? Sure, we have a lot of foreign guests this time, including the Japanese who spooked you so, but you know if they try anything, well, the whole gang’ll be there, and a lot of us from other teams. It’ll be their fucking funerals if they give you shit. I owe you that much, boss.”
At his insincere respect, she sighed. “Thanks, I guess. Yes, obviously I’ll be safe in the Palace with so many of us around, even if there will be some potentially dangerous foreigners in attendance. Though of course grandmother will have made certain the Foreign Office does their due diligence on every guest, I’m sure. In fact…” That’s a good idea. I can go read their files. I’d rather be prepared…
As her mood brightened, as she was now able to do something tangible, David grinned. “That’s the spirit, back to the pushy Princess. Well, chin up, the way our progress is accelerating, maybe we’ll be in control of all of London by Christmas?” He slammed his fists together happily.
“Christmas? Hardly.” Each step is far harder than the step before, though of course David is right, our progress is rapid indeed. But then, as grandmother often says, several times in our recent history have we said ‘It’ll be over by Christmas’ and it’s never gone well… “But we do need to continue our momentum. I can’t keep letting these matters distract me. Otherwise all our hard work up to now will be put to waste. And as a Windsor, I can’t allow that.”
“That’s the spirit.” David chuckled, once more pounding his fists. “So, while we are both here, want to go hunting? Somewhere close and safe… trust me, as a pro, I know keeping a routine is key. Getting rusty leads to injuries!”
Perhaps this is what I need. To take my mind off other matters. “Very well then. But…” she ordered sternly, her blue eyes like frozen sapphires. “…we do this safely. I would hate for you to get injured. You don’t heal like I do, David.”
“Hah, well, who cries and sobs when she gets hurt, Princess? Sure, you keep on fighting, which I can respect, but…”
“Shut. Up.” she ordered, her tone as cold as her glittering eyes. “If we’re going, let’s just go…” David is annoyingly insubordinate, but… he is a comrade I trust…
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Walking back through the halls of the Palace to meet her grandmother, still exhausted from her battles alongside David, which had rapidly escalated and of course led to them both suffering minor injuries, Eleanor was sulking. Damn that man. Reckless should be his middle name, not his surname. Still, I had my revenge. 
Teasing David about his fiery relationship with Sarah was fun, as he reacted every time. Hmm, I think they have a word for that sort of person in Japan, don’t they? What was it… hmm, no, I am afraid I’m drawing a blank. Since she had Japan on her mind, as she was heading to retrieve whatever intelligence her grandmother had gathered, the thought just occurred to her, and as she was musing on that fruitlessly, she rounded one corner only to run into her middle brother, Henry, who greeted her with a concerned smile, running a hand through his spiky, reddish-brown hair.
“Hey, Eleanor. Good timing, I’ve been looking for you!” he boomed, his voice as loud and bombastic as his personality. He was beloved by the people for his years of service in the military, and his support of charitable causes related to that upon his discharge. Of course now, they are more interested in his love-life. Well, nothing much has changed there. 
As she smiled slightly, she raised a hand, forestalling him. “Henry, brother dear, do keep your voice down. I’m standing right here, you don’t have to roar, I’m not in a helicopter. So, is Melissa not with you today?”
“No, she’s got an interview for a fashion magazine, a photoshoot as well. You’ll buy a copy, right?” he asked, inordinately proud of his latest girlfriend, an American. I’ve seen it all before with Henry, but he does seem more serious about her than some of the others. I did like Chelsea though… a shame. Well, men’s opinions on romance don’t match with mine. My talk with David earlier proves that. 
“Of course. So, you wanted something? I was just going to see grandmother, so…”
“Yes, I did.” he agreed loudly. “It’s about the upcoming party here at the Palace. I’m concerned. There’ll be… others here, I heard.” He lowered his voice finally, looking around furtively. “Not trustworthy like our own people. What if one tries to hurt you?” He seemed troubled at that. “Seriously, Richard and I worry about you, Ellie.” He used her nickname from when they were younger. “Isn’t there another way? I’ve talked to father and grandmother, but…”
“Sorry. I wanted there to be another way.” She shook her head. “But Henry, this came to me. I suppose better that than it passing to the next generation. If Richard’s children… or maybe yours, perhaps with Melissa, yes…” She teased her brother, and he flushed a shade not too dissimilar to his hair. “…had to bear this burden, I would grieve for them and worry too. So… I appreciate your worries, Richard’s as well. But… grandmother told you that you can’t do anything but support me emotionally, right?”
“I hate that.” He pouted like a child. “Seriously, the boys in the army adore you, Ellie. Just say the word and I could have a hundred, no, a thousand veterans ready to lay down their lives for you. We’d have to be better than those stupid fairies.”
“Don’t be rude to Raidre and his Fae. After all, they are technically British too, right? Besides, their knowledge and wisdom has improved our efficiency and safety significantly. As for your veterans… Henry, I hope you’ve not been gossiping about this? Both father, grandmother and the Prime Minister all agree we need to keep this under wraps.”
“Of course not!” He managed after a while. “Well, I might have said you might need helping out of a jam in the near future, but I gave no details, I promise Ellie!” he assured her. “We all know what happened in Japan, right? That mess with China? Grandmother says it was people like you. If that happens here, you’ll want the lads around, trust me. They aren’t scared of mystical powers, they’ll take a bullet, a fireball or a bloody dagger for you!”
“I appreciate the sentiment, but… it’s all in hand. Now, I need to see grandmother. I am taking care of my safety. It's why I want to check up on our visitors beforehand, to prevent trouble and unwelcome surprises.”
“Well, you always had the brains in our family, Eleanor.” He was back to their more adult address. “I mean, I barely scraped through Eton with a couple of passes. You managed to pass everything. Dad was so proud.”
“True.” Eleanor reminisced. “But my passes were all in the C and B range, I’m hardly clever. Though compared to you, Henry…”
“Ouch. I’m hurt, you shot me with a truth bullet.” He grinned, before his expression turned serious. “I’ll be there at the party, though Richard has to stay away, can’t have the heir and the spare both in harm’s way. As for the guest list… well, there’s a troubling one from Melissa’s homeland, and the Japanese contingent is… odd. Apparently there’s two coming who are like you.”
“I see. Thanks for the heads-up, Henry.” An American, huh? The Prime Minister has been raging at them recently, diplomatic relationships are more than strained. Well… “Do invite me to dinner with Melissa sometime. If you are serious, I should put in the effort to get to know her.”
“She’d like that. She’s a big fan of your elegance, Ellie.” Back to that, I see. “It’s a shame I can’t tell her how brave and awesome you really are…”
“Well, only when you actually marry.” Eleanor snickered, amused. “Seriously though, keep it together, Henry. You know that grandmother is doing everything to secure my safety. You served, Richard served, it seems it’s my destiny to serve Britain too, in a different sort of army.”
“Well, when you retire, I’ll make sure you are looked after. You’ll be a veteran too then.” Henry promised jovially, though Eleanor could see his worry. “Fine then. I’ll take a hint and leave you to it.” And after their goodbyes, Eleanor was alone in the quiet corridor. Steeling herself, she headed towards her grandmother’s rooms, ready to find out all she could…






  
  Three Hundred And Sixty-Four


“God, I’m so jealous bro, I’ve always wanted to visit the UK, since it’s where mom was from!” my sis was grumbling heatedly, as we talked on the phone early in the morning. “You lived there too, when you were just a little kid, right?” 
“Yeah, but I don’t really remember all that much, though now my stats are higher, it’s strange, it’s like a lot of my old memories have grown sharper. Look, when you graduate, if we have time, we can go on a trip, but for now you have to knuckle down and make sure you perform. You do want to get into a decent Tokyo university, right? You won’t do that missing any more school.” I warned.
“Yeah, I get it. Damn bro, no need to lecture.” She sighed, not sounding too displeased. “I know you are just desperate for me to move to Tokyo and live with you, don’t worry, I won’t blow it.” She snorted, amused. “Well, Eri’s not going with you either, yeah? She must be depressed.”
“Actually…” I glanced at Eri who was listening, as I had my phone on speaker mode, and she managed a little shrug. Beside her, Shiro rolled her eyes, clearly unconvinced by Eri’s calm. “…she’s focused on her recovery. Besides, when all this is done, I’ll be taking her on a weekend away, just the two of us.”
“Nice. I guess you’re learning how to handle girls a little bit, bro. So… wow, Kana-chan is finally in, huh? I’m a little surprised, being as how she was quite standoffish with Eri, but… well, it’s not like she didn’t like you bro. By the way, mom is hopping up and down beside me, eager to talk. It’s probably something stupid though, so I’ll keep the phone for now…”
“Now Ai, that was very rude. Your mom is going to say some very important things…” mom protested, but my sis continued to talk.
“So, Eri’s going to be all right while you’re gone? I do worry a bit…”
“Oh Aiko…” Eri breathed at that, but with a grin, Shiro talked into the handset, her breath hot on my ear.
“It’s all right Ai. I’ll be looking after her this weekend. While Aki is away I’m not going to sit around moping, I’ll be hitting Tokyo hard, partying with friends old and new. I’ll take care of Eri and we’ll be too busy having fun to miss him!”
“I see.” Aiko sighed, relieved. “I can trust you, Shiro. But I don’t envy you. Eri can get really cranky when she’s jealous. YandEri indeed.”
“Aiko…” Eri growled, and there was some laughter, before we got back on topic.
“So, anyway, school going all right?” I asked, and she answered happily.
“Yeah, my maths and science grades are now top of the school. I have to be careful not to score too well. Coupled with my English scores and sporting abilities, so long as I don’t blow Japanese and a few other classes, the exams should be a cakewalk. Wow, my life really did change when you brought Shaeula back to Nishimorioka bro. I’m hurt you were keeping all this to yourself!”
Well it’s not like I didn’t have a reason, even if maybe they weren’t the best, too overcautious… “That’s all in the past. So, how are Rika-san and Yae? Good, I hope. Not … overexerting themselves?”
“I’ll tell them you asked after them. Yae-chan will be thrilled. But… no, I’m not pushing them. I just let them do basic training. Mostly Aether Manipulation, and a bit of light Ether Healing. It’s hard when you aren’t here to guide us or see what Rank we’re at bro, but…” She paused meaningfully. “Wow, you should be proud of your sis, bro. I know this is a hurdle I have to overcome if I’m going to achieve my dream of being the first Astral Sports Scientist, so I’m working hard to gain experience. And… well, Rika-chan and Yae-chan have got all ambitious too. They’re dreaming of leaving for Tokyo when they graduate now. And you know what, I guess they can do it. Wow, you’ve changed so many lives bro, how do you live with yourself?”
“Quite easily.” I assured her. “Anyway, are you doing okay? No more injuries, I hope?”
“Wow, come on bro, don’t ask me in front of mom!” she complained. “Seriously though, I’m safe, I promise. My Golden Sister Army protects me, and I just pick enemies off with my bow, or rarely move in up close for the practice. I’m an athlete at heart, right? I have to train hard. As for injuries, sure, it’s impossible to fight without getting hurt at all, but nothing major, and Ether Healing takes care of the wounds no problem. I try and focus on the feelings when they do, and I think I might be near to Ranking up again. Praise me bro, praise me harder!” she crowed.
Why don’t her words fill me with confidence? “Just be careful, all right? A girl shouldn’t be risking scars. If you spoil your beauty, it won’t just be me who is upset. Eri worries about you too.”
“Aww, bro, you’re making me blush. Is this what it feels like to be Kana-chan? Well, of course I don’t want to get hurt, I’m being as safe as possible, while still bringing home the Levels, right? Besides, if I did hurt myself and couldn’t fix it, you’d step up, like before, right?”
“Maybe I should leave you injured as a lesson?” I warned, though we both knew I wouldn’t do that, as her response indicated.
“Yeah, whatever bro. Try and look tough in front of Shiro and Eri, you’re not fooling anyone. So, everything’s fine here, you enjoy your trip with Motoko and Natsumi. I want pictures of Buckingham Palace! I still can’t believe it, do you think you’ll meet the Queen?”
“Give me the phone, Ai dear!” mom insisted, snatching it, despite her protests. “What, you can still listen in, Ai… hi Aki, it’s mom!”
Yes, I know. “Hi mom, I hope you’ve been well?”
“Better than well. Everything is so exciting recently! Eri sends me updates, as does Shaeula. It’s great having so many beautiful daughters-in-law, and the numbers keep increasing without end… we’ll need to hire Tokyo Dome for the wedding at this rate.” She giggled like a much younger woman.
“Don’t let auntie Hana hear you say that.” I warned, and mom tutted.
“Don’t worry about Hana. She’s used to it now. So long as Eri is happy. You are happy, aren't you Eri?” she asked, knowing Eri was listening.
“Well, I’d dearly love to be able to move properly again, but Akio and the others look after me, and I’ll get there. Tell my mother and father they can come visit. There are always guest rooms available here. If not, I’ll visit when I’m better.”
“That’s good to hear, Eri. We do worry. Well, on that note… Aki, please do get pictures, Ai is right! I want to see the dresses Motoko-chan and Natsumi-chan are wearing, and… do you think you might meet the Queen? It’s the dream of every Brit to get to see her, talk to her, maybe even shake her hand!”
Ignoring the cries of “I already said that, mom!” from my sister, I grinned. Yeah, Aiko is like a miniature version of our mom, well, if you add in a heaping helping of sporting talent, I guess. Mom isn’t athletic. Or good with booze. My sis shares that trait at least… “I don’t know. I should be meeting Princess Eleanor though, or the trip won’t be worthwhile.”
“My son, with the Princess! She’s the apple of Britain’s eye, you know.” Mom gushed. “I think she’s everyone’s ideal Princess, beautiful, kind, modest… the public likes her brothers, but they love Eleanor! I can’t believe it… get a picture! I need to brag!”
“But there’s already pictures of Aki with Yukiko.” Shiro pointed out, which was true, as we had taken a few at Conclave, and I had also snapped a selfie when we were out drinking in Kyoto after the funeral. “And Shaeula’s a princess too. Really, stop being so impressed. Besides… I’m a princess as well!”
“Oh, you must be Shiratori-chan!” mom remarked, and Shiro shuddered theatrically.
“Please call me Shiro. I hate my name.” she complained. “No honorifics.”
“Oh. Sorry Shiro.” Mom apologised. “Well, we’ve yet to be formally introduced, but I’m your mother-in-law! I’ve heard a lot about you. And seen the photos. You’re a really stunning girl. My son has an eye for quality, it seems, just like his father!” she cried proudly, managing to get in a boast about herself as well.
“I can’t argue with that.” Shiro agreed. “Anyway, Emily…” As usual Shiro wasn’t phased by the situation. “…don’t worry about Eri, I have it in hand.”
“Great. I appreciate it, Shiro. And I look forward to meeting you soon. Well, back on the topic at hand…” mom coughed. “…while you are in the UK, do you think you’ll get a chance to pop in and see my mum and dad? It’s been so long, I’m sure they’d love to see the handsome young man their grandson has grown up into.”
“Well, I have some time. I can probably manage. Are they still living in the same place?” I asked to make sure, and mom agreed.
“Yes, still that little town near Coventry. Well… there’s just one thing though.” Her voice quavered a little, and I had a sudden bad feeling.
“And what’s that?” I asked warily.
“When you got engaged to Eri, I was so delighted and proud, I let them know. So… uh, after that, I didn’t know what to tell them, so I’ve just said you’ve been getting on well with Eri. So when you turn up with Motoko-chan and Natsumi-chan… well, I’ll let you come up with an explanation!”
Typical! Yeah, mom and sis are definitely alike… Ignoring Eri’s smirk which was basically ‘serves you right’ in smile form, and Shiro’s laughter, I scratched at my cheek, thinking. “Oh well, what’s done is done. I’ll… come up with something. It’ll be good to see my grandparents again. I know they hate travelling, but maybe I can persuade them to visit. After all, they’ll want to see how you’ve grown, sis.”
“Yeah, or we can go visit them after I graduate.” Aiko shouted.
“Maybe. Well…” I continued to talk to my sis and mom a little more, before they put my father on the phone, and after five minutes of warnings to behave, comport myself with dignity, and to show respect to the people I would meet in the UK, I hung up, rather mentally exhausted, and the day had only just started.
“Your family is nice, Aki.” Shiro observed, a touch wistfully. “They care about you a lot.”
“True, even though father finds it hard to show it. He’s mellowed though.”
“That’s true.” Eri agreed. “He was always soft on me and Aiko though. Akio used to get the blame for catering to our whims all the time…”
“Sounds fun. We can talk about that during our girls’ weekend.” Shiro laughed, enjoying my embarrassment. “I’ll tell you some stories about me too. We can bond!”
“All right, enough. I have to get ready, and I’ve more goodbyes to say!”
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“So, I hope things go well.” Kana kissed me on the cheek, blushing, and Shaeula eyed her mockingly, smirking.
“No, that will simply not-not do, Kana!” she declared. “Akio is your male now, you must-must be bold.” With that she pulled my head down and gave me her farewell kiss, her tongue greedily seeking mine. I pulled her close, and after a minute of passionate wrestling, we parted, saliva scattering. Shaeula licked mine off her lips happily, before turning to Kana in triumph. “That-that is the appropriate display.”
“No way. I’ve only been dating him a day! I’m not an easy girl! But…” She stared into my eyes then, eyes moist and cheeks pink. “Akio, a redo?”
I laughed and nodded, and this time we kissed on the lips, pressing them together, her face turning a deepening scarlet, for a few seconds before parting. She touched her lips, a little embarrassed, before grinning to hide her shame and arousal, Kana’s mask returning. “Well, if you think about cheating on us, Akio, remember these kisses! We’re waiting for you here!”
“That was much-much better. I shall not-not push you, but you must be bold, like a good female should be.” Shaeula approved, before looking at me, frustrated. “I too shall miss you, and wish you to keep-keep me in your heart. But I have far-far too much to do at the Spring to be absent so-so long. So the least I can do is ensure your absence causes no-no troubles.” She looked at Hyacinth then, who was wearing a custom, expensive maid outfit, in the long-skirted British style, no skin exposed, unlike her customary ones. She looked a touch uncomfortable in it, but on seeing me looking she brightened, spinning around, her hair streaked with purple and green forming a cloud, her long skirt flaring out.
“Dooo you like it, Akio? It is a bit hard to mooove in, but…” she asked, and I smiled, patting her head.
“You look very elegant. And where we are going, that’s important.”
“Yes, you get to go with Akio. I’m jealous, but… we’ve only been dating a day.” Kana repeated, winking. “I think we have to be going steady for a few months to go on vacation together. That’s the normal progression. Maybe a Christmas date somewhere?” she smiled happily.
“I think that might be rather-rather tough. There will be many-many demands then, from what I foresee.” Shaeula giggled. “Well, Hyacinth…” She addressed her maid. “Do protect Motoko, Natsumi and Miyu. Let them come-come to no harm. Crush those who threaten them without mercy.”
“Of cooourse, mistress Shaeula. I shall murder any whooo try to harm the mistresses, and Akio’s other servant!”
Miyu isn’t a servant, she’s a Vassal. Well, I’ve halfway given up trying to explain the difference to Hyacinth, she doesn’t get it. Mistress, Family, Servant, nobody. That seems to be her classifications… “Not going to protect me?” I asked slyly, and Hyacinth shook her head.
“Ooof course Hyacinth would die for you, Akio. But yooou do not need my protection. You protect us.”
I blushed, and Kana and Shaeula laughed at that. Damn, Hyacinth delivers such romantic lines sometimes, and the fact that she’s normally so… well, Hyacinth… makes them hit all the harder. “True, but even I need help plenty of the time. So we’ll work together. Anyway, Kana, Shaeula… I’ll see you both next week.”
Shaeula said her farewells once more, as did Kana, who promised to start the new training regimens off on the right foot, and with that Hyacinth followed me out to the car that was waiting to take me to Haneda airport, a sleek black foreign one. We stepped inside, a member of Fujiwara Security Services who was riding with us opening the doors, though that made Hyacinth a little uncomfortable, and I could see her fingers twitch as though she wished to be doing it herself for me.
“The journey shouldn’t take too long, Oshiro-sama.” The man explained respectfully, before taking a seat by the driver, the tinted, soundproof privacy screen affording us our solitude, though there was a switch to activate speakers if we wanted anything.
As the car drove through the early-morning traffic towards the airport, I enjoyed my time with Hyacinth. We seldom got much alone time, she was always either busy, or there with other girls, so the experience was a bit fresh. After some casual conversation, we talked about the upcoming trip. “So, Hyacinth, are you curious about what the UK is like?” I asked her. “Well, I think the Seelie Court originates from there, but I’m not sure how the mortal realm differs from the Fae realms.”
Hyacinth shook her head sadly. “Hyacinth doooes not remember well. Flashes, Sooometimes. Before the…” Seeing my expression, she smiled gently, pulling my head into her chest, imitating what she had seen Shiro do on occasion, softly patting my head. “There, there. Akio is kind, I knooow it. Hyacinth’s heart clenches when yooou look at her like that. Dooo not worry, I do not need to remember. I am filling myself with memooories now, happy ones, with you and the mistresses. This will be nooo different.”
Feeling the warmth of her chest, and hearing the slow beating of her heart, I relaxed, letting her express her Brownie instincts. “I hope so. You know, if you ever start to feel unwell, or the memories get too much, then Haru-san has her Mind Healing Light…” I began, but she stopped me.
“Nooo. Poor ghost girl has suffered enough, without having tooo aid Hyacinth. I feel kinship for her. I will look after her, Akio. Dooo not fear. When I feel pain, or the darkness wooorries me, I simply have to think ooof you, or the other mistresses, or hooow fun Hyacinth’s life is now.” Her expression darkened then, her silver-violet eyes almost seeming red. “If anyooone tries to hurt those I care for, take them away, Hyacinth will slaughter them, nooo mercy!”
“All right.” I soothed, trying to calm her down. “I would as well, but… just don’t go too far, please?”
“I knooow.” She laughed, her gaze clearing. “I will nooot disgrace you. That would be my shame. I am nooo Brownie, nor Boggart, but I will bring joooy to the home, and wrath tooo our enemies!” she promised.
“All right then.” I changed the subject, letting her push my head down to her lap, where she was playing with my hair. “Enough gloomy talk. We need to talk about souvenirs. What shall we bring everyone? Damn, I have an amazingly long list of people to buy for this time…”
On that happier subject, we whiled away the time, until we reached the airport, and were ushered towards a rather nice custom jet…
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“This is plush as hell, how much did it cost?” I had to ask, and Fujiwara-san looked at me a little put out. We were seated in the main area of the jet, Fujiwara-san, accompanied by Honoka-san and Miyu, as well as their two bodyguards. The massive Left and Right were there as well. To the other side we had Tsumura-san, as well as Motoko’s father Minoru-san, and her mother, who I wasn’t well acquainted with, having only met her a few times, Hikari-san. 
She had hair a shade darker than Motoko’s, and it was cut in a different fashion, being swept back from her face, giving her a more professional, less sporty look, and her eyes were a darker brown as well, and she was currently watching me, an unreadable expression on her face. Yes, I’m not entirely convinced she’s on board with me and Motoko, though it’s too late for complaints now. She's trying, certainly, she gave Motoko advice, and didn't block our consummation, but I still feel she has reservations about me, about us. Although, like most of the nobility, it seems that the older generation has the most say…
Lastly, I was sitting with Motoko, Natsumi and Hyacinth. There were a couple of pretty stewardesses preparing for take-off, and that rounded out the passengers, though of course there was a pilot and co-pilot as well.
“This is a Gulfstream G650 that Kira and I had customised. In terms of cost it was hardly extortionate. After all the work, it was ten billion yen or so. Nothing that you cannot afford, Akio-san.” He paused, looking to his granddaughters, before deciding to lecture me as a way of teaching them. “In fact, you are likely to need one yourself, as your political influence grows on the world stage. Yes, you could travel first-class to project an image, but…” He paused meaningfully. “…the dangers of travelling publicly grow the more important you are. Kira and I certainly cannot countenance that.”
“I see. That was very informative, grandfather.” Honoka-san responded happily.
I see. Maybe I should consider it. But ten billion yen, that’s a huge chunk of change that we could invest in land or our other plans… 
“I am sure that if the business with Ichijou house is a success, that sum would be trivial, right?” Motoko suggested, drawing the interest of her mother, who was listening silently. As the plane taxied for take-off, I agreed.
“Well, Ixitt has a lot of plans. If they can pan out, we’ll certainly revolutionise some important industries.”
“I think your sister would love a private plane.” Natsumi added slyly, and Motoko laughed at that.
“Yes, I dare say she would. Aiko-san is very… excitable. Well done Natsumi, telling Akio that will surely plant the idea in his head.”
As they joked, surprising Motoko’s mother, who was unused to seeing her daughter so animated, I continued my conversation with Fujiwara-san.
“So, yeah, I get the security issues. Well, if the plane was blown out of the sky… I doubt I’d be able to save everyone.” I considered it, being realistic. Hyacinth can probably manage herself somehow. As long as she can slow her falling momentum, she could survive a fairly hefty impact, and being outside in the freezing low-pressure air for a short while wouldn’t kill her… I could certainly survive the explosion and the fall, and … Perhaps a couple. Obviously I’d have to prioritise Motoko and Natsumi. Sorry Miyu… from a practical standpoint, Miyu’s Divine Favour was precious indeed, but I wouldn’t compromise on the safety of my girls. Still, at least it’s unlikely to happen…
“The fact that you believe you can survive a bomb on an aircraft still surprises me.” Tsumura-san remarked. “And I trust that Motoko would be first on your list to save? Though the government might wish you to save Fujiwara-sama as your priority.” he suggested with a twinkle in his eye.
“Father-in-law!” Hikari-san cried, scandalised, but he laughed it off, as did Fujiwara-san, who was also smiling.
“Well, I don’t discriminate, so Motoko and Natsumi would be equal priority. If I had any leeway after that, then it’d be Miyu.”
“I am grateful for your care.” Miyu thanked me politely, and Michiru-san nodded firmly at my words.
“I would rather my granddaughters survive than myself, though…” Fujiwara-san paused. “…I have been laying plans so that Fujiwara house continues the path I have set for it. But we have no plans of dying, so do not worry, Honoka, Miyu. But safety is always a priority for the powerful. Having this jet makes sense, even if we use it infrequently now. As for security on our trip… I have brought Left and Right, but normally Junichiro-san would never allow us to travel with so few of Fujiwara Security Services on hand.”
Oh yes, Ueno Junichiro-san, he’s head of Fujiwara Security, I met him a few times here and there. “Well, the UK is a quite safe country. Not that I’ve been there in twenty years or so.” I replied, and Tsumura Katsuro-san spoke again.
“We still are not taking any chances. Major Sasaki and a dozen of our enhanced Special Forces have flown on ahead on a public airline and will be providing additional security. We would have liked to take further precautions, but the situation is tense. Our supposed staunch allies the United States of America have been doing similar black ops in the United Kingdom, and thanks to our information after your attempted abduction, they too caught them in the act. So there is a great deal of frost between old friends, and security is tight. To even get the Major in we had to give a great deal of assurances.”
“Our pretence for this trip is to discuss the American issue. I believe they have invited several American guests as well.” Fujiwara-san explained. “I understand our true aim is to make contact with Princess Eleanor, as per the late Diviner’s recommendations, but this talk is also important, and as it also involves the military, your presence as the fiancée of Tsumura Motoko is explained, and you should hopefully draw little attention. Though likely the Americans already know all about you. That cannot be helped.”
“Now, enough of the troublesome talk.” Tsumura-san looked at Motoko and Natsumi, as well as Hyacinth, who was glued to the window, peering down below, silver-violet eyes wide with wonder. “It seems a waste to ruin the time they have to spend with him, Fujiwara-sama.”
“You could well be right.” Fujiwara-san looked at his granddaughters as well. “You may relax. The flight time is twelve hours. Fortunately we do not have to land to refuel. So you may as well make the most of this time. Once we land, we will be taken to our hotel, to prepare for tonight’s business.”
“Akiooo….” Hyacinth exclaimed. “We are up sooo high! The people below are like ants!”
Well, isn’t that classic? I peered down, and with my superior eyesight and a little aether, I realised I too could see the ground tens of thousands of feet below. “Yeah, I guess they do…”
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“…finding my archery much improved!” Motoko was saying, leaning over towards me, hands in mine, eyes sparkling. I couldn’t help but glance at her mother, who had fortunately given up frowning disapprovingly every time we were close and displayed our affection. Well, done is done of course. We’ve already gone further than you no doubt wish, but… seeing Motoko looking so happy, it was hard to regret it. Why would I want to regret it anyway?
“Yeah, wind lends itself to archery very well.” I agreed. “My sis wants to learn wind too, though she went for flame first due to the bow she got from Shaeraggo. That reminds me, he’s an awesome archer. His character may be questionable, but his skills aren’t. You should try taking some pointers from him, about how to use wind with your bow. I can help more with sword and spear…” I launched into a detailed explanation of how wind could be used to enhance cutting and piercing power, Natsumi and Motoko eagerly listening, as well as Miyu and Honoka-san, surprisingly.
“I see. Is that something I need to learn?” Miyu asked, before smiling archly. “If you ever leave me time between Dances, of course. I love Japanese Dance dearly, but you are leaving me little time for anything else. I want to play piano more.” She sighed mournfully, but I wasn't fooled. At least she's developing a sense of humour.
“Sorry. Your dancing is just too useful.” I apologised. “As for wind… well, when you wear the furisode to dance, part of the dance is about how the sleeves and hems move and flutter, right?” I asked, having done a little light reading on it recently.
“That is true.” Honoka-san agreed, excited. “Recently, our teacher has said that we have improved so much, especially Miyu-sama! She has even passed down the verbal tradition!” At that, Miyu reddened, and Fujiwara-san and Tsumura-san looked impressed.
“The verbal tradition?” I asked, and Honoka-san continued to gush.
“Yes, in the school of dancing that our teacher is the headmistress of, the Imperial Kyoto Style, only the best dancers, those she considers true disciples, are taught orally! Miyu-sama was given instruction by her personally!”
“I see, that’s great, well done!” I praised, and Miyu looked away shyly.
“I am training harder than ever, and my grace and stamina are buoyed by Ame-no-Uzume.” She was flustered by the praise.
“So, anyway, I was thinking, you could use wind to direct your furisode to move perfectly, perhaps even more beautifully than is naturally possible?” As I explained, Fujiwara-san addressed the parents of Motoko.
“My two granddaughters have been on much better terms ever since Akio-san became involved with them, and Miyu moved to my mansion after her engagement was dissolved. In fact, the whole nobility has experienced a shakeup, most pronounced in Hanafubuki. I know you have reservations still, but…” He smiled then, looking for a moment like an ordinary grandfather. “…I believe that the daughter you entrusted to him will remain happy and proud.”
“I shall.” Motoko agreed, getting up from her comfortable chair and bowing to her parents. “Mother, father. Grandfather.” She bowed again, deeper, maintaining her balance perfectly even as the jet banked a little. “I am so grateful that you allowed me to…” Her face turned pink. “…advance my vows to Akio, despite your justified concerns. I have no wish to lag behind the others, to always be the one left out.” 
She looked at Natsumi, who gave her a reassuring nod, her eyes expressing that she agreed wholeheartedly. “I know you worry, mother, father, and I have been a poor daughter, always putting Tsumura Arts first. But… these Arts are our legacy! Japan would be poorer without them, and the world needs them! Akio proved it to us.”
“If I may speak, Minoru-sama, Hikari-sama… Motoko speaks true. Our Arts have an existence outside of merely being dusty relics of the past. And we wish to carry our sword, spear and bow into battle…” Natsumi added her voice in support.
“Yes, for our husband.” Motoko grabbed my arm lovingly, and Natsumi came over and grasped my other one. “And he is one Tsumura and Hori house can be proud of. I have no doubts. After all, why else are you here, mother, father?” she pointed out.
“I get it.” Minoru-san sighed. “I’ve already been beaten once by him, when he took Takatsukasa house and made us capitulate. Dear, we have to be happy for her. As for… the other matter, you assured me it would make Motoko safer, Akio-san?”
“Of course. She grows stronger every day. In fact, with Motoko’s dedication, Natsumi’s too, I have no doubt that even without a Divine Favour, they’ll become powerful beyond your imaginations.”
“Akio, I love you!” Motoko declared dreamily at my words, and not to be left out, Natsumi butted in as well.
“Me too, me too!” She grinned. “And tonight, I’ll show it…” she purred.
“I concede.” Hikari-san said at last, watching our closeness. “I wanted my daughter to be happy, of course, while being the best she could be, and respected by all, as a Tsumura daughter should be. And looking at her now… Motoko, you have matured.”
“When one is no longer a girl, but a woman, one becomes resolute, for the knowledge of what a woman must bear is heavy.” Tsumura-san quoted some old poetry.
“You see, Miyu, Honoka.” Fujiwara-san took this opportunity to lecture them about noble marriage, while Hyacinth, finally unable to bear it any longer, leapt on me, her face red, demanding some skinship as well. As Motoko and Natsumi fought her off in a playful mock-battle, I exchanged a look with Minoru-san and Hikari-san.
“Sorry. But… there’s no better man for your daughter than me.” I promised, no longer hesitating. “And despite the disadvantages clinging to me…” I pushed off Hyacinth, who fell to the aisle giggling. “…I’ll ensure that Motoko, Natsumi and even Hyacinth here are all safe, happy, loved and respected. I hope this trip will prove that to you, amongst our other objectives. Because make no mistake, the happiness of your daughter is as important to me as anything else.”
“You’ve changed.” Minoru-san insisted. “Your eyes are clear, those of a fighter.”
Yes. I don’t just pity the girls, I love them, more importantly, I like them, and their good qualities. Motoko for her grace and dedication, unwillingness to bend. Natsumi for her loyalty, charm and cheerfulness, Hyacinth for her bravery, dedication and even her chaotic nature. “Well, I confess to learning slowly, but when I’ve decided, there’s no going back.” I promised. “So, well, if you want to fight me for Motoko, you can try. But even Left and Right…” I nodded at the two guards, who had been keeping discretely out of the way this whole time, professional as ever. “…couldn’t even stop Motoko if she was unarmed now, so… give it up. She’s mine, and I’ll treasure her. The others too.”
“I see. I am a woman, I hardly dislike bold declarations of romance. Just… remember what we have allowed.” Hikari-san said at last.
“I will. And I do. I'm also grateful that despite your grave doubts, you've not stinted in giving Motoko advice and support, even though I know it must have pained you. Thank you, mother-in-law.” I paused. “I understand being a mother-in-law is the hardest thing with me, I do. Auntie Hana and Nagi-san have it rough too.” I turned to Natsumi. “Your mother as well, I imagine.”
“Not so much. I was always likely to end up married for our prestige, or perhaps even only a concubine rather than marriage. Now I can marry for love, far better than we’d hoped… my mother is happy for me.”
“She can form a group with my mom then.” I smiled, before addressing Hikari-san anew. “I’m not joking, it might be good to connect with the others in your position. Auntie Hana and Nagi-san may be commoners, but they’re good people who love their daughters. If you support each other as the girls do, well…”
As we talked, I started reaching an understanding with Hikari-san, and by the time the plane was coming into land, I believed I had finally won her over, as she was smiling with Motoko, saying some rather frank things that had Miyu and Honoka-san rather embarrassed and confused.
As I watched the plane descend towards London, various landmarks such as Big Ben, the London Eye and even Buckingham Palace, our destination at the weekend, visible below, I glanced around the plane, at the diverse people on board. Right. This weekend is going to be crucial for us. But… we also need to enjoy it. 
I looked at the girls, as well as their families. Even Fujiwara-san is someone I cherish. He’s been good to me, and Miyu is like family to me now, as a precious Vassal, so I want her happiness to be ensured too, and who she cares for to be protected. So… “It’s been a long time.” I muttered, only Hyacinth hearing my faint words. “The land that gave birth to my mom… I wonder if it’s how I remember it?”






  
  Afterword


Hi again, it's me, ShipTeaser! 
Thanks for reading Book 8 of On Astral Tides, which is the penultimate volume of Act One of the story. Next time we'll conclude the first part of the tale, in the book Masquerade's End, which should be up for pre-order shortly!
Anyway, as always, slight spoilers for this volume here, so if you read the afterword first, maybe come back later? Anyway, this is more a bridging volume after the heavy events of Book's 6 and 7. But that's not to say there's no big events. Shiro's recovery and their first time, as well as significant progress in a number of Akio's other relationships, are all welcome…
…and honestly, this volume has the single biggest Boundary-related breakthrough, which is going to set the foundation for Akio's true push towards Astral Emperor. See if you can spot it, lol!
Characters old and new feature, and the story marches onwards. Next volume… London! Expect romance, battles, political intrigue and more in the shocking, high-octane climax to Act One! I hope very much to see you there!
As always I can be found on discord, https://discord.gg/4dm5WrHsHD, Reddit on /haremfantasynovels and /litrpg, and the story continues on ScribbleHub, where we just finished an Arc! If you have any questions or suggestions, or just want to talk, feel free.
Anyway, that's me out for now, I'll see you in Masquerade's End, to change how On Astral Tides progresses forever!
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