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A Brief Summary Of The Story Last Time


After arriving at Kyoto, Akio, his family and the trainees settle in. Akio is invited to meet with the heads of the three factions, as well as the neutral shrines led by the monk Bankei. Firstly, he is called to Ryōan-ji, and meets and impresses Kudou Yasuhide, and offers to take the Chosen candidates of Tsukuyomi faction through the Boundary as a show of good faith, and help them clear a menacing Yōkai they have been facing to little success. He meets the noble Lady Diviner there for the first time.

She talks of faith, her prophecies and the Princesses of the Six Paths, and is surprised to discover that two are already under Akio's care, Shaeula and Shiro, of Beasts and Hungry Ghosts.

Akio then meets Uchida Ren, of Susanoo faction at Kiyomizu-dera, which was backing Akio through the shrines and temples at his training school. He also meets the faction's Chosen, including the spunky and punky Minatogawa Mine, and Ren's son Yamato, who is rather arrogant yet has the ability to summon golden warriors, which is quite impressive. As a show of support Akio enters the Boundary to help Yamato capture various shrines and expand his Territory. The efforts are a success, and in exchange Akio receives the right to utilise some light element from Yamato's Territory, as it has it in abundance.

That evening in the Boundary, Akio fulfils his promise to the Tsukuyomi Chosen, but in doing so, they spy the great cavalcade of Yōkai that is the Night Parade Of A Hundred Demons, though this tide numbers many thousands.

He then meets Saionji Gin, of the Amaterasu faction, after he heard about Akio from one of his faction, who Akio had as a Vassal, Kikuchi Shuta. They have a brief talk, then Conclave's first day begins. The Diviner declares that great danger shall befall Japan and the world, and as the factions jockey for position, Akio makes his case, with help from an impressive display from Eri and Shaeula. Gin tries to rope Akio into an alliance, but Akio denies him.

During the discussion, when the Diviner once more takes the stage in gloomy acceptance of her doom, in front of all the faithful, and the Princess of Japan, Yukiko, Princess Mikasa, who is also the Chosen of Amaterasu, Akio names the Diviner as Matsumuro Tsukiko, as he received the name from a Kami at her shrine during his earlier aid to the Tsukuyomi Chosen. That causes chaos, and Tsukiko reveals that if anyone saw her face or knew her name, she was destined to perish.

Akio dismisses that, and promises to save her. Proposals are provisionally accepted regarding Territory control and other matters, as well as the new government Ministry. Yasuhide surprises everyone by fully supporting Akio, effectively ending Tsukuyomi faction and creating a new Akio faction.

Unfortunately, Akio's Foresight is showing danger is approaching… They then attend a concert by the famous shrine maiden idol group Red and White outside the Imperial Palace. Unfortunately Keomi is missing. Hyacinth is sent to search for her, and during the concert encore, a bloody Hikawa Ren staggers towards Akio, crying for help, as Marika, his sisters and most of the Susanoo trainees are in grave peril, as Yamato took them all to the Boundary, despite Akio forbidding them to go without him, and they have fallen foul of the Night Parade.

Akio wants to go with Shaeula, but Eri and Aiko want to go too. Aiko is denied, but she, Eri and Shaeula talk him into taking Eri. They reach the battlefield in the Boundary, and a lot of the trainees are already dead. They save Keomi, the Hikawa twins and another trainee, but the others are all killed by an Oni, a Kijo and their followers. Minatogawa Mine is torn apart in front of Akio's eyes, and the Kijo curses Akio, Eri and Shaeula to be unable to return to the Material.

Then a pair of Oni, one Red and one Blue, arrive, angry at the death of their fellows, followed by the rest of the Night Parade. Shaeula, desperate to help the situation, calls for her mother, and for the first time in many years, Shaeula's mother, Urakaze, Twentieth of the Night Parade, meets her daughter. However not everyone is happy at Shaeula's return. Shaeula's cousin challenges her, and Shaeula proposes a wager. The highest Numbers of the Parade there accept, including a powerful, four-tailed Kitsune, though the Kijo Matriarch refuses to let Eri go.

In the end, it is decided if Shaeula wins, Eri and Akio have a chance to fight for all their lives. Shaeula of course wrecks her insolent cousin, so Akio is to fight an arrogant and upcoming Kitsune, Rank Seventy-First, who wishes to take Eri's spirit and toy with it. He specialises in Curse Talismans, and Akio's senses are stolen, and then the Four-Tailed Kitsune forces Eri to fight a Kijo, stating that she only promised Akio would fight first, not that she would wait until he finished his battle.

Eri is ripped apart in battle, horrifying her waiting family and Aiko in the Material. As death approaches, she clings to the bonds of Lovers' Link and Kin Bonding, and somehow meets the spirit of Ginneka, who is trapped within Kin Bonding she stole. Ginneka offers to aid her if she tells Akio to forgive her, and Eri agrees. She returns to her consciousness, and now is a partial Bakeneko shapeshifter, and she kills the Kijo.

Akio then defeats the Kitsune, but the Kijo Matriarch will not honour the contest. It is then that Hyacinth and Grulgor arrive, and so Hyacinth and Akio take on the Matriarch and her Kijo kin, and they all perish to Hyacinth's deadly spores, the Matriarch killed by Akio. This provokes a response, and Akio is summoned before Nurarihyon, the legendary leader of the Night Parade. Entering the dark realm, he meets him, the eerie fortune-telling Kudan, and Nurarihyon's menacing wish-granting wife.

The situation is grave, but it turns out that what Tsukiko has prophesied also threatens Nurarihyon and his Parade, and apparently, Shiro, or perhaps the Goddess inside her, is the key. In exchange for Yamato's freedom and future help from Shiro, Akio convinces Nurarihyon to let them go and also send a healer to help Shiro recover. On their exit, Akio makes a hard decision, and travels to Kiyomizu-dera and destroys Yamato's Anchor, gaining his Favour, crippling him.

On returning to the Material, the situation is grave, but the government and faith wants to cover the tragedy up. Akio discovers the Divine Favour he has obtained, the Golden Warriors of Kannon, are compatible with Aiko and Suzuki Haru, and Aiko is granted the Favour.

The last day of Conclave is a disaster, Akio is grief-stricken at the losses, and Susanoo faction is crippled with the loss of Yamato, Uchida Ren out of it, so in the end, Akio becomes the figurehead of the Japanese faiths after some impassioned speeches. After never wanting to lose again, he tries to tie Tsukiko to him with Kin Bonding, to at least have a backup if she perishes, but to do that he needs her to be connected to him on a deeper level. He can only think of marriage, but she instead turns him down and gifts him the Divine Favour she carries from Tsukuyomi, while not believing he is the one that she prophesied can save Yukiko and the world, he is the one who is here now, as Akio has often told her.

With that, Akio resolves to save her from her imminent death and dissolution of her spirit, which is to happen in mere days…


Two Hundred And Ninety-Six


“You know, it’s strange how those cat ears and tail worked.” I mused, looking at Eri as she sat in her borrowed wheelchair in the corner of the helicopter. “I wonder if I fill you with aether again, they’ll come back?”

Eri flushed as Shaeula chuckled and Hyacinth smiled slightly. “If… if you liked them, I don’t mind. It’s really embarrassing though.”

“Well, I admit it was fresh, but Eri, you’re fine just the way you are. And nothing about that has changed.” I reassured her. “I know you are happy to come and live with me, but it’s also a big step, being away from home and your family, especially since your body is in a poor state at the moment. Don’t worry, I’ll do everything to make life as easy as possible for you.”

“Left my family?” Eri tilted her head, puzzled. “Yes, mother and father, uncle and auntie, Aiko too, they're remaining in Nishimorioka, for now. But my family is also you, Akio. Shaeula and Hyacinth as well. Shiro too, though I need to get to know her. She seems a bit… intimidating.”

Shiro? Intimidating? She’s certainly unique and thinks highly of herself, but then, that’s a cover to mask her own insecurities, I think. Although Tan definitely has a sharp vibe… “It’s fine. She’ll sympathise with your situation. You saw her on the video, she’s been hurt herself.”

“That doesn’t matter. You chose her Akio, so I have to accept her.” Her smile was a little tense, but forgiving. “Besides, it was partially my fault as well. If I’d have been braver before you left Nishimorioka and been honest, maybe you’d never have left at all. Then you’d never have met and fallen for Shiro. But if she’s a girl you love, then she must be something special.”

“I do not-not think that Akio would have been able to accept your confession back then.” Shaeula disagreed. “Perhaps I am-am mistaken, but he did not-not feel himself worthy of love then. Of course, had you succeeded, then it is quite-quite certain I would now be dead. So do-do forgive me if I am grateful for how it has all turned out.” Shaeula was grinning, a beer in her hand despite the early hour and the fact the helicopter was a military transport.

“I dooo not think that mistress Eri is worried abooout living with us.” Hyacinth interjected, surprising me. Her earnest silver-violet eyes were looking at us as she explained. “I knooow her, she is oooverjoyed to spend more time with you, Akio. Scars and hurt is temporary, precious memories and time is fooorever. I know this well. Nooo, she worries about your sister.”

Really? “Is that right?” I asked, and Eri managed to nod, the effort a strain, which still hurt my heart to see. I have a lot to do today, almost too much, but I need to make time to do another round of Ether Healing on Eri, alleviate some of her symptoms and reduce the scarring further.

“I know she’ll be all right, Aiko isn’t a fool, especially not after… the deaths.” Eri sighed bitterly. “It’s just, unlike us, she’s all alone in Nishimorioka. No, I know she has the dogs from Chairoakitara. Even so I worry. She’s wanted to get stronger so badly, and now she has her chance. I just hope she isn’t reckless.”

“At least she has it easier than I first did.” I chuckled. “I had some advice from Ortlinde, sure, but I started with no Skills other than Examination ones, and my out-of-shape physical Statistics. You know, I still wonder how I made it to this stage without dying. Though I think it was worth it.” I tapped my wrist, where the bracelet was embedded into my Astral body. “There’s more for me to gain if I get stronger, I know it. The power of Tyr at least. And it’s time to start working towards that. Next time I meet Nurarihyon, there’s no way I can let him look down on me, overpower me.”

“Yes, we all desperately need-need strength. That goes most for you, Eri.” Shaeula agreed. “Lest Aiko leave you trailing in her dust.” Noisily gulping her beer, she belched happily. “No, I am most-most pleased Aiko now has the chance to grow as she wishes. I had feared that if nothing else-else changed, she would grow more-more and more reckless to reach out after you and Akio. Now she has the safer means, we can-can rest somewhat assured. If naught else good-good has come from this tragedy, we should be pleased at that.”

“So now I’ll be left behind instead huh? Yes, it does hurt a bit.” Eri sighed again.

“Left-left behind? Hardly.” Shaeula snorted, reaching for another can. Several soldiers, Special Forces that had also gone through Chirurgery with me, were looking on, amused and awed at being in our presence, as we were apparently somewhat famous, according to the Major. “You will be training harder than ever-ever. Your light and darkness elements must-must surely be improved, as Aiko’s was. Lovers’ Link can grow, and you can-can gain Levels. Just because you do not-not have a Divine Favour, you are not-not limited in your growth. Besides, there are others who need it more. Hinata, Natsumi and Motoko, they do not-not have the leisure to strengthen Lovers’ Link. It is quite-quite foolish, though as a daughter of royalty, I do understand it.”

“Yes. I suppose I am luckier than them.” Eri managed a smile. “Akio, I know you want to hold them, embrace them, like you do us. Can you not do something?”

Hold them? Make love? Well, I won’t deny it… Hinata was a touch on the young side, enough to sting my conscience, but it wasn’t like it was an actual crime, being as we were engaged and she was old enough, legally speaking. She was full of vitality and excitement, always eager to do things together, to build an empire of finance. Besides, it was nice to be desired, and she said she had found me attractive from the first time she saw me. Motoko was the epitome of a noble woman, graceful, elegant and trained in what they deemed necessary for a noble bride, nearly from birth. Her body was honed by traditional martial arts, and her enthusiasm for those, and unbending will to rebel against the nobility to preserve her family Arts without compromising her standing was shining.

Then there was Natsumi. She seemed rather quiet, standing beside Motoko, but her kindness, her devotion, it was appealing. She was also fit and trained, with a great figure, and yet also was charming and graceful. Compared to Motoko, who was reserved, and Hinata, who was forward, Natsumi was rather in the middle, but that made her fresh. She was also prepared to give up everything to see Motoko, her friend, reach her dreams. Such self-sacrifice moved me.

Lastly, there was Shiro. Can’t forget her. Obviously I loved Shiro, and had for years, though I denied it to myself, dense protagonist that I was. She was crude yet charming, beautiful yet lonely, at times one of the guys, and at other times a woman you knew was out of reach. And with her painful past and sad life, it made me want to take care of her. Though I’ll not embrace her until she’s ready. I understand. I don’t care about her scars. To me, those scars are a mark of how much she cared. But… I want it to be perfect, the first time of her dreams…

“It looks like he is thinking about it.” Eri smiled softly. “Really, you’re engaged, what’s the big problem? As long as they use birth control, it’s not like anyone would know. You are going to marry them, right?”

“Of course.” I defended myself. “I’ll do right by them. No, that’s not it. I want to. No matter how it started, my reluctance, they’ve grown on me, and now I can’t bear to part with them. With any of you.” I chuckled, feeling like a bastard, but burying that deep, as I promised Eri I would. “Although, Natsumi’s father… he said he would allow it, if it made Natsumi safer.” I remembered that awkward talk when I visited their shop and home. “But she wants her first time to be with Motoko as well, so it’s difficult. As for Hinata, I still can’t help but feel she’s a little too young, despite how mature her attitude is…”

“That’s crap.” Eri shook her head. “She can make her own choices. If she wants it, and you want it, why not? Although…” Eri shared a look with Hyacinth and Shaeula. It was Shaeula who spoke next.

“There is another, is there not-not?” Shaeula asked, and I froze, momentarily confused. Kana, right? No way, we’ve had this conversation. I like Kana, I do, and it seems she likes me, but it isn’t like with the others, we don’t need each other, so…

“This Tsukiko, the so-called Diviner.” Shaeula continued, surprising me. At my obvious shock, she raised an eyebrow at me sardonically, taking to the others. “Look, he does seem surprised, does he not-not? I find it endearing.”

“Me toooooo!” Hyacinth giggled in agreement.

“I just find it frustrating.” Eri declared, her good arm moving a bit, her other arm twitching, and I imagined she wished she could cross them in annoyance. “Akio, you should know we can read you like a book. Ever since I heard stories about her from other people at Conclave, I knew you’d feel sorry for her. And when she said she was going to die… ugh, my head hurts. The worst thing about the apocalypse is it puts too many girls in danger! This isn’t Pokémon, you don’t have to save them all!” She let out a long, exasperated breath. “But… that’s who you are. I don’t mind, I guess… though it is frustrating. Endlessly frustrating.”

“You forget, I too-too am linked to your bonded Kin, as you are to mine.” Shaeula grinned. “I can faintly feel her, as I expect you realised. I knew it was much too-too suspicious, your behaviour when she was mentioned, after that-that meeting. So confess your burdens, I am your elder and quite-quite wise. I shall listen.”

“Yes, something happened.” Eri agreed. “You said you didn’t ask her to be your girlfriend, so what did you do? I know you wouldn‘t have slept with her. Surely not. But there must be some connection if you are Kin now.”

Eri’s perceptive as ever. I guess it’s time to come clean. I didn’t really want or intend to hide it anyway, and Eri’s mood seems stable, I don’t think her injuries are playing on her mind as much as I feared they would. “All right. I wasn’t going to keep it secret. Besides, it’s not like I seriously want a relationship with Tsukiko-san. I felt sorry for her, as you imagined. I mean, sure, she’s absolutely stunning, but… uh, wrong thing to focus on. I wanted to save her, yes, not just that, she deserves to be saved, after all those years of lonely service, appreciated but never rewarded. But I’m no longer confident to say that I can definitely protect her. Too much has happened. So I wanted a safety net. I’m not like you though, Shaeula, I can’t easily think of my fellow humans as Kin, like you can with weaselkin.” I took a moment to orientate my thoughts. “No, I needed a connection that I believed would tie us together. So… I, well, I asked her to marry me.” There. I said it.

“I see, so you asked her to… what?” Eri’s eyes went wide. “Marriage? That’s a bit far isn’t it? You barely know her!”

“You move-move swiftly.” Shaeula cackled. “So, what-what did she answer?”

“Obviously she wooould say yes. Nooobody can turn down Akio, it would be foolish!” Hyacinth declared stoutly.

“Actually she never answered. Instead… as you know, she gave me her Divine Favour, and that was enough of a connection.” I grimaced, remembering. “I don’t know if I’m the one she foresaw, but I’m the one to protect you, Shaeula. Shiro too. As for why I asked her to marry me… well, you become family via marriage, right? It’s common sense. It isn’t like we’d consummate it, we could get divorced afterwards, no problem.”

Eri let out a long sigh. “Yes, that sounds just like poor dense Akio. You still don’t understand the heart of a maiden, do you, impossible though that should be? And from her circumstances, Matsumuro-san has less experience in love than anyone her age should.” She sighed again, one more in a seemingly endless stream since we entered the helicopter. “Logically you are correct, but you should have talked this over with us first. Well, I hardly want her to die, but… ugh, it’s frustrating.”

“Have no fear-fear.” Shaeula chimed in. “I intend to return to the Spring of Clear Reflections and arrange a meeting with Primal Forest so that we may-may acquire the Ring Gate as soon-soon as we are able to. Kin Restoration is quite-quite the useful safety net, though as we saw against those Kijo, it is not-not unbeatable.” She looked at Eri with a trace of sadness.

“Yes, but I still feel better. If she is so certain she’ll die, well, if I can restore her and then use a Throne, like I did for Haru-san, at least she can live a relatively normal life. Though I still intend to prevent her death in the first place.”

“In that case, Akiooo, I shall be more than happy tooo kill any invaders!” Hyacinth declared stoutly.

“I’ll help too.” Eri agreed. “Assuming I’ve recovered enough. Maybe if we save her, she won’t fall for you. In fact, that’s a great idea. Shaeula, we should be in charge of saving girls in danger. Akio can save the guys!”

“But Eri…” Her grin was wicked. “What-what if these males fall for Akio then? Do we want such-such rivals?”

“Ugh, no way! That’s a no go!” Eri shuddered. As the girls laughed, I felt the mood lift. Well then, Shaeula’s right. We have a lot that needs doing, and not much time to do it…
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As the helicopter headed for its usual landing site by Shirohebizumi shrine, I could see a number of people through the observation port, waiting for us. At one figure, my heart twinged, but it was good to see her waiting, even if she was standing rather stiffly, her body covered by jeans and a form-fitting, long-sleeved jumper.

“So that’s her in person then.” Eri murmured, steeling herself. “No, there’s no point in being intimidated. I’m just as much of a woman as her.”

Yeah, the dynamic between Eri and Shiro is likely to be… interesting. “Look, she’s haughty and proud, but she’s a nice girl. You’ll be fine.” I reassured her as the helicopter descended to the ground, rotors spinning down to stillness.

The soldiers accompanying us got the door, and a ramp descended. Grabbing the wheelchair, which was hardly necessary as it was electric, but I felt I needed to do, I led the girls out into the morning chill. The skies above were cloudy and it looked like rain was coming, so I wanted to get Eri inside as soon as possible. Even so…

“Welcome back, Akio-kun.” Karen-chan greeted us, the guys behind her also offering their greetings. “I heard it was rather awful. I’m glad to see you safe.” As soon as she said that, she gasped, putting a hand over her mouth, eyes going wide.

“Sorry, Eri-chan. I didn’t mean to make light of your injuries.” She apologised, mortified at her lapse.

“It’s fine.” Eri smiled slightly. “I’ll recover. I’m getting a little tired of telling everyone that, actually. You know Akio, you should be aware he’ll get it done.”

“Yes, I guess Aki will.” Shiro agreed, striding over, her movements still a bit wobbly. She stopped in front of Eri’s wheelchair, her dark eye kind. Reaching out a hand, which was marred with nasty scars and fissures in her flesh still, the sight giving me pause, she smiled, which was still beautiful, if you asked me. Beautiful, but melancholy too. “So, we’ve talked, but we meet at last. I’m Shirohime. I can call you Eri, right?”

Eri managed to move her hand and they shook gingerly. “Of course. It would be silly to be formal or keep our distance. Akio was right, you really are inhumanly pretty.”

“Hardly.” Shiro sighed. “I look like I’ve lost a fight with an industrial shredding machine.”

“Even so. It’s like painting over a marble statue. You can still see the beauty beneath.” Eri answered.

“Rather poetic of you, Eri.” Shaeula approved, also eyeing Shiro. “I am quite-quite impressed to meet you at last, White Princess. Eri speaks the truth. Such wounds are temporary, as-as are Eri’s.”

“So you’re the one that idiot the Raven was unable to forgive, huh?” Shiro smirked, a smile rather like her old ones, which brought a smile to my face as well. As I rejoiced at a flash of the old Shiro I could feel Hyacinth behind me, her silent presence reassuring. “Well, I have a lot to say about that, but for now… you look cuter in person. I’d say Aki has all the makings of a lolicon, but… well, I’m no child and you look quite well developed.” She smiled at Eri again, as well as spotting Hyacinth.

“It all still shocks me, you know.” Shiro whispered conspiratorially, though loud enough for everyone to hear, as she clearly intended to poke fun at me. “Aki was such a damn herbivore. I had little hope he’d ever man up. I mean, with me, Aimi and Hina around, you’d have thought he’d be making smooth moves.”

“You can’t expect that from Akio, or you couldn’t…” Eri agreed, tickled. “Otherwise he’d have been asking me out…”

As Shiro turned to look at me properly for the first time, her whole demeanour changed, eyes burning red, hair shimmering with crimson flame. Tan’s come to play, I see.

“You have another Divine Favour.” Tan licked her lips, the expression looking particularly lascivious, as it was using Shiro’s face. “A strong one as well. You grow ever tastier, mate of the princess. Would that I could devour you now, drink deep of your…”

”Enough of that.” Eri warned sharply. “We agreed to let Shiro be with Akio, but you… you just sit there quietly. You’re not drinking anything from Akio!”

“Yes, that belongs to us-us! The bitter liquid, the smell which…” Shaeula chuckled, laughing as despite Tan being in charge, Shiro’s face reddened.

“And that’s enough from you too, Shaeula. This is a serious conversation.” Eri had no hesitation in telling Shaeula to be quiet. As Shaeula shrugged, giggling to herself, I turned my own Eye on Shiro, to check her health and status. It seemed she was recovering well, other than the adherence poisoning her wounds, the additional ability since last time I checked likely the Divine Favour of the one she called Daizen, though it was strangely positioned and likely unusable by Shiro. It is a part of Tan somehow?

“So, maybe we should take this inside?” I suggested. “Shiro, Eri, you need your rest.”

At that Tan retreated with a muttered grumble, Shiro taking charge again. “Damn Aki, I’m not made of glass. I’m ugly, not an invalid. Although I suppose you are used to me collapsing out of nowhere.” she joked, though I could still hear the underlying hurt. “Besides, first, isn’t there something you forgot?”

Oh, yes there was. With that I enfolded Shiro in a hug, pulling her close, my arms tight. I could feel her body trembling a bit, but I could tell she was happy. “I’m back, Shiro. And I’m happy you’re out of the hospital and here with me now.”

“Welcome home.” Shiro managed, embarrassment making her cuter than usual.

“Seeing you acting so shy, Hayato-san and the guys would be shocked.” I grinned.

“It’s your fault, Aki. Occasionally you surprise me with an entirely un-Aki move. Besides, is it my eye, or have you got hotter? Ugh, you’re just an Aki, it should be you falling for me, not me falling for you! It’s true, those who fall in love first lose.”

“In that case I lost years ago.” My grin broadened, and she went pink with further embarrassment and happiness.

“See? That’s not an Aki line! I could see it from Hayato, but I considered you only a step above Yasu. My whole world is collapsing.”

“Now I know you’re lying. I was never as bad as Yasu-san.” I laughed happily.

“All right, all right.” Eri complained. “I get it. You’re happy to see each other again, and you’ve grown close over the years. There’ll be time to flirt later. You have a lot to do today, Akio, right?”

Shiro turned to her. “I see. Cracking the whip, are you? I guess that’s the power of a childhood friend. I admit to being a touch jealous at that. Though it looks like I’ve known Aki for his best years, not his loser loner years.”

“Take it inside.” Eri insisted, and with that we went to the office by our home. Tanaka-san went to put on some tea, while Hashimoto Noboru-san was busy with some paperwork. As everyone sat down, Karen-chan pulled out her laptop.

“So, I hear the weekend was pretty terrible. I ended up having to come in over the weekend too to handle some of the fallout.”

I winced at that, after promising overtime only in rare cases. Sorry, Karen-chan!

“Don’t be stupid.” she chided me, reading my expression. “If this wasn’t an emergency, I don’t know what would qualify. Besides, you pay me generously for overtime, right?” She winked, looking younger than her age, and I shrugged, defeated. “Besides, you had it rough.” she spoke solemnly, her jovial expression disappearing. “I … well, I’ve no experience in dealing with stuff like this, but I hope you can get over the deaths. From what Fujiwara-sama says, they weren’t your fault. Though it might be harder to get over her injuries…” She looked at Eri in her wheelchair, who was talking with Shiro, Shaeula and Hyacinth, though Hyacinth, while answering, was constantly distracted, eyeing Tanaka-san as if she wished she was doing the serving.

“Thanks to everyone, I’ve got some perspective on it.” I admitted. “I can’t say it doesn’t trouble me. I’m not that strong.” Mine-san, she died in my arms, after all. Even if it was through simple accident, rather than violent death, that would still be haunting. “Even so, I need to be resilient, press on, so that such tragedies don’t happen easily again.”

“Right.” Karen-chan agreed. “Good.” She seemed relieved. “If my boss was set back by recent events, it’d be trouble. Especially when we have so many issues to address.” She listed them one-by-one.

“The first matter is the training school. I believe you had promised to perform Chirurgery on Ichijou Mayumi-sama?” she asked, and I nodded, remembering the fiery, opinionated and somewhat annoying noble girl who was friends with Hinata. “Apparently the nobility want you to do a few more, to show the school still has their support. Oh, and you still have the rest of the Special Forces to do as well, don't you?”

I nodded. “Yes, well, I should be able to finish quicker than planned again. I’ve got a bit of a boost recently. So, more nobles huh? Do we know who?” It makes sense, as they can get the benefits of the Chirurgery while the compensation from their end is modest, merely support. I lose out a bit, but it might not be a bad deal.

“Not specifically, no. Maybe some of your fiancées might know?” Karen-chan joked. “Speaking of Ichijou house, apparently they want to move forward with the plans for a factory, and they have lawyers drafting up a new company to be co-owned by you and Ichijou Mayumi-sama. Don’t worry, apparently you’ll still get your shares in their main company.”

“I see. We need Ixitt for that. Has he been around much?”

“I’ve seen him a few times.” Karen-chan said, and Noboru-san snorted, perhaps remembering their interactions. “He ordered a lot of books, DVD’s and more, as well as a whole heap of tools and machine parts. He’s certainly worked out how to use the internet and your company credit card. I hope it’s worth it.” She sighed, before remembering something. “He did say he had a few good ideas, and apparently he found a fascinating person to talk to who had some ingenious plans. I don’t know if that’s relevant?”

Someone Ixitt finds fascinating, huh? Must be an oddball. Well, I guess we’ll see what ideas he has. I have a couple of blue Etherites for him at least. “Great, so what’s next?”

“The Black Wolf Company PMC has been cleared for immigration. But Tsumura-sama wants a meeting first to make sure there’ll be no trouble. Oh, and we did get a call from the Prime Minister’s secretary…” Her expression betrayed her wonder at moving in such exalted circles now. “…apparently there’s something that’s cropped up regarding all this, which your expertise is needed to solve.”

I see. Well, I need to relay the information I gathered from Nurarihyon in full, just to be safe. As we went over the last details, such as my tutoring schedule on Chinese and a few other minor issues, my phone rang, and checking the number, I could see it was Hinata. “Hey, Hinata. Are you on your lunch break?” I said by way of greeting, and her cheerful voice answered me.

“I sure am. It’s good to talk to you again. So, how was last night? Did you like our messages? Or what came after?” At her teasing, I grinned. I can hear Kasumi-san telling her to show more decorum. Cute.

“I did. It was surprisingly cheeky of you all, but I needed the pick-me-up. Anyway, what’s up?”

“Can’t I call just because I want to speak to my fiancée?” she complained, though I could tell she was mostly joking by her bright tone. “Which of course I do, but… I wanted to check. Are we visiting the training school tonight?”

“Not tonight. Sorry. I want to get Eri and Shiro settled in, and then I have to see to my Territory, make sure everything is running smoothly.” I’m not sure how quickly Shaeula can get me a meeting with this Primal Forest, too.

“That’s a shame. But I guess I expected that.” Hinata agreed. “Oh well, tomorrow then. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but there’ll be some expectations of you. Don’t worry, they tried to say that having their support for your school and endeavours was enough, but I price-gouged them for you behind the scenes. Well, most of them, anyway!”

That’s my Hinata. Always looking for ways to profit. She continued to explain. “My cousin, Sakura… she’s a bit of a pain, but in her heart she’s a good girl, I suppose. Takatsukasa house is in a bit of a bind at the moment, so I couldn’t bring myself to exploit them. Is that fine?”

“Of course.” I reassured her as she faltered guiltily. “Family is important, right? Even if they sometimes can be trouble.”

“I’ll tell Aiko you said that!” she snickered, relieved. “Oh, and another thing, the first guests for your Healing have arrived from abroad. My father is looking after them with help from mother. Since she’s from Takatsukasa house it’s enough of an honour to keep them happy, but I’d like to get it over with so we can reap the rewards. Can you manage that tomorrow as well? I know it’ll be tough, after the weekend you had…”

Should be fine, I think. My Aether went up a lot thanks to Tsukuyomi’s blessing. “I can handle it.”

“Great. In that case…” Our conversation turned to light-hearted news, talk about what Hinata, Kazumi-san, Motoko and Natsumi were up to, as well as Miyu and her ninja bodyguard. I laughed at some of her stories, especially talk of a clash between Michiru-san and her sister, which seemed outlandish. I can just imagine it. If her sister is anything like her, it would look like an episode from an anime.

“Sadly, I have to go. I need to eat, or I won’t have energy for my afternoon lessons.” Hinata said after a while, and I wished her a good afternoon. “Love you. Bye!” She finished with words completely unlike those the noble girls usually spoke, and they caught me by surprise as she hung up.

“Just look at him.” Shiro sniffed. “Gaping foolishly when a girl says she loves him. I mean, doesn’t he hear that all the time now?”

“He most-most definitely does.” Shaeula snickered nastily. “But I find it charming he can still-still be caught unawares. It makes me wish to tease him.”

“I get that. Getting a rise out of Aki was always one of my favourite pastimes back at uni. Though unlike Yasu, I don’t think he rose that way.” She raised an eyebrow, and Eri gasped, a little shocked at her ribald joke.

“Oh relax.” Shiro scoffed. “When our usual conversations were about which anime waifu those idiots wanted to be real, or whether harem was better than one true romance, or whether knee socks beat thigh socks, you have to expect a bit of lewd banter. This princess remained stubbornly pure, of course. I was waiting for my prince to come, though I expected he never would. I guess I’ll have to settle for Aki after all.” Her eye was sparkling with humour, and I was relieved to see it.

“I had-had feared.” Shaeula chuckled. “I did wonder whether two princesses such-such as us could get along, but now I can see my fears were quite-quite groundless.”

“Yes, from what I gather, you’re quite the pervert yourself, always trying to hook Aki up with every girl he meets.” Shiro observed. “We’ll have to talk about that. At length.”

“Yes, we should!” Eri agreed brightly. “She’s been better recently, but I’m glad there’s someone else here who understands why she shouldn’t!”

“That's enough of that. I think it’s time we started sorting out your rooms.” I changed the subject before Shaeula could get in trouble. Besides, I kind of was the one who proposed to Tsukiko-san, even if I never intended to treat it as real. But she’s right. I guess that wouldn’t have worked if I didn’t believe in it. I feel a bit guilty taking her Divine Favour, but if it ends up saving her…
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“It’s nice.” Eri smiled, looking around. “Though I don’t see why I’m not staying in your room, Akio.”

“Eager, isn’t she?” Shiro asked Hyacinth, who was staying quiet.

“Mistress Eri is quite the fooorward girl. She doooes enjoy making love with Akio too.” Hyacinth admitted.

“I see. So, what about you? I mean, I dig the maid outfit, maid cafés are great. Aki and the guys used to take me sometimes, though they went way more than I ever did, and not because they are mad perverts… well, mostly because they are, I suppose… but mainly because I had usually collapsed and was taken home by then.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “This beautiful princess always used to attract attention there anyway. Now I would for a different reason. So, putting that aside, you seem a bit hesitant around me. Hyacinth, wasn’t it?”

A troubled expression crossed her features. I paid some attention as I explained to Eri that she was more than welcome to stay in my room when she wanted, but she should have her own space too, especially due to her health right now.

“Sooorry, mistress. I just… I dooo not quite know hooow to treat you yet.” Hyacinth admitted, frustrated.

“That’s easy, isn’t it?” Shiro shrugged. “Just like everyone else. Don’t take me too seriously, it’ll actually trouble me. You think that Aki and the others ever used to call me Shirohime, no matter how often I asked? I knew they wouldn’t either. It was just a mixture of teasing and a defence mechanism. I feared getting hurt, so I always wanted to appear different, special, precious. My own parents let me down too often. Sure, I liked the attention it got me, but I feared it a bit too. Not Aki and the guys though. Aki was kind and I didn’t think he had the guts to make a move on me. Yasu was a pervert, but an honest, harmless one. Hayato… well, he’s got Hina now, but I can’t say I didn’t think maybe he would have been all right as a boyfriend…” Seeing my expression, she grinned triumphantly, pulling at the scars around her empty eye-socket, mostly hidden by her hair.

That reminds me. If I can fix the eyes of the injured girl, then I should be able to fix Shiro’s eye too, at least…

“Considering you asked me out when you were already carrying all this baggage, I think the least you can do is let me discomfort you. Besides, you had my first kiss. I was white as the purest winter snow. I still am, I guess. For now.” She was grinning at least, which showed she wasn't upset. “As for Shugo, he was non-threatening as well. Aimi… well, she wasn’t put off by my looks, since she was confident in her own, and the sort of girl geeky guys loved. Aki here was crushing on her too.” she pointed out, earning me a glare from Eri. “Thank goodness neither she nor Hina are single. Hina’s such a shy little treasure. If they were, Aki would be salivating like a wolf looking at prey now, I bet. Well anyway, I was too used to men desiring me, and girls hating me. It was… really comfortable, being with them. I miss it. I even miss those busybodies back at my dorm.”

“I see.” Eri mused. “That was enlightening. I think I understand you a bit better now. We aren’t so different.”

“I guess not. Especially now.” She winked, pointing to her ruined arm. “We should be sure to make Aki feel terribly guilty so he pampers us until we recover. It’s only fun because we will recover, right?” She winked meaningfully.

“In that case. Mistress Shirohime…” Hyacinth changed her manner of address, and seeing Shiro gape, open-mouthed, we all laughed.

“I wooould like to know you better. And for you to knooow Hyacinth, too.”

“Stop laughing at me! I’m a princess, not a comedian.” She flushed, caught up in the mood. When the laughter was spent, she nodded. “I’ve heard a bit from Aki, and I met Motoko and Natsumi briefly, but… I want us to make this work.” She reached out with her good hand then, clasping mine. “Aki, I may joke around, but I was serious back then. I would rather have died than killed you. I never really realised how lonely I was, how thirsty…”

She grimaced at the ironic word choice. “…I was for love, for someone to genuinely love me, not just for my appearance, but for who I was. If the world was normal, sane, I’d be pissed off at your infidelity, but… looks like we are living in some anime now.” She sighed, a touch of melancholy creeping in. “I thought I was the protagonist, a female lead in a battle seinen series. Turns out I was just a haremette for the true lead. Well, since it’s you, Aki, I’ll let it slide. I find myself kind of looking forward to all the hijinks, you know?”

“Well I’ll try not to barge in on you in the bath.” I was grinning now, glad that Shiro was sharing in front of the other girls, remembering she had rarely, if ever, shared so much of herself to others. Just in the taxi, to me, anyway.

“You’d better not. Not until I’m the way I want to be. I’m hideous right now. My pride might have been mostly a shield, but I still have it. Until I can be my best self, there’s none for you, Aki! Though I think you’ll manage.” She looked meaningfully at the other girls, who laughed again.

“Fine then. And speaking of that…” I filled her in on the information we got from Nurarihyon, including their promise of a healer.

“I see.” she muttered at last. “Tan says she feels this creature may be like her, something that has found a way in prematurely. That makes it dangerous. Very dangerous. And it’s to save another girl, a real Princess, no less.” She frowned then. “So, collecting Princesses now? Six of them. That’s kind of crappy. We’ll need a bigger house. Best start earning piles of cash, Aki. Princesses have expensive tastes.” She winked again, though it was more like blinking with her vacant orb.

“We most-most certainly do.” Shaeula agreed. “Though I believe that Tsukiko is a more likely candidate. At least-least for now…”

“Please, can we change the subject? Shiro, Tan, are you willing to help?” I asked, and she shrugged.

“If you’re with me. I’m not doing it alone. Not anymore. Oh, that reminds me. Sorry for the behaviour of that idiot Suzu. I’ll be sure to punish her when she gets back…”
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We finished talking about Shiro’s companions, including the fact that Arisu-san wanted to meet me, but only in her very dangerous Room. I was nervous, mostly because Shiro had a bad feeling and worried Arisu-san would hate me on sight due to my… relationships… but hearing she had a powerful spatial ability really piqued my curiosity.

We all gathered in my room, preparing to enter the Boundary.

“So, Taṇhā.” Shaeula warned her. “I shall-shall be watching you closely. I trust Shiro now, but I do not-not trust you! Do not-not cross us!”

Shiro’s eye turned crimson. “I have no intention of causing trouble. After all, her man and I, we have an agreement. Besides, the princess would die to spite me should I betray you all. I have no doubt of her resolve.”

“Tan won’t do that.” Shiro agreed. “She’s right though. When I accepted this weird ring…” She grinned at the ring I had made from cutlery on the spur of the moment. “…I accepted Aki as the one for me. I don’t go back on what I choose. I’m Shirohime, the proud white princess. One of the many wives of the one who is going to save the world. I’m not going to be the one who goes down in infamy for betraying him.”

“Good. Because I’ll kill you if you do.” Eri warned, black eyes cold.

“So scary. Aki, you like yandere’s huh? I guess I’m more tsundere? And would this maid here be a different type of -dere? Are you going for the full set?”

“Enough of that. We have a lot to do. I’m curious about your Territory and how it’s doing without you. I worry about it.” I warned. “But for now, we should get to mine.”

“Arisu is watching it. She can protect hers and mine without much trouble.” Shiro promised. “Though from what the others say, your Territory is powerful. I’m excited to see how different it is.”

I see. I really hope Arisu-san can be trusted…

“Well, before we go, there’s an experiment I’d like to try. I meant to test it in Kyoto, but… we know what happened there, so…” As I explained, Shiro nodded.

“That does make sense. I don’t mind. Tan doesn’t either, though I suspect she already knows what will happen, judging by her amused thoughts.”

“Great, in that case…”
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“All right, let me give it a try.” Shiro agreed, lying down comfortably. “You know, this feels a little strange. I’ve never been in a guy’s room before. It’s unusual for me to be worried about something like that, not at all like me. Oh well, this princess will have to get used to it, I suppose.”

“This is not-not a male’s room.” Shaeula disagreed. “It is our room, for where Akio is, do we not-not belong?” With that said, she was preparing to depart for our Territory first, lying next to me on the large bed. “I shall go ahead and gather our forces. I shall see you soon-soon.”

With that her breathing stopped and her body lay still, an empty shell. Shiro raised an eyebrow at that. “That’s seriously creepy you know. So, go ahead, you can be honest Aki, have you played with her while she’s not at home?” Her grin turned mocking.

“Of course not.” I promised. “I am the perfect gentleman, you should know that.”

“That just means herbivore.” she snorted. Eri was laughing at the banter. Hyacinth had also gone ahead, her body joining Shaeula’s in being still and immobile. “No, I guess you don’t need to, do you? Not when she’ll freely let you if you ask.”

“Hey, a lot of the time, she comes onto me. She may not look it, but Shaeula has quite the appetite.” I turned my attention to Eri. “Eri too.”

“Akio! Don’t embarrass me in front of Shiro!” she protested, red-faced.

“Isn’t it true?” I pressed, and she nodded shyly, a barest movement of her head.

“Yes, but even so, embarrassing things are embarrassing.”

“You know, this feels very comfortable. Aimi would fit right into this conversation.” Shiro smirked. “When we are healed, Eri, I’ll introduce you to them. You’ll hear a lot of interesting stories about Aki here, I’d wager. Just watch out for Yasu, he’ll hit on you for sure. Just punch him. If he dies, he dies.”

“Harsh.” Eri giggled. “But I admit to being curious about all the parts of Akio’s life I don’t know, which I missed out on by being too young. If only I was a bit older I could have joined him in Tokyo.”

“No point regretting what could never be. Now, fun though this is, the experiment?” I reminded them.

“Oh, stop being such a slavedriver, Aki. Considering how many harem comedies you used to enjoy, you should know having your girls get on well with each other is the most important quality-of-life issue you need to be attending to. Hell, isn’t your favourite Sekirei a troublemaker who doesn’t play well with others?” At Eri’s blank expression, she went on to explain.

“So that’s the sort of girl Akio likes, huh?” Eri mused, and I felt the need to defend myself.

“Tsundere isn’t anywhere near as cute in real life as it is in fiction. Well, unless it’s the way Shaeula sometimes still does it. But violent tsunderes are a definite no-go. Now can we please continue?” I asked.

“Stop being a whiner, Aki.” Shiro smirked. “Now, here goes.” She shut her remaining eye and tried to enter the Boundary, despite me willing the Territory to refuse her entry. For a few silent minutes Eri and I watched, before Shiro’s eye snapped open, beads of sweat on her skin.

“Yeah, just as Tan thought. I can’t get in. The Barrier is too strong. I might be able to force my way through given enough time, but this close to the centre, if I do I’ll be utterly exhausted. Damn, putting a princess like me to hard labour, Aki, if my legion of adoring subjects knew about this, they’d have you executed for Lèse-majesté.”

“I’m pretty certain that’s not what that is.” I disagreed, and she pouted.

“Come on Aki, you won’t be popular with girls if you don’t learn to let the details slide.”

“I think that ship has sailed.” Eri chuckled happily. “So, I always thought it was strange the way these things worked. I must admit, I’m relieved.”

“Me too.” I agreed. “Otherwise protecting an Anchor would be impossible, as assassins and saboteurs could just dive into the Boundary from a nearby hotel or some similar place and easily strike before defences can respond.”

“If I may…” Shiro’s eye turned ruby red, a sign Tan was taking charge. “Such things can still happen, and do, even in the highest Astral, though the major Territories of the Pantheons are of course too well defended for such. But minor satellite Territories are often destroyed that way, it is easier than outright war.” She sighed then. “Battle is costly in resources and manpower. It is best avoided where possible.” She licked her lips, well, Shiro’s, in a seductive manner. “The rewards for destroying Anchored Territories are quite rich, as you no doubt know.”

“I see. So how do we defend against that?” I asked. It’s important to know, as my plan revolves around a strong Territory overlapping the Material for the assorted benefits.

“Your barrier, to me it is but pretty paper, something I can tear through easily, were I not bound to this mortal vessel.” Tan sighed. “But I confess, it is not terrible for how little time it has taken. Generally, stronger Territories manipulate their barriers, centring them around important points and leaving areas that can be risked with lesser protection. This makes it far more difficult to siege a prepared Territory. Yes, you can cause some damage to outlying areas, but the core remains stubborn and solid.”

“I see. I remember…” There was a Barrier Anchor Spire amongst the choices. I decided not to go for that one, as I could only build three for now. Maybe when we reach Rank four I’ll consider adding it… “Well then.” I clapped my hands. “I guess this was worthwhile. Shiro, I welcome you to my Territory. Try now.”

“All right.” Shiro’s eye darkened once more, then after a few moments it slid shut, her ample chest rising and falling with her steady, soft breaths.

“I guess she’s in.” I pointed out.

“I guess so. Ugh, those scars are blasphemy. I’m a girl, and I have no interest in that sort of thing, despite the rumours that used to go around about me and Aiko… even so, she must have been beyond beautiful. I mean, she still is…” Eri flushed, ashamed. “Scars and injuries don’t make people ugly, right?” Her own insecurities were shining through. “…but I can see why you were hopelessly smitten with her. She’s kind of funny too.”

“I wouldn’t say I was smitten…” I protested. “Anyway, we might as well go in, and to answer your question…” I rolled over, kissing Eri softly. “…you’re still beautiful to me. Shiro too. Now come on, we need to catch up.”

“All right then.” she whispered, and I slid shut my eyes, quickly awakening in my Territory, beside a wide-eyed Shiro, who was admiring the Earth Altar, the Rhyming Trees that were towering above the hill, and more.

“This is wild, Aki. My Territory isn’t bad, but this is way better.” She puffed out her cheeks. “As a princess, I find it annoying my Territory is inferior.”

“It makes sense, does it not-not?” Shaeula chuckled, appearing with her brother trailing along behind her, as well as Ixitt, Bjarki, Asha the Dryad and more. “After all, this is my Territory as well. And I am a princess too-too.”

“I guess.” Shiro admitted, thrown for a loop by the crowd, as weaselkin, ratkin, Trolls and more appeared. “Quite the eclectic group here. Looks like you are running this more as an RTS than an RPG. You know… this is what I wanted my game to be.” She looked down, lost in thought, only to jump in surprise as I placed an arm around her shoulder, pulling her into my embrace. “What?”

“You said you wanted a world that’ll be kind to you. Well, if you still want to make your game, I won’t stop you. I’ll pay for as many helpers, programmers and artists as you need. But… look around. This is the start of that world. Everybody here will respect and support you. And you’ll support me. Together we’ll make the world you wanted, I wanted. We wanted.”

Shiro went silent for a moment, before surprising me by leaning over and kissing me, just a brush of our lips, but it was enough. “You’re just an Aki.” she complained. “No saying things that makes my heart race.” She then let out a long sigh. “I get it. My game was just escapism. Because I had nothing else. But now, this is real life, and I can’t hesitate any longer. All right, Aki. I’ll help you.” She looked around, taking in all the details, only to pause, amused. “Eri, rocking the cat girl look I see. What’s up with that?”

Eri seemed bashful, reaching up with her good arm to feel her cat ears. “Oh, they’ve come back. I think it’s because my Astral body is more intertwined with Ginneka, right?” she suggested. “I can move by myself here, even if it’s difficult.” She wobbled beside me on shaking legs, her black-furred cat tail lashing.

“I must say, I am rather displeased by this-this.” Shaeraggo grimaced, swaggering in, ignoring the look his sister gave him. “Another female? When you already have my adorable, darling sister? It beggars belief…”

“I do not-not want to hear that from someone who consorted with many-many lowly females of ill-repute and made Selensha and your other wife most-most sad, brother.” Shaeula admonished him, causing him to shift restlessly. Hyacinth appeared with the two weaselkin maids and started handing out juice made from the fruits of the Dryad orchard, as well as honeyed mead and wine.

“Thanks?” Shiro muttered, before taking a sip. “Hey, this is damn good. A drink fit for a princess!”

“But of course.” Shaeula grinned, likewise partaking of the smooth alcohol. “After all, are we not-not princesses in the truest-truest meaning? After all, we are Akio’s brides.” She took another long sip. “The bees from that hive have been producing well, I see. A wise acquisition indeed-indeed.” Her grin turned sinister. “I must surely take-take a few bottles with me when I return to the Spring. It might sweeten our negotiations.”

“Great, anyway, can I have an update on the Territory? Shaeraggo, how goes matters?”

“Everything is proceeding well.” He gave up trying to protest, merely scowling at me, his deep green eyes showing his irritation. “We have extended the Territory as you wished, bringing in the spirit tree grove and those Yōkai who resemble cats.” He glanced at Eri for a moment. “Since you have those-those Hunting Cats you took from your enemies…” Ginneka reacted at that within my bond, but this time I sent no ill-will towards her, only a soothing thought, continuing to allow my aether to trickle towards her trapped spirit-light.

“…integration has been smooth. We have also claimed much other land within your sphere-sphere of influence. It shall not be long until all within these ten kilometres of here is claimed. Some other scattered beings did join too, though there were other conflicts that ended with violence. Of course-course we triumphed regardless.” He puffed out his chest proudly, as if seeking praise from his sister, and with a sigh, she gave it.

“Good-good work, brother. I am inclined to forget some of your many-many transgressions in light of this.” She smirked meanly. “Now, tell me of the Spring. Do matters progress as planned?”

She certainly knows how to handle her brother. Hey, I wonder if she’s been learning from Aiko, as she pushes me around easily enough. Eri must have been thinking something similar, as she was smiling, her ears and tail twitching.

“Of course there are few problems. Our father, Primal Forest, that Elf, the annoying Sylph, even that bastard Duke Formor, all seem quite-quite invested in the protection of the reclaimed Spring. Seeing Giants and Trolls labour to install Warding Stones is a strange sight. Your… alterations… around the Spring itself are progressing well too. Many Dwarves and other Fae who enjoy construction have been working hard-hard.”

“Excellent. When that-that is done, we can see-see about setting up Fae Stones around the perimeter of this Territory.” Shaeula declared. “For now though, I have much-much to do. Brother, may I ask a favour of you?”

At that he stood up straighter, and nodded pridefully. “Of course.”

In my arms Shiro snickered, having worked out Shaeraggo already.

“I need a Faerie Ring Gate pair and rather-rather urgently at that. Can you set up a meeting with Primal Forest for me?”

Shaeraggo expressed doubt at the need and the cost, but Shaeula was resolute, and in the end, he departed, taking the Ring Gate back to the nearly rebuilt mansion he had gifted his sister, and then onto the Seelie Court proper.

“That said, I be needing t'give ye my report.” Master Bjarki was next. “T’mines that we can build, they'n be all dug out.” His small, bearded face lit up. “Already, there'n be good metal coming from them. Silver, gold and jewels for t’ladies here as well.” He nodded at my fiancées, a little curiosity on his face at the newcomer, Shiro. “I hope ye nay be mad, but we took it upon us tae start the Foundry. If’n ye wants tae improve production, it'n be a must.”

I see. Well, I have plans of what to build, but this isn’t a bad idea either. I opened up the Territory build queues, and explained to Eri and Shiro the current status.

The first queue held a Build Queue Anchor Spire to Rank 2, and there was just under seven days remaining.

The second held the Ether Spire to Rank 4, with still a whopping two hundred and sixteen days left, though when it was done, it would generate a very nice amount of ether and adherence.

The last queue now contained a Dwarven Smelter And Foundry Rank 2 Special. It was nice it wasn’t coming in at Rank 1, but it still had around eight days left. Checking my buildings, we also had two new Kobold Mines, one at Rank 3 and one at Rank 4, as well as three Dwarven Mines, two Rank 4 and a Rank 5. Nice. No wonder the materials are flowing.

There was also this.

Kodama Grove Rank 4 Special – This grove of living trees has existed long within the Boundary. It generates noticeable quantities of Ether as a by-product of its existence, as well as enriches the Elemental energies of Earth, Water and Air within the area. Mines nearby will produce additional resources and Etherites. The surrounding area will grow many plants, herbs and fruits of interest.


“Great. Looks like everything is well in hand then.” I observed. “Although…” Our Ether stocks were rather barren, with only a couple of hundred thousand in the Silos. Even taking into account the spending on the mines and the Foundry, it was low. I guess the slowing is reducing what we are pulling in as well. At least it should be affecting everyone. Well, it just gives us time to consolidate. I want to keep that for now, as when the Build Queue Anchor Spire is done, I’ll have two slots available again…

“Speaking of forgiveness though…” I looked to Bjarki, before handing him my Twin Fang, as well as Shaeula’s remaining pinwheel. Though it’s hardly a twin anymore. “…sorry, but we came up against some really troublesome foes and one blade was destroyed.”

“I… see.” Bjarki frowned, his eyebrows drawing down ferociously, giving him an angry mien. “So, where'n be the rest of the metal?”

“I… I used it.” Retrieving the bag full of feathers and other materials I had brought from Kyoto, I showed him how the feathers worked, that they vibrated dangerously with only a little aether added. “It was an emergency, I needed to make gear for someone, so I used the scraps.”

“I… see.” He grumbled again, ominously. For a moment, there was silence, before he sighed explosively. “Well’n, there'n be nay point crying over spilt milk, aye Ixitt?”

Ixitt cackled his agreement, before Bjarki continued. “Fine. I be making ye a new set of weapons. And more o’these pinwheels too. Thinkin’ about it, I be sure I can improve them. Ye be nay bad as a craftsman, for a human, but ye has a long way t’go afore ye be ready tae match Dwarven crafts.”

“I shall help too.” Ixitt grinned, tail lashing excitedly. “But first I have some matters to discuss, my own reports.”

“You certainly do have a rather… colourful… cast here.” Shiro observed. “It reminds me of Suzu. She’s been collecting a lot of weird creatures. She calls them cute, but I think they are just creepy and odd. That girl has weird tastes.” She paused. “I’m still going to punish her for running off and getting in your way, though.”

I patted her head, causing her to blush and mutter that she wasn’t a child, but she didn’t look to me as if she minded all that much. I waited for Ixitt to elaborate.

“I have been fascinated by the ideas your mortal world holds, and I have been doing quite the amount of research. Books, the internet, DVD’s, the sources of knowledge available are quite endless. I also found some rather fun people to talk to. Exchanging messages with fellow geniuses of learning and discovery is quite liberating.” He smiled eagerly at the memories, and I told him to get to the point, as I was quite busy.

“Oh, of course, many apologies.” He lashed his tail again. “I have come up with three areas to focus on. Weaponry of course, as we need it to improve your army. Then, and more pertinent to the mortal realms, power generation and resource acquisition.”

“I see. What do you mean by resource acquisition?” I asked, curious.

“Well, firstly… here in the Boundary, you need ether, do you not? As much as can be gathered. I have been working on an artificial Building for some time, gathering the silver material they are made from. It was not going well, but I have had a breakthrough, thanks to some knowledge from one of my new friends.”

At that, my eyes sharpened, and it wasn’t just me. Eri spoke up, her tone harsh. “You’ve been giving away secret information? Hinata is going to skin you alive. I’m not sure if rat fur is good for anything, but…”

“Hardly. I would never be so foolish.” Ixitt protested. “They have rather fascinating ways of thinking, so even with my subtle obfuscations, their ideas were revolutionary. Behold…” He gestured, and a group of ratkin wheeled a device forwards, a solid metal carriage of some sort, with a thin silver spire rising out of it, the top of the spire sparkling with an orb of crystal embedded within the needle point, a blue glow winking within. “…the Artificial Ether Spire!”

Okay, now he has my attention. My Eye flared, and looking at it, I was shocked.

Artificial Ether Spire, Rank 2.5??? – This device, made from Alchemy, Mortal Engineering, Ether Crafting and other esoteric Arts, is constructed from extracted materials created by upgrading and constructing Buildings, as well as anchored by a Blue Etherite. It generates around half as much Ether as a Rank 3 Ether Spire, but has a side-effect of reducing the Ether density within the area over time, though this will gradually recover when the device is moved. This side-effect also lends itself to the creation of Red and occasionally Orange Etherites in the vicinity.


Seeing my look of wonder, Ixitt grinned proudly. “Once I had the idea to catalyse the materials to life with Etherites, I made progress. Though any below green shatter and break from the strain. Such a waste.” He sighed. “Fortunately a blue one was recovered from the grove, and I took the liberty of borrowing it for my research. I hope you can find it in you to forgive me.”

Fine then. I tossed my two blue Etherites to Ixitt, who caught them in surprise. “Set up another couple with these. We can’t have too much ether coming in.” This’ll work out better longer-term than breaking them down for ether. We just have to remember to keep the Spires in an out-of-the-way place and rotate them regularly to prevent over-depletion. “Can you make any other artificial Buildings?”

Ixitt shrugged. “I was focussed on Ether Spires, but I believe at the least I can make mobile Defensive Emplacements. As well as one other idea.”

“Yeah, that would be great too. Damn, now we need as many Etherites as we can get. No wonder they are supposedly always in demand, even in the higher Astral.” I wonder what the other idea is?

Tan let out a snicker using Shiro’s mouth at that observation, and I realised I could use her knowledge more often, if I could persuade her to share it. “Anyway, do you have anything else for me?” I asked.

“I do. Since I am tasked with coming up with a product you can sell in the mortal world… oh, how my blood boils with excitement at the thought…” He waxed lyrical for a good few minutes. “…anyway, I wondered, clearly my Material body is made from something that can exist on that plane, so why can I not similarly create something that will exist there? I ran experiments on my body.” He grimaced. “It was rather painful, I admit, but I came up with some interesting results!”

“Well, I suppose it isn’t unethical if you are doing it to yourself, but wow, that’s messed up.” I echoed what Aiko might have said. Ixitt merely laughed at my words.

“Perhaps, but I am prepared to suffer for progress. For many years my throat, skin and lungs were horribly mutilated thanks to experimental catastrophes, until you healed me, for which I am most grateful.” He bowed. “But this shows progress always comes at a personal cost. This was trivial in comparison. Anyway, I believe that I can make an artificial variant of your Throne Of Heroes. Though not how you are thinking.” He cut off my sudden shock at the idea.

“But the Throne creates the matter that makes up a Material body and moderates it. So I do believe we can create a facsimile that may be able to, if not create, at least support the existence of matter on the Material. Thus power generation.” His grin was now almost manic with excitement. “I have so many ideas for batteries and more. As for resource acquisition, there is so much waste in your world. Now, Alchemy can easily separate matter, and it is used by great blacksmiths like Bjarki as well. What if… hmm, let me set the scene first.” he declared grandly. “I did speak to your noble wife Hinata first, and…”

“He’s quite the attention-seeker.” Shiro muttered. “Reminds me of Yasu.”

“No way, Ixitt has tons of wives and kids. He’s surprisingly enough a riajuu. Despite being a research and development otaku.” I was both complimentary and not.

“…made her promise not to tell you until I was ready, but her eyes were sparkling. She does like money.” Ixitt continued. “So, for this factory, we shall make devices for power generation and storage with half, while the other half… waste goes in…” His smile was teasing now, and proud. “…component resources come out.” He then revealed an artistic sketch of old refrigerators, tin cans, bottles, old books and more in a conveyer belt, going through some devices, and then on the other side… ingots of various metals, piles of black powder, yellowing crystals and more…

“They will pay handsomely for you to take their waste.” Ixitt grinned. “And then we turn it from waste to a treasure trove of resources, which you can either sell or use yourself. I believe the saying Hinata used was printing money!”

No kidding. If that could be possible… I considered the joint venture with Ichijou house. With their clout, and if Ixitt could make the devices in my Territory that supported the factory… damn, it’s making money by cleaning up the world!
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“That does sound an incredible idea.” I agreed. “But even if it could work, there seems to be a number of problems with it. Surely the scale of the Alchemy required would just be too great.” I pondered how much matter I would be able to dismantle if it was me using my aether, and concluded that it would be a decent amount of trash, but hardly enough to make a working business out of it.

“Of course, nothing of value ever comes easily.” Ixitt lashed his tail happily. “There are issues with identification of material, the sheer scale of power required and many other factors.” He nodded at Master Bjarki, who was half-listening while he inspected the remaining Twin Fang, thinking of his next craft. “If Alchemy was so all-powerful, then we would have no need for Dwarven ingenuity. Although…” he whispered mock-conspiratorially. “…the Dwarves do use a little Alchemy on the more stubborn ores, or to ease troublesome technical deficits.”

“I see. So do you have any actual solutions?” I asked.

“A few, Mortal Engineering and your human sciences are all about experimentation, are they not? I shall endeavour to make a working prototype on a smaller scale. To do that, I will require your assistance though.” Ixitt smirked. “After all, your ability to see to the heart of things solves our biggest problem.”

We talked a little more about it, and by the end I was truly exhausted by Ixitt’s enthusiasm, but it was certainly promising. As we were finishing up, he dropped another bombshell. “Oh, I nearly forgot to mention, we have created a few new toys for your weaselkin.” He gestured, and several of his ratkin brought out yet another couple of inventions. As the bundles were unwrapped, I looked at the first. It was a gun, definitely, but it had a very long barrel, as well as some sort of telescopic sight.

“Lenses are a passion of mine, and we used them to study the spores, did we not?” Ixitt chuckled. “Some of your soldier allies in the mortal world were good enough to talk to me about sniper rifles. This is my approximation.” He gestured grandly. “The performance is lacking, from what I researched on Wikipedia and other sites. Although the bullets are quite simply spectacular.” He grinned, the second cloth opened to reveal a number of different rounds. There were heavy metal shells, shells containing a small amount of bluesteel, shimmering with earth elemental energies, even bullets that looked like they had been made from red and orange Etherites.

“Impressive.” I agreed. The calibre of the bullets was large, so if they could be ejected with any force, they would cause immense damage. “Though how do the bullets launch? Our ability to make gunpowder is limited here, isn’t it?”

“Currently we are using wind element, contained in bluesteel here and here.” He pointed to various locations. “It works acceptably well, though it cannot match the range and power of explosive powders yet. If we had a source of flame element as well, then we could use a modified twin-element system, which I do believe could even exceed the potential of your mortal rifles.”

His grin turned wild. “I also have a few other ideas that can be tested with enough fire element. So, to that end, if I could ask…” He brought over a large bluesteel battery, obviously based on some of my earlier designs. “The Kobolds are working hard, and output is up significantly. Hearing you have so many mines, and how you do not oppress them, entire clans have migrated here. Even those who dwell on the fringes of the Fae lands.”

Fine, I get it. With a complicated expression on my face, I channelled flame energies into the barrel, causing it to glow a brilliant yellow. Shaeula added her powers too, as did Eri and Shiro, surprisingly, and soon the large, barrel-sized battery was charged.

“Excellent! With this we can make progress. I also have an idea for a rotary anti-infantry design, and also field artillery, but wind element alone is not efficient enough. Oh, if only we had some lightning element… well, it is not as though I can ask the noble Queen of all the Seelie to charge my battery. I can hardly even meet such an august personage…” As he rolled the barrel away, I noticed Ixitt was Level fifteen now, having obviously taken the time to maximise what benefits he could get from the Throne.

“At least… he’s a hard worker, and enthusiastic?” Eri said at last, and Master Bjarki let out a long chuckle.

“Aye, that’n he be.” The dwarf looked up at us. “Ever since t’day yer brother came looking for ye, princess, Ixitt, he be overjoyed t’be discovering new knowledge and ideas, ye ken? Well, I rejoice tae see it. I even be a mite jealous, ye ken? Now, I best be gettin’ back tae the forge. I have'n work tae do.” With those words Bjarki left, along with most of the others around us.

“Bringing guns to the fantasy world, Aki? Classic stuff.” Shiro observed.

“In a world where Shaeula’s brother and other top archers can shoot kilometres, and tough opponents can easily shrug off rifle-fire like raindrops, guns aren’t going to be game-changing.” I realised. “Even so, against fortresses, or in skirmishes, they would give us quite the advantage. Imagine our weaselkin being able to snipe most of the enemy forces before they ever got into battle…” I shrugged. “More weapons and better options certainly won’t hurt.”

“Yeah, makes sense. So… Aki, why’s that woman with the slightly green skin giving you the puppy-dog eyes? She’s a Dryad, right? It’s pretty cool, but for some reason, this princess feels her heart aching a bit. So, let me guess, she’s another one you saved?”

I immediately went to deny it, before realising I couldn’t, not entirely, anyway. “Not alone. Grulgor, Ixitt, Hyacinth and Shaeula all helped. It was quite the wild ride. Literally.”

“Oh?” Shiro raised an eyebrow, curious. “I want to know about that, sounds fun. But I was right, another damsel in distress rescued by you, Aki. You do have a hero complex, don’t you? I wasn’t sure you had the temperament for it, not like Hayato, but I guess for once, this princess was mistaken. Note the date, it doesn’t happen often!”

“So, what can I do for you, Asha?” I asked her, and she looked at me, her yellow eyes appraising me.

“I was curious. Ever since you returned, I can feel a rich energy within you. It reminds me of our father, a little.” She reached out gingerly, her pale hand stopping just before me as she flinched under the weight of stares from my female company. “I am sorry if I overstepped my bounds. But to my Tree… such energy would be most restorative.” She whispered a few words, barely audible. “…to me as well.”

Damn my sensitive ears. Still, strengthening the Rhyming Trees is a good idea. Besides, I have no idea how to use wood element. “Well, I received it in trade with a Kami. I don’t really know what I’m doing, but if you think it would help…” We followed her to the great Tree. Up-close, the towering Rhyming Tree was an impressive sight, especially as it was now ringed with polished wooden steps, and in the crown rested a rather picturesque café, the decking offering magnificent views over my Territory and the Boundary Tokyo proper.

“What’s this?” Shiro asked, puzzled.

“A café.” Shaeula grinned. “It is quite-quite pleasant sitting up there and watching the world go by, drink in hand. Since there is no-no wind here, it is quite-quite possible to enjoy open-air drinking at such a height.”

Shiro frowned. “Normally the thought of all those steps would be enough to make me pass out, but I have been a bit stronger recently. I do want to see it… Aki, be a darling and carry me up there later, okay?”

“No way! If anyone needs carrying, it’s me!” Eri protested.

“I don’t see why. Your legs work here, don’t they?” Shiro bantered back.

“Not well! I insist on a princess carry too!”

As they argued between themselves, Shaeula laughing at their exaggerated responses, Hyacinth giggled.

“The new mistress seems tooo get on well with mistress Eri.” she observed.

“Yeah. Shiro’s a bit cold and can be unsociable, but when she opens up a bit, she’s actually quite playful. Besides, I can see she’s making the effort to fit in.” I was proud of her, arrogant though that was. Shiro needed to step outside her comfort zone, to get down from the tower she was imprisoned in, a lonely princess, and interact and laugh with others. “Anyway, enough about that. Asha, what do you want me to do?”

“Pardon my interruption.” Asha apologised politely, and while I wasn’t sure if Asha really was a daughter of Orion, the King of the Seelie Court, or it was just an allegory, in some ways she could be half-considered a Princess as well. Looks like I’m just surrounded with them at the moment…

“If you could nourish the Tree with your wood element, and your earth element too.” Asha reached out, her own hand touching the trunk. Almost all the scars left from removing the spores and fungal growth had healed, and the bare branches were covered in brilliant green leaves. My Eye flashed as I watched the flow of earth enter the Tree, as well as a tiny trickle of nature element. It seems Asha can use it, a little, but it’s not even enough to give her the Skill, I’d say…

Further observation showed me that Asha also had a small amount of water element too, though again the amount was tiny, her dominant aspect being earth. As the energy flowed within the massive Tree it was absorbed, and the Tree seemed pleased, the branches swaying a little, as if a gentle breeze was blowing. Okay, I think I get it…

Placing my hands on the trunk, I let my earth elemental energy flow from my right hand, while with my left, I tried to pull out my wood element. It was hard, as what even was wood element? It was clearly a mixture of water and earth elements, but how one would get wood from that… scientifically, it seems impossible. Still, my sis is always mentioning Naruto, well, that’s one of the anime we watched together when she was a kid. The first Hokage, the leader of their village, he was wood element, right? Image seemed to be the key, so I imagined some of the feats he could perform.

“Yes, that is perfect.” Asha smiled gently, looking rather regal. “Allow your strength to bless the Tree, bless me. After all, my Tree would have perished, were it not for your efforts.” I wasn’t really listening to her, but instead concentrating on guiding the flows. Where my energy spilled, I could see the Chakra network within the Tree, so unlike that of a Fae or a human, yet somehow also not entirely dissimilar, blaze brilliantly, strengthened. Still, my ability to use wood element was feeble, so after a few minutes I was spent, slumped to the ground, panting heavily.

“Looks like you ran a marathon, Aki.” Shiro observed.

“No, if he did that he wouldn’t even be sweating.” Eri shook her head. “This must have been tough. Though he probably loves it, he’s always training nowadays.” Eri teased, looking at me fondly.

Oh, you don’t know the half of it! Your turn is coming shortly Eri, just wait and see. As I grinned, the Tree suddenly cracked, bark splintering. I looked up in alarm, but on seeing Asha looking unconcerned, merely holding out one of the glass goblets we used for treats in the café above, I relaxed.

“I expected this would happen.” she advised, holding the goblet to the small fissure. A thick, red liquid seeped out, filling the glass before the wound in the bark closed. Taking a sip, Asha grinned. “Magnificent. It has been long centuries since I tasted this.” She supped at around half the liquid, before passing the glass to me.

Dryad Blood – This rich Elemental sap contains strong Earth and Wood Elemental energy, refined by a powerful Fae Tree. Drinking it may have benefits to the ability to manipulate such energies.


“I guess…” Taking it, I looked at it gingerly, before taking a sip. I then gasped in shock at the rich, fruity yet earthy sweetness. I hate the name, but this is good. I could feel it releasing energy as it permeated my Chakras and capillaries. Taking another sip, I smiled happily.

“Can I have some?” Eri asked, curious, only for Asha to shake her head.

“I fear I cannot allow that. Only the one I have shared my…” Her pale, green-tinted skin flushed. “…it would not be proper, I am afraid.”

In that case… I drained the goblet, before handing it back. “Thanks. It was good. I feel my tiredness diminishing a bit. Is there anything else?”

Asha shook her head. “I would only ask that you feed the Tree when you are able. I would have it grow tall and strong, the equal to any in the Seelie Court.”

“Works for me.” I can hardly even imagine the bounty we’d have were the Tree to reach Rank six. Though I expect that’s probably just a pipedream…

As Asha departed, Eri watching her go a touch sourly, Shiro with a complicated gleam in her eyes, I dusted myself off. “All right then. While we wait for your brother to get back to us, we might as well get started with the training regimen.”

“Training?” Eri asked. “I thought so. It usually is.”

”Well, do-do you object to strength? You were lamenting quite-quite bitterly mere moments ago that Aiko might overtake you.” Shaeula pointed out, and Eri shook her head, wincing at the effort.

“No way. I’m always ready to do what’s needed!” Eri disagreed. “It’s just so typically Akio, I had to comment.”

“Fine. So, for me, I’ll be pouring all my light and darkness element into the mirror, and trying to change your elements into mine. Same as Ren-san’s programme.” I grinned. “I’d best master it, or he’ll get a big head.” I thought of Ren-san rather more fondly now, him having gone from a whiny brat in my mind, to someone who could act when the situation was really serious. “Shaeula, you’ll be helping Eri with your Chirurgery, as well as… ugh, sorry Eri, I wanted you to Rank up Ether Healing. It hurts like hell taking the shortcut, and the thought of causing you such pain…”

“I get it. We did the same in Kyoto. Pain… I don’t like it, nobody does. But it’s temporary. Getting my body working again is forever. So I’ll do it, of course. I want plenty of praise, hugs and kisses later though.”

“Not a problem. Hyacinth, can you tone down your spores to make then slow-spreading and less dangerous?” I asked, and she nodded.

“As for you, Shiro…” At that she looked nervous, yet eager. On seeing my expression, she blushed.

“What? Aki, surely you aren’t thinking that I’m happy just because you are coming up with a plan for me are… ugh, no, I keep promising not to be tsundere. Damn, annoyingly enough I am happy. Though I daresay I like pain even less than Eri here. But I’ve plenty of experience, so…”

“Tan, maybe you can help with that? Since we don’t have the twins here right now?” I asked. “Speaking of, why is your Level so low, Shiro? It sounds like you’ve been running a decent Territory, so shouldn’t you be stronger?”

“I shall answer that.” Her eye gleamed red, and her voice changed. “Those that have been blessed by the Favours of the Divine, shards of concentrated, processed adherence, they do indeed grow stronger by drawing in the strength around them. The princess too, she is no exception. However, I gain little from this. Though my strength is quite limited here, largely sealed away, my true strength far exceeds what scraps I can gain here. No, what I sought was the Divine Favours, for they can nourish me.” She paused, embarrassed. “I confess, I am limited in the number and strength of them I can hold, my thirst is perhaps deeper than I can control, yet those I had little use for, I intended to break down, and use some of the residue to strengthen her. I would have kept my promise.” she insisted. “You would have lived a long, and normal life, happy in the domain of our Pantheon, upon this new world, princess.” With that her eye turned dark again.

“Thanks, Tan.” Shiro whispered, touched.

Despite the deal they had being monstrously one-sided, I do still get the impression Tan does do her best for Shiro, in her own way. And it’s true, Shiro might not have survived until now as a conventional Chosen candidate. Although… Shiro being Shiro, there was a chance she would have surprised everyone, found a way to grow strong enough to overcome her feeble body, and dominated Japan. If only to lord it over me and the gang…

“He’s thinking something rude about me now, isn’t he? I can tell.” Shiro exchanged a laugh with Eri and Shaeula, who agreed, while Hyacinth merely nodded.

“Enough of that. It was complimentary, I promise.” I chuckled, faintly embarrassed. “Okay, first up, I need to assess my own growth, and then we’ll get cracking. But Shiro… I think a lot of your issues can be solved with more Levels, so after this, be prepared for some hellish grinding. Down by the coast, I expect we’ll find plenty of monsters to kill.” Seas were always good grinding spots in games and stories, and the creatures there are less likely to be intelligent races, so better for our consciences too…

“I do enjoy maxing out characters. It hits different when it’s me being talked about though. All right, Aki. Make me feel bad with your awesome stats then. Just like before.” Once more everyone echoed agreement with Shiro, looking eager.

Well, who can resist four beauties asking them like that? Okay, here we go…

Oshiro Moonstone Akio [Chosen of Ortlinde, Valkyrie of He Who Sacrificed To Trap The Wolf, Tyr, Foreteller Of Disaster Under The Moon, Champion of the Diviner, Tsukuyomi’s Blessed]


I stifled a groan before complaining. “Well damn, that’s a mouthful and a half now.”

“Champion of the Diviner, huh?” Eri observed sourly, a knowing gleam in her eyes. “Looks like we were right again. I try not to let it bother me, but it’s hard, you know?”

“At least she will make-make a powerful ally, I do believe.” Shaeula disagreed, amber eyes bright with excitement. “Her political influence is great-great within the temples and shrines, if naught else.”

“Look, there’s nothing going on, we’ve been over this. Well, not nothing, we have to save her, but…”

“Time to shut up, Aki.” Shiro remarked, unsympathetic. “Let your wives argue about your many infidelities here. I dare say there’ll be punishment later. I know I’m itching to give you a slap, and I barely know what’s going on.”

“I knew I could get on with you.” Eri declared happily. “You actually get why I’m upset. Shaeula and Hyacinth don’t understand it at all! Just because I accept you might have to have more women, doesn’t mean you should pick up everyone you see! It’s only been a few weeks since we had our heart-to-heart at my birthday, and we already have Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi and now this Matsumuro-san!”

“What about me?” Shiro asked, curious at being excluded.

“Your situation is different. You’re like Shaeula and Hyacinth. I… I can’t bring myself to be mad about that.” Eri sighed. “Akio needs you. You’re the part of his life I had no business with. Imagine if you ended up fighting. It’d crush him. Far better for him to bring you in now. That way, his heart won’t break. Even if I have to suffer a bit, I’d rather that, than see Akio collapse.”

“Eri…” I whispered, touched.

Shiro was too. She laughed bitterly. “It almost came to that. Though no matter what Tan thinks, I don’t believe we’d have beaten Aki. He’s been steadily building up, powering up, some real pro-gamer stuff, no less than I’d expect from a gamer, someone who helps me build games. And if Tan was forced to leave me, yeah, I’d have died, I’m sure. My health was going downhill steadily over time. Sooner or later I’d have passed out and never woken up again. So, while some of the fallout makes me sad, I agree. It’s better this way.”

Her one-eyed gaze took in Eri and the girls. “I’m like everyone else. I dreamed of love, one-to-one, normal. I get it. But one thing I’m not, never have been, is normal. So if this is what I’ve got, I’m damn well going to make the most of it, enjoy it. I want a world that’s kind to me, and if I’m looking for kindness, well, Aki has everyone else beat, right? Just… try not to be too kind to every damn girl out there. You’re only one man, you can’t split yourself so thinly.” She paused then after her long speech, flushed. “Oh, well, I guess at least I’ll get a laugh introducing you all to Yasu. I want to see him cry, blubber like a little baby!” Her grin was sadistic.

“Always picking on Yasu, as usual. You used to bully me a lot too.” I was the one sighing now at the bittersweet memory.

“That was just affection, I promise.” Shiro winked. “I guess it’s a lot like an elementary schoolboy picking on the girl he’s crushing on. Kid’s stuff.”

“So, that means you like this Yasu too?” Eri pointed out slyly, and Shiro protested, spluttering.

“Damn, no way. I wouldn’t date Yasu if he was the last guy on Earth. So creepy! Eri, I just said I thought you could be nice to me! And now this? My bullying of Yasu is all he deserves, nothing more!”

“All right, all right.” I clapped my hands, snapping them out of their banter. “I’ll say it again, I don’t have such a relationship with Tsukiko-san. We all know where I stand. We’ll save her, she deserves it. Now can we get back to my stats? I want to get training!”

“Sure, I’ll let it slide for now.” Eri agreed. “But this talk isn’t over!”

Seriously, who decides on these titles? Champion of the Diviner indeed. I was tempted to lie, but… the girls deserve better. Honestly, I don’t know Tsukiko-san well enough to consider her in that light. Sure, she’s gorgeous, and has such a bitter past I’d love to show her life can be fun, the many good things out there, but… that’s for later. After we save her. For now…

[Material Statistics]
Might              999 1179
Fortitude       1001 1181
Intellect         1115 1295
Resilience     1193 1459
Alacrity         1050 1230
Precision       1019 1279
Aether           3654 4999
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune             30 32
Majesty                  24 
Charm               33 38
League              18 20
Determination       16 
Foresight           19 29
Fate                     8 18
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type] 
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 5 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 7 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Aether Combat Technique Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Adherence Manipulation Rank 2 Noble (5) Law (8)
Body Enhancement Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 7 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 8 Noble (5) Principle (7)
Spiritually Pure Physique Rank 1 Noble (5) Principle (7)
Split Thoughts Rank 2 Rank 3 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
[Elemental Skills]
Light Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Third Eye Chakra Of Full Moon Light – Mangetsu Rank 3 Rank 4 Powerful (4) Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Darkness Manipulation Rank 1 Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Throat Chakra Of New Moon Darkness - Shingetsu Rank 2 Rank 3 Powerful (4) Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Wind Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Wood Manipulation Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Root And Sacral Chakras Of Wood Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Water Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Sacral Chakra Of High Moonlight Spirit Water Rank 3 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Earth Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Lunar Chakra Of Four Elements, Light And Darkness Rank 3 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spear Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Sword Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Combat Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Elemental Weapon Technique Rank 3 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
[Practical Skills]
Ether Crafting Rank 4 Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Dvergr Techniques Rank 1 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge Rank 3 Legendary (7) Law (8)
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 4 Rank 5 Imperious (6) Principle (7)
Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze Rank 5 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Might Of The Furious Earth Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
The Future Reflected By The Moon Rank 3 Legendary (7) Fate (9)
[Level] 91 104
[Classes]
Kami-Blessed 10/20
Conqueror 12/50 13/50
Wielder Of A Mutated Element 2/10 5/10
Wielder Of Elements, Classic Western 2/10
[Mastered Classes]
Fae-Souled 30/30
[Territory Rank] 3


“Okay, this is such bullshit, Aki.” Shiro complained. “I remember when you told me your stats just after you defeated me. Why are they so much higher now, and why do you have so many Skills with awesome names? I call hacking!”

She paused then. “Though actually, a lot of those names are a bit chunni, right? The devil sealed in my arm shall be unleashed and all that crap! Maybe it’s best I don’t have those. Flames Of Thirst And Famine is bad enough…”

“Hey, when did I defeat you? We didn’t really even fight…” I began, only for Shiro to snort, flourishing her engagement ring at me.

“You made me submit to your engagement, so you won. Anyway, don’t you girls think this is unfair?”

“A little.” Eri pouted. “But considering I wasn’t even chosen by any God, I think I can be happy with how far I’ve come.”

“Besides.” Shaeula interrupted, cheerful. “A male should indeed-indeed be powerful, should he wish-wish to protect and lay claim to many excellent females such as us. Were he a weakling, it would not-not do at all. Besides…” her grin turned sly. “Eri and I have Classes that make-make it easier to learn what Akio already has. So we shall only benefit twofold from his much-much deserved growth.”

“Akio has fooought many hard battles, ooon the edges of life and death. If he does not grow stronger from that, the wooorld is unfair.” Hyacinth supported me.

“A Class? Sharing growth?” Shiro looked at me then. “No fair. I want, I want! I may be a newcomer, but I demand equality, lest the harem shatter into war!”

“Well, you earn it through your devotion. Though I do not-not believe without offering your body to Akio will it happen. You need-need to feel his love to wish to share everything, body, heart-heart and spirit.” Shaeula admonished her.

“Damn… I have no answer to that.” She shifted awkwardly, her one good arm across her chest. “It’s not like I’m unwilling, but…”

“I get it. You want to be perfect for our first time. So, this is why we are going to go through some training from hell!” I declared. “Anyway, I have a ton of Skills at Rank five. It seems noticeably easier to get to the first bottleneck at Rank five, than to break through it to Rank six or seven. I think that needs to be my focus. Conversely…” I grinned. “The aim is to get as many of your Skills to Rank five as possible. Especially Ether Healing. Hyacinth, you should learn it too. I don’t want to see more injuries like Eri and Shiro have, if we can avoid them.”

She nodded her agreement, totally unafraid of the pain.

“Hey, Tan, I’m curious.” Shiro spoke suddenly, drawing our attention. “Having heard how Aki started with basic human stats and even forged his Chakra network from scratch, albeit with advice from others, and all he had were appraisal cheats… how did he get this strong? It seems… well, it seems impossible, right? Aki, no offense, but you were hardly an athletic guy. I’ve seen you get exhausted running for a train…”

“True.” Eri smiled at that. “Aiko got all the sporting talent in the family.”

Tan spoke up. “I have merely conjecture. Bear in mind, I am not part of the World Tree Pantheon, so I have limited insight.” She stared at me using Shiro’s body, her gaze ravenous. “However, the delightful smell of the forbidden Fruit of the World Tree made me so very thirsty.” She reached up and wiped away a morsel of drool from her mouth, and I could tell Shiro inside was embarrassed. “My speculation is thus. I did indeed wonder why the Divine Favour of Tyr is not integrated within you, mate of the princess.” She sighed at that. “If you had access to that, I daresay all your earlier trials would have been far easier.”

“I would be dead-dead though.” Shaeula observed. “If Akio was not-not weak, barely able to defeat me, he would have wiped me and mine away without a trace, I am quite-quite certain.”

“Those who have great power often win worlds. Sadly, those of the One True Throne have the greatest Divine Favours, generally. Though on rare occasions others triumph.” Tan continued. “I do so hope I can consume some soon.” She licked her lips again, before at our gazes, and Shiro’s silent urging, she continued. “All those with Divine Favours can grow stronger, but there are those Favours specialising in growing stronger. Usually, those who wield such are defeated quickly, swallowed up by those with might to spare. Rarely, just rarely though…” her grin broadened. “…those with the power to grow rapidly outpace those around them who were made strong, and triumph. I suspect your seeds are actually to help you grow. Perhaps these information cheats, as the princess calls them, are merely a side effect?”

“Makes sense, but wouldn’t it be nice to have the power of Tyr too, since I clearly have it, just unable to use or benefit from it?” I complained. “The only thing I can see is, either Ortlinde couldn’t… or no… wouldn’t…” I think that’s it. What were her exact words?

If you do not succeed in this manner, your performance will suffer in future. It is much better to allow your own talents to blossom rather than making irreversible changes to your subtle bodies.

“Talents huh? Blossoming? Like plants… seeds.” I suddenly had an idea. “I think that Tan is right. It isn’t an information cheat, it’s a growth cheat. I think maybe the weaker, the more plain the foundations, the more it tailors the growth to me. Put simply, I was chosen because I was weak and had few talents. Ouch, kind of hurts when you look at it that way…” My grin was mocking. “…so if she forcibly opened my Chakra network, or let Tyr’s Divine Favour do it, I wouldn’t be surprised if that locked my growth paths. Damn, no wonder I struggled at first, until I met you, Shaeula.”

“Me?” she asked, and I nodded.

“That was the miracle. Without it… I might have grown stronger, possibly even opening the ability of Tyr to use, had I survived. But you knew so much about Chakra networks compared to me, and elemental abilities too.” Everyone was watching me, curious, as I expounded on what I had surmised.

“I shouldn’t have survived you drilling me a lunar Chakra. I’m not a Fae, it shouldn’t have worked. I was weak and fragile as hell then too. Likewise, all the contrasting and clashing elements I’ve taken in… you said it yourself, these elements can take years to learn, but we do it quickly.”

“That is because we mix-mix mortal knowledge and Fae wisdom…” Shaeula argued.

“I agree. That’s surely a big factor. And I’m equally sure your bond with me, my Class, Fae Bonded, at the time, was a factor too. But if my cheat is a growth one, able to adapt… then that explains a lot.”

“So if you want us to be strong, safe…” Eri mused. “That explains why your Skills seem able to help us grow as well. Lovers’ Link is an example.” she realised. “Your growth is to help everyone grow!”

“Fascinating.” Tan agreed. “It is speculation, and may not bear fruit in reality, but I do believe there is certainly some truth to this.” She sighed then. “Alas, I missed out on such a bountiful meal. Perhaps… perhaps others are out there.”

From my vision I remember the other Valkyries talking about more. Even so, I’ll never tell Tan that!

“Great. Well, it’s time.” I clapped my hands again. “This has been interesting, perhaps even useful, speculation, but we need to get cracking. It’s power-Levelling time!” We don’t have long, if Tsukiko-san is right. We need to do everything in our power to be ready, so that there are no more tears, no more casualties…


Two Hundred And Ninety-Nine


On the way to the coastal Territory, we stopped in to see the Mirror Beehive. It was quite the spectacle, hundreds of dog-sized bees with shiny wings that reflected the light brilliantly, likely giving them their name, darting about in great clouds, drawing strange pollens and nectars from the bizarre vegetation of the Boundary. Their Hive was a towering structure that covered several low-rise flats, the buildings coated in yellow, reflective materials.

The Queen of the Hive had received us, and we were surprised to discover that it could communicate with limited telepathy, although the monotone droning that accompanied it was a bit headache inducing. Still, we had a productive conversation, reaffirming the desire of the bees to remain part of my Territory. They were grateful that a lot of their predators, such as the monstrous spiders that dwelt nearby, had been eradicated by Shaeraggo and his forces, so they were now free to expand the Hive somewhat, and perhaps even establish new ones. In exchange, they would defend the Territory and even send soldier bees when needed, and while they were not terribly fearsome, they were fast and could fly, so would definitely have uses. They would also increase the honey and royal jelly production for tribute.

The girls weren’t particularly keen on meeting the bees, other than Shaeula, who was curious about the strange Yōkai, but the next destination pleased them more, the southern tip of our Territory, where the land gave way to the sparkling azure waters of the Boundary version of Sagami Bay. Gleaming geysers of orange water element boiled spectacularly from the seas, casting rainbows of light as the spray fell down like rain. Ether Spires stood tall and proud, drawing this in, funnelling it to the Elemental Silo, and Defensive Emplacements sat watching the shore, occasionally firing a bolt into the distance, striking down the foolish predators that brushed up against the Territory barrier.

“Pretty.” Eri remarked. As part of her training, she had forced her body to work en route, staggering on unsteady legs, so our pace was slower than I would have liked. On our run here I had been working Ether Healing and Chirurgery, Shaeula too, trying to untangle the quivering, mutating mess that was her Chakra network, but other than making it temporarily more comfortable for Eri, we had achieved little tangible success.

“Yes, I have to hand it to you Aki, you’ve done good work here.” Shiro agreed. Shaeula and Hyacinth puffed out their chests in pride, as if they were being praised as well. Which I guess isn’t entirely untrue. After all, they’ve been instrumental in defeating Duke Myrcolaxriath, which really bolstered our Territory with his bounty. “Having seen the centre of your Territory with the Trees and all those Buildings, and now here too, I’m shocked. This isn’t everything, right? You have mines and all sorts… I’m jealous.”

“Hey, I expect your Territory is pretty nice too. Is it around the university? You did say that your allies were helping support your Territory, and I’m sure Tan knows how to develop one properly?”

Tan spoke up, agreeing with me. “Yes, we have put much effort in strengthening the Territory. Taking it by force would be manifestly unwise.” Her single glaring red eye, the expression on Shiro’s face a warning one, made me chuckle.

“Don’t worry. Why would I attack the Territory of Shiro, my adorable fiancée?” I shrugged off her suspicions. “So, is yours Rank three as well?”

“No.” Tan shook Shiro’s head for her, her silvery hair shimmering with ruby flames cascading gently. “Consolidation is more important. We did not wish to leave her Territory undefended for so long, especially with allies of such a… unique… nature. Daizen and Arisu were not to be trusted, to say nothing of that half-spiritual monster, the Raven Knight.”

Half-spiritual? Interesting. Before I could ask about that, Shiro protested. “Look, Arisu is fine! Sure, she’s… well, an angry person, but she’s been betrayed a lot in the past, therefore she won’t betray unless we do! Daizen… ugh, I didn’t want him to die. But things happen, don’t they?” Her gaze softened as she looked at me.

“Sometimes we can’t save everyone, right Aki? I don’t have a hero complex like you, so I’m not as cut up about it. Well, you know me.” she muttered, self-deprecatingly. “I can be rather cold to those I don’t care about. And while they were all my allies, I only really liked Arisu and Suzu. Bunta isn’t so bad, I suppose, but… he’s such a little coward, it can be a bit trying watching him cower all the time.” She let out a long sigh. “Sorry for the interruption Tan, but I don’t want Aki thinking everyone is a potential traitor!”

“If I may continue…” Tan asked acerbically. “You took quite the risk strengthening your Territory to this extent. I assume you have found the difficulties of expanding further? Ordinarily, there would be little need for haste, as it takes many years, decades, for the Boundary to thin enough for true dangers to find a world, barring perhaps the odd fortunate wanderer. I do not believe that to be the case this time, from what we have been told.” She paused. “I also do not believe it is due to my unorthodox actions here, lodging myself within the princess here. So do not blame me!”

Blame you, huh? “Well, even if it was your fault, we’ll have to live with the consequences anyway. You’ll just have to make it up to us with your support. Yeah, no kidding, my Territory was almost destroyed by Kondou Kazuo, the bastard. Luckily we won out, and it’s as you can see. But I’ll not take such a risk again. Besides, the resources required to reach Rank four, and the time, are truly mind-blowing. Though Rank four is necessary, because then we can swallow the entirety of Tokyo and possibly even reach Mount Fuji…” That’s assuming it expands to a hundred kilometres, as I expect.

“Such a goal is admirable, but challenging. The resources in the Boundary are not plentiful.” Tan observed. “We have made the most of what we could, and our Territory is satisfactorily defended, but most are rather feeble still. It has been but a short while since we descended, so it is only to be expected.”

“That’s true. To be honest, most of our expansion was fuelled by destroying a stronger Territory in the lower Astral.” I admitted. “Most of the ether went to quickly constructing what you see here. It might seem wasteful, but over time we’ll recoup the costs. Time is the only thing we can’t make more of, after all.”

Tan paused at that, before nodding. “Yes, you are wise. Time is the one thing equal to all. Now, I shall rest. No doubt you have much of this training to do.”

“Just a minute.” I grinned, and seeing it, Shiro’s face twisted into an expression of wariness. I’m not sure whether that’s Tan or Shiro. “Don’t go running off, Tan. I want you to support Shiro. After all, it’s going to be a bit brutal. But worth it in the end, I promise!”

“Damn, Aki. Were you always this scary?” Shiro muttered, only for Shaeula to answer.

“Of course-course. When Akio sets his mind to something, he will not-not stop until he sees it done.” Her grin was broad. “So there is no-no point in retreat. Accept your fate, and prepare to learn, no matter the struggle!”

[image: image-placeholder]

Yes, I definitely owe Ren-san a bit more respect. This is damn hard… Admittedly, I was trying to do multiple tasks at once, using Split Thoughts, which scaled the difficulty significantly, but then I had the Statistics and Skills Ren-san didn’t, so perhaps it was comparable after all. With my field of vision widened by aether, the headache from such a feat long since faded, I focused simultaneously on the mirror in my hand, pouring my darkness element, my Shingetsu, into it, while simultaneously pulling out and drawing into my throat Chakra the darkness element Hyacinth and Eri were flowing in.

“This… is very painful.” Shiro complained, tears in her eyes, occupying another part of my vision and consciousness. “Aki, you brute! When I tell everyone you get your kicks from torturing beautiful young women like me, you’ll burn with shame!”

“Young?” I laughed, and even as she attacked one of the many large multi-legged fish creatures that crawled out of the shining turquoise seas like it was prehistoric times, her flames burning them to ash, she had time to retort angrily, in between her gasps and moans of pain, which were disturbingly erotic. I’m sure she’s doing that on purpose to punish me…

“Yes, oh damn, this hurts…” She let out a moaning sob. “Tan, take a little more of my... ugh... senses. Please.” With that she took a long shuddering breath, more flames cascading, steam roaring into the sky as the beasts cooked, though there seemed to be no end to them. “Of course I’m young! Younger than you, Aki, you cradle robber!”

“Cradle robber?” I chuckled, part of my attention also on Eri, whose face was similarly twisted in pain, her arms sprouting fungal blooms, flesh cracking and blood spilling, silver and red marred by black sludge. “You’re no child, right Eri?”

“I think…” she gasped, silvery sweat beading on her forehead, as she focused on pouring darkness energy into the mirror. She was simultaneously trying to direct her aether within her body to fight the damage the weakened spores Hyacinth had called upon were doing, a doubly-difficult task as her Chakra network was a mess, and struggled to respond to her efforts in ways she was used to. “...she’s talking about someone else.”

Hinata, huh? I get it, even so, it reminds me of my sis and her jokes when I first returned to Nishimorioka. Seeing I looked a touch unhappy, Shiro pouted, looking down, and I felt bad as she apologised.

“Sorry Aki. I’m not trying to be a bitch, but… seriously, this is torment! It’s no wonder… ouch, shit!” She swore, as a sudden rippling of her flesh gave way to fronds and tendrils of mould around her many scars.

“…how are you … putting up with this?” she asked Eri, though she didn’t forget to cast more flames into the mob of endless sea-creatures. Shaeula was helping to thin the hordes too, since as she had no aptitude for darkness element yet, her turn would come later.

“Willpower.” Eri grinned weakly, a little darkness energy shining azure in her eyes. Her heavy axe lay beside her, as her arms weren’t capable of wielding it properly at the moment, even here. As a fish-creature flopped onto the shore near her, it split in two, Shaeula’s wind blades lethally effective against the numerous, but largely weak, foes the sea disgorged.

This definitely isn’t bad ether. Each one doesn’t give too much ether, but the sea is full of prey, just as I suspected. Occasionally a powerful aquatic beast would surge through the shining waters to attack, but Shaeula and Hyacinth had no trouble defeating them or beating them back. Though it would likely be a different story if we were in the water, not on the shore.

“Well, looks like you’ve reached Level twenty-one at least.” I observed, a few minutes later, as the next wave of creatures were burned to ash by Shiro’s flames. “Having Lovers’ Link at Rank two is a useful power-up. It’s a damn shame you aren’t actually the Chosen though, so you don’t seem to have the lack of Level cap. You must definitely feel stronger though.”

“I do.” Shiro gasped, glad to be able to take a break, leaving the remaining threats to Shaeula and Hyacinth. Slumping down, she concentrated on trying to Heal her arm, where the fungus was slowly, agonisingly, devouring her flesh. Blood was trickling from her lips where she had bit down in her agony, even Tan sharing a good part of her senses not enough to diminish it to a tolerable level. “I definitely feel stronger and faster, but I’m still just pathetically weak unless I use Divine Possession. But if I do that right now… damn, that shitty Raven!” she cursed him, somewhat unfairly, for leading to her injuries.

“Here.” I could see the spread of the spores digging into her flesh and also her Chakra network, the spores a variant on the ones Hyacinth had used to harm the Kijo Matriarch when she shed her Astral flesh. “Let me have a go.” I split my consciousness once more, trickling aether in, not to purge, but to strengthen Shiro’s own efforts, guiding her body to respond to the invaders. Constantly suffering and Healing damage with aether was rapidly increasing her proficiency with Ether Healing, and she was even starting to send aether through her Silver Cord back to her Material body, an important step. “Looks like you’ve almost got it. Keep at it, it won’t be in vain!” I promised.

“Hyacinth knooows, it is not impossible.” She giggled, her nature energy causing the great fronds of seaweed that drifted in the tides to grow, forming into razor-sharp blades that dyed the sea red with blood as they slaughtered fish, amphibians and other deformed creatures that swam close. “Pain… pain is sad. I remember great pain, always new tooorments. The Dark Maidens…” Her face fell, remembering. “…I dooo not like to think of them. They are endlessly cruel… whips, pliers, pincers, files, hammers, saws, boooiling oil and more…” She twitched, perhaps remembering when such things were used on her. “Ooother torments too, of the heart, ooof the spirit.”

At her words, Shiro, Eri and even Shaeula had pitying looks on their faces, Eri and Shiro momentarily forgetting her own pains. On seeing their sympathetic appearance Hyacinth looked down, clearly touched and embarrassed by their care. “That is the past. Hyacinth is happy nooow, here with Akio and the mistresses. I have mooore new friends to serve, every day!” She giggled, and found herself shocked as Shiro pulled her into an embrace with her good arm, dark eyes actually damp with tears.

“Damn, Aki, she’s such a cutie. I get it, your hero complex would never allow a girl like this to suffer alone! Don’t worry…” she promised Hyacinth. “If anyone tries to bully you anymore, we’ll beat them up.” Her smile turned wicked. “Or we’ll ask Aki to, anyway!”

“You wouldn’t need to ask.” I replied dryly. “Nobody gets to hurt my girls.”

“Check out Aki, being smooth again!” Shiro grinned. “Ugh, this still hurts, but you’re right, Hyacinth. I’ve been in pain a lot of my life. Being healthy is just a dream to me. So… I can endure this too. I want a reward though!”

“A reward, huh? Sure, that sounds fair. Eri, you can have one too. Hyacinth, you’ve already succeeded, so name what you want.”

“This hardly seems fair-fair.” Shaeula pouted. “After all, I have already long mastered Ether Healing, have I not-not?”

“Okay then, for you… we’ll think of another task. I do have a few ideas.” I grinned slyly, and she looked a little nervous. Maybe it’s finally time for Shaeula to get over her fears and try for earth element, or perhaps…

As we bantered and trained, I found myself immersed in converting the darkness energy to my own, funnelling it back into the mirror. I had little aptitude for darkness, so the task was difficult, but as I manipulated the blue energies, dyeing them with my own, the Shingetsu, I began to understand the darkness better.

Small fragments of emotion could be found within what Hyacinth and Eri had bequeathed the mirror, nothing so real as thoughts, merely sensations, usually ones of heightened emotions such as jealousy, fear, anger… but there was also love, longing, cherishing and more. As I absorbed these, converting them to Shingetsu, the mirror shimmering with deep azure and silver light, I felt my ability to manipulate and handle darkness growing slightly. It’s still feeble, but in time, I’m sure I’ll master it, just like wind, fire, earth or water, elements much easier to understand.

“All right then.” I muttered, my reserves of darkness dry, the energies the mirror contained now all Shingetsu. Turning the carved frame, the mirror changed, now ready to accept light element. “Eri, Hyacinth, Shaeula, fill it up!”

[image: image-placeholder]


“You’ve got it!” I praised Shiro, as she lay with her head in my lap, face wet with tears. “Rank two, good job!” Stroking her silvery hair, I smiled. The mirror was on the ground beside me, fully charged with all the light and darkness energies we had. We need to recharge our Chakras, then do it another few times. Then the girls can try and learn their respective mutated elements like Aiko did.

“Shit, It was damn hard!” Shiro whined, quite unlike her usual demeanour, as she curled up on me like a wayward kitten. The gap between this and how she normally acted was very cute. “I can feel the difference though. My scars, they are tingling. It’s a bit maddening, I feel itchy all over.”

“Well, I can help with that.” I grinned, reaching down and starting to scratch the scars on her cheeks.

“Yeah, that’s the spot, that’s… hey!” She flushed pink, embarrassed. “Don’t just suddenly start doing that, Aki! My heart wasn’t prepared!”

We all laughed at that, causing her to squirm, ashamed. “Seriously, thanks Aki. You’ve worked hard for me. For all of us.”

“Hardly. This is thanks to your own efforts.” I denied that. “All I’ve done is use my Eye to guide you, offer some pointers, a bit of Chirurgery here and there. If you all didn’t have the will to see it through, we wouldn’t have got anywhere.”

“I call bullshit.” Shiro tilted her head, her one black eye looking up into my grey orbs. “Sure, we had to suffer, and damn, suffering doesn’t even cover half of it.” She grimaced, remembering, her gaze going to her good arm, which now had clean, white flesh around the fissures and cracks that scarred her, the fungal spores purged, their damage repaired. “You weren’t kidding when you said it would be training from hell.”

“Just try-try reaching the sixth Rank.” Shaeula chortled, knowing that agony was behind her, at least. “It was as if I was being devoured whole-whole by a swarm of fiery ants.”

“Bleh, show-off.” Shiro protested. “I’m going to be forced to try, aren’t I?” She let out a long, bitter sigh. “Sure, I can feel the aether flowing through my body, but it’s nowhere near strong enough to heal my scars, and it can’t regrow a missing eye, right?”

“I’m afraid not.” I bent down and kissed her on the forehead soothingly, causing her to freeze up for a moment.

“Damn it all Aki, stop that! You’re not Hayato, to be putting out such smooth moves!” she protested, red-faced.

“Just getting started early on that reward.” I smiled more genuinely, happy to have this sweet moment with Shiro, though I could see Eri looking jealous. Shiro could too, so she shifted a little, so her head was only on one of my thighs. Seeing that, Eri hesitated, only for Shiro to scold her.

“Don’t be shy, I didn’t take you for that sort. It’s obvious you want to, I’m not an idiot. I have an eye, you know!”

“Fine. You win!” Eri muttered, lying down, using my other leg for a pillow, her dark hair cascading over my lap. As Eri and Shiro looked at each other, their faces close enough for their breaths to be felt on each other’s faces, Eri giggled.

“What’s so funny?” Shiro asked.

“Just… this is somehow even more embarrassing than I thought. After all, we barely know each other, and here we are, using Akio’s lap as a pillow. I never would have expected this.”

“Well, from what I can see, looks like you’re the needy one.” Shiro told her. “Those two seem secure in the knowledge that they are loved and can have his attention whenever they want, so they don’t seem too bothered by him giving me a lot of attention. You though… I suppose I should give you credit for holding back, but the look on your face, Eri…” Shiro chuckled, amused.

“Really?” Eri asked. “Was it that bad? I… I’m trying not to be jealous.”

“That’s the problem. I get it though. You should be honoured to think the same way as this gorgeous princess.” Shiro pressed her. “Trying. Those two don’t have to try, they just accept things as they are, as they have to be. Those two noble girls I met seemed the same way, unconcerned and sure of their own worth, that Aki will like them. I don’t know about the other one though, I’ve not met her.”

“Hinata’s… well, she likes to spend time with Akio, doing business and making plans. But I don’t think she’s that possessive.” Eri admitted. “So you are just saying it’s me who is no good?” She pouted, irritated.

“Don’t be so downhearted. Aki will get upset unless you smile.” Shiro chided. “You’ve known him longer than me, you should know that. Besides, I said it, I’m the same way. Maybe it’s because I’ve never been in love before, but I want him to look at me all the time. Well, except for these…” She touched her scarred face bitterly.

“You do look a bit of a fright.” Eri giggled.

“Oh thanks. Well, just look at you with these!” Shiro reached out and grabbed Eri’s cat ears, causing her to yelp from the sensation.

“Hey, quit that!” Eri complained, batting her away.

“Damn, I get why guys like cat girls now. so soft…” Shiro snorted, her voice bright. “Look, Eri, we need to learn from the others. I can see you’ve made an effort, and I’m genuinely grateful that you welcomed me warmly. If our situations were reversed and I was first, well, I’m not so sure this princess could have been so magnanimous. I’ve always been the needy type. It comes from not being able to do much for myself, I suppose. But Aki… he’s got it hard. He’s carrying a lot of weight, and it’s only going to get heavier. So I think… when he’s with us, he shouldn’t have to worry about our moods, or keeping us happy. We need to make our own happiness, from being with Aki. And not just Aki. With each other. After all…” She turned her head on my lap, looking at Shaeula and Hyacinth. “We are all in this together now, right? Sisters?”

“Well said indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “Eri, you have been most gracious to me and the others, and I can not-not thank you enough. Continue to be our friend and sister, and happiness will-will come.”

“That’s harder and more painful than learning Ether Healing, sometimes.” Eri muttered. “But I know, I do. It’s just… I’m not stupid. You aren’t the last, Shiro.”

“Of course not. One is monogamy, two a threesome, three a harem. Four is the floodgates opening…” Shiro agreed. “I get that Aki is at least trying…” Her grin was wry as she repeated the earlier word. “…to hold back. But when it comes down to it, there’ll be others. I mean, that guy from Isekai Smartphone had nine. Come to think of it, that guy had a load of princesses as his wives as well. There you go, Aki. Two more. Unless you are shooting for the guy from Eighth Son? He had… ugh, too damn many!”

“Look, I’m not planning on…” I began, only for Eri to shush me.

“Listen to Shiro, all right? I am. I think… you’re pretty smart, aren’t you, Shiro?”

“Of course. This princess is a genius!” she replied proudly. “After all, didn’t I get Ether Healing to Rank two in a mere blink of an eye?”

“Hyacinth managed that as well.” Eri teased her. “Besides, mine is Rank three now!”

“Yeah, but you had a head start!” Shiro pouted, though I could tell she was teasing Eri. “Getting the first Rank is way harder than the second or third!”

“True!” Eri laughed, and as Shaeula joined in the banter, I looked up at the sky, silver lightning racing through the prismatic un-light of the Boundary. Well, we’re still waiting on Shaeraggo to return with news on Primal Forest. The girls are getting exhausted from the pain of learning Ether Healing, so we should probably try something else… hmm, how about that?

As soon as the idea struck me, it seemed a good one. With a smile, I pulled Eri and Shiro up, ignoring their groans of disappointment. I’m feeling a little disappointed myself. It was rather nice having them on my lap. No, there’s time for fun later. Now we work. “Well, I’ve tortured you all enough for now. How about we do this instead…?” It'll be tough, but I think in the end, it'll be worth it...


Three Hundred


“At least this training shouldn’t be painful.” I grinned. “Although I do want to continue pushing your Ether Healing later too.”

Eri bit her lip at that, remembering the agony, but she nodded, resolute. Getting up from my lap, she brushed herself off. “Something to look forward to.” she managed to joke.

“I’m tired Aki. You know I’ve not got much stamina.” Shiro sighed. “But… I guess you know what you’re doing, and are thinking of us. Fine. I’m out of aether though, so I don’t think I can manage much.” Shiro got off my lap as well, a touch regretfully, I thought. “You know, that was nice. Though it’s usually the guy lying in the lap of the girl in manga, right?”

“Do not-not worry about what others do, only what we wish to do.” Shaeula smirked. “Now, I am curious. What-what shall we train next? I am eager, as I had little-little to do while you worked.”

“As for aether, don’t worry.” I pointed to the sea. We were a bit outside our Territory along the coast, able to see the orange geysers of elemental energy in the distance. “While the tide of aquatic enemies has slackened off for now, I’m sure we can always draw out some more. Sagami Bay is likely full of prey.” My smile was savage. “Of course, if we run into some aquatic Yōkai who can communicate, we’ll try for an alliance, bringing in some more troops can’t hurt.” Besides, the more Fae, Yōkai and other intelligent beings I meet, the less appetite I have for fighting them. Unless they need to be destroyed, of course. Some of the Night Parade surely qualified for that, such as the Kijo, but others could be reasoned with, accommodations reached.

“So you want us to fill up and keep training? Monster, brute, pervert!” Shiro complained.

“Hey, that last one is unfair!” I joked, to the laughter of everyone. “But you’re not wrong. We have an advantage, that I can appraise our Skills, and Shaeula and I can also see the flow of aether and your Chakra networks, as well as adjust them with Chirurgery. We need to leverage this.” When we get a Ring Gate set up in Kyoto, we can start working with Yasaka-san as well. He has a different sort of informative ability, but I suspect it can find out things I can’t. Saionji-san should be interested in strengthening Yasaka-san as well, considering he’s an ally… “There’s also one more source of information we have access to that nobody else does.”

“Me?” Shiro asked, seeing my gaze, before realising. “No, Tan, right?”

Yeah, Ortlinde, even in her brief few hours with me, imparted a lot of wisdom that at least pointed me in the right direction, even if it was rather scant on details. So having Taṇhā, a being from a higher plane, one who might even be classed as a Goddess, to some extent, here to advise us, is surely a great boon.

“I do not wish to destroy your hopes...” Tan declared seriously, fully taking over Shiro, remaining eye and hair burning with iridescent flame. “…but there is much wisdom I cannot impart to you. Many secrets of the higher Astral must remain just that. Secrets.”

“I am curious as to why-why that is.” Shaeula inquired, her amber eyes sparkling with interest. “Surely your lot has been thrown in with us now, has it not-not? Your actions, to effectively take-take the Divine Favour meant for Shiro here and usurp her body are surely breaches of whatever agreement you did-did have with the other Pantheons, am I not-not correct?”

“I did not usurp the princess.” Tan protested huffily. “We came to an agreement. Perhaps the agreement was… rather more of benefit to me, but I did and always intended to honour my promises. Despite my lineage, and father having a… wicked… reputation, I do not believe I am evil, merely eager to secure what I wish. No, if you want to see true evil…” she clammed up then. “Alas, I cannot speak of that, for it touches on the higher Astral and the mysteries.”

“See, I don’t get it.” I shrugged. “I get that all you Pantheons have some kind of agreement, Ortlinde said so herself, but really, as Shaeula said, you’ve already breached it. Who is going to know if you tell us a few things?”

“It is far from that simple.” Tan protested. “There are always those that know. Oracles and seekers of truth, those that dig secrets free from the darkness where they are buried. The Pantheons used to contend savagely with each other, many worlds destroyed, Territories annihilated. Now… now we have a truce, though skirmishes, covert wars and sabotage are not uncommon. Amongst Pantheons and between them. Shadow wars.” Tan shook Shiro’s head sadly, frowning as if to mock the stupidity of it all.

“Though most of the spoils of the agreement goes to the One True Throne, the majority of worlds that survive, in themselves a minority, that does not mean the alternative is any better. So yes, like the Valkyrie from the World Tree, who smuggled such a delectable fruit down to you…” She was drooling again, and I imagined Shiro was writhing with embarrassment inside her. “…I made a choice. Originally I was to pass on the Divine Favour and return, but seeing the princess, her… fascinating and vanishingly rare circumstances, I decided to take a risk. To gain a world for my father, one that I control… well, I would be benefitting greatly, as would my whole Pantheon. Father and my sisters… we are not well liked within our sphere.”

“I see. Your father does have an evil reputation.” I agreed.

“Good and evil are relative concepts. What is beneficial for one is good, harmful is evil. But I am not here to debate philosophy. The risk was worth it, but now… I have lost my guarantee of this world becoming mine, have I not?” She glared at me, single remaining eye narrowed, crimson light leaking from within. “I still believe that your world has a greater chance of survival within my grasp. Though I dare say the princess will not fight you for it.”

“No, I most certainly won’t.” Shiro managed to protest. “Aki and I, when it comes down to it, we’ll work something out. But it should be one of us, right? Oh wait, your sister has a Divine Favour too now, right? Maybe you’d concede to her, since you are such a siscon!”

More laughter, and Eri shrugged. “He might, but Aiko wouldn’t take it. She’s a bigger brocon than Akio is a siscon. She’s content to be his strength, I think.”

“Whoa, is that even possible?” Shiro goggled, shocked. “My mind is blown!” Tan then regained control, speaking sourly.

“Enough. These are important matters, I find this humour inappropriate. I shall impart some small wisdom. Territories of the Third, Fourth and Fifth ranks are common. Many powerful beings control such, drawing on their strength. I myself possess a Fifth Rank Territory within the Pantheon, one that puts your trifling land to shame. I suspect that the Territory you call the Seelie Court is one such Fifth Rank Territory. The gap from Fifth to Sixth, where the higher Astral resides, is far. Few existing Territories go from Fifth to Sixth. Gathering the resources, the ether, defending it for long, bitter years as it lies helpless… no, the safest way to a Sixth Rank Territory is to grow a world from the shallows, commanding it as an Astral Emperor. But even that is largely doomed to failure, or another world joins the One True Throne. I believed I could take advantage…”

Okay, the gap from Third to Fourth Rank is massive, I know that. Even assuming for Fifth Rank it goes back to a tenfold jump, which I doubt… then Fifth to Sixth being another bottleneck, possibly even worse than Third to Fourth… my head hurts just thinking about it. If it wasn’t for me becoming more Fae-like, would I even live long enough to make this possible?

Seeing my expression, Tan laughed. “You now see why few worlds survive? There are some Pantheons that stand aloof, and prey harshly on worlds they find, sucking them dry to fuel the slow growth of their own Territories, though these are usually the weaker ones. There are also creatures who have carved out their own Territories, Astral Emperors of their own domains. They also hunger for strength, for growth. They are no match for the Pantheons, of course, lying low when stronger beings cross their paths, but for ripe, fresh worlds, it is as easy as stamping on a bug when they are discovered.”

“For someone who wasn’t going to say much, you said a lot, not that I’m complaining.” I observed, and Tan shook Shiro’s head again.

“Such secrets I can divulge. They are merely fragments of knowledge any world that connects to the higher Astral, or has visitors from the tides above, will discover. No, I cannot speak of specifics, of strength. That is what the Favours are for. If we wished to claim a world discovered, as happened in the past, if I simply exerted my true might, it would be trivial. But the Boundary would sunder and burn away under my radiance, and it would be a beacon to others, to predators and other Pantheons. They too would hurry to claim the resources and beings here. Battles would break out, and the world would likely be reduced to ashes in the crossfire. While nigh-numberless worlds dwell here in the shallows, and the Pantheons encompass near-infinite Territories, the loss of so many could not be borne, not since the… no, this I cannot speak of.” Tan shuddered, looking frightened. “…do you think warring Pantheons, with endless history of war, hatred and destruction, would just agree to a set of such restrictive rules?”

“It seems this One True Throne might.” Eri observed. “It looks like they almost always win, so it benefits them.”

“Of course it does, after all, they are the only Ninth Heaven.” Tan spat. “No other single Pantheon is anywhere near their match. Though with allies…” She paused, before gathering her thoughts. “It was the One True Throne who pushed most for restrictions on knowledge. The Six Paths, your World Tree, others… they had no wish to hoard knowledge so deeply. But to reach accord…” She shook her head. “My father agreed. After all, the One True Throne hates competition, but certain Gods, it hates with a furious passion. My father amongst them.” She sighed then, clearly frustrated.

“I will say one last thing, skirting the bounds of what I may reveal. Should this world crown an Astral Emperor, such a being will be of use in the battles above. Perhaps a few of the strongest other humans and spiritual beings will also find favour, but the majority will be nothing more than numbers. Though even numbers have their place. So do not grow arrogant. Even a powerful world is but a single world. Never forget that.”

“Here. All that talking is thirsty wooork!” Hyacinth handed us some drinks, fruit juice and honey mead. I looked at her, only to see silvery bodies of fish-creatures vanishing, turning to ether, behind us. Seeing my gaze, Hyacinth giggled. “The mistresses were engrossed in the talk, Akio, and sooo were you. I did nooot want you to be disturbed, so I dealt with them.”

“I see. Great job!” I praised her, rubbing her head, and she purred happily. “So, I get it. I think. A fresh world reaching the higher Astral is merely a small chick, easily destroyed, but still has some value to the larger Pantheons. I suppose if we look at it like this, all resources are better than not having them. It’s like adding an extra Ether Spire. I’d take it in a heartbeat if I could. Well, Tan, thanks for that. I don’t want to get you in trouble, not when that might get Shiro dragged into it as well, but… I’m sure my course is a correct one now.”

It can’t just be me being strong all alone. Yes, I need strength, strength to protect the Earth, and it looks like being Astral Emperor, while the first goal, isn’t the end goal, merely the start of a longer journey. No, if we are to survive, and not merely as a Vassal, or even a slave, of the established, higher powers, we need to show both value and enough strength to make us less of an easy target. To that end…

“Tan, now I’m sure. Your whole competition is twisted in favour of the One True Throne, as you call them. There’s probably some trick to it, that gives them the advantage, that you all agreed to. But forget that. I want my world to have a chance of something better. First, I need to stop it being destroyed. And then… I don’t want it to be just the leader of the world who has value, whoever that ends up being. I want humanity to be powerhouses, to matter. So to that end, I have some questions. Simple ones, which I hope you can answer without breaking your agreement further.” I looked at Tan with earnest hopes, and she sighed, defeated.

“Very well. Your pleas have reached me. I cannot divulge higher techniques or abilities, but a few scraps from the table, such as this Valkyrie provided, that I can do. So, ask.”

“We were talking about growth, and how I believe the reason why Ortlinde only gave me the seeds and as little actual power as possible was to not twist my foundations, allowing my growth to be as pure and strong as possible. This is accurate, right?”

“I believe so.” Tan agreed. “Everything is built upon foundations. If the foundation is rushed, unstable, or not comprehended, future growth will suffer. Even if it is strong to start, eventually the unstable growth will lead to failure, a tangle that halts progress.”

Just as I thought. So, knowing that… “From what I have gathered so far, the root of strength is the body, right? Material and Astral, the Silver Cord connecting them as well? And the fundamental abilities to control aether, and possibly adherence? Elemental abilities are flexible and powerful, but they seem oddly derivative.”

Everyone was looking at me with interest now, and Tan licked her lips, a hungry expression in her eye. “You are rather perceptive. Or is that the Eye you have?” She peered into my grey orb flecked with amber stars. “I believe I can share this, yes. Material laws are the first foundation. There are many worlds that have technology far exceeding that which this planet can muster. Some has spread through the Pantheons, though many disdain such things. Because Material yields to Astral.” Tan observed.

“Though without the Material, the Astral holds no meaning. Then above that… I cannot speak of this.” She halted, grumbling. “Adherence… the concentrated power of belief… it is indeed more powerful than ether, yet also more finite. Your path is a hard one, but to build a tower that reaches the realms above, a weak foundation will simply not do.”

“I wish to know more-more about elements. After all, Fae are creatures of the elements.” Shaeula insisted. Tan merely shrugged.

“Answer me this. Earth, Fire, Air, Water. Earth, Fire, Water, Metal, Wood. Light and Darkness. Lightning, Ice, Wood and Metal. Why do these exist? Why are they grouped so? When you know the answer, you will surely understand.”

Yes, I have wondered about that. Just taking the first group, Earth is a mixture of various periodic elements and compounds, fire is a chemical process, water is a compound, and air is a mixture. Then we have metal, which is a series of periodic elements. Ice is just water in a solid state… light is, well, light, but darkness isn’t even really a thing, just an absence of light. It doesn’t make sense, unless… ether and adherence, they follow one rule. I think I’m on the edge of an answer…

“I see-see.” Shaeula was close, too. “When Akio first mastered the wind, I did-did wonder how he managed it so easily, but then his knowledge did indeed-indeed help me to grow my own-own mastery. Strange. Material laws, then yielding to the Astral. I think…” She too struggled with the concepts.

“Right. We’ve come a long way around my idea, but here goes. We need to strengthen our cores. Levelling is a finite resource for you all right now. But stronger Skills, that we can work on. So, I intend to have us work on aether manipulation, our Silver Cords and our Chakra networks. I know it’s difficult, but all our other abilities seem to flow from these.” I looked at Shiro then. “We’ll be working on adherence manipulation as well, but not today. I’m very low on adherence, most of mine was used to give my sis Yamato’s Divine Favour.” Tsukiko-san did the same for me, giving me hers, as I didn’t have enough left to accept Tsukuyomi’s gift on my own.

“That’s going to be tough. My Chakra network is ruined, right?” Eri observed mournfully.

“As for us Fae, we struggle to manipulate aether, do we not-not?” Shaeula agreed with Eri about the difficulty. “It is instinctive for us, like breathing.”

“Yes, but you’ve already learned how to do it to a decent extent, haven't you?” I consoled her. “And Eri, yeah, it’ll be hard, but it might also help us put you back together, I think. As for Shiro, it’ll make you stronger and healthier. Besides, we have a lot of advantages others don’t.” I used some of my own aether, which was plentiful, since I was just about to cross the five-thousand mark in terms of my Aether Statistic.

“Here. Here’s what Eri looked like before she got tangled up with Ginneka.” I created a shining hologram of her network. “And here’s now.” Another one appeared, this one messed up and shifting. “Shaeula before, and Shaeula now she is a Kamaitachi as well as a Fae.” Her seven primary Chakras were now surrounded by dark halos, orbiting them, only the lunar Chakra free from this new addition. “And here’s Shiro’s, and mine.” Holding all the images was giving my Split Thoughts a workout, and returning my headache to me, which seemed to come when I was overstressing my mind. Still, no pain, no gain, right?

“They all have a lot of similarities, but they look different.” Eri observed, and Shiro agreed.

“Yes, mine seems to be connected to another, here. Is this Tan’s?” she asked, pointing to various strange offshoots.

“I think so. My Eye doesn’t seem to be strong enough to fully unveil Tan yet, so I only see some of the overlapping and connecting parts.”

“I should think not.” Tan spoke suddenly. “I would be greatly ashamed for a mere mortal to spy my secrets. After all, I am Divine!”

“Akio, why is mine nooot here?” Hyacinth asked, a touch enviously, and I once more rubbed her head, before adding it to the collection of holograms, further contributing to my aching brain.

“There you go. Now…” I looked at the sandy beach around us, out of reach of the tides of Sagami Bay. Channelling some earth element, I created a wall, isolating an area. “…how about we get creative, and sketch these out in the sand?” The beach here is far nicer than the coast back in the Material. Maybe we should open a beach-side café as well as the Treetop one?
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“This is so hard! And it’s really uncomfortable. Like bugs squirming under my skin!” Eri protested, as she channelled aether, freshly provided by slain sea-creatures gathered by me. I had come up with some exercises to test strength and precision, and Tan, surprisingly, had let slip a few small ideas.

“I know.” My Eye glittered amber, and I could see that her control was being hampered by the flow of aether spilling from her twisted network. Even as I watched, the balls of water and sand Eri was moving started crumbling, and Shaeula yelped as seawater splashed her. As Eri apologised, I glanced at Shiro, who was pale and sweating, her scars burning painfully in reaction to the aether she was channelling. Even so, she was living up to her boasts of being a genius, as her Aether Manipulation had already reached Rank 2. She was also drawing aether into her Astral body, constantly trying to nourish it, as the parts without Tan’s interference, and her Silver Cord, were feeble, merely Rank 1.

“Damn, Aki, I agree with Eri. This is very difficult!” she pouted. “If I wasn’t such a wreck I’d get it, I just know it.”

“I know, it’s not fair, right?” Eri joined in with her complaints, sharing a sympathetic smile.

“You just wait until you need-need to reach Rank six.” Shaeula joined in their complaints. “Climbing over the first wall is most-most trying.”

“Hyacinth is sooorry, I am bad at this.” She was juggling balls of sand, watching them fall apart regularly. “When I dooo not think about it I can do it.” She demonstrated, and suddenly aether was flowing, gathering numerous balls of sand. “But when I try tooo do it consciously, it goes awry!” She seemed downcast that she couldn’t meet my expectations.

“No, that’s the point. Shaeula went through the stage of learning how to use aether consciously, and you have to as well. When you can, you can achieve far more than merely doing it by instinct.” I continued to chivvy them up. “I already promised rewards for success with Ether Healing, right? I’m sure I can upgrade the rewards, based on the number of Ranks you go up.”

“That is far-far from fair.” Shaeula sniffed. “I am trying to shatter walls and breach bottlenecks, my task is much-much harder.”

“True, but then, you are Shaeula, Duchess of the Spring of Clear Reflections, princess of the Seelie Court, right? This should be nothing for you!” I teased her.

“Hmm.” She snorted, a little happy at my praise. As she agreed, getting back to her work, Shiro smiled.

“Now that’s harem management.” she praised me. “Ugh, I think I can’t get the aether to flow through me here.” She pointed to the area below her heart. “I can feel it getting stuck. Help me out, Aki!”

“All right.” My Eye flaring, I inserted my own ether, making her shiver. I could have forcibly moved the flow for her, but instead I was gentle, guiding her, allowing her to feel the way it should be done. She shivered as I worked, though she never stopped her exercises.

“You know, this is kind of perverted.” Shiro muttered, surprising me. “You are pouring your white stuff inside me.”

“I’d say it’s more silver.” I sighed, gently flicking her forehead. “Now that’s the sort of line Yasu-san might say. Although I suppose Aimi-chan might have said something similar reading her favourite BL stuff.”

“Yeah, I never did get the appeal of that.” Shiro strained, the flow reaching her heart and slowly moving upwards. “Well, I think I’m good for now. Eri looks like she needs help too.”

Indeed, Eri was watching our conversation enviously, so, suppress ing a grin, I headed over to assist her, all the while balls of sand and water circling me, my Split Thoughts constantly expending aether to manipulate them. After all, powering up the girls is important, but I can’t neglect my own training…


Side One Hundred And Nine – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


“Hey, you missed homeroom!” Yae-chan whispered to me as I took my seat at the desk next to her. The look of concern on her face was touching, but also a bit troubling. I guess the news is out, it’s not surprising, really. Just what do I say to everyone?

“Yeah, well, getting back from Kyoto isn’t easy.” I whispered back. “Anyway…” Before I could say something, our teacher clapped her hands, drawing our attention.

“All right, settle down. This is school, this isn’t the time for gossip. That said…” The teacher looked sympathetic, and I felt bad. “…I’m sure you’ve all heard the news of the tragic events in Kyoto, which some of our precious students were swept up in.” The teacher peered at me, then glanced over to Eri’s empty seat.

“We’ve had notifications from the parents of Mori-san, she’ll be taking a leave of absence from school, to rehabilitate from her injuries. She is staying in Tokyo, with her fiancé, and will be receiving the best medical care, and is expected to make a full recovery. We hope she’ll be back to graduate with everyone, but if not, please hold her in your hearts, and be sure to support Oshiro-san, who was witness to such troubling events.” She smiled at me then. “If you need any assistance, the school nurse and counsellor are ready to listen.”

Wow, the stares of my classmates are torture right now. I forced a smile onto my face. “Thanks for the offer, sensei. But I think I’ll be fine.”

“Please don’t put on a brave face and suffer in silence. The school is here for you, and you don’t want to let this affect your performance in your upcoming exams, do you? Since you are aiming for a Tokyo university, you’ll need to do well.”

“Yeah, I know. Thanks again.” I replied, embarrassed by all the attention. As class then started, fortunately it was English, so I could switch off my brain. A few minutes later, as I was half-dozing, considering my plans for later, the teacher was asking some of the students to read the paragraphs from their textbooks, Yae-chan had moved her desk a bit closer, and leaning over, whispered to me once more.

“Seriously, are you all right, Ai-chan? I bet you are just putting on a brave face. Little Ri-Ri is your best friend, I can’t imagine what it’s like, getting caught up in an incident and seeing her hurt… you know, if you need a shoulder to cry on, or to vent, I’m here. Rika-chan too. Well, I guess the volleyball team and the Kyūdō club will support you as well…”

Yeah, there’s no way I can ever describe the feeling of seeing Eri’s limbs get severed, her flesh ripping and shredding, blood spilling everywhere, while I was helpless to do anything but worry, and cling to hope that my bro would do something about it. Then the bodies started coming through… I shuddered then, the memories painful. Still bro did do something about it. Though Eri made her own luck, it seems. Wow, it was a miracle when you think about it…

Noticing my trembling, Yae-chan looked sympathetic. She was going to whisper further words of consolation to me, but the teacher noticed, and told us to behave. “Sorry, sensei.” I laughed. “I should be paying attention, but… well, it’s English, I could just sleep through and it wouldn’t hurt my grades.” I put on a mocking expression, trying to lighten the mood.

“Maybe so.” our teacher admitted. “But Chihiya-san here…” She glared pointedly at Yae-chan. “…is hardly impressing with her grasp of English, is she?”

“My bad, teach.” Yae-chan giggled. “You’ve got me there!” With that the others joined in the laughter, and I was forced to listen to the rest of the class, my mind on other things, things that were much more important to me than English class…
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“Lunchtime at last.” Yae-chan grumbled, pulling out a bento box from her bag, opening it to reveal her lunch. Rika-chan came rushing over as soon as the bell went, as did several other of my classmates, including Tomoko-chan from my volleyball team. The doors to the classroom opened, and onlookers from the other classes were here too, including my junior from Kyūdō, Akari-chan, who rushed over when she saw me, her ponytail bouncing. Her eyes lit up with relief, and I felt both embarrassed and happy at her concern and idolisation of me.

“Aiko-senpai, thank the Gods you’re safe! When I saw the news, I was so worried…” Akari-chan cried, tears in her eyes.

“Yeah, we all were.” Yae-chan broke in. “We went from achingly jealous at all the pictures you were sending us, to worried we’d never see you again. So…” She paused, before making up her mind and speaking honestly. “…how’s Ri-Ri? Really? And little Marika-chan from Chairoakitara shrine. She was in some of your photos, right?”

There were nods all around. “Yeah, tell us.” One of the boys from class asked. I could see Masaki-kun behind the press of classmates, looking curious as well. I think it’s genuine, not just to impress his ex, Yae-chan, about how much of a good guy he is.

“Look, Marika-chan is fine. She wasn’t present when it all went down, though she’s understandably shaken up.” Not as much as her mother though. Wow, the return journey was hellish, the atmosphere unbelievably frosty. She had wanted to take her daughter back to Nishimorioka, which was understandable, I supposed. Her father-in-law had talked her out of it for now, but she was definitely a ticking time-bomb, ready to explode at any moment.

“As for me… yeah, as you can see, I’m totally unhurt.” I stood, spinning around to show I was uninjured. Don’t think I can’t see your looks, boys. But this Aiko is not so unguarded as to let my skirt flip up! “Eri… well, don’t get me wrong, it’s not good.” At that, Rika-chan and Yae-chan looked awful. They had warmed to Eri recently, treating her as a friend, despite how frequently harsh and dismissive Eri was to them. I guess they are good girls at heart, despite their flashy appearances.

“My bro was totally distraught.” That’s not a lie. He looked like a zombie for the first few hours afterwards. I get it. I think I do, anyway. Even it if wasn’t his fault, it still was, as a leader. Damn, being in charge sucks. I’d much rather play a supporting role. “You should have seen him…” I exaggerated to lighten the tense atmosphere. “…he was crying at her bedside and everything, saying he'd not rest until she could walk again! He’s got the finest medical care for her, so…”

“Walk again? You mean… she’s paralysed?” Yae-chan gasped. “Poor Ri-Ri, what a tragedy. Those monsters who attacked Kyoto should get the death penalty!”

Yeah, that was the story, wasn’t it. A crazy cult. Sadly, a lone knifeman wouldn’t fit what’s already out there. “I think the police shot most of them. I don’t know, I was too busy looking out for Eri and the others.” I dissembled. “And well, yeah, Eri’s in a wheelchair at the moment. Spinal injury. The doctors say that with rehab though, she’ll be as good as new. But with the best care being in Tokyo, she’s staying in the city. Besides, my bro could never let her suffer without him there to protect her.”

“What about scarring?” one girl I didn’t know well, from the year below me, asked, worried. “A girl as pretty as Mori-san should be concerned about that.”

Wow, don’t make me remember. When the skin on Eri’s back and stomach began to shred, I nearly threw up. The results were hideous. It’s fortunate my bro is a master of Ether Healing. Though, knowing my bro, he’d treat Eri just the same, whether she was covered in scars or not. But Eri wouldn’t like it. She’s proud that bro likes her looks… “Yeah, she’s been lucky. Apparently the majority will fade away in time, and bro got his cash out, so she’ll have whatever repair-work Eri needs to fix the scarring.”

“You mean plastic surgery?” another girl asked, and I shook my head.

“Don’t ask me. I’m no expert. All I know is, I was there when the specialist called in by bro was summoned.” I lied. “And he assures us with a few months of recovery, she’ll be good as new.”

“That’s a relief.” Yae-chan sighed, hand on her chest, Rika-chan echoing her.

“Yeah, if little Ri-Ri was permanently injured, I don’t know what we’d do. Those bastards…” she cursed the fictional terrorists. “…but if Ri-Ri misses graduation, that’ll be terrible. Really, if she’s living in Tokyo now, we might never see her again.”

“That’s right. It sucks. We were just starting to get along.” Yae-chan pouted. “I’m glad she’s going to recover, of course, but…”

Yeah, I’m starting to feel genuinely bad for them now. I wonder… “Hey, well, if you want, why not visit them in Tokyo? It isn’t like my bro will turn you away, will he? For some reason…” I eyed them up and down impishly, and Yae-chan blushed, looking shy, while Rika-chan merely giggled softly. “…he likes your company. Men!” I snorted.

“Hey, she’s badmouthing her brother!” Tomoko-chan smirked. “That doesn’t happen often!”

Well, my bro’s wandering eye is something to criticise. Though to be fair, it’s not cheating, as everyone agreed to it. It’s also a good chunk my fault, as I pushed Eri into accepting Shaeula. Wow, it sure did snowball from there though. The problem is, I love all the girls my bro likes. They’re all different, and beautiful, and are so disgustingly into him. Plus they treat me right… wow, I’m so shallow! But what sister wouldn’t want her brother to be popular? “Wow, it’s a sister's prerogative to call out her bro when he’s messing around, right?”

At that, the girls that were at the sleepover with the noble girls back before Eri’s birthday shared knowing looks. They had seen first-hand the carnage that was my bro’s love-life, and Shaeula had made it clear where she stood.

“So… I’d love to visit Tokyo, see how Ri-Ri is doing, but it just isn’t happening.” Yae-chan sighed. “We don’t exactly have enough money, do we Rika-chan?”

“Nope. Fashion and makeup take up what little we have.” she pouted. “It’s not like your brother buys us fancy gifts all the time, not that we didn’t appreciate the jewellery he brought back from Las Vegas, or the clothes from before.”

“I’m still so jealous of that!” Tomoko-chan complained, as did others from the volleyball team. “You never did put in that good word with your brother for us, did you?”

“Why would I? You already know the mess my bro’s love-life is, I don’t need more girls like you getting involved. Besides, do you think you’re worthy?” I snorted, glad to have changed the subject from the gloomy talk of Eri’s injuries. “Well, Rika-chan, Yae-chan, I can ask my bro if he can pay for your visit? It wouldn’t be that bad, he owns something quite similar to a hotel near where he lives.” Wait, doesn’t he own some hotels too, now? I never did get many details about that…

“He’d pay for your train tickets I’m sure, so all you’d need is spending money, and knowing my bro, he’d just end up treating you anyway.” Besides, I could pay it myself easily enough. Bro gave me a ton of money I haven’t spent yet, and more keeps turning up in my account all the time. It’s getting to the point I’m too scared to look. I’m too used to being poor, it’s hard to change that mindset…

“Really?” Yae-chan brightened. I didn’t miss the grumpy look that crossed Masaki-kun’s face at that. “I don’t know… I couldn’t…”

“Yeah, it’s tempting, but Ri-Ri might get annoyed at us if we showed up, and I’d feel bad asking for handouts…” Rika-chan agreed.

“Hey, why only them?” Tomoko-chan protested., and I could see Akari-chan looking envious as well, though I think that was more for missing out on spending time in my company, rather than Eri, Tokyo or my bro. She really is like a little cute puppy. Anyway, Yae-chan and Rika-chan are pretty transparent. You know… It seemed a bit unfair that Kana-chan’s friends got to be involved in my bro’s new world, while Rika-chan and Yae-chan were ignorant of everything but his mess of a love-life. Damn, is this how Shaeula feels all the time, wanting people to be involved? Wow, I’m not asking them to be bro’s women or anything though. Eri would kill me anyway!

“Be quiet a minute, Tomoko-chan.” I warned her firmly. “This isn’t a time for jokes. This is about Eri, and you aren’t exactly friends with her. Oddly enough, I heard Eri call you two her friends… she was rather embarrassed.” I said to the surprised pair of gals, who flushed, a little touched.

“Really? Ri-Ri actually said that?” Yae-chan murmured.

“She did.” I assured them. “So I don’t think she’d mind if you visited. In fact, I think she’d be happy. Want me to put in a word with my bro. Or…” In fact, maybe I should call Hinata? She’d be more than happy to send her helicopter over for us. It’s a lot easier than the train… wow, my sense of money has completely collapsed recently, hasn’t it? Having a super-rich sister-in-law has its benefits…

“Seriously? You’re not teasing?” Yae-chan asked, and I felt a little bad for her. Yeah, it’s definitely not fair.

“Why would I be teasing? Like I said, you are friends of Eri now, I’m sure she’d be happy to see you. I know she’s got my bro, and then there’s also Marika-chan from here, as well as Shaeula, so she’s not going to be lonely, but even so, being away from home is a big step, isn’t it?”

“It sure is.” Rika-chan agreed. “I mean, every girl and most of the boys dream about leaving this town, right?” At that the rest of the older students here nodded. “But to do it under such tragic circumstances… yeah, Ri-Ri has it tough. Lucky she has your brother to look after her.”

“Well, just say the word. I can call my bro any time. Maybe this weekend could work?” I offered, thinking. “That would give Eri time to get settled. Oh, though I have to wonder…”

“Wonder what?” Yae-chan asked.

“Oh, it’s nothing.” I grinned mischievously. “I’ll ask you later.”

“Oh come on, don’t leave me hanging like that, it’s cruel!” Yae-chan pouted, and I changed the subject.

“Enough about that. Look at these!” I opened up my phone, to show off some pictures I hadn’t sent back yet. There were images of Eri and I in shrine maiden hakama, looking damn cute, I thought. There were group shots, and images from our ryokan, and more.

“Hey, who are they?” one boy asked, fascinated by all the cute shrine maidens.

“That’s Kana-chan and her friends. Kana-chan lives at the shrine my bro manages now. She’s a beauty, right? Jealous?” I teased the guys.

“Damn, your brother is surrounded by flowers. If he was here, I’d beat him up!” one shouted, anguished, to much laughter.

“Sure, if you think you can.” I scoffed. “Didn’t you see the baseball this year?”

I continued flipping photos, and then Yae-chan gasped. “Wait, that’s the concert Red and White put on, right? I forgot that was a thing what with all the worry over you and Ri-Ri and the attack. I hear the encore was cancelled due to the incident, wasn't it?”

“Yeah, I saw the footage on YouTube of the kid that was covered in blood. Come to think of it, while the camera was mostly on the boy, it looked a bit like your brother and you were there too, didn’t it?” one girl asked, having seen the images, and several agreed with her.

“So, did you know the boy who got injured?” Tomoko-chan asked.

“Yeah, that’s Ren-san. He escaped the attack and came looking for help.” I answered.

“Why to your brother?” Tomoko-chan pressed. “It seems strange.”

Why is an airhead like you being so perceptive all of a sudden? Wow, so damn annoying! Putting on my most charming expression, I couldn’t help but grin as a lot of the boys blushed. Well, bro. Your sister still has her charms. Maybe I could even match you with my own reverse harem! Nah, not interested. Not with these guys, anyway… “You know, my bro’s pretty famous for being a bit of a badass now.” I downplayed his achievements, made it sound plausible. “Like I said before, you all saw the baseball, right? Bro’s been doing combat sports and martial arts too. I had worried I was adopted, being the only sporty one in the family, but I guess that fear is gone now.” I joked.

“Even so… it doesn’t add up.” Tomoko-chan pressed. “If you are there, and the attack is happening then, why wasn’t Mori-san with you? In fact, it’s a bit hard to tell from the footage, and the fact so many people are wearing shrine maiden attire, but I saw someone that might have been Mori-san…”

Will you shut up? Stop poking holes in everything! “I don’t really want to talk about it.” I warned, making my voice sound sad. “It’s still painful…” I have a trump card to play to distract everyone…

“Instead… how about this?” I opened up a picture, which had me, that weird foreigner Suzu-san, and the three members of Red and White in it.

“O. M. G.” Yae-chan exclaimed, and everyone who was puzzling over events was successfully distracted by my nuclear option. “That’s… that’s Tamami-sama, Kanako-sama and Tsubame-sama from Red and White! You met them? You got a selfie?”

“Hey, who's that blonde girl? She’s gorgeous. That hair…” Rika-chan admired her drill-curls.

“Don’t mind her. Just a tourist.” I dismissed Suzu-san. She’s my bro’s problem, apparently. One of Shiro’s allies. Hmm, Eri will have met her now. I wonder how they got on… if it’s a girl my bro actually fell for without being forced into it, she must really be something… “I didn’t just get a selfie…” I grinned. “I have Tamami-chan’s number!”

At that declaration, the problematic inquiries were forgotten, and I continued to talk about the concert and the idols that made up Red and White, until my stomach growled noisily, and embarrassed, I started eating my lunch…
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“Sorry, I’m skipping Kyūdō today. I have business at the shrine.” I said, waving to Rika-chan and Yae-chan. “Can one of you run down to the archery range and let my club members know?”

“Sure, we can do that for you, Ai-chan!” Yae-chan smiled. “But then you’ll owe us a favour. I… I’m going to speak to my mom tonight. If she says yes…” her smile grew broader. “I’ll be in your care. Please ask Aki for us.”

Still with the nickname, huh? “I will. Now, I have to be off.” With a wave, I headed towards the mountains, where the shrine was. “It’ll be weird doing this alone, without Eri. I’m not scared, why would I be? I’m way stronger than before. But it’ll be lonely, having nobody to share this with…” A treacherous thought that maybe if Rika-chan and Yae-chan had Chirurgery, they could keep me company, flickered through my mind, but I dismissed it. No, I’ve seen the deaths of unprepared people. I couldn’t take others in, unless they had the strength. Just Chirurgery isn’t enough…

Taking the steps to the shrine three at a time, bounding up, my stamina seemingly endless after I received the Divine Favour of Kannon, I quickly passed the weathered canine statues and more traditional Shīsā that watched over the shrine, only to wish I hadn’t, coming to a sudden stop.

“Oh, so you’re here.” the woman, Takeyabashi-san, Marika-chan’s mother, snapped sourly, having stormed out of the shrine, red-faced, after another argument with her father-in-law. “It must be nice to be young and stupid.”

Wow, excuse me? I narrowed my eyes, annoyed. “That seems a bit uncalled for, Takeyabashi-san. I may be young, but I’m not that stupid.”

“You are. Though you can easily be old, senile and stupid as well.” She shot an angry glare back to the shrine. “Getting involved in this dangerous madness. I never wanted Marika to go to Tokyo at all, and now this… people died! Your friend was maimed. Children shouldn’t be doing this!”

“I agree.” I replied, surprising her. A look of triumph crossed her features, before I continued. “Ideally, we should leave this all up to my bro. He’s an adult, right? Sure, put all the weight of the world on his shoulders. He can take it. Until he can’t. Besides, just being an adult doesn’t mean much, does it? After all, Uchida Yamato-san was an adult, a student at university, and look at the mess he made. The deaths are down to him. Not my bro. and I know you know that, Takeyabashi-san.” I glared at her, my blue eyes frosty.

“Even so, he was too young…” she began, only for me to cut her off.

“Age is just a number. What matters is willingness to fight.” I declared. “You may not be deeply involved in what’s going on, but I know you know more than most. The end of the world is coming. If we don’t do anything, do you know how many people are going to die? And it won’t just be adults. I don’t know what Marika-chan thinks about all this, but I… I’m not going to stand by and do nothing. Not when I can help.” I clenched my fist. “My bro… he wanted to keep Eri and me out of this, but that’s wrong. Being weak, ignorant… it only leads to despair. I’d rather try and fail, than never try at all.” It was just like Kyūdō. It was the act of trying to pierce the target, being one with the target, that mattered, not whether one succeeded, though success was always better than not.

“That’s nonsense. You should be protected, until…”

“Until what?” I snapped. “Until something bad happens, that I’m not ready for? I was scared. I admit it. I cried and wept when Eri was hurt. But not just because I thought she would die. That was horrible enough…” I gathered my thoughts. “…but it was because I was too weak, too pathetic, to be there with my bro, Eri and the others. If I was stronger…”

My clenched fist ached, nails digging into my palm, drawing trickles of blood as my knuckles went bone-white from strain. “…I could have done something, helped somehow. Maybe I could have helped them save more lives, stop Eri getting so hurt… powerlessness is the greatest pain of all, Takeyabashi-san. Trust me on this.”

I had always reached out for my bro, even as a child, watching his back as he went on ahead. It was worse now. He was so strong, fighting so many battles, and all I could do was run after him, waddling on unsteady feet like a child, watching him get further and further away. Then Eri even passed me, running after him. Left in the dust, many nights I cried myself to sleep, wondering if I would ever catch up, able to walk alongside them. Now… now I have the chance. And I’ll never squander it. What a view it would be, walking hand in hand, seeing the same things my brother, Shaeula, Eri and all the others see, beside each other, not looking at their backs…

“Marika-chan… she’s a smart girl for her age. She wants to be of help to her shrine, to others. I think you should be praising her. Is it safe? I can’t honestly say there’s no danger. Even before whatever disaster is coming to the world, there’s always risk. But my bro isn’t Yamato-san. No, he’s taking every precaution. Marika-chan will grow strong, already she can use light element. She’ll only get better, a determined young girl like her. One day, she might be thankful of that. You might be, when danger comes calling, and unlike other children, she has the ability to deal with it.”

“But she’s too young…” Takeyabashi-san continued to protest, and I understood, but I didn’t agree.

“Back in the Second World War, I remember from my history classes, boys at age fifteen and girls at seventeen, they were drafted and sent to fight and die. Hell, kamikaze pilots were certain to die, right? How is that…”

“That was the War! It was long ago, the situation has changed, Japan has changed…”

“Nothing’s changed. If anything, it’ll be worse.” I shot her down. “War is coming, and it’ll be ruthless. My bro knows this. The Diviner, Matsumuro-san, she knows this. Shiro apparently knows this too. Takeyabashi-san, I get it. You want to protect your beloved daughter. You think my parents don’t worry about me, about my bro? But the best protection she can have is being with my bro. If she was ever in a situation where she was in danger, he’ll run to her, and move Heaven and Earth to save her, just like he did this time.”

“But people still died.” she frowned. “And Mori-san was still grievously injured.”

“Yes. People died. But he brought four back alive, who otherwise would have died too. And Eri was grievously injured, yes. But she’ll be as good as new soon. I’ve seen what my bro can do. That’s why we all need to be stronger. So that this doesn’t happen again, or if it does, we can look after ourselves, hold on, contribute, until help arrives.”

Takeyabashi-san looked at me, stunned by my earnest advice. Biting her lip, she struggled for words, and I decided to let her speak. “I knew marrying into a shrine family was a big step. My youngest daughter loves the shrine. She’s a passionate believer in the Kami. I’m not.” she muttered. “Even so, I never thought it would lead to this.”

“Look, I get it. When Shaeula first told me about my bro, and what he was doing, I went a bit crazy.” I flushed, remembering how I had ranted about my bro being a playboy seeking a harem, whose talents were just handed to him without any work. In the end, Shaeula had slapped me, to bring me to my senses. Wow, though wait a minute. Hasn’t my bro actually got a harem now? Though I do know he’s worked hard, shedding sweat and blood for every advantage he’s gained… “You fear what you don’t understand, and Yamato-san has screwed everything up by getting innocent people killed. Though I guess… he’s paid his penance, right?”

“I… all I know is, people died. I can’t help but fear my daughter is going to die too, or that her future will be bleak.”

“I don’t think she’ll die. My bro will protect her. I will too.” I promised, repeating it again. “As for a bleak future, that’s the stupidest thing you’ve said so far.” I smiled at her indignation, that a younger girl was talking so harshly to her. “You think having these abilities isn’t going to be worthwhile, whatever she does in the future? Even the basic Chirurgery can turn a weak girl into an athlete. And she can use light element too! That’s not nothing!”

“Light element, so what?” Takeyabashi-san complained. “How does that benefit my Marika, what can it do?”

I wish I knew myself, though Eri told me bro was using it like a laser. I’ll have to try that out myself when I enter the Boundary. “It can do lots of things. We’re still experimenting. But it’s a tool for defence, at the least. Look, Marika-chan loves the shrine, so she’s happy to be involved, even if she’s scared. I think that’s precious, and you should support her. But even you must see that sticking with my bro is the best chance of a good future. Either the apocalypse happens, and everyone will want to be under the strong, those who’ll protect, or we’re full of shit and nothing happens. If that’s the case… well, my bro is starting up all sorts of businesses, and Hinata is from Nichibotsu, so there’s good job openings there. Even if she wants a career, well, I’m sure my bro won’t stint in helping her find one, when she’s older.”

“But to risk her life for it…” Takeyabashi-san persisted.

“…like I keep saying, I can’t promise no risk, but accidents happen. She could get hit by a car crossing the street, or get a bad fever, or be attacked by a wild dog…” I shuddered at that. “It isn’t just what we are doing that is dangerous. Life is.”

“You’ll not convince her so easily.” The priest of the shrine, Marika-chan’s grandfather, came out. “I’ve been listening, and you make good points, Oshiro-san.” He looked at his daughter-in-law. “I think you should listen to her. Oshiro-san hasn’t taken things lightly. How could she? Her best friend was nearly killed. But most of the shrines think she’s right. We agreed to move forwards, despite the risk. Because the risk of inaction is not something we can bear. As for Marika… I’m proud of my serious, earnest granddaughter. After all, there can be no bravery without fear.”

“If you want to understand better, give my bro a call. He’ll make time to talk it out.” I suggested, and she frowned, before letting out a long sigh.

“This isn’t the end of this discussion. I still think Marika should come home!” she declared. With that she swept away from the shrine, down the mountain.

“Sorry about that, Oshiro-san. I assume you want the usual room?” he asked, and I nodded, my excitement rising again, now that tense conversation was over.

“Yes please. I might be down a while today, so don’t be surprised, okay?” I’m going to put the Golden Warriors and my sunlight element through their paces! I’m going to grind and Level until I catch up with everyone else!

“I’ll be sure to leave you some rice balls and cold tea.” the priest promised, and I nodded my thanks, as I entered the small shrine, quietly going to a back room, which had recently been fitted with a proper door with a solid lock. Eri and I had both said it didn’t matter, but the priest had insisted, saying it wasn’t proper for girls to sleep in such a place without some peace of mind. I guess he’s right. My bro worries like that too. Oh well, time to get Levelling!


Side One Hundred And Ten – Oshiro Sapphire Aiko


Once inside the Boundary, I was greeted with the Kami Chairo, the Brown Dog of the Mountains, and his canine followers. I found it hard not to giggle at the amusing appearance of the dogs, wearing their comically oversized hats and some even wore strange capes that looked a bit like a poncho. I mean, I’m not particularly fond of dogs, but I’m not as scared of them as my bro and Eri are. Though I don’t think there are many dogs that can threaten my bro anymore…

“Grr, welcome back, child of the shrine.” Chairo growled at me. “Will you be seeking our assistance again?” He tilted his head comically, tongue lolling out. “I do not see your comrade, the other daughter of this shrine.”

“Yeah, Eri won’t be returning for a while, so it’s just me.” I answered, feeling a little lonely. I have to shake it off. It’s only for now. Besides, Eri managed alone when I wasn’t able to enter with her. “I don’t think I need your support, but my bro will worry if I don’t take you up on it.” My excitement was bubbling up, and I closed my eyes, concentrating on the Divine Favour within me, picturing it as a sparkling mixture of golden and indigo light, much like the sunlight element I had obtained.

“Come forth, Golden Warriors!” I declared, feeling aether flooding from me. I could hold a lot more within me now, but it still wasn’t enough to fully utilise the power I was given. Even so, four golden statues appeared, golden women carrying various weapons. One that looked a bit like Eri had an axe, while another resembled Shaeula somewhat, with a thin, rapier-like sword. A third carried a great shield, while the fourth was holding a brutal spiked mace. Those two look a bit like Rika-chan and Yae-chan. Maybe they were on my mind?

“Such a summoning, grr!” Chairo barked, surprised. “You have grown strong, daughter of the shrine.” He sniffed me, and I dropped back so that none of his drool got on the leather jerkin my bro had made for me. “That power, grr, it is of a God far beyond me. You now follow your brother, I see.”

“I do!” I couldn’t help but smile, forgiving the Kami for nearly soaking me with drool. Yes, I’m walking with my bro now. Or I will be, when I catch up… “Like brother, like sister, right? Anyway, I need to test out my new abilities, so if you could let me know if there are any enemies that threaten the shrine, I’ll go take care of them!” I pumped one fist, psyching myself up as I would before a volleyball game, and then drew my bow, the brilliant, ruby-red weapon I had received from Shaeula’s brother. Well, it was really from my bro and Shaeula, I suppose.

“Very well. There are those who have wandered in from neighbouring Territories, who seek to claim this shrine, or prey upon us, grr.” As Chairo explained his foes, supposedly some rather large walking trees, and their locations, I idly toyed with my bow. I want to challenge Shaeraggo again. Sure, he kicked my ass, showing me I’ve still got a long way to go, but you learn more in defeat than victory, right? Besides, he did give me some helpful pointers as well… I truly loved Kyūdō, so being able to put it to use in arenas other than sport was thrilling for me. As the Kami finished up, I nodded, eager to get started.

“All right then, doggies, lead the way!” I declared, and four of the adherents of Chairoakitara shrine raced ahead of me, leading me up into the mountains, and I stifled another giggle at their antics. I followed, marvelling at the ease in which I was running over the rough terrain, my movements agile. The four golden girls stomped after me, their feet crushing smaller rocks and strange plants underfoot.

The mountains in the Boundary were home to lots of unpleasant creatures, many of which seemed to be giant insects and arachnids, and I soon caught sight of one, a spider the size of a car, spinning webs across the paths between trees. Yellow, compound eyes blinked at us, and it hissed, venom dripping from oversized fangs that were like knives.

“Yuck. Disgusting. I’m not scared of bugs, but I do hate them. It's time to try out my Skills.” I was an Archer Of Light now, so I had to try and see what that meant. I remember bro saying I could add flame or light into my arrows, or create them myself. I guess I’ll do it like bro would. Experimentation!

Drawing an arrow from the quiver I had been given, I fitted it to the bow, flaming yellow energy springing to life. I then tried to add my own flame to that. Before, when I first learned it, in a way that made bro really mad, I found it quite hard to control, but now it seemed far easier, and soon the arrow was blazing, my face feeling the heat. Yeah, maybe burning myself to understand fire was a little bit crazy, but it worked.

Moving through the stages of Kyūdō rapidly, as speed was important, as Shaeula’s brother had taught me, I made to release the arrow, before shifting my aim a little, as I instinctively had a grasp of the path my arrow would take. And… loose. Releasing my indrawn breath, the arrow left my bow, piercing the air noticeably faster than I had ever managed before.

The spider tried to scuttle away, crossing the web rapidly, but my aim was true, and the arrow pierced deep, purple ichor spilling as the spider wailed. Flame flared, and suddenly the spider exploded, burning flesh and chitin consumed by the yellow blaze.

“Nice.” I remarked, sending another arrow out to end its suffering, the arrow piercing the spider’s head, before another explosion of flame mushroomed. Silver ether scattered, sucked into my body, and I started circulating it around my Chakra network, it being far easier than ever. “I could totally get used to this…”
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“All right, there’s the first target.” I grinned, looking down from my perch amongst some rocks, bow in hand, golden warriors behind me. The walking tree was towering some ten metres tall, with numerous bare branches reaching out like dead, bony fingers. The trunk was weeping green sap, from knotholes that could have been eyes and a fissure that might have served as a mouth. Even as I watched, some scuttling beetle-like creatures were snatched up by the branches and ferried to the mouth, which ripped open with a tearing noise. Bugs were shoved inside, still alive, and the trunk closed, the grinding of bone accompanied by more green sap, and silvery-red innards.

“Wow, gross!” I declared, repulsed by the sight. Looking at the dogs accompanying me, I addressed them. “I can totally see why you want these trees gone. Now, I could snipe from here and be done with it, but that’s boring.” I had tested the flame abilities of my arrows thoroughly now, and I could successfully conjure a flaming arrow out of nothing and shoot it, though that did tire me out much more than using the quiver. “I want to see the golden girls in action.” I gestured grandly, despite there being nobody to see me. “Attack, show me what you’re made of!”

With my willed command, the four golden feminine statues raced forwards. The tree reacted, turning swiftly, only for the shield-bearer to ram the towering brute. Despite being only a fifth or so of the height of the tree, the impact staggered it, driving it back. Branches lashed down, clawing at the golden figures, only for the axe in the Eri-like statue’s hands to swing out and sever the reaching branches, cleaving through the thick wood effortlessly.

The rapier-wielder was piercing the trunk, ripping open bark and sending green ooze scattering to the stony ground, though the damage to the massive tree was minor. The fourth and last, however, had more success, brutal spiked mace crushing branches and wood alike, blasting crater-like divots in the trunk.

Yeah, this is awesome. I totally get how bro feels now. Battle is scary, but… it’s thrilling too. The warriors I commanded were surrounding the tree, the dogs from Chairoakitara shrine merely watching the battle. Branches flashed down, and the statues were taking damage, scratches gouged deep into their golden frames, but they continued to push, the shield-bearer blocking the worst impacts, while axe and mace continued to strike the trunk.

It was then the second of the walking trees crested the rise, this one even taller, maybe fourteen metres high, trunk far thicker. It bellowed, green ichor spraying, sizzling on the ground, and on a tangled heap of roots it began to slither towards us, weeping knothole eyes baleful and enraged.

“All right, guess I should lend a hand.” I muttered, no longer content to watch my golden girls bring down the brutish tree. Pulling back the glittering golden string of my bow, I felt flame blaze into existence, droplets of yellow and red falling to the ground. Okay, I'll try light this time… I concentrated on the sunlight within me, pouring it into the arrow, and the yellow deepened, becoming golden, flecked with sparking bolts of indigo light. The arrow vibrated, trembling with suppressed power, and I went through the steps of Kyūdō once more, the actions second nature to me.

“My arrow… hits the target.” I whispered, releasing the arrow. Unlike before, it fizzed through the air, leaving behind a trail of deep azure. Immediately I knew it was one of the best arrows of my life, a feeling I hadn’t experienced often. Splinters the size of daggers scattered, pinging off the great shield the golden warrior was carrying, inflicting minor damage to the others.

Moments later the tree shuddered, before it started to sag, the weight of the tall tree unable to support itself now a great gouge had been carved out of the side of the trunk by my arrow. For a moment it flailed desperately, struggling to remain upright, only for the mace-wielding statue to strike, and with one last wail the top section of the tree snapped off, tumbling to the ground heavily, branches shattering.

“...and my arrow definitely pierced the target.” I was grasping at the edges of enlightenment, but it slipped through my thoughts, vanishing like fog. The barks and warnings from the dogs snapped me out of my momentary reverie, and I blinked, seeing that the second tree was almost upon us. “Wow, I need to be more careful, I totally spaced out then. Can’t do that in the middle of a match, right?”

Pulling back on my bowstring once more I fitted another arrow, and flame blazed. The shot was true, digging deep into the bark of the charging tree, flames springing up along the trunk. A second and a third followed, and soon it was struggling to beat out the flames with its branches, failing miserably.

Well, the golden girls are finishing off the downed tree easily enough, so I guess this one’s mine. Another arrow of light streaked out, striking where one eye was, blasting clean through the trunk, leaving a plate-sized hole through which the sky could be seen.

“That one wasn’t as powerful…” I admitted to myself, my reserves of light element dwindling. “Though I have to be honest, I’m definitely a lot stronger.” Switching back to flaming arrows, aided by my bow, I landed an arrow inside the new hole, and flames started burning inside the tree, until it looked like it was weeping tears of golden flame.

I suppose I shouldn’t get too proud of being on target with all these arrows. It’s hard to miss a target so large at this range… soon the larger tree was like a flaming pincushion, a score of burning arrows embedded deep, and my golden girls were engaging it, having finally destroyed the grounded enemy, the ether from it restoring a chunk of my strength, leaving me buzzing with energy.

“Wow, this combination is unbeatable!” I grinned, watching as my statues forced the towering tree back. I winced as one burning branch raked deep furrows in the golden armour of the smaller, Shaeula-like statue, rainbow ether scattering along with fragments of gold. “Well, maybe not unbeatable…” I amended. “But it’s still a good combination.”

More arrows left my bow, peppering the tree, and it was starting to tilt to one side, most of the branches nothing but burning stubs. The shield-bearer slammed the tree again, while the axe and mace were hacking and smashing away, and the final, smallest statue was darting in and out, attracting the attention of the monstrous tree.

“Ikuzo! Timber!” I shouted, first in Japanese, then in English, as with a final powerful swing of the heavy axe by my warrior, the walking tree collapsed, striking the ground with an ear-splitting cacophony. Flames were burning deeply within it now, and black, acrid smoke was drifting into the silver-streaked skies, though since there was little to no wind in the Boundary, it was a strange sight, the smoke drifting straight up in long, regimented columns. The golden girls were continuing to rain blows down on the fallen tree, and moments later, the flames must have inflicted enough damage, as the tree largely disintegrated, spilling a shower of glimmering ether, which I gladly absorbed, my body tingling.

I can feel it. Definitely. Jumping up and down on the spot, stretching and flexing, I could feel my body being more responsive. It was subtle, but I worked my body enough normally to notice the difference. I must be Levelling up. Well, it’d be unfair if these giant trees didn’t give a few Levels, right? Stowing my bow, I asked the dogs from Chairoakitara to lead me towards where the other walking trees had been sighted…

[image: image-placeholder]


“Wow, an Etherite. I’ll take that!” I reached down and picked up the shiny orange crystal. Sticking it in the belt around my jerkin, I couldn’t help but be pleased. Bro’s always looking for these. It’ll make a nice present. Though it can’t compare to what he’s given me…

Following the dogs, we had defeated three more of the walking trees, though none had been as large as the first two we had defeated, being between six and eight metres tall. Again, my golden girls had taken the lead, holding back the trees while I peppered them with volleys of flaming arrows, with the occasional light arrow mixed in, when explosive force was needed. I had surely gained a number of Levels, and I was eager for more. “I just wish I could see my own Statistics. Not knowing how much I’m improving sucks.” I pouted, before brightening again. There’s no way anything can keep me down at the moment!

“I think I’ll explore the mountains behind us.” I looked out across the jagged, rocky peaks. I had been there a few times before, as the fire element Eri and I had learned was gushing from the rocks there. The ants that had been occupying the site previously had been cleared, but the various mountains and foothills behind it were likely teeming with prey. “Might as well get as strong as I can!”

“Grr, are you quite sure?” one of the dogs barked. “You have safeguarded our shrine, is that not enough for you, grr?”

“No way.” I protested. “I’m going to keep going until I’m at least as good, no, better than that jackass Yamato-san. Otherwise how can I face my bro? This gift, sure, I was compatible, but that’s not to say others weren’t a better choice. But my bro chose me! I know why, my bro worries about me, about all of us. That’s why I want to reassure him, and hell, I want to prove that he was right to choose me as well, not just because of pity and worry, but because I’m badass, the right girl for the job!”

The dogs gave me quite the interesting look, a bit judgemental, I thought. Though expecting me to interpret the gaze of some dogs is asking a bit much… Still, there was no way I was backing down. My pride, both as a younger sister, and an athlete, was on the line. Besides, Eri managed with far less advantages than me.

I concentrated on the battered and cracked golden girls, and aether flooded from me, their visages reknitting, the scars fading. When I was done, I wiped sweat from my brow, feeling rather drained. “Cool, so I can repair them using aether. Makes sense, I guess.” Even though I was very low on aether, I wasn’t feeling like I was going to be kicked back to the Material, like what would normally happen. It seems that I’m constantly pulling in enough of a baseline of aether to keep me here for now…

“Right, come on.” I declared, pressing onwards, keeping my eye out for more Etherites. Soon we reached the area of flame element, and that made me pause for thought. I know bro doesn’t have any fire element in his Territory. So if I could contribute some… no, it seems premature. I know sooner is better, for Territories, as it takes a long time to build, from what he and Shaeula told me, but… just like that idiot Yamato-san, I could be robbed of my power and hurt bad if someone destroys my Territory, and I’m not staying in Nishimorioka forever…

I could feel the ability to Anchor a Territory, and it was tempting, like an urge that was hard to control, but I had to remember it was my bro who gave me this chance. Not Kannon. She didn’t choose me, she chose a moron. So I owed my bro, not Kannon.

Leaving the gushing geysers of yellow flame energy behind, after I spent around an hour drawing in energy to replenish my dwindling supplies, I continued to explore, my golden girls crushing the occasional giant spider or other nasty creature we encountered. Soon though, we started to run into trouble. Chittering ants the size of large dogs were gathering in groups numbering ten to twenty, and as they saw us they started to attack, several ants trying to retreat while the rest engaged us.

“Looks like the experience points have turned up!” I grinned savagely. The dogs from the shrine whined their displeasure, but I wasn’t going to pass up this opportunity. It’s definitely addictive, growing stronger, I see why my bro likes it. My first arrow pierced the head of the lead fleeing ant, slaying it, while my second ripped several chitinous legs from another, before a final arrow ended it.

“Go, my golden girls, crush them!” I urged my warriors forwards, and soon they were engaged in ferocious battle. The rapier pierced heads, the axe and mace crushed bodies brutally, while the shield held back my opponents. When there was an opening I unleashed an arrow, piercing my foes, and as the dead mounted up, I exulted as more and more ether was drawn into me. The only issue was further groups of ants were being drawn in. We were slaughtering them, but their numbers were increasing, and now we were up against sixty or so… I do remember from biology class that ants give off a pheromone when they die, to alert other ants…

Arrows were piercing the enemies with lethal accuracy, my instincts on where to shoot, what trajectory to pick, almost instinctive, and I wanted to try my luck against Shaeraggo once more. I didn’t think I’d win, but I knew I’d do better this time. One ant with garish red and black patterning on its chitin rushed at me, too close to shoot, and with a solid kick I flipped it over, allowing the dogs to savage it to death. Wait, the dogs… I had been swept up in the battle, and hadn’t noticed that as the numbers of ants were increasing, the size too, some being far larger and armed with savage, slicing jaws like pincers, the dogs had suffered a number of wounds.

“Grr, we need to fall back.” the bog barked, spitting a little blood, flank slashed, brown fur dark with red blood, silver mist rising. “Numbers of enemies are too great, grr.”

“Yes, but, we have the golden girls…” I countered, surveying the battlefield, only to notice I was mistaken. Wow, shit. This isn’t good. Yes, bodies of ants were heaped high, dozens, scores of them decaying to aether, and I was getting stronger by the minute, but as the number and ferocity of the ants grew, the golden girls were unable to keep up. As I watched, the Eri-analogue with her axe stumbled, a leg mauled off by one of the larger ants. That ant died, axe buried in the skull, but other ants used that moment to attack, and soon it was limbless, golden arms snipped away. The smaller rapier-wielder was suffering similar indignities, buried under a writhing swarm of ants, and the other two were also hard-pressed.

I sent a few arrows flying, driving back the mob, freeing the small golden warrior, only to see it was also in no condition to fight anymore. Aether left me, starting to regenerate the limbs, but then a massive ant, bigger than any others, the size of a family car, trampled forwards, smashing the golden girl to pieces, a rainbow shower of aether all that was left.

Damn, I get it. I got too cocky. All right… “Yeah, retreat!” I declared, using my warriors to hold off the ants, drawing their attention, while I scuttled away, bow reaping a heavy toll on the ants, the dogs flanking me. I’m not my bro. I can’t take on armies. Not yet…
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Opening my eyes back in the Material, I considered what I had learned. “Damn, the Boundary is still pretty dangerous, even here in Nishimorioka…” I muttered. I could hardly even imagine what my bro, Shaeula and Eri faced, going against the Night Parade. Standing up and stretching, I cricked my neck, working out the cramps. Though one thing is for sure. I certainly grew stronger. Nothing I did tonight was in vain. I learned, and I saw what the golden girls can do, and what they can’t. I may be better against a smaller number of stronger foes than a horde, but… next time, I’ll do better. I must have gained a few Levels, maybe even a lot. Those ants… I’ll crush them. Their xp is mine!

With my mind made up to continue growing stronger, I smiled. “Sure, I lost today. But tomorrow… I’ll win!”


Three Hundred And One – Contains R18/Adult Content


Bursting free from the surface of the chilly water of the Boundary Sagami Bay, I held my prize in my hand, the shining green Etherite. All around me, the water was turning red from the bodies of the sea creatures that had attacked me, and gathering the scattered ether, I couldn’t help but grin, having seen amber letters flare across my vision, notifying me I had reached Level one hundred and five. Sure, individually the monsters here vary from about as strong as one of Kondou Kazuo’s degraded Orcs, all the way up to about as strong as a Silent Hound or similar threat, but the weight of numbers makes them good experience still. Though, out in the deeper waters…

My Eye glittered, and I could see shapes far out in the depths, vast shadows, which perhaps might have been whales or giant squid in the Material, but here, were no doubt very dangerous foes. When I had first noticed the glimmer of Etherites in the water, while I was training the girls, I had been excited, especially as I was in desperate need of them, and I had swum out too far, only to be attacked by a shoal of vicious shark-like fish. I had triumphed, beating them back, using my water element to turn the sea into a series of cutting blades, but even so, my body was hampered by the water, more sluggish than on land, so after that I stuck to the shallows. Besides, if I swim out too far, I can’t keep any eye on them…

The girls were practising still on the distant shore, though Eri and Shiro were rapidly reaching the end of their strength and stamina. No, they had gone beyond their limits, pushing themselves truly hard to try and master new Skills. It made me both proud and worried, as they were both in poor condition. I can’t forget to praise Shaeula and Hyacinth too. Swimming back, I channelled a little more water element to send razor-sharp currents swirling around me, the maelstrom slicing up incoming predators. Earth is what, seventy percent oceans? There’s no way we can leave those resources or assets alone.

As I closed in on the shore, Shaeula waved at me, welcoming me back.

“Well, did-did you profit?” she asked, and I showed off my haul, a glittering three dozen Etherites, including a pair of green ones.

“Yes, the ocean is a treasure trove, even if the danger is great. I Levelled up as well.”

“That’s lucky.” Shiro sighed, also coming over, followed by Eri and Hyacinth. “I’m supposed to be a Chosen, as you call them, yet I’m the only one who has a damn Level cap. Aki, that’s just not fair.” She puffed out her cheeks adorably, pouting, and I had the brief, amused thought that if the gang could see the cold, aloof Shiro acting so… well, so cute, they’d likely be shocked.

“Any time you want to raise your cap, we can.” I suggested, only for Eri to turn to Shiro, a sympathetic look in her eyes.

“You see? Akio just wants to sleep with you. He’s phrasing it like he’s doing you a favour, but secretly he wants to indulge, I know it.”

Before I or Shiro could answer, Shaeula burst out laughing. “Really, Eri? You who-who seduced Akio first and always craves physical intimacy would say such? Your words, they do not-not have much persuasiveness.”

Eri flushed. “That’s only because Akio was too shy and gentlemanly then! He didn’t really see me as a woman, just a little sister to protect! I had to be bold to shatter that image. That was then, this is now!” She paused, taking a breath to steady herself. “I get it. I do. You want to have your first time when you feel a hundred percent, when you are as beautiful as you want to be. I still remember that nice penthouse suite in Las Vegas, the night so beautiful. I knew it was time. But… how about the way the Fae do it? That usually gets a Rank in Lovers’ Link, right? It did for all of us.”

Hyacinth nodded, but Shaeula dashed her hopes. “I do not-not think that is possible.” Her eyes shone a brilliant amber. “Shiro, your Chakra network is rather-rather distinct. It has many-many strange features, but it lacks a lunar Chakra. Without that, I do not-not see how the sharing may be done.”

“Shit, way to make me feel inferior.” Shiro continued to pout.

“I don’t think your network is in any way inferior, just different.” I consoled her. “Anyway, it’s getting late and you are all tired. We might as well think about finishing up.” I looked at Shiro, nodding approvingly. “Your Silver Cord has thickened noticeably, and you’ve Ranked it up to two. Good job!”

“What about me?” Eri asked, and I investigated her as well.

“No breakthroughs yet, but I think you are close.” I could observe her Chakra network and Silver Cord in detail, and they were definitely pushing significantly more aether through her body, though I could see from the numbers she hadn’t managed to Rank up. “A day or two more of hard training and I think you’ll succeed. I’m hoping it being higher Rank might stabilise the chaos that your network is now.” I paused, a little guiltily. “But we need to do another round of Ether Healing training first.”

Eri shuddered at that, but her face was resolute. “I hate that. But I want to get better, and I know it’ll help. I suppose it’s too much to ask the twins for help with that.” She sighed then. “I’m a bad girl for even thinking I wanted to share this pain, especially after what they’ve been through.”

“I don’t know. Ren-san was tougher than we gave him credit for, and his sisters seem like brave little fighters. They might be back sooner than we think. But if they do genuinely want to quit, of course I’ll honour that. Anyway…” Shaeula and Hyacinth were next, and neither had Ranked up, though that was to be expected, as they were working towards higher Ranks. Besides, considering how long it took me to Rank up some of these Skills, seeing them do it so quickly does sting a little…

“It’s damn inconvenient that we don’t have any way to check our own Skills.” Shiro grumbled, sitting down, exhausted. “Can’t you focus on teaching us those, Aki? Well, it’s not terrible having you oversee our progress, but…”

“Sorry.” I apologised, holding in a smile at her hints of tsundere. Despite her protests, there’s definitely a touch of it in her personality. “I got Examination Skills to start with, but I don’t know how I’d teach anyone else them. Tan, surely the Pantheons had similar methods of determination?”

Shiro’s eye flashed ruby as Tan took over. “We do indeed. I myself can roughly gauge a person’s strength and Skills through their ether.” She licked her lips, well, Shiro’s, and continued, “I can also smell and even taste the calibre of a Skill. It is how I know you would be such a Divine way to quench my thirst.” The hungry look she was giving me was disconcerting.

She then laughed bitterly. “Have no fear. I cannot eat you now, much as I would wish to drink in your essence. As to these exact numbers, these… game-like measures…” She shook her head in denial. “World Tree is fascinated by knowledge, they likely have a way. Some of the other Pantheons too. We merely use colours to mark Rank. It works adequately. Most wish their exact strengths concealed anyway.”

I agreed with that. Shaeula then spoke up, as Hyacinth, exhausted though she was, was busily preparing drinks and snacks for us. I need to remember to show her some affection later.

“You know games?” Shaeula smiled. “Fascinating. I did not-not understand these things until I ventured to the mortal world. Though now I would not-not be without them, as they are rather entertaining.”

“I have been with the princess for many months.” Tan clarified. “I would be a fool not to have learned from watching and listening. I could not hope to rule a world I did not understand. Besides, there are worlds with technology greater than yours within the Pantheons, I said so mere hours ago, remember?” she retorted, a touch huffily. “Though most technological worlds do not endure to reach the higher Astral, I admit. Too hidebound and stubborn, and Material laws yield to Astral. While technology and culture spreads between worlds of a Pantheon, many distrust such Material ways. Therefore I had heard of such things, but until now had little detailed knowledge of them.”

“Really? Well, I suppose in a way that makes sense. I get a bit uncomfortable when my abilities seem to break immutable laws like conservation of energy, so maybe some scientific civilisations would outright reject such abilities. I’d think more would study them though…” I’m also not entirely convinced that the Material laws don’t apply. I’m no scientist, but I’ve heard of things like zero-point energy, parallel universes and more. The energy could be coming from somewhere, like the Astral itself… also… I had thought on this. Ixitt was combining the two, and Shaeula and I had benefited from modern scientific knowledge in breaking through with our elements, though that was obviously only a portion of the whole picture, else we would have been much higher Ranked now, most likely.

Shaeula seemed to think so too, as she looked troubled. Even so, she kept her silence, and after some refreshments and banter on more recreational topics, we left the coast behind and returned to the heart of my Territory. There I had a meeting with those of my advisors that were present, hammering out our expansion and defence plans. Moira, looking as stone-faced and austere as ever, was delivering a report, when Shaeraggo returned.

“…so, where we have reached the furthest extent we can claim, we have begun to draft Kobold and Dwarf architects and artisans to fortify the area. We hope to install Fae Stones and Warning Bells as soon as we have succeeded in conquering the entire radius, and…” Moira paused as Shaeraggo swaggered in, a broad grin on his face. For a moment she looked very irritated, before professionally standing aside.

“Brother, did you not-not learn how to knock?” Shaeula objected sourly, but her criticism did little than momentarily dampen his enthusiasm.

“Pay it no mind, little sister.” He waved her words off cheerfully, nodding an apology to the annoyed Moira, who accepted it with a dignified inclination of her own head, her black hair, neatly held in place by hairpins as always, glittering in the light of the lamps around us. “I have met with Primal Forest, and when I did-did tell him he would be meeting your… husband… my sister…” He stumbled over the word a little, but at least he had ceased scowling, like he was eating rotten food, when saying it. “…he was most interested, and agreed to a trade, though I could not-not get him to give me a hint as to the price.” He sighed, no doubt remembering how his own finances were gouged at the purchase of not one, but two pairs of Ring Gates.”

“Great.” I agreed. “You’ve done good work, brother-in-law.”

“Yes, I am quite-quite impressed. Perhaps you are growing up, brother.” Shaeula also approved.

With a complicated expression on his face, half happiness, and half chagrin, we hashed out the details, and agreed I would meet Primal Forest when I next dived into the Boundary, at the Spring of Clear Reflections. Apparently Shaeraggo had kept this a secret from everyone, as he didn’t want his father, Prince Shaetanao, to barge in yet, our first meeting having to be in a rather more… private… setting. Which I totally understand. Meeting Shaeraggo and Shaeranna was trial enough…

“That should not be an issue.” Shaeraggo explained. “Primal Forest, like most-most Fae, has a loose sense of time. Waiting a little while will not phase the old tree.”

That reminds me… perhaps next time we should train at the rebuilt mansion. The higher ether density and greater time dilation might make for a better training environment. I think they’ll be able to take the higher ether pressure…

“Right. I’ve too much to do in the aftermath of the mess in Kyoto to spend the entire day here as well. Though I could certainly use a drink before I go.” Keeping track of time was somewhat easier during the slowing, as it was coming close to a one to one correlation, and even the lower Astral was slowing, though not as much. That reminds me… perhaps next time we should train at the rebuilt mansion. The higher ether density and greater time dilation might make for a better training environment. I think they’ll be able to take the higher ether pressure…
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“Are yooou tired, Akio?” Hyacinth asked, as she passed me a refreshing drink of Fae spirits. Shaeula was still talking to her brother, while Eri and Shiro had retired back to the Material for the night, their strengths exhausted. Their bodies aren’t robust, not right now. We should let them recover. They’ve done well today…

“Not physically, I suppose.” I took a sip of the drink, enjoying the subtle, fruity flavour and strong alcoholic kick, distinct but pleasantly smooth. “After all, my stats are high nowadays.”

“I see.” Hyacinth’s voice was quiet, and I glanced over at her, where she was standing restlessly beside me, hands twitching. Raising an eyebrow questioningly at her, she grinned broadly, silver-violet eyes shining. Surprising me, she reached out and put her arms around me. I was then pulled into her embrace, her low-cut and scandalous Akiba-style maid outfit doing little to cover her impressive cleavage, and my face was pressing the soft, slightly cool flesh.

“There, there.” I was surprised as she started patting my head, still holding me tight to her breasts. I tried to move, but she held me in place firmly, and I had no wish to injure her. Seeing me stopping moving, I could almost hear her smile broadening. “Master has it hard, Hyacinth knooows.”

Master? When we were alone, she always called me Akio now, and usually in the company of Shaeula and the other girls, though not always with outsiders. I opened my mouth to express my displeasure, and Hyacinth responded by pushing my head, and my lips kissed her jiggling cleavage, tongue licking her pale flesh, which started to flush lightly, heating up a little.

“Dooo not misunderstand.” Her words were gentle, and I wished I could see her face, or perhaps because I couldn’t see she was speaking like this. “I am happy. I am. Truly. It is… nooot easy to change. But when you saw the value in me, as mooore than just a weapon, a bad woooman… it is not easy for Hyacinth to understand love. But… I feel it, I dooo. And not just you. The mistresses, they tooo accepted Hyacinth. I… sometimes I wooonder if I am worth it all, if Hyacinth will nooot go bad again, ruin everything just like befooore. But…”

As she spoke, her chest shook with her words, and I found myself becoming aroused. She’s right. I am tired. Mentally. But… I have to be strong. After all, if I’m not…

Hyacinth clicked her tongue, clutching me closer, and I felt I could hear her heart beat faster. “…silly thoughts. It is nooot just me whooo can understand you. I am happy to be your mistress, to looove and be loved, even if I still dooo not fully grasp it. But… I want tooo do my best. Nooot because I am a Brownie, or a Boggart, ooor anything. Just as Hyacinth.” She lifted up my head, and now I was resting cushioned on her chest, peering up into her face which loomed over me, my drink forgotten.

She looks so very… calm, for once? It was mesmerising, in a way. Hyacinth was very pretty. The Fae were in general, lacking the casual sort of imperfections and blemishes mortals had, though obviously not to the utter perfection of Shiro or Tsukiko-san. But Hyacinth had a certain… eroticism… to her. It wasn’t just the maid outfit, but… damn, it’s hard to explain, even to myself. Whereas Shaeula was the cute, teasing, playful sort, Hyacinth was a different kind of teasing, and the feeling with her was different. Almost immoral in a way, harkening back to the olden days, when maids were expected to warm their master’s beds and be an outlet for desires. It’s one reason I don’t like it when she calls me master…

“Useless thoooughts again, I see.” Hyacinth leaned her face down, her lips taking mine. They were soft and as we kissed, her tongue forced its way in, insistent but oddly gentle for her. Unwilling to resist, I returned her kiss, wet slurping sounds resounding as our breaths mingled, and for a long minute we kissed, until we parted, Hyacinth’s saliva falling, splattering my face, and I could taste her in my mouth still.

“I am happy. I prooomise. Believe in yourself. You gave me my name. I am Hyacinth. And mooore… you gave me a choooice. I did not have tooo accept you as… as a husband. I still find it baffling, cooonfusing, at times. But… Hyacinth doooes not regret my choice. No, I have many regrets, but nooot that.” We kissed again, and I couldn’t help but reach for her chest, running my hand over her slightly flushed skin. Grinning, I slipped my hand into the open neckline of her dress, though calling it a neckline, considering how deep it was, seemed a little redundant.

Hyacinth giggled a little when our lips parted with a soft sucking sounds. “Nooo. Today yooou are master again, because… you dooo not know just how exhausted you… ahn… are.” Hyacinth’s flush deepened and she let out an erotic moan as my fingers found one of her nipples and teased the stiff bud, rubbing and pinching it. “…naughty. But Hyacinth doooes not hate it. Nooo! I love it. I looove you!”

“I love you too.” I agreed, meaning it of course. It was impossible not to feel for Hyacinth, with her cruel past we knew almost nothing about, only her sorrows and suffering. But it wasn’t just that. She was earnest, and loyal, and deeply devoted to me and all of those she called the mistresses. As my finger worked, I slid my other hand down, lifting up her short black skirt, running a hand underneath. Her thigh was slender and soft, and as I moved up it, my fingers brushed against cloth. I slid a finger between the fabric and felt her damp slit, but surprisingly, Hyacinth shook her head, grabbing my hand.

“Nooo! Not yet!” she insisted, “My breasts, yes…. Fooor now, content yourself with them!” She took my errant hand to her chest, and soon I was fondling both of her breasts, while she smiled in slight exasperation. They jiggled delightfully in my hands, and by now her nipples were rock hard, clearly visible against the cloth of her uniform.

“I am being serious here. Master…” she spoke again, though her voice was hot with suppressed passion and arousal, and her legs were rubbing together.

If she’s holding back, it must be important. I can listen.

Seeing me content just to grope her a bit, she nodded, her long black hair, streaked with vivid purple and green highlights, tickling my face. “…I am your mistress, yooour lover. I cherish that. But… Hyacinth is alsooo and always will be your maid toooooo. You said I could be boooth, and I want it to be so.”

I nodded, my fingers sinking into her soft, fleshy orbs, which were almost sucking my hands in. “I know. Just…”

“I get it. Yooou do not like to think you are forcing, controlling me. You really are tooooo kind. So… we worry.” Hyacinth kissed me again, and when we parted, she gazed into my eyes, searching for words. “You say yooou are not tired, but it is a lie. A well-meaning lie… you wish to shelter us, protect us frooom worry. But… Hyacinth cares. We all care. Kyoooto… was hard for you. And nooow… you shoulder the fate of this Diviner tooooo. It preys on yooour mind, and you are exhausted.”

I shook my head. “It’s not that bad. I was distraught after Kyoto, yes, but… you all helped me recover, get back on my feet. I’m resolute, I know what I have to…”

She cut off my words by a savage kiss, biting my lip until it bled in her passion. I responded to her fierceness, groping her chest harder, her tits bouncing free of their confines, and she shifted, her short skirt rucked up, exposing her black panties with cute white ribbons and detailing, which were now sodden with moisture. Very maid-like underwear. And utterly adorable.

“Nooo. No peeking! Not yet.” Hyacinth turned my face back to hers with her free hand. “I know. I knooow you are strong, and you can go on. But… it accumulates. Training, helping mistress Eri and the new mistress, Shiro. Planning, wooorking on your strength, Chirurgery, learning new languages, pooolitics, helping mistress Shaeula, the burdens are endless. And…”

“And?” I asked, curious. She’s right. I do have a lot to bear on my shoulders. But who else can do it? And… I’m okay now. I am. Resilience is a wonderful thing.

“…we dooo not wish to see you try and bear it all alooone. Hyacinth does not want that for yooou. But… you need to be strong. I know. Mistress Shaeula knooows too. Mistress Eri and the new mistress, and mistresses you have yet tooo accept. We all want to support you. That… that is my dream. But… I am nooot just a mistress.” Her smile turned wicked, and it was so cute it made me kiss her again, and for a moment I stole her breath. She was aggressive, and my mouth filled with her saliva, until I almost felt I was drowning. But she too was drinking mine, her throat working, making cute gulping sounds. We parted, a wet bridge momentarily between our lips, and she groaned.

“It is hard. Nooo…” she giggled wickedly. “Your cooock is hard, but Hyacinth meant…” She gave my groin a delicate squeeze, and I was almost ready to leap on her right now, but resisted my rising urges. “…it is hard to watch you struggle. But… it is nooot hard to be proud of you. Sooo… tonight, while it is just us… I shall be your maid ooonce more. And soothe your cares with my booody. I do not mind, it is nooot shameful, I know it nooow. It is an act of love from me tooo you. And…” She forestalled my words with a single finger against my damp lips, even as she groaned as my touch on her breasts grew rougher.

“…Hyacinth knows you will endure, and triumph. But let me refresh your tired mind, take sooome of your burdens. She disentangled herself from my embrace, and pulled up her dress, covering her breasts, and she giggled at my obviously disappointed look. “Patience. Master can wait, I knooow!”

“All right. You’ve got me. I’m feeling the pressure a bit.” I admitted. “But… I know Shiro and Eri will be fine soon, and I’m not going to fail again, let Tsukiko-san be taken from us. Yes, sometimes I still think of that moment, the deaths of the trainees, of Mine-san… of course I do. It only happened a short while ago. But… I’ve understood where I went wrong, and what was my guilt to bear and what was just… misfortune and cruel inevitability.”

Hyacinth searched my eyes, and after a while, she nodded. “Good. It seems yooou mean it. Sooo… it is simply mental fatigue. Then let maid Hyacinth take away all yooour cares and refresh you. I wish us both tooo be satisfied. Dooo not turn around, master!”

She slipped behind me, and her hands were then on my shoulders, and she started giving me a massage, her deft fingers effortlessly kneading into my body, relieving tension I wasn’t aware was there. As I let out a gasp, Hyacinth chuckled, well pleased.

“Yes, master is sooo very exhausted, even if you do not bow to it. I would have it nooo other way. Master is the best. Let Hyacinth soothe yooour cares away.” She stripped my torso bare, and her fingers were kneading deeply, working on all the knots and tightness. I could feel her hair and her breath tickling me, and it was oddly erotic, and my treacherous dick was standing erect and tall.

“Master is a simple creature. Yooou like to touch and be touched. Dooo not worry, we love it too. Only with yooou though. I think… I think seeking comfort and love is a wooonderful thing. It makes the darkness, the dark times… if I think it was necessary, all sooo I could meet you, the others…” Her massage was both firm and tender, and after a moment I could hear the rustling of cloth. “…better I could have met yooou without the pain, but… it was still wooorth it too me, master. Yooou saved me. As you will save others!”

I then felt a heavy weight, soft and springy, on my back. I made to turn, but Hyacinth stopped me. “Nooo peeking, master.” Her bare breasts were rubbing on my back, the nipples tracing across my skin, and her fingers were still finding all my sore spots, soothing me. I felt my eyes mist up, and I swallowed. As I did so, her hands crept around me, and into my pants, pulling free my cock, circling it gently, almost reverently.

“Yooou are tense here. Let me… massage it, master!”

I nodded, and she began to stroke me tenderly and carefully, her fingers making a ring, while her other hand alternated between fondling my balls and gently teasing my glans. My moist eyes were soon joined by dampness as my precum was starting to soak Hyacinth’s fingers.

“Good, good. Let it all out ooon your loyal maid, master.” Hyacinth licked my ear suddenly, and then ran her tongue along my cheek. “Nooot just your seed, but your sorrows. I am here for yooou. And Hyacinth is very durable. Cruel ooor kind…” Her hands sped up, and I groaned, a hot weight in my chest and groin both demanding release. “…I will take it all, and never judge. My looove for you is no less than yours for me, master.”

I let out a muffled sob, before I took a deep breath. My cock was shuddering, her handjob exquisite, matched by the delightful feel of her breasts massaging my back. Letting out a long, measured breath, I expelled all the tension I had been feeling, the pressure even I didn’t want to look at. “Thanks… Hyacinth. I am fine now. I promise. But… oh, it’s coming…”

“Oooh. Master’s seed is precious.” Hyacinth finally moved in front of me, kneeling between my legs, and she swallowed my shaft in her warm, wet embrace. Her head bobbed up and down, her tongue twirling, teasing me along with her hands on my shaft and balls, and moments later I did release what was deep inside me.

“Oh, Hyacinth!” I clutched her head, and she gulped as my cum filled her mouth. It was an endless tide, spraying out, and despite her swallows, her cheeks bulged, though she never stopped sucking, licking and stroking, keeping my release coming. Soon her mouth was overfilled, and she coughed, cum spraying down her chin and soaking her breasts in pearlescent liquid. Even so, my orgasm didn’t stop, Hyacinth milking me dry as though swallowing all my sorrows with it. The orgasm seemed to take hours, but was surely only seconds.

“Master, I have served.” Hyacinth giggled, slurping at her soiled fingers seductively, her eyes shining a brilliant violet. “But… master is unsatisfied, despite soooaking this maid!” She continued to idly stroke me with her free hand, keeping my fires burning. She was scarlet with arousal, and the smell of grass and lemon was seeping from her, along with her own juices, which had completely drenched her cute maid-style panties and had seeped down her inner thighs.

It’s… perhaps it’s the immorality of master and servant play, but… she’s so gorgeous. And…

I pulled Hyacinth into a hug, and she protested. “Master, yooou will soil yourself…”

“Who cares?” I kissed her then, not caring she had barely finished swallowing. I gripped her chest with one hand, while my second pulled down her panties enough to reveal her dripping, twitching pussy. “I can clean up easily enough. Hyacinth, thank you.”

“Why?” she giggled happily, thighs rubbing together in anticipation. “It is my rooole.”

“Nope.” I kissed her forehead gently. “It’s your kindness. I… know you understand me. Not that I’d claim to ever know the weight of your struggles, but… you have carried it well. So I can do it too. Because… like you do now, I also have those who will push my back when I need it, will carry the weight with me, soothe my tears, and… fill my heart.”

Hyacinth suddenly changed her expression. She was still flushed and aroused, but her eyes were serious. “Hyacinth’s pain is her ooown, yes. But yours is yours too. And I dooo feel the weight lift. Even now… master, it grows lighter. Yes, this foolish, annoooying maid will need your care for years, decades… fooorever to come, before I am free of it. But…” She then wiggled seductively, her thighs brushing against my cock, which was rock hard again, drooling eagerly despite its earlier obscene eruption. Yeah, having high stats sure is dangerous, sometimes…

“…even in the darkest ooof nights, when.. when Hyacinth still feels the urge to choooke, to burn, to do bad things… I take a deep breath, and I remember… that I looove you, and you will never abandon me. The booox is open, and now… I want you to know… do not shut the sorrow, the strain, inside, form a box ooof your own. Let us open it, and let out the pain, and in the light.” After her heartfelt speech, I hurt inside, but it was a sweet pain, not one of guilt and stress, but of arousal and love.

Seeing that, Hyacinth giggled. “Besides…” Her hand opened her gushing pussy, and strings of fresh-smelling love nectar trickled down onto her panties. “…opening this box is good tooooo!”

“Just where did you hear that slang for it? It’s pretty rare.” I asked, amused and touched at her care.

“Mistress Shaeula doooes like to research these things.” Hyacinth licked her lips, releasing her pussy, which twitched, leaking more nectar. “I find it moooving how she seeks to please you, and be pleased herself. I think… is that what it means to be a mistress?”

I nodded. “Yeah, exactly. The difference between a servant and a wife is… husband and wife serve each other.”

“Hyacinth likes that.” She was nodding now, mirroring me, and she was so cute I kissed her again, our tongues tangling, even as Hyacinth’s hands were gently keeping my erection towering. “But… nooot today. Today… master is bullying the maid. So… be forceful. And next time… when you have triumphed… we can relax, and all together with the ooother mistresses, with mistress Eri and new mistress Shiro… perhaps even with mistresses Natsumi, Hinata and Motoko… we can enjoy ourselves. But… toooday is therapy!” she insisted.

“Fine then.” Honestly, it was incredibly arousing. What guy who lived in Tokyo hadn’t fantasised about cute, servile maids. It was the whole dream maid cafés sold, even if that was merely a pale shadow, a mere tease. “I don’t hate any part of you, Hyacinth. When you want to be like this… it’s cute. So… sometimes a bit of roleplay is fine.”

As she giggled happily at my words, I felt more of my cares melt away. I knew I’d probably be stressed again soon, there truly was no rest for the wicked, as my mom often said, but there was always relief. “In that case…” I smiled mischievously. “Hyacinth, your master is unsatisfied still. And I won’t be until you’ve served as my outlet for my lust!”

Hyacinth shuddered, more love nectar gushing from her pussy as it clamped suddenly, the grassy smell intensifying, and I had to laugh. “Did you just cum getting bullied?” Sure, I like tender lovemaking, but if it genuinely makes her happy, I can certainly mix in some more styles now and then…

Now scarlet, drool leaking from her lips to match her lower lips, Hyacinth nodded slowly. “Master, fooorgive me, Hyacinth is a dirty girl. Thoughts of master dominating me…”

“Well then… turn around and put your hands against the wall!” I ordered, and she twitched again, a second light orgasm rocking her. She did as asked, breathing heavily, turning her head to look at me, but I gently smacked her ass, leaving a faint red handprint, quivering her bottom, and she squirted again. “Turn around. I couldn’t look at you earlier, so… we’ll do it that way.”

Hyacinth nodded so rapidly it was like her neck was a spring. I then asked her to spread herself, and with hands trembling with lust she opened up her slit, the pale pink flesh inside twitching and oozing nectar. I gave it a quick lick, the lemony tang quite unlike the taste of my other girls, and as Hyacinth moaned, biting on her hair to keep in her groans, that aroused me further.

“Hold it open. A good maid can take her master on and still keep her poise.” I teased, and Hyacinth gushed again. Shaking my head at her amusing tendances, amusing and arousing, I thrust inside her with no warning, sinking my iron-hard dick into her twitching pussy.

“Master… master is using Hyacinth!” she groaned, obeying my command, fingers pulling her slit apart further, gently fondling my shaft as it started sliding in and out, liquid scattering, soaked sucking noises soon joining the slapping of our bodies and her wet groans, muffled by her mouthful of damp hair.

“Yes, master is!” I groped her ass with one hand, my other roughly playing with her breasts, and she arched her body, pleasure hollowing her out, each thrust warmer and hotter inside her, her body constantly releasing nectar. “But only because Hyacinth is worth my love!” I refused to compromise on that, even for roleplay. At my words she came again, tightening up, and as I continued to thrust into her, she slid down the wall, unable to keep standing, though her hands never stopped keeping her pussy wide for me.

Soon she was on her knees, her ass thrust upwards, and I started alternating gentle spanks and thrusts, and it was like I was trying to screw a swamp, warm, wet and smelling of vegetation. It sounded a little off-putting, but it was sexy as hell, especially the way Hyacinth was panting and moaning quietly, trying to hide her shame and arousal like she thought a servant should.

“I… I.. Hyacinth is…” she gasped, her pussy clamping down as if to suck the cum right out of me. I could feel it building, it would only be a few moments. “…with you! We are nooot alone!”

I then grabbed her head, pulling her around. Her eyes widened, as I had told her to face away, but she quickly relented as my mouth met hers, not even caring about her damp hair. We kissed deeply, and at that moment I thrusted powerfully inside her, piercing her to her deepest regions, and as her body convulsed, I came with a powerful groan of pleasure.

Hyacinth likewise shuddered, her mouth closing on mine, tongue flailing, and her body buckled. She collapsed completely to the floor, pussy opening and closing erratically, alternatively clamping and releasing my throbbing, discharging cock as if to wring every last drop out of me. Her insides wriggled, sucking in my cum, and Hyacinth squirted ferociously, staining the floor with a puddle of her waters. That just embarrassed her more, driving her to a second orgasm, and as my cum spilled from her slit, I pulled my dick free, with an audible plop. With one last kiss, I stroked her hair, grinning with both exhaustion and happiness.

Now that’s an explosion to make Eri proud. Or ashamed. Eri really does get embarrassed when she pees during sex. “That was… very soothing.” I praised Hyacinth, and she revelled in it, although on seeing the mess she had made, she frowned.

“I enjoooyed it too, I did.” She reached out and hesitated for a second, before she touched my face. “Maids cannot tooouch their master casually. But… I can, yes?”

“Of course.” I leaned into her gentle touch on my cheek. We relaxed like that for a moment, before Hyacinth shook her head. “This… this will nooot do! Such a mess!” Getting up, she retrieved a cloth from somewhere, and bent over, not even fixing her dress or panties, her soaked black underwear around her thighs. She began to mop up her spilled nectars and my cum, humming cheerfully to herself, but she was shaking her flushed ass at me as she did so, and couldn’t resist turning to glance at me, biting at her lip, every now and then.

I get it. With a laugh, I once more slid into Hyacinth, my cock not as iron hard as before, but still firm enough to please her, and me, of course. She groaned, her sensitive, post orgasm pussy sopping and greedy, but she didn’t stop her mopping, though her sweeps of the cloth were now in time with my thrusts and her lascivious moans.

“Master is using me again! I am fulfilled! Nooo, I am filled with master’s imperious swooord!”

Chuckling at the imagery, my body contacting her ass, my hands stroking her back and hair tenderly, Hyacinth continued to clean, though it was becoming harder and harder for her, as her body shook, pleasure rising once again. As she nearly collapsed, her efforts to tidy the liquid mess now barely making a difference, we heard an amused cough behind us, and we turned, to see Shaeula had returned, as well as two of her maids. Velna and Klena, I think?

The two weaselkin were clearly embarrassed, Klena turned away, Velna looking on with an almost fascinated expression of shock. But it was Shaeula who was most interested, as she licked her pink lips eagerly.

“I see-see. I did wonder where you disappeared to, though I can not-not fault you for wanting a break from brother Shaeraggo’s boasting. It seems you are feeling better too.” she observed shrewdly. “Well-well done, Hyacinth. Though… it seems you have received your own-own reward?”

With a mixture of shame and arousal for being caught, Hyacinth tightened on me as she orgasmed again, further dripping fluids ruining her futile efforts at cleaning. As she slumped to the ground, drooling happily, her eyes vacant with pleasure, she slid off my cock, which Shaeula glanced at my now exposed member hungrily.

“I suppose I do not-not mind a quick tumble either. Dealing with Primal Forest is likely to be such-such a chore.” Licking her lips again, she glanced at her stunned maids. “If you wish, you can join me? Akio does not-not hate our weaselkin forms…”

Huh? At Shaeula’s words, Klena shook her head rapidly, before excusing herself. Velna also declined, her quirk of doubled words most weaselkin shared going into overdrive, though I noticed she did stare at my cock for an awfully long time, also glancing at Hyacinth’s twitching ass and pussy. “No-no, I would not-not dream of it-it, princess! I… should go-go now. I should! Have… fun-fun…” She scuttled away, hands covering her front, and Shaeula watched them go, her amber eyes bemused.

“A shame-shame. But I have no-no wish to force them.” She shrugged, before striding over and giving me a deep kiss. When we parted, she wiped her lips and grinned. “In that case, more-more for us, yes Hyacinth?”

As the exhausted Hyacinth nodded, the warm afterglow of her orgasms keeping her docile, I grabbed Shaeula, even as she seized my cock in one small hand. Looks like I’m going to be busy… I think the floor is a lost cause for now…
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Shaeula, Hyacinth and I returned to the Material after our lengthy bout of lovemaking, which continued for far longer than I had expected, the two girls eager to soothe my troubles. Once up, we left Eri and Shiro to get some actual sleep, not wanting to push their broken bodies too far, and we headed out into the morning sun, and greeting us there with a yawn was Treyvon, who was standing guard along with Lieutenant Nakano, the two of them seemingly having arrived from Kyoto overnight.

“Rough night?” I asked sympathetically, and Trey shrugged.

“All part of the job, man. Besides, I had to be here now, since Luciana is bringing the remainder of the Black Wolf in today. I got word they have just arrived in Japan, where the military met them. I let Aliyah grab some sleep, my sister can be a bitch when she’s tired, and we don’t need the hassle today.”

“No kidding.” The Lieutenant laughed. “Anyway, you have a lot on your schedule. But just so you don’t worry, we have soldiers in Nishimorioka keeping an eye on your family, along with those noble security goons. Around all the shrines where there were casualties too. We can’t stop all the leaks, but we can at least stop shit spreading.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.” I responded, and his smile was mocking.

“I bet you do. Just like we’ll appreciate your next batch of Special Forces you do Chirurgery on. They’ve been drawing lots on the order, sounds like they are all hyped up after seeing their comrades outperform them in tests. And that’s not all…” He grinned, but wouldn’t be drawn into saying more. “I’ll let your secretaries fill you in.” He clammed up, clearly amused at something.

I wonder what he means. With that, I entered the office, to see Karen-chan, the guys, and also Haru-san, all looking flustered.

“Hey Haru-san, you got back all right?” I asked, and on hearing my voice, everyone was looking at me hungrily, like I was some sort of fresh meat. I then realised there was someone else in the room, my Chinese tutor, the fussy-looking older gentleman.

As Tanaka-san hurried to put on some tea, helped by Hyacinth, Karen-chan spoke first. “Akio-kun, I know I should be getting used to these important people who keep calling, but it’s hard, you know!” she complained. “I’m just a personal assistant, a secretary! I’m not cut out for this.” She let out a long sigh as Haru-san silently patted her on the back comfortingly, her expression sympathetic.

You know, as horrible as Kyoto was, at least some good has come from it. Haru-san seems a little brighter, a touch more confident, maybe? Perhaps the thought of finally having a Territory, becoming a genuine Chosen in her own right, has helped focus her mind?

“So, I surmise something has occurred, yes-yes?” Shaeula asked, curious, and Karen-chan nodded.

“I had a call from Tsumura-sama…” She paused, a slight smile twitching her lips. “Not your pretty fiancée number one million, or whatever number you’re at now.” She sassed me, feeling both comfortable enough with me as her boss, and also stressed enough, to do so. “No, her grandfather. With the schedule for meeting the newcomers from abroad, those mercenaries.”

“Yes, Treyvon said that was today.” I agreed. The training school also starts up again this evening after school finishes. Hinata said she had some rich foreigners who need Ether Healing too. Damn, I am going to be very busy. I wonder how many will attend tonight, after… after the deaths.

“That’s far from all.” she continued. “I also had a late-night call from the secretary to the Prime Minister, since he couldn’t get hold of you, since you were over in that other world, the Boundary. The Prime Minister wants you to call him as soon as you can. Like, right now!”

“The Prime Minster? Call him directly, not his secretary?” I queried.

“Yes, that’s what I said! This is bad for my nerves. If I make a mistake on the job, I’m going to upset plenty of important people…”

“You’re doing just fine.” Haru-san soothed. “Our master owes us a reward. I may be dead, but I still deserve compensation. You too. Why don’t we go drinking later, just the two of us? On Akio-kun, of course.” She grinned charmingly.

“Master?” Karen-chan spluttered. “Oh, right. Yes, I guess to you he is…”

I half-listened to their banter, pleased to hear more liveliness in Haru-san’s tone, a little surprised she’d volunteer to go out with just the two of them. I’ll definitely pay for their night, no question. Soon my phone was answered, and I was greeted by the Prime Minister, Abe-san.

“About time you called, Oshiro-san.” he said with no preamble. “We have a situation. Another one.” he complained. “You see your Chinese teacher there? You bragged you were able to learn fast, right? Well, prove yourself. Every second you aren’t spending with work today, learn.”

“Why the rush?” I asked, and he snorted bitterly.

“Two matters. Only one of which I dare speak of over the phone. You never know who might be listening. Damn Americans.” he grumbled bitterly. “Let’s just say I need you to pay particular attention to any Chinese that might be helpful to talk… Cultivation.”

Cultivation? The term surprised me. “You know about that sort of thing?” I asked, curious.

“Not until now.” he replied, sounding like he had a terrible headache. “I’ve been using search engines frantically, checking Wikipedia, more… oddly enough my daughter had heard the term, even if she didn’t know much about it, and it turns out one of the undersecretaries read some literature on the side… no, there’s no time for this. Get the Chirurgery on our Special Forces done as quickly as you can, then deal with these mercenaries, get them settled. Then come to…” he rattled off an address, and it turned out to be a secure military facility on the outskirts of Tokyo.

“All right, I’ll be there.” I promised, taking a deep breath. Yeah, this is going to be a busy day. No rest for the wicked, as my mom would say, it seems…
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“…so, if anything feels out of the ordinary, or the pain becomes unbearable, do alert someone. Just because the Chirurgery has always been safe before, that doesn’t mean somebody won’t have side-effects.” I warned the man before me, who was merely wearing his underwear, which wasn’t strictly necessary now my Eye had improved, but the Special Forces didn’t seem to mind, not even the few women who were being attended to by Shaeula, who only wore sports bras and comfortable, extremely unsexy panties.

“Yes sir, I understand!” the soldier intoned firmly, saluting me, sweat dripping from his body, the faint tremors of the pain he had endured remaining. As he left and the next soldier took his position in front of me, my Chinese teacher was constantly saying new phrases, which I would memorise and repeat back, occasionally being asked a previous phrase or combination of several, which I answered flawlessly, the teacher continuing to be shocked. Though what was more shocking is that as I learn Chinese, Shaeula seems to understand it as well. It’s extremely strange.

I began my work on the next soldier, ignoring his groans of pain, constantly parroting what the teacher was telling me, committing it to memory. A lot of the terms were ones I had only heard Japanese translations for, things like Dao, Realms, Dantians and other strange, yet slightly familiar terminology. The teacher couldn’t hide his puzzlement at the request, and I was a bit confused myself. I need to learn Chinese quickly, especially around Cultivation? Does that mean… are Cultivators real? Or are some Divine Favours Cultivation-related? Or… yes, it’s probably that.

The only reason I could think of was that there was a Chinese Chosen candidate we had somehow captured. The location I was asked to go to was suspect, and this sudden rush… It seems a risky move though, especially after what the Americans tried… well, I’ll soon see.

The morning passed like a blur, and there was a flurry of extra lots drawn, as with Shaeula’s help and my noticeably strengthened aether reserves, we were able to do significantly more Chirurgery than planned. One more day should see Special Forces completed, though I guess they’ll try and persuade me to expand my work to military personnel where reflexes and stamina is vital, such as fighter pilots. I certainly can, but… well, I’ll need some concessions.

Once we had quickly washed ourselves off, the extreme mental concentration trying, we were in a transport vehicle heading towards Tsumura-san’s base, Aliyah, Treyvon, Manx and Travis accompanying Shaeula and me, along with the Lieutenant, and the now somewhat afraid Chinese tutor, who I was starting to feel a great deal of sympathy for, as he continued to drill new words, phrases and language rules into me. The poor man. He even had to continue shouting through to me while I was showering…

“Fuck, it’s creepy how quickly you learn.” Aliyah cursed, the few hours of sleep she had snatched obviously not helping her temper. Though, I still remember she was useful when the disaster in Kyoto happened. I guess when she needs to she can turn it on. As expected from a top mercenary, I suppose.

“It’s purely a matter of numbers.” I shrugged, before committing the next set of phrases to memory. “My processing power and memory are insane. Of course, it doesn’t help so much with abstract thinking, like relationships, but if it needs calculative abilities, I’m fine.”

“The whole world’s going mad. If we can’t compete with people like you, then there’s no point to us anymore.” Aliyah sighed loudly, hair beads jingling as she shook her head bitterly. “And shut up, Trey, I get it, I do! I’m just venting. I know that’s why we had that painful treatment shit they do. I already feel faster, smarter and stronger. Though it’s nothing compared to these monsters.” she sneered, her tone grim.

“For now.” Shaeula answered, amused by her irritation. “Aliyah, you would do well not-not to think so small. Otherwise, what use do you have-have to us? We are shouldering your lives, and the lives of your comrades, and paying them quite-quite well, are we not-not?” Her gaze was fierce. “If you are of no-no use, then we should…”

“Yeah, I know.” she interrupted, frustrated. “When it’s time for shit to go down, I’m your woman. Fuck, I’m even a little grateful, much as it tears me up inside. But we are mercenaries, not good little soldier boys like him over there.” She nodded at Lieutenant Nakano. “If you want polite words and ‘sir, yes sir’ then you’re damn well out of luck!”

“As it happens, I’m not the most respectful of soldiers.” The Lieutenant grinned. “If it wasn’t for all this, my career path would have stagnated.”

The talk continued along those lines, until we reached the compound. We were waved through by numerous armed soldiers, the place having a heavier guard than ever before. Soon, we were seated in a large gymnasium, nearly a hundred people lined up, their ethnicities and skin tones varied, yet all looked foreign, exotic. At the front was someone I recognised, having met her in Las Vegas briefly. On seeing Aliyah and Treyvon, her tense expression loosened.

Beside us sat Tsumura-san, Motoko’s grandfather, as well as several ranking military officials. “So, these are the Black Wolf Company members who remained after accepting your offer.” he observed. “They have all passed the background checks. We have had to be more thorough and cautious than usual, due to the current circumstances. Besides…” He looked at me, his gaze fierce. “As a grandfather, I cannot help but worry.”

“I get it. Motoko will be safe with me, I promise.” I reassured him. “Now then…” I turned back to Luciana, who was leading the group. “Luciana, it’s been a while.”

Her gaze strayed to Treyvon, who nodded to her. Taking a deep breath, she replied, smiling as best she could, despite her nerves. “Ciertamente, it has been. I… hope there are no hard feelings?”

“Hard feelings? Well, I have my complaints, but… it’s all water under the bridge, right?” I turned to Trey and Aliyah. “Well, why don’t you two start things off?”


Three Hundred And Two


“It’s good to see everyone. It must have been hard.” Treyvon spoke, his voice choked with emotion. Beside him, his sister Aliyah snorted savagely, disagreeing.

“Hard? Fuck me Trey, they weren’t the ones who got the shit kicked out of them, then ended up in prison, and had to put up with this crazy shit, were they?” she complained. “Besides…” Her eyes sharpened. “…I guess you did a good job, Luciana, but those bastards who cut and ran, don’t think I’ll forget them. They needn’t come damn well crawling back later. Cowards.”

“Don’t be like that, sis.” Treyvon shook his head. “It’s a big step. Moving to a foreign country, being under someone else’s control. I get why those who chose to leave did. You agreed it was for the best too.”

“I know, but…” She clenched a fist, aggrieved. “…it doesn’t matter, does it? Done is done.” She let out a long sigh. “Not all of us are born American, but even those who ain't, we’ve been working under the flag for long enough. I guess some cold feet is normal. Shit.” She controlled herself with an effort, calming down. “Luciana, deliver your report so we can get this done. I really need a drink now. Or ten.”

Treyvon winced at that, and I held in a snicker myself, remembering Aliyah’s behaviour when drunk. Shaeula was not so polite, letting out a hearty chuckle. “A drink or ten does sound quite-quite delightful.” Shaeula licked her lips delicately. “I am only sorry I do not-not have time right now. Our schedule is packed. So may-may we continue?”

“Of course. Un momento.” Luciana gathered her thoughts. “The remaining members here have all agreed to the terms, and are prepared. Though…” She trailed off nervously, looking at Tsumura-san and the other obviously military people around. “…we do hope to avoid engaging our fellow mercenary groups, or… actions that our homeland, adopted or not, would find… de traición, treasonous.” Her expression was somewhat gloomy, and several of the men and women behind her looked restless at that.

Tsumura-san looked at me then, so I guessed it was time for me to take the lead on this. “I’ve hired you all. Any who haven’t the stomach for that have left already, right?” At her nod, echoed by Treyvon and Aliyah, I continued, making myself clear. “You’re not mercenaries any longer, but paid employees. That said, I have no intentions of being reckless with you, and there are still opportunities for mercenary work, when it is beneficial. As for engaging other groups…”

My grey eyes were hard, glaring at the newcomers. “…I have no wish to start trouble. I’m a man who loves peace. But if enemies come against me or those I care about, then my retaliation will be swift and brutal.” I’ve learned being too nice and forgiving is just dangerous. I thought I‘d hardened my heart at Kondou Kazuo, but it took Yamato-san to really drive home the point. I’m not going to turn into a brutal monster, but I am going to eliminate threats if there is no better way. “If mercenaries take on a job, they have to accept the consequences, right? You should know that. As for America…”

Tsumura-san took over. “We have no current hostilities with the United States, who have been a long-term strategic ally of ours for decades. The current… friction… is being worked out, and as part of the agreement, the Black Wolf Company has been ceded to us, with full permission to access the information that mercenary groups can obtain through their special channels. Though we have agreed not to ask for any information you are aware of before this point.”

He looked unhappy at that, and I could see why, as it may well have pertained to the missing Japanese citizens. Apparently we had been delivered some important information by the US recently, though Tsumura-san had not yet told me what that was, and with it came videos of our stolen people. They were alive, at least, though our military suspected the videos were made with heavy coercion, as the countenances of the captives were rather… dishevelled, to say the least. Just thinking about it makes me angry. My only solace is, while they aren’t returning them, our diplomats and negotiators are having an easy time on other matters.

“We understand. Though if you wanted to get it out of us, who would know?” Treyvon asked, eyeing Shaeula, knowing she had winds that could command.

“I honour my agreements.” I disagreed firmly. “If I promised it, I do it. Though I’m not going to let oathbreakers off easily.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “Breaking Oath and Pledge is what mere-mere scum do.”

“Trey isn’t really worried.” Aliyah snorted, surprising me. “You’re a naïve shit, but you seem to be toughening up. Which is good. The Black Wolf doesn’t howl for a weakling. Look.” She addressed Luciana and the rest. “This is a job, a bit different to our other jobs, but only in terms of length of employment. The pay is decent…” She shot a sidelong glance at me, a little thankful we were paying her and Treyvon anything at all, considering how badly we had them over the barrel, as my mom might say. “…and yeah, having to be bound by her…” She looked at Shaeula then, who merely smiled back calmly. “…is a bit insulting, but shit, it’s understandable. This is highly classified stuff. And the benefits… well, the job gives some advantages you can’t get anywhere else.”

“In terms of your equipment we confiscated on entry, it’s being vetted and will be returned shortly, along with additional supplies as necessary.” Tsumura-san advised them. “From a legal point of view, this is extremely irregular. Even Japanese citizens are not allowed such items, to say nothing of foreign citizens on our soil, and mercenaries are banned by our Constitution, unlike your home country. However, the Constitution is a relic of times past. A necessary, welcome one, and one we by no means regret. But… it cannot cope with the changing world, so the new Ministry will hold jurisdiction.”

“Yes, it isn’t like America, where everyone has the right to bear arms.” Treyvon agreed. “But then, this is a world where some people can probably shrug off a round from a tank, then pick up and throw said tank.” He glanced at me then, and I nodded slowly. I’m not sure I could lift a tank yet. But an APC? Sure.

“Yeah, some real Hulk shit.” Aliyah agreed. “So doing things the old way ain’t going to cut it anymore. You all agreed, but I’ll let our boss here explain it again.”

“Right.” I declared, flexing my Majesty and Charm to their maximum, feeling all eyes on me. I could see everyone giving me their full attention, and some of the faces were flushed. “What I need is a force I can rely on totally. Now it may seem odd, even idiotic, to rely on a foreign force, especially one I have quite the history with.” Travis and Manx were both grinning ruefully, no doubt remembering how I crushed them in battle. “Of course we have safeguards.” Shaeula smirked teasingly at that, nodding proudly. “But from what Aliyah and Treyvon here say, you guys are the best of the best, an easy match for the US army, or any other, for that matter.”

Aliyah puffed out her massive chest proudly at that, and it took all my Resilience not to look. “Damn right we are.”

“Here in Japan, we lack that resource. Of course, I intend to recruit suitable Japanese people to form part of the team.” The issue again is loyalty. Most of the best are already in the JSDF, or in Fujiwara Security Services, for civilians. The feelers are going out, but it’ll take time. “In addition, long-term, there will be others too.” When Fae and other spiritual beings are more able to walk the Material, I’ll have a ready source of troops, but I don’t want it to be all on them. Spiritual and Mortal beings need to work together, else I don’t see how we’ll survive what’s coming, or thrive in the higher Astral. Even the scraps Tan has told us point to that…

“You’ll be responsible for security details, onsite liaison, testing of training regimen and techniques, experimental equipment, and overseas and extraterritorial missions as necessary.” I delivered the euphemism, these newcomers being unaware of the Boundary. “Now, there’s one final chance to leave, and we’ll even pay your plane tickets home. But once you stay…” I warned firmly. “…then there’s no backing out. Is that clear?”

There was a long moment of silence, where nobody moved, before Luciana spoke. “Entiendo. Nobody will leave. Perhaps some job security might be what we all need in these dangerous times.”

With everyone in agreement, I left it to Treyvon and the others to settle the new recruits in. It would take a day or two to get them accommodated, their gear approved, and any shortfalls filled, before we could start the Chirurgery. But before that… Shaeula met my gaze, with a tired smile.

“Yes, the befuddling winds shall blow a gale, it seems-seems. I demand a reward later, since I was not-not able to break through earlier!”

I rubbed her head gently, my smile equally kind. “Don’t worry. You’ll have one. How could I neglect you?”

As Shaeula started preparing herself for the tiring task ahead, while I considered their best uses, such as helping Ixitt with the testing of his new weapons, being as the mercenaries were far more used to using such things on the battlefield than any of us, I watched as Treyvon, Travis, Manx and Aliyah were being greeted by their comrades, everyone all smiles.

“Hey, boss lady!” one man was saying, his skin a deep olive, his short brown hair close-cropped. “Still kicking? I thought they’d have been torturing you into being a submissive woman by now, a big girl like…” His words were cut off by her fist, as it landed in his guts. She pulled it, obviously, but even so he doubled over, wheezing, tears streaming from his eyes, to the laughter of everyone around them.

“Still not lost it then…” he managed, and others echoed him.

Meanwhile, Treyvon was talking to Luciana. “So, everyone who left was looked after?”

“Indeed, there were no problems. Our finances are stretched thin, but they have enough to tide them over until they find suitable trabajos, jobs.” She paused, looking over at Travis and Manx, who were cheerfully wrestling with some equally big men from the Company. “I was quite worried about you all. By rights, you should be disappeared, no?”

“Seems that way.” Treyvon agreed, looking back at me, meeting my gaze for a moment before looking away. “We fucked up bad. But… we made one good choice.” He sighed then. “Thank God that you and my sister managed to get the contact details for his sister and girlfriend, and we didn’t use them. The creed of the Black Wolf, no kids and no innocent women, that saved our asses. Else we’d either be dead, or locked up in some maximum-security hellhole. I guess it’s not so bad. His principles seem the same as ours, more or less.”

“That is quite the relief.” Luciana observed Shaeula and I. “Though, my instintos, they say they are far more dangerous than when I met them last.”

Before Treyvon could answer, Shaeula clapped her small hands together, drawing everyone’s eyes. “Very well-well. Gather up and we shall begin. I have much-much to do today, so do not-not keep me waiting.” Jade energies rose from her, drawing a few gasps and prayers from the mercenaries, and then Shaeula held out her hands, looking like a benevolent Goddess. “Open your minds-minds and hearts to my wind, hear the whispers. You will never-never betray us, leak our secrets, or…” As she worked, I once more shuddered at the sheer power of her befuddling winds. Brainwashing, be it the winds, Alluring The Buddha that Tan has, the power of the Widow of Nails… perhaps they are the most frightening abilities of all…
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A few hours later we were at a different facility, along with Tsumura-san. This one was tightly secured, and the JSDF stationed here were at full alert, armed and ready to respond at any moment. An exhausted Shaeula was sat next to me, leaning on my shoulder, her face pale from using so much of her winds.

The table in front of us was piled with treats and steaming mugs of what smelt like extremely expensive tea, and as Shaeula reached for a pastry, I looked at the people sitting opposite of us.

“Should you really be taking time out for this?” I asked the Prime Minister, Abe-san, mildly.

“For this?” He gave me a tired smile. “Isn’t this the most important matter we have going on right now, your own words, yes?” He ran a hand through his hair, stressed. “You’re a celebrity in my house, my daughter thinks it’s hilarious how you are giving me so many grey hairs. Children.” he complained. “In all seriousness, this situation is… unprecedented. It isn’t just our… guest.”

The leader of the Opposition party was here too, an unusual occurrence, and the third person was a woman in her early thirties, perhaps, not exactly beautiful but with a certain austere charm, her dark hair tied into a neat bun and her black glasses making her look a bit like a schoolteacher. On seeing me looking, she frowned, before introducing herself, holding out a hand for a shake in more Western fashion. “I am Morita Yuna. Pleased to meet you, Oshiro-san. Shaeula-san.” She then reached a hand to Shaeula, who took it.

“She’s the new Minister for the Ministry of Spiritual Matters.” the head of the Opposition declared. “She’s an up-and-coming politician, recently elected to the Diet, and is flexible enough to handle unusual matters, while having a heart of iron and nerves of steel.”

She didn’t seem happy at his words of praise. “Leader, women don’t like being addressed in such a manner. I’d rather you say I am confident.”

“A female, I see.” Shaeula nodded after releasing her hand, clearly amused. “I see they read you well-well, Akio.”

Huh? I tilted my head, puzzled, only for Abe-san to laugh uproariously.

“Damn, I needed that. Recently it’s been all doom and gloom. You can be rather amusing, Oshiro-san. Morita-san here is definitely qualified, but her being a woman is an advantage. We’ve had you profiled extensively, and you are more likely to listen to what a woman says. Unusual for a Japanese man. Is it your upbringing as a half, I wonder?”

“I don’t approve of that, either. I got the job on merit, and if you look down on me, special advisor, then I’ll make you regret it.” Morita-san declared coldly, only reinforcing her schoolteacher vibe.

“I wouldn’t dream of it. I know many capable women, including Shaeula here.” I promised. “I’ll get Haru-san to liaise with you then, since she’ll be employed by the Ministry as agreed, right?”

“Ah yes, Minister Suzuki’s daughter. The… one who was murdered.” She raised an eyebrow at that. “If I hadn’t seen irrefutable proof, I wouldn’t believe any of this, flexible or not.”

“Well then, as her first job as head of the Ministry, I’ll leave it to Morita-san to brief you. She’ll need to get used to it.” Abe-san suggested, and with that, the woman pressed a switch, revealing a live-feed into one of the secure cells here. The first thing I noticed were the walls. Thick metal and concrete were riddled with gouges and slashes, piercing deep, as if someone had attacked them savagely.

The next thing was… that’s a girl. Inside the cell was a girl with Asian looks, long black hair cascading down to her waist. She wasn’t particularly tall, merely of average height for a girl her age, but her face was striking, dark eyes and beautiful, delicate features. Or it would have been, other than her blank stare, robbing her of any emotions. She was wearing a drab grey prison jumpsuit, hiding her figure, and it seemed very out-of-place on her.

“So, I’m guessing she’s Chinese?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“Yes.” Morita-san agreed, pushing up her glasses with one finger, to peer at the live feed. “Though there is no data on her our intelligence service has been able to uncover. She named herself Zhao Daiyu. She was… recovered… by a fishing vessel who were… well, outside our jurisdiction, doing acts that the International community finds unappealing. Hence when they found a girl adrift in the ocean, malnourished and riddled with wounds, they were at a loss. Luckily, their humanity and civic spirit prevailed, and those that wished to toss her back overboard were overruled. Impossibly, after being fed some water she started to recover abnormally, impossibly quickly. Even so, she was still weak and injured, so they called for rescue.”

“One possessing a Divine Favour?” Shaeula mused, watching the monitor with curious eyes.

“Or perhaps a Cultivator?” I asked. “I’d say that was just a myth, but having seen the old shrine bloodlines, I can’t rule it out. That would explain why my tutor has been drilling that sort of terminology into me all day.”

“Yes, she claims to be a Cultivator.” Morita-san agreed. “She says little, and asks for much. She wants to know about her so-called Incorruptible Jade Sect, and her father, who is seemingly the head of this Sect.”

I see. The world just gets stranger. “So, have we seen her display any powers?” I asked.

“We have.” she answered me. “She fell into a slumber for days, healing wounds without any scars, despite them being deep and badly infected. Since then, she has overpowered a number of our soldiers, though she only renders them unconscious, either through force of arms, or by… mysterious methods.” Morita-san looked shocked. “I have seen footage of her using martial arts to subdue powerful men multiple times her weight with ease. With such skinny arms…”

“So has she tried to escape?” I asked, wondering how they would stop her. I’ve seen the security on this facility. Unless she can weather machine gun bullets, she’d have a bad time. And there are heavier weapons too…

“Actually, no.” Morita-san shook her head. “She has made no attempt to break out. Perhaps she knows she can’t, as she still seems wary of guns. She eats, sleeps, meditates, asks for news, and when she doesn’t get what she wants, she subdues the guards, then returns to her cell, attacking the walls in seeming frustration.”

“Well do we know much about the situation in China? I’ve already reported that Tsukiko-san, known as the Diviner, has predicted events that make China an all-too-likely suspect in an upcoming calamity. Nurarihyon too.”

Abe-san spoke up now. “We take your warning seriously, of course. But more to the point, our friends…” he pronounced the word wryly. “…in America, they sent us over some information, rather detailed at that. It seems the CCP and some of these Sects have begun a bitter purge, and the remnants of this purge, Sects, Chosen like yourself, and even some PLA forces, have absconded onboard several large vessels. Oddly enough, our satellites don’t seem able to track these remnants, but America suspects we are one of the destinations they could see landfall on.”

“If they are rebels and oppressed, maybe they could be allies?” I mused. “Though… no, we can’t take chances, can we? I hope actions are being taken.”

“Of course.” Morita-san agreed primly, spreading out some documents on the table between the mugs and bowls. “We have our navy and coastguard on high alert and have spread the net wide, as well as deployed the JSDF to coastal areas deemed most likely for a potential landfall. We’ll spot them if they come this way.”

“What about Kyoto?” I asked.

“We take your warnings seriously.” she repeated. “Even though the military brass deemed Kyoto a very low likelihood of landfall, we have deployed forces there.”

“I see.” Shaeula was looking through the files with interest, so I started doing the same.

“This information is quite detailed.” I noted. “They even list the names of some of the sects involved. No Incorruptible Jade though.” I observed. Mountain Fang, Brilliant Dawn Shield, Diamond Mountain, Unconquered Heights… damn, I don’t read much Chinese literature, but even I can tell these are classic-sounding.

“Yes, well, when it comes to gathering intelligence, as we’ve found to our cost…” Abe-san was rueful. “...the Americans have us beat. Their spy satellites, internet intercepts, phone tapping…”

“I warned your Party about this.” The Opposition leader snorted. “But nobody listened. Now it’s a real problem.”

“I know. I blame my predecessors.” Abe-san smiled bitterly. “But we had no cause to distrust America. We can’t do much about the internet other than employ new, better encryptions, but we are working on replacing all the cellphone network hardware, though the cost is stupendous. Some of the money we extorted from the Americans can help towards that, but even so, we’ve concentrated on the military, political and noble spheres initially. As for satellites, unless you can fly into space and destroy them, we’ll have to live with it.”

“We can not-not yet. Though I would dearly wish to visit the moon one day.” Shaeula grinned, finished reading the papers, her eyes back on the girl, Zhao Daiyu. “What do you intend for us to do-do with her?”

“I’ll get to the point. Whether she’s a Cultivator, Chosen, or both, she’s a vital resource.” the Prime Minister declared, to nods from the other two. “All she’ll tell us is her name and Sect, and express her hatred for some other Sects and the Chinese Government. When we can’t answer her, she just disables our guards harmlessly, and either stands there in a trance like she is now, or takes out her anger on the walls.”

“We want to get her on our side, or at least secure some vital intelligence. We wanted you to speak to her, as you might understand her, and she might feel more comfortable talking to you. Besides, she can hardly disable you, right?” Morita-san pushed up her glasses again, looking at me pointedly.

“I doubt it, though nothing is impossible where Divine Favours and spiritual powers are concerned.” I warned.

“Speaking of…” Abe-san interjected. “If all else fails, perhaps I can ask for your assistance, Shaeula? With your winds?”

Shaeula looked up, surprised. “Is the situation that-that dire? I believe the new Ministry is not-not in favour of such measures except when voluntarily accepted, or against criminals?”

“True.” he sighed. “But we are at our wits’ end here. We need answers, especially if the Diviner is correct. Is it coincidence now that some Chinese rebels are out to sea? I’m not a fool.”

Shaeula was troubled. “I will do it, if Akio deems it necessary. Otherwise, I shall not-not.”

“I’d like to avoid it. She’s just a girl, a long way from home. But… I agree to being curious.” And whatever happens, I promised to protect Tsukiko-san. I’ll do what’s necessary for that.

“In that case, if you could meet with her now?” Abe-san asked. “She doesn’t seem to understand modern technology that well, she hasn’t destroyed the cameras in her cell. So we can watch safely from here and record the audio.”

“Fine.” I agreed, and a few minutes later Shaeula and I were standing alone in front of the door to her cell, electronic keycard in hand to activate the security locks. We had dismissed the guards, both because they would be of little use, and also to reassure her of our intentions.

“Here goes then.” I took a deep breath. The keycard beeped, and the sounds of machinery were loud, disengaging the heavy steel bars that were sunk into the reinforced walls. The door opened, and the girl within looked at me with her lifeless black eyes, only to pause, surprised, some spark of life returning.

“Who are you?” she asked in Mandarin, immediately moving into a combat stance, her jumpsuit making it look comedic. “Cultivator? Accumulation Realm? No, that’s impossible. Instead, you… you have the Favour of the Heavens!” She was shocked. “But… it feels familiar. An energy. Weak. Qi Refining, perhaps?” She then took in Shaeula, and her eyes went so wide I feared she’d hurt herself.

“A yāojīng? Here?” she muttered, seemingly confused. “The same familiar feeling. Weak Qi. Who… why have you come here? I, Zhao Daiyu, uphold the remaining will of the Incorruptible Jade Sect! I shall not surrender, never relent, until my Sect is avenged!” She backed off towards the wall, seemingly expecting us to attack her at any moment.

Putting on my best smile, maximising my Charm, I bowed politely, speaking my own near-perfect Chinese. “Daiyu’er… I can call you that, right?” I asked, not waiting for her response. “We’d like to talk. About your Sect, China. And you…”


Three Hundred And Three


“Iasked you who you were!” Daiyu spoke again, her dark eyes cold. My words had obviously grabbed her interest, as had our strength, and I was impressed she could tell at a glance we were powerful, though I was rather curious about her assessment of my Qi, considering I had an ability dealing with Qi, and I still wasn’t sure how it differed from aether.

“My apologies. I’m Oshiro Moonstone Akio, and this here is Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. Akio is my given name, and Shaeula is her given name. She follows Western naming order.” At my words Shaeula nodded regally.

“That tells me nothing!” The girl snapped, angry. “I shall not be bullied or coerced, I am Zhao Daiyu, Black Jade that remains Ever Beautiful!” Lips twisting at the name she spoke, her pride was strong, but I could see the fragility underneath it. It’s as if she has nothing else to cling to, to keep her together.

“That is quite-quite the epithet indeed.” Shaeula laughed, amused. “I can see why you would hesitate to call yourself so, it must be rather embarrassing, is it not-not?” Shaeula had also seen through her spiky defensive reactions, the girl trying to make herself seem larger, more powerful. “I must-must say though, if you were to smile, you would be far-far more attractive, and perhaps live up to the title.”

“What do you know?” the young girl snapped in response, needled by Shaeula’s comments. “I would see you smile, when your Sect, your family, has been endangered, likely destroyed, by your own failures! Those who do not follow the Heavens, the ways of the Dao, would not understand, especially a yāojīng such as you! And here I lie, powerless, trapped by my enemies in a foreign land, not knowing if my father, if any of the Sect still lives…” Her eyes were empty again, radiating sorrow, and a thin trickle of blood leaked down her chin from her torn lip, ruby against her pale porcelain skin.

“Yāojīng? I do not-not know the word.” Shaeula frowned, and I had to think. It wasn’t one I learned myself, but from the etymological roots…

“I think it must mean something like a faerie, maybe? It seems similar to other words like ghost or spirit.”

Shaeula considered that, before smiling broadly. “That does-does make sense. You have a keen eye.” She complemented Daiyu, though I didn’t think the girl meant the word as praise, and I was soon proved correct.

“Evil spirit, have you come here to taunt me for my failures?” she cried out, and I could feel aether, no, not aether, but something slightly different gathering in her body, the thin ether density of the world around us declining significantly. “Begone! If you have no wisdom to share, leave me be!”

She raised one hand, and my Eye flared, seeing the gathering of energy within her subtle body. Well, that’s certainly strange. Her Chakra network looks fully functional, but it’s put together in a very strange way. It seemed that the ether was not being turned to aether, but instead a strangely similar energy, one that was gathering in a central location. Is that a Dantian? My Eye perceived ether and aether with pure colours now, when I looked deeper, rather than silver or an iridescent rainbow, and most of what Daiyu was gathering was red, or shading to orange.

“There’s no need to be hasty.” I soothed, reaching out and grasping her thin arm, feeling a faint tremble through her prison jumpsuit.

“Unhand me!” she declared, unleashing the energy she was holding within. It surged into my body, attempting to render me unconscious, but other than feeling a bit sick, I shrugged it off, my own energy too strong to suppress . Seeing that, Daiyu deflated, another trickle of red running down her face.

“I had little belief I could overpower you, less still in my current state.” She looked forlorn, lost. “So, this is my fate. Know that I will never bow to your tortures. Disgrace me, humiliate me, tear my flesh, break my bones, I shall endure. I cannot rest until I have avenged the dead, and saved any who may yet live.”

“I think you have the wrong idea.” I released her, feeling a little offended. I guess she’s nervous, a young woman, no matter how strong, being locked up alone in a foreign prison. “Like I said before, I’m just here to talk. As it so happens, we came into some information about what happened in China…” Her eyes brightened at that, some life returning once again.

“You will tell me?” she asked. “I have not been allowed to make contact with anyone I know in China, so I was unable to…” She cut herself off, realising she was close to giving something away. “First, answer me. Who are you? Not your names, but who you are. Why are you here to question me?” She rubbed at her arm where I had grasped her, even though I hadn’t held her tightly.

“I’m a Chosen candidate, like you.” I explained. When I had used my Eye, I could see a Divine Favour within her. “A Chosen of the Gods, if that makes it easier to understand.”

“I am a Fae, as you have-have noticed.” Shaeula agreed. “I am a princess of the Seelie Court, a Duchess of the Spring of Clear Reflections, fiancée to Akio here. We have the ear of the powerful, so do not-not hesitate to speak. Wisdom for wisdom.”

“The ear of the powerful?” Daiyu queried. “Does that mean you have the information I seek?”

“That depends.” I answered. “You want to know about your Sect? To be honest we know little about China, and less about Cultivation and Sects. Until a few months ago, I’d have dismissed it as merely fanciful tales. So, why not tell me precisely what happened, and in exchange… well, what do you want, other than information?”

“That I cannot say, until I know.” She breathed out, clearly curious, yet also wary. “I was grievously injured and fell into the sea, drifting for many days, only Chang’e, the Goddess of the Moon, keeping me alive.”

“A moon Goddess?” Shaeula grinned. “A fine omen indeed-indeed.”

I shushed her, allowing Daiyu to continue. “My injuries were… caused by enemies, faithless dogs who have sold out the long heritage we guard. Since I was defeated, they know the Incorruptible Jade was involved. I…” She frowned, clearly unwilling to speak further.

“Look, I appreciate you are probably unhappy about being imprisoned here, but you didn’t try to escape, when you could have, and you didn’t permanently harm any of the guards.” I looked around at the gouged walls, seeing frustration within the scars. “We can help each other. If you cooperate, maybe I can even get you released.”

“Escape? Perhaps, though my strength would not be sufficient to overcome your many soldiers. Qi cannot stop steel, not yet, not enough.” She pouted slightly, I thought, though her expressions were rather muted. “As for killing, my hands are red enough with blood. A Cultivator must be ruthless, a daughter of the Five Great Sects, even more so. But my heart is weary, sick. I would not kill needlessly, not when I must save all my rage and vengeance for the faithless dogs who betrayed us.”

She ground her teeth together balefully. “Even were I to escape, I do not speak Japanese, I am no expert with your technology. I have little chance of returning safely to China, and even if I did…” She was trembling with rage and other emotions, in contrast to her rather blank, expressionless face.

“I understand. So why not tell me what you can? I won’t ask for Sect secrets or other matters, but you clearly want to know about what happened, right? You’ve been asking everyone for information.”

“I know my Sect was attacked.” She sighed, defeated. “I have a … a friend, I would suppose. She is not a Cultivator, merely an ordinary woman, but Caishen chose her. The Party that leads China nowadays, they have rooted us all out, the Sects, those the Heavens have blessed, and are forcing us to do their bidding, like timid dogs eager for scraps, while the master eats rich, bloody meat.” Her lips twitched, perhaps in a slight scowl. “Ordinarily, we would have paid them no mind. We Cultivators live in seclusion within our Sects, doing what we must, as we have since Kunlun abandoned us.”

Kunlun, huh? That seems important. But maybe for later. Seeing as she was talking, the words pouring from her as if a dam was being released, I merely smiled reassuringly, while Shaeula kept quiet, watching with her amber eyes.

“We were forced to slave away for those the Party chose, strengthening them, at great detriment to our own powers…” She suddenly laughed, a wicked one that was full of malice, yet also somehow cute. “…well, they shall not plunder mine further, for I shattered it.” After more laughter, she continued. Shattered it? Does she mean her Territory?

Curious, I concentrated, and found that I could indeed break my Anchor, even from this distance, though I felt it would take some time for the Anchor to be destroyed, due to the separation between us. Hastily, I withdrew my will. Yeah, not doing that by accident!

“My father, the honoured Patriarch of the Sect, believed there was one who was able to find those with power.” Her face went blank again, and I realised when her emotions were too strong she buried them. I see. A bit like what Tan can do now, right? She ate such a Favour, I believe.

“He felt that assassinating this seeker would give us a way out, or at least offer opportunities. Others agreed with us. So, we finally located this treacherous snake, and set out with allies from other Sects to strike. It should have been a trivial matter for those as skilled as us.” Her face still an expressionless mask, only the tremble in her voice betrayed her distress.

I see. A young woman, sent out as an assassin? She seems mature, but I can’t imagine she’s any older than Eri. Maybe even younger. I’m already not liking these Sects.

“When we arrived, the man was already dead, his guards too. Their strengths had been torn from them, devoured!” She shuddered then. “And it was an ambush, those from the Party and Sects that had cast their lot in with them waiting for us. That bitch…” She ground her teeth again. “Most of us were killed, and I was gravely injured. I took a chance, trusting to the Heavens, and threw myself from the cliffs into the seas below. I had expected to die, but… the Heavens have given me a chance for vengeance. Yet here I am, trapped and blind. When I was rescued…” She hesitated, mouth open, clearly unwilling to speak.

“Look, I want to help. But I need you to be honest with me.” I warned, and she relented.

“I was given one of these telephones. I do not understand how they work…” she continued. “…but I remembered that my friend I mentioned had given me her phone number. I remembered it. Cultivators must have excellent memories.” she muttered self-deprecatingly. “When I talked to her, she said my Sect and many others were on a proscribed list, and that… and that the Incorruptible Jade had been destroyed. Though there may be faint hope that father and some others may have escaped.”

Her eyes went dark again, brooding. “I need to know, if they live, I would save them and whatever precious legacies of the Incorruptible Jade they fled with, and if they perished…” Her face twisted, a hateful expression suddenly on her beautiful features. “…then for the Heavens and my Dao, I would seek vengeance, to cast those who destroyed that which should remain unbroken into the afterlife, to suffer for eternity as they no doubt deserve!”

I see. Despite her age, she’s a warrior. I wonder if all Cultivators are like that? “So, this friend of yours, you still remember her number?” I asked.

Daiyu looked at me sharply then. “I have no wish to get her involved. She is a normal person, swept up in this chaos. I will not sell her to you!”

So, she still retains some kindness. That’s good. “That’s fine. Though depending on what your future holds, having a friend is never a bad thing.” I leant forwards, serious now. “Since you shared with me, I’ll return the favour. I believe in keeping my word.” Behind me, Shaeula nodded happily. “So, we received a tip-off from America, and it must have been about all the civil unrest and purges you described. There were survivors, but before you get your hopes up…” I could see her expression change from anger to something new, so I wanted to avoid giving her false hope. “…the Americans can’t confirm any members of the Incorruptible Jade as part of those.”

“I see.” She nodded to herself, speaking softly. “Yes, I should not expect too much. The Heavens are cruel, to make us strong.”

“Look, are you hungry?” I asked, wanting to soften this hard topic. “I can get the guards to bring you some food.”

She eyed me warily. “I have been well-fed, your guards are not as cruel as some of the Sects, they treat their prisoners with decency. I have not been disgraced or tortured up to now either.” She eyed me cautiously. “When I saw you stride in so arrogantly, I felt sure you were a young master of some repute, and that my time to suffer had come at last.”

“Such a thing…” Shaeula burst out laughing, tears streaming from her amber eyes. “I am quite-quite amused! Akio is a lusty male, that is not-not in doubt. But he has no-no taste for forcing others. Besides, Eri, Hyacinth and I satisfy him regularly, with others who will no-no doubt join us soon.”

She looked at me with some contempt. “Yes, a young master indeed.”

“I resent that! I’m only with those I want to cherish and make happy.” I protested. “Anyway, you probably are bored of Japanese food, right?” I signalled to the camera, and the door opened, a guard coming in. “Look, can you send some people to a decent Chinese restaurant and get some of everything for takeout. I’ll pay, of course, and you guys can eat anything that’s left over.” I produced a number of ten thousand yen bills. With that done, I turned back to Daiyu. “So, shall we talk more over dinner?”
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Around forty minutes later, Daiyu was looking at the massive spread of Chinese food laid out in her barren cell. We’d had tables brought in, and it looked like a proper buffet. She seemed hesitant, but then her stomach grumbled noisily, causing her to flush slightly with embarrassment, her ivory skin tinged a faint pink. Shaeula was already digging in, stuffing dumplings into her mouth.

“Don’t worry, help yourself.” I advised her. The look she gave me in return was wary.

“If the food is drugged, I swear I shall kill you before you can defile me. I have reached the Peak of Foundation Realm after my ordeal, I can hold the effects of even the most powerful aphrodisiacs at bay for a short time. You may be stronger than me, but if I am prepared to die, you will find me no easy prey!”

Aphrodisiacs? “I assure you the food is fine. Really, you think I would have my way with you while Shaeula is here?”

“Men of power are lusty and often have perverse appetites, just like that bastard Chong Gui.” she spat. “Besides, I am an enemy, held at your mercy, and my Sect is likely gone. I have no backing, I could easily be a toy to satisfy you.”

“Do such-such drugs really exist?” Shaeula raised one eyebrow, curious, speaking in between mouthfuls of food. “I know some who would be most-most happy to feed them to you, Akio!” She snorted, amused, before addressing Daiyu. “Eat. I can understand your trepidation, but I assure you, on my honour as a princess, the food is quite-quite good and safe!”

Daiyu looked at us for a moment, before letting out a quiet sigh and reaching for her favourite dish. An expression of faint happiness crossed her features, before she swallowed and spoke up grudgingly. “It is not bad. The taste of home. Although it lacks the necessary herbs and spices to enrich my Qi. But as a prisoner, I should be grateful, I suppose.”

“Interesting. There are herbs that help with Cultivation?” I asked, and she paused, clearly weighing up whether to speak of it, before deciding to tell us.

“Yes, though in such a Qi-starved land, unlike Kunlun of the past, only the weakest plants can grow. Most are lost to us. Though perhaps in time, with the Earthly Qi increasing again, they may perhaps return…”

Kunlun again, huh? That reminds me... “Well, yeah, you’re not going to find such things here in Japan, least of all in the food at a takeaway, no matter how high-class.” I joined in eating for a while, and we made further easy, light conversation, before we would move onto weightier matters.

“So, how are you walking about so freely, yāojīng? The world here is not strong enough to support one such as you.” Daiyu was asking Shaeula, her hands now moving instinctively, ferrying food to her mouth while she talked.

“I have-have a name. It is Shaeula.” she pouted in reply. “As for how I am here-here, Akio makes it possible. I have a majestic Throne in his Territory, and it allows me and some-some others to dwell in the Material world. I am quite shocked you do not-not know of such.”

“I see. I did have a foothold in the Spirit Realm.” Daiyu mused. “But before I could unravel the many mysteries there, I was called upon by the dogs of the Party.” She looked faintly disheartened again. “Even so… do you not worry about children? It is even possible? I suppose you must have other human concubines, and they can give birth. You mentioned Hyacinth and Eri, yes?”

I nearly spat out my food at that, and Shaeula was very pleased. “The Fae way of birth is likely possible for us, and if not-not… this body here-here is perfect, in every detail.” She grinned broadly, amused. “Though I do-do fear if I was to be pregnant, I could be trapped in this body for many-many months, as it may not-not be safe to abandon it and return to the Boundary with a child within.”

“For now, I’m not thinking about having children.” I shook my head. “The world is in grave danger, we need to prepare for that, rather than start a family.”

“I see.” Daiyu smiled a little, seemingly more at ease after my embarrassed response. “So, you were not lying when you said you were someone important.” She looked at the spread, which we were making inroads on, but the sheer amount meant there would likely be ample leftovers.

“Indeed, Akio has the ear of this Prime-Prime Minister, and the head-head of the military of this land is going to be his grandfather-in-law. He is the strongest in Japan as well, I would-would say.” Shaeula puffed out her chest proudly.

“I see. A young master in truth.” Daiyu replied.

“Hey, not all people with importance have to be jerks and arrogant. I like to think I’m pretty down to earth, after all, I was an ordinary nobody a few months ago. As for being the strongest, I can’t say for sure, but I bet I’m up there…” I gestured to the camera, and when the door opened, a soldier came in. “Can I borrow your pistol?”

He looked troubled for a moment, but eventually handed it over. I passed it to Shaeula, who gleefully pointed it at me. “You said Qi can not-not stop steel, yes? Well, I do not-not know this Qi well, but watch.”

Daiyu looked on, horrified as Shaeula unloaded the full magazine of the Minebea-P9 into my face and throat. I winced as the bullets stung a little, even drawing some faint beads of blood, though that quickly healed. Okay, maybe that was a little risky. But considering my stats now they shouldn’t be capable of hurting me at all, so why when Shaeula does it do they… oh. Yeah. Her League.

“See?” I smiled, trying to look like nothing was awry. I took the pistol and handed it back to the very alarmed soldier. “I’m rather strong. So, let’s get down to what you wanted to know.”

Daiyu nodded eagerly, so I began. “I don’t know how the Americans found out, but the Sects involved are…” I listed them off, but when I said Mountain Fang, her expression changed.

“Is there something wrong?” I asked.

“Mountain Fang Sect were with me that day.” she said softly, an expression of pain on her face. “Brother Wei, the sisters…”

“It seems at least some of that Sect managed to flee China.” I consoled her.

“Yes. Perhaps Brother Wei might live yet, though I doubt it.” She looked down for a long moment, thinking, before she looked up at me, her eyes now burning with desire. “I am powerful. I was called a Heaven-sent genius, breaking into Foundation Realm at just sixteen. I am far stronger still now. Yet here I am merely a little fox. But I would borrow the authority of a tiger if I could.” She wasn’t looking away, resolute. “These survivors, they may well know what happened to the Incorruptible Jade, and even if they do not… they will be desperate to strike back, as I am. We of the Sects, we repay dishonour with vengeance. An eye for an eye. If you truly are the young master here, then I ask to borrow your authority.”

“And what-what will you give for such? Your tale, while most interesting, it is not-not enough.” Shaeula observed. “I think it is fate. Akio here, he too-too has the blessing of a God of the moon.” She revelled in that, very pleased at my new powers.

“What can I offer?” Daiyu paused, and I took that opportunity to speak.

“We have those with Foresight, and we’ve come to a conclusion that there’s a good chance these fleeing deserters might cause death and destruction in Japan.” I explained. “So learning more about the capability of Cultivators would be useful.”

“Why would they do that?” Daiyu seemed genuinely puzzled. “Our enemies are the Party dogs and those of the Five which betrayed our legacy, licking the feet of those who have no right to even command us, begging for scraps.”

“We have no concrete proof, but we are still taking it seriously. Any insight you could give is valuable. I wouldn’t ask for deep secrets, but you talk of Qi. When I entered, you said I was Accumulation, at first? Is that a stage?”

Daiyu looked bitter, before speaking. “Yes. I forgot that the blessings of Heaven appear like Cultivation to our eyes, at least without detailed scrutiny. I was surely seeing your blessing. A moon God, you say?” At my nod, she continued. “I do detect that you seem to be refining Qi, a genuine effort, it seems. The first stage a Cultivator must learn is how to take the scattered energies of Earthly Qi that surrounds us, refining it within ourselves to make it Qi we can use. These Techniques are many and varied, and over a lifetime one may learn improved Techniques. I myself know of three.” She grimaced, a slight change to her impassive features.

“Now, compared to the richer world of our ancestors, our honourable predecessors, the Qi is thin. My best Technique is one from the legacy of our Sect. I shall not speak of how, but it allows a skilled Cultivator to release their spirit and travel to the Spirit Realm while sleeping, where the Earthly Qi is more plentiful. I could never maintain it for long, but even so, a night spent Refining Qi in such a manner was worth weeks of endless struggle here. Not just anyone could master such an Art.” she boasted proudly.

Shaeula and I exchanged looks, likely thinking the same thing. I see, even before the descent of the Divine Favours, Cultivators had a way to enter the Boundary. It sounds like she couldn’t stay long though, similar to when I first began my journey. Back then my Chakra network and Silver Cord were crappy and barely functional, so after a while the pressure built up, and I needed ever-escalating amounts of aether to remain. Though now I don’t even notice that, and the perfected networks Chirurgery creates seem able to retain presence in the Boundary for lengthy periods as well.

“That’s fascinating. Well, I do have a Skill that is related to Qi.” At my words, her curiosity was piqued, so I continued. “My Spiritually Pure Physique rejects the most inferior forms of Earthly Qi and has a slight affinity for the pure Heavenly Qi. Qi within me will be slowly purified, though this effect currently cannot elevate Earthly Qi by more than a single Rank.” I still wish I knew more about Qi.

There was a long moment of silence. As it continued, stretching out uncomfortably, I eventually leaned closer, looking into Daiyu’s eyes. “Are you all right?”

She blinked, seeing me so close, before scuttling backwards, flustered, making a delightful noise of surprise. When she gathered her breath, ignoring Shaeula’s snickering, she spoke, incredulous. “Spiritually Pure Physique? That is a Foundation Realm Technique long lost since Kunlun departed!” She shook her head, stunned.

“The Five Great Sects used what Techniques we had, improving on them over the many generations since…” She looked at me with noticeably more respect now. “…is it possible to teach me such a Technique? Changing one’s Foundation, the Realm after Qi Refining, is seldom done, as it can cause regression and deviation, but if an inferior Technique can be replaced by one more suitable, taking the risk is worthwhile, and as I have not yet broken through to Accumulation…” she smiled sourly at that. “…of course I have not, nobody has for hundreds of years.” She sighed then, a faint hiss of breath. “…the risks are outweighed by the benefits.”

I’m not a Cultivator, I don’t even know how I gained it, other than through the High Moonlight Spirit Water. So maybe if she had some of that, she could gain it too. I don’t know… Buying me time to think, I asked her what Foundation Technique she was using. Immediately I regretted it, as she was so vehement about guarding her Sect’s legacies, but to my surprise she didn’t protest.

“I Cultivate the Invincible Jade Yang Technique.” She pursed her lips slightly in another subtle pout. “The name is grand, and I like to believe it is the equal, no, surpasses the Techniques of the other Five Great Sects. But put wings on a pig, and it will still not soar like a Qilin.” She shook her head. “Those from Kunlun would have scoffed at such a cobbled-together Art. It is a Technique of earth and light, but is more suited to men. I have been trying to modify it to a Yin Technique, but despite my genius…” That subtle, bitter smile was on her lips again. “…I have been unable to. Even so, it seems I have aptitude for the earth aspect.”

“Earth.” Shaeula scowled, making an unpleasant face. I saw that and patted her head, smiling.

“Don’t be like that, Shaeula. It’s soon time for you to complete the set. I know we can do it, together.”

“Yes, I know-know that.” Shaeula grumbled, enjoying my affection. “Yet it still-still fills me with trepidation, even though I have mastered fire, water and light, earth still makes-makes me tremble.”

“You have multi-elemental Techniques?” Daiyu was surprised again. “Making elements exist in harmony is grievously challenging.”

“Yes, though I’m not sure you could call them Cultivation.” I shrugged, still holding Shaeula close. Daiyu looked at us, before sniffing, her nose turned up at our display.

“I have seen some of our most ancient documents and records regarding the Accumulation Realm. One begins fortifying work on the Dantians, gathering a great sea of Qi which best suits one’s nature, infusing it into every aspect of one’s being. If done successfully, higher Realms, those from the distant past, supposedly open. Though all those records, manuals and treasures are now lost to us.” Her head drooped with sorrow. “The Incorruptible Jade ends with me, it seems.”

“Well, why not say it begins anew with you?” I consoled her, feeling bad for the girl. The more we talked, the more I realised she wasn’t a bad person. Cold, yes. Capable of great violence in the course of her duties too. But at heart she was dedicated to her craft, and loyal to her Sect and her family. If my father was attacked, and I didn’t know whether he was alive or dead, then I’d be furious too, seeking vengeance. After all, didn’t I tell Treyvon and Aliyah I’d even go after the President of the USA if I had to? “As long as you survive, you can rebuild. And you remember a lot of what your Sect had, right? Besides, maybe one day you can reclaim what you lost.”

“You… you think so?” she asked.

“I do. Shaeula here has fulfilled her dream. She got the respect she was denied, cleared her reputation, and even met her mother again.”

Shaeula smiled at that. “I am not-not quite done. I can go higher, further, with you at my side.”

“So, you see…” I addressed Daiyu. “…there’s still hope. I won’t tell you something trite like 'I’m sure your father is okay' or 'I’m sure that your Sect got away' because I simply don’t know. I don’t believe in false hope. There’s real hope though. I’m sure your father is happy that you at least survived. And if the legacy of your Sect is so important, it lives on in you, doesn’t it? Rebuild for those who can’t, and most of all, for yourself!”

“I was the one who failed, if we had only waited, then…” she began, anguished.

“You can not-not wind back the clock. What has happened can not-not be changed.” Shaeula declared. “Besides, if you did-did your best, you should not-not be so hard on yourself. Even Akio and I fail sometimes.”

“That’s right.” I reassured her. “Only a few days ago… we lost a lot of people. Young people. And a young woman, a Chosen like me, she died in my arms. I failed to rescue them. I wasn’t fast enough or strong enough. But I did rescue some. I was distraught, but I can’t let that failure weigh me down, otherwise it’ll just happen again. So stand up. You want to find out what happened to your father? Well, you have information to trade with us. I’ll see you get a fair price.”

Daiyu shook her head. “I am no fool. My value is little, compared to what you could get for my death. The Party and those treacherous Sects, they would no doubt look favourably on you and your country were you to sell me to them. It would show others who may be thinking of rebelling that nowhere is safe. When I see a free meat bun, I always assume it is poisoned. I am seldom mistaken.”

“Hey, dinner wasn’t, was it?” I gestured to the uneaten food. “Look, I get you are paranoid, lost, but I’m not the sort of person who sells out people to death or worse.” Not unless they deserve it, like Kondou Kazuo, or there’s no other real choice, like with Yamato. Neither applies here.

“You may be an arrogant young master, but you do not rule this country.” Daiyu scoffed, her black eyes hard. “I despise people who make promises they cannot honour.”

“As do we.” I agreed, and Shaeula nodded. “What it comes down to is, our interests are aligned. We want to prevent the potential threat from these runaway elements, you want information from them, and need backing, as you’ve lost your own. I can provide backing. If you are prepared to let Shaeula bind you to a promise of cooperation with her befuddling winds, you can leave here with us right now. And if you agree to help me, that makes you my ally, my friend. And I never back down when my friends are in trouble.”

“Bind me? Winds?” she asked, wary, perhaps knowing of similar Qi Techniques.

“I have the ability to confuse the mind, it is quite-quite true.” Shaeula explained. “We have discovered that a better way to wield such power, is to seek-seek voluntary acceptance of it. An Oath honestly sworn under the winds, it sinks deep-deep, and breaking given word then is… challenging. Indeed, you would likely see no-no reason to.”

She still looked doubtful, but I really wanted her onside. Cultivation… it’s another route to power, most likely. Even if I’m not able to do it, others can benefit. The stronger we are, the better. There was also the suspicion that the Red Dragon Tsukiko-san saw in her many visions was also China, or at least something related, so if it came to battle, having someone who had knowledge, and also apparently a person on the inside… well, I’ll have to sweeten the pot.

“What… what are you doing?” Daiyu asked, sensing the change in the flow of aether and elemental energy within me. Pouring all of my energy into the sacral Chakra, I condensed all of my water element into a small droplet in my palm, the water shining silver.

“Daiyu’er, you wanted to know about the Spiritually Pure Physique. Well, I’m not sure I can teach anyone, but… for a friend, I’d try my best.” Her eyes were fixed on the shining droplet, her usually stoic expression shattered, mouth hanging open.

“I’m not going to promise to help you get revenge. I don’t know the full circumstances, and some of the people involved may have their reasons. But if you think that the people involved are as vile as you say… well, chances are they’ll make a move on Japan at some point. And I will not stay silent, or show mercy then.” I made to close my palm, but her hands shot out, grabbing my fingers in an iron grip. I could have overpowered her, but the look on her face, of such rapture, was amusing.

“That… that is Spirit Water!” she breathed, shocked. “Of such purity, and flowing with a great Yang energy! Even the blessing of Chang’e inside me aches for it… where did you get it? Such a treasure is found in the deepest of springs and purest of streams maybe once in a hundred years!”

“Now that’s a tough one to answer. But… here.” I gently eased my hand free, and pointed a finger to her mouth. The shining droplet slid down it, and as it neared her mouth she licked out, taking up the water. Swallowing it, she shuddered. Quickly adopting a meditative pose, she began to Cultivate, and Shaeula and I watched her with our Eyes, gaining insights as the energy was, instead of being ferried to her sacral Chakra, broken down and changed, becoming similar to aether, yet still containing water and moonlight. I see. Just as aether can be changed into elemental energy, rather inefficiently, so can elemental energy be changed into something akin to aether. Is that the essence of Cultivation? I don’t know enough to say…

After around twenty minutes, she was done, her eyes opening. “That was a precious gift. If only there was more. Breaking through to Accumulation Realm might not just be a dream…”

Shaeula and I exchanged looks, but I didn’t want to promise anything else. “I’m sure you understand such rare water can’t be easily given away.”

“I know that. Though a favour unlooked for should always be repaid, lest my Dao suffer and my spirit be clouded.” She looked at us then, weighing up her options, before she asked me, looking vulnerable, more her age, rather than the confident Cultivator, just a young, scared girl away from home, one who was full of self-loathing and fear. “I… want to do what is right. By my Dao. By my Sect. Even by my country, though I do not recognise these upstarts as the China we swore to protect when Kunlun fled like cowards. By my father, my honoured Patriarch. But I am all alone, and no matter how strong I am, against the might of the Great Sects that betrayed us, I am a chicken, to be killed merely to scare the monkeys.”

“That’s why you should reach out. We can help each other.” I suggested, and she nodded slowly.

“I… if the time comes, when you see what my enemies truly are, scum who betray, steal and think nothing of taking everything for themselves… would you stand by me?”

“Well, you did say you were part of an assassination mission, so I don’t think the situation is black and white. But I believe in atonement.” That’s why I’m so gutted about Yamato. He never got a chance to. Of course, some, like Kondou Kazuo, are lost causes… but if even beings like Duke Formor can relent, then maybe… “If the day comes when they bare their fangs towards Japan, or us… well, they’ll be shown no mercy by me or mine. I know what it’s like to lose people.”

“Us? You would stand up for me? But I am one who has killed, my hands are stained…”

“Mine too. I’ve killed as well.” I interrupted her. “Did you enjoy it? Revel in it?”

She shook her head, dark hair swaying, in contrast to her drab, grey jumpsuit. “No, I regretted the necessity. But I understood why father wanted me to kill this man, as I understood the previous times. We did not act for greed or cruelty, merely survival.”

“Then I see-see little to worry about.” Shaeula grinned. “Become our friend, Daiyu, and we shall-shall help each other.” With that, Shaeula held out her hand, another drop of the shimmering water, one she had squeezed out, glittering. With a casual flick she sent it arching through the air, and Daiyu panicked, darting for it, mouth open, only showing relief when she had swallowed it.

Damn, that was cute.

“I… find it hard to trust. The path of Cultivation is a lonely one. That is why we group into Sects. Some say it is to share knowledge, but I believe… I believe it is to have those you can share the times with. Friends and rivals. Cultivators must hoard power. After all, to Cultivate is to seize what one desires from the world, even the Heavens themselves. Such often leads to temptation and betrayal.”

“I like to look at it a different way. Being strong alone, I can’t protect everyone. If we are strong together, then we can share the burden.” I answered her. “And to prove it, I’ll help you master the Spiritually Pure Physique. I can have Shaeula bind me with her winds if you wish, so you know I’m not cheating you.”

Shaeula looked rather affronted at that, but I felt it important to be fair. Too much is at stake. I’m getting a bad feeling, the more we talk about these Cultivators. Perhaps it’s my Foresight starting to react… Hesitation would only put Tsukiko-san and others at risk.

“I see. Well, I do not know just what Arts these winds are, but…” She met my gaze, dark eyes peering into my grey ones. “I swear it to the Heavens, upon my Dao itself, may my Cultivation be shattered if I break my oath, leaving me forever powerless. May Chang’e, immortal Goddess of the moon, condemn me should I prove faithless. For as long as you…”

My Foresight was screaming at me that something was about to happen. I wasn’t sure whether it was dangerous, but it surely wasn’t good. “Wait, stop, you don’t need to…” I began, but she tossed her head, irritated, speaking out.

“…aid me in my quest to restore the Incorruptible Jade, helping me show my enemies the justice they deserve, protect me and teach me the Arts you have promised, I, Zhao Daiyu, perhaps the last of the Incorruptible Jade, Black Jade the Ever Beautiful, shall stand with you, and never betray you, unless I am betrayed first, following your orders. If betrayed, I shall not rest until I have struck you down, ended your faithless life! This I swear, the Heavens as my witness!”

My Eye picked up something then, a vivid streak of what should be invisible lightning, somehow manifested in the Material, and it struck Daiyu. She shuddered momentarily, energy cascading through her network, and then she let out a hoarse gasp, sweat dripping from her. “It seems the Heavens have accepted my vow.” she whispered, the floor damp from the falling droplets. “Now you must hold to your own bargain.”

“That was foolish.” I chided her, worried, and the look she gave me was amused, despite her sudden weakness.

“Why? My vow binds me more tightly than your winds ever could. Do you still not trust me?” she answered.

“It isn’t that. Your vow… do Cultivators do that often?” Now I’m worried. That was clearly reaching up high into the Astral. Too high. I don’t want anything that draws attention to Earth yet, that’s why I warned Saionji-san to be careful with his abilities…

“Vowing to the Heavens and the Dao is only done when one wants to be absolutely sure others will trust them, so no, it is rather rare. None in our Sect have done it in over two hundred years, so the records say.” she explained, as Shaeula helped her steady herself. “If I break my oath, then I will never again be able to Cultivate, my spiritual body shattered.”

“Well, please don’t make any more of those vows. Besides…” I realised then the full weight of it. “...a girl such as yourself shouldn’t vow to follow someone else’s orders, especially a man.”

“Why, is young master Akio…” she used my name for the first time. “…going to order me to please him? I had thought you said you were not such a man.”

Shaking my head, listening to Shaeula’s gales of amused laughter, I realised we had picked up quite the firecracker. She’s feeling reckless, desperate, else I don’t think she’d have made such an oath. But really, she made a good choice. I can help her, and her knowledge can be of massive use to both me and the Ministry.

As I was thinking, she spoke again. “So, am I free to leave this place? Or were you all talk?”

“No, we can go.” I looked at her then, glancing up and down. “But first thing we need to do is visit a clothing store, I think…”

With that we strode out past the guards, who stood aside. Daiyu watched them apprehensively, but as soon as they let her pass she relaxed.

“So, what-what is next?” Shaeula asked, and I checked my watch.

“It looks like the training school and these big-shots Hinata is bringing. There definitely is no rest for the wicked…”


Three Hundred And Four


Shaeula and I took Daiyu to a nearby department store, buying her some new clothes and the daily necessities she would need. It was entertaining seeing her overwhelmed by the crowds of people and the large buildings of Tokyo. When I asked her why she found it so surprising, it seemed that other than a few rare occasions, such as when she was summoned by the new Chinese Ministry (which was surprisingly similar to my concept, although I wasn’t intending to force everyone to donate their strengths to me, of course) she was seldom outside her Sect’s mountain home, constantly Cultivating.

On the way back to Shirohebizumi, we took a car provided by the military. Daiyu was uncomfortable, seemingly wondering if she would be taken back to prison, but after a while she relaxed. Dressed in a Chinese-style tunic and trousers, her hair now neatly tied together, she looked a different person, some light in her eyes.

“So, this Cultivation.” Shaeula was asking her. “I am most-most curious how it compares to our own training methods. For example, this Qi. It seems merely like ether and aether to me-me.”

Daiyu was a bit troubled by this question, but after a moment of thought, she answered. “The world around us is full of Earthly Qi, though it is scarce compared to the heights our ancestral scrolls talked of. Did talk of.” she corrected, black eyes glittering with faint moisture, probably remembering the loss of her Sect’s home and histories.

“The Spirit World is far denser with Earthly Qi, and supposedly there is a purer, stronger Qi, from the Heavens.” She looked at me then, curious, as I had told her a little of the description of Spiritually Pure Physique, which did indeed mention Heavenly Qi. “A Cultivator must first learn the Art of Refining the Qi of the world around them into a form suitable for the body, for using Cultivation Arts and Techniques.”

“I see. Do you not-not make the distinction between elemental energy and ether?” Shaeula asked, having seen the same as I did when she refined the droplets of Spirit Water.

“It is all Qi, though some Qi is flavoured by an element. Earth, Water, Wood, Metal, Fire. Yin and Yang.” she explained. “My Foundation requires earth and yang energy to progress and strengthen itself. That is why…” She glanced down, seemingly embarrassed. “I am grateful. The Spirit Water was rich in yang energy. It is… difficult… for a woman to raise such energy, without resorting to certain troubling Techniques.”

“I think I get it.” I mused. “Elemental energy can be converted into aether, I did that initially with wind, right?” I reminded Shaeula, who nodded. “It caused damage to my network doing it, as wind energy isn’t the same as aether, but I’ve long thought they are all connected. After all, aether can be changed to the elements at a high loss of efficiency, and the body can convert elements to aether, at the risk of spiritual injury.”

Daiyu was listening, clearly interested in such information, anything that might help her improve her Cultivation, and as we pulled up the hills towards the shrine, I asked her if she would be willing to partake in our training session.

“I would need to observe. I cannot do anything which would affect my Foundation. Now is the most critical time for me, if I am to complete my Foundation and progress to Accumulation. Though were I to be able to learn your Spiritually Pure Physique…” She paused, a little confused. “…I still do not understand how you have a Foundation when you have clearly not mastered Qi Refining though, young master Akio.”

My lips twitched at how she was addressing me. I’m not a young master! “Well, we have other Skills that deal with aether, rather than Qi. I’ll give you the rundown when we start.” As the military driver opened the door for us, we stepped out into the rapidly darkening evening. Up ahead the training school could be seen.

“Do not-not worry. You shall be granted a room here.” Shaeula promised. “Anything you require, Akio will-will pay for it. All we ask is your cooperation, and if the Moon wills-wills it, those who destroyed your Sect, they shall-shall receive due retribution in time.”

“Anything I require…?” Daiyu shook her head. “I need little. Food, a place to Cultivate. What I require, the ancient scrolls, tablets and tags, they will not be found in this land. Though perhaps…” The look in her eyes was greedy. “If you have any more of that Spirit Water… I am aware it is a great treasure, so were the Incorruptible Jade still strong…”

Her face was impassive now, denying the harsh reality. “…then such would win our favour, and we would offer riches or knowledge for such a precious treasure that could aid me in breaking through the Foundation. I expect if you provided me with two droplets, you have several times that remaining to trade or coerce with?”

Cultivator logic. I see. “Putting aside the Spirit Water, I’d like to make a portrait of your Chakra network, all your meridians and Chakras, the capillaries and… Dantians, I guess?” I asked. “In exchange, I can show you ours, and you will be clearly able to see the differences. It might be useful.”

“I did say I would follow your orders. I do not know how you will see such details, is it another Technique?” she answered.

“I have a good Eye. As does Shaeula here.” We reached the door of the training school, only for it to open as we arrived, Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi, Eri, Hyacinth and Shiro all waiting for me, Eri still in a wheelchair of course.

“Akio, welcome home!” Hinata cried, flying into my arms for a hug. “It must have been hard.” She consoled me, beaming a smile. “I’ve missed you!”

Motoko and Natsumi also greeted me warmly, though they were far more reserved than Hinata. Shiro looked at them with a mocking smile. “No need to be so shy. I know you want to hold Aki as well. I know Eri here does.” She turned to Eri, who was looking at Daiyu beside me, a wary expression on her face.

“Who’s that?” Eri asked, and everyone’s eyes were now on us. Daiyu seemed equally wary, adopting a fighting stance, but Shaeula patted her back, calming her down. I knew this was coming. But there’s nothing to worry about. She’s an ally and I suppose my ward, in a way, as I’m responsible for her now. But there’s nothing else going on.

“This is Zhao Daiyu. She was picked up by the military after some… trouble, and as she’s a Chosen too, I seemed the best person to look after her.”

“She holds a strong Favour.” Tan exclaimed, taking over Shiro for a moment. As her hair flickered red with flames, Daiyu called out in shock.

“Luocha!” she cried, on full alert. “Young master Akio, Shaeula, we must prepare to defend ourselves!”

“Silence, little girl.” Tan warned in faultless Chinese. I didn’t recognise the word Daiyu had used, but Tan seemingly did. “I am no mere Rakshasi, I am Taṇhā, daughter of Māra. Your feeble Arts, cribbed from your betters, are nothing but words howled into the empty night against me. Were I to so wish, I could crush you and devour you whole.” Her ruby eyes flickered to me then. “Alas, I cannot drink deep of your Divine Favour, unless this one here allows.”

“No, I think you know I won’t let you. I’ve agreed to shelter Daiyu’er here, and in exchange she’s sworn to help me with her talents. She’s a Cultivator.” I told everyone, Hinata still in my arms, looking between the newcomer and Tan with an expression of wonder.

“Sworn? A Heavenly Oath. I see. I did so wonder why I could smell the stink of it. Fools will be fools, it seems, and always unwise. Drawing the attention of the dwellers in darkness and flame is pitiable, but those of light are hardly any less dangerous.” Her eye slid shut, and once more Shiro was in control, seeming to have understood what Tan said, even though she didn’t speak Chinese. I wonder if Tan translated for her in her mind?

“A Cultivator?” Shiro laughed. “Well Aki, you’re certainly collecting the tropes. So, sure nothing’s going on? You can tell me, big sis Shirohime won’t be mad. Best confess now, or Eri here might just get her axe…”

“I won’t do that!” Eri pouted. “Besides, how can you be his big sister? Akio’s older than you!”

“Well, I’m wiser, aren’t I?” Shiro laughed. “Anyway, so, she’s really just an ally? She’s pretty, and you like the younger, troubled sort, right?”

“Seriously.” I assured them. “I only met her a few hours ago, how fast do you think I work?”

“Hey, I liked you from first sight!” Hinata boasted proudly, refusing to get out of my arms. “Maybe she’s the same? But what’s a Cultivator?”

Before I could answer, the shaken Daiyu, who was still eyeing Shiro warily, asked me what was going on.

“Who are all these people? That Luocha! Is she really Taṇhā, She Who Thirsts? How can that be possible, such a great being of evil here… young master Akio, just who are you?”

“This again?” I sighed. “Yes, she’s that Taṇhā, but she’s kind of stuck in a symbiotic relationship with Shiro here. We have an agreement, so she can’t hurt you. The others… they are all my fiancées. Though not Tan, obviously.” At that Shiro’s eye glimmered red and Tan laughed mockingly. “No, Shiro, the girl she inhabits is one of mine. Oh, and please stop calling me young master. It’s depressing me.” I put down Hinata, who moved away from me a touch regretfully.

“So many? You truly are one to rival that bastard Chong Gui. And you insist you are not a young master? Then perhaps then I shall call you senior brother, Akio.” Her expression was now a mixture of mockery and nostalgia. “Though that term is normally reserved for a senior in the Sect who has greater skills, or I have deep respect for. I have not been able to call anyone that since I was twelve. But now… the Sect is gone, and I must start anew.”

“Senior brother, huh? I can live with that. Anyway, it isn’t like I go looking for girls, it… well, sometimes it’s unavoidable. But don’t get me wrong, I love them all, and I’ll cherish them forever.” As we entered, Daiyu asked me a question.

“Then why are two of them so grievously hurt? You seem a failure as a man to me, senior brother, letting your women suffer so.”

Ouch. Shaeula laughed at that, and I explained about how the injuries occurred, and how I was determined to heal them and never let it happen again. As I talked, the others seemed sad they couldn’t understand, Shiro asking me just when I managed to learn Chinese, and I told them they’d probably want to be learning as many languages as possible as their mental stats increased.

“Did you enjoy the video message?” Natsumi asked me as we neared the main training hall, her face pink, and beside her Motoko looked desperate for the answer too.

“I did. It was quite inspirational.” I smiled then, making their blushes deepen. “And on the day we can finally join together, I promise, we’ll do it together, the three of us.”

“I am most relieved. Natsumi has been a part of my life for many years. I need her beside me for courage.” Motoko sighed.

“That’s not true Motoko. You don’t need courage, you just want us to share everything, our love included. Isn’t that why we first set our sights on Akio? Because we could still be together, still carry on our Arts, while upholding noble traditions and responsibilities? Of course, we were wretched and selfish then, and I’m ashamed of myself, as I know you are.” Motoko nodded at that, so Natsumi continued. “But now… I can hardly wait for the wedding. I’m jealous of you girls.” She smiled at Eri, Hyacinth and Shaeula.

“We also talked with Shirohime-san here…” Motoko began, too polite to shorten her nickname like everyone else.

“I said you can drop the -san. We are sisters, right?” Shiro protested, embarrassed. It’s always pretty funny when Shiro actually gets someone to call her Shirohime, she can hardly ever handle it.

“Shirohime then…” Motoko amended, and Shiro’s face reddened further, pink skin in stark contrast to the ugly black scarring that ran across her face that wasn’t hidden by her long silver hair. “…she is an interesting woman, and when she is healed, will make a beautiful, worthy bride.”

“I’ll be sure to sew the most beautiful wedding kimono. You have an amazing figure!” Natsumi praised Shiro, to her endless shame, and we continued the small talk for a few more minutes, before Hinata grabbed my arm before we could enter the training hall.

“Sorry to trouble you, Akio. But we have guests today.”

“You mean the rich businessmen from abroad you want me to Heal?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“Them too, but… well, you’ll see.” She sighed then. “Try not to get too annoyed, all right?”

Opening the door, I could see Kana, Marika-chan and surprisingly enough Keomi-chan. I wasn’t expecting to see Keomi-chan. She was quite traumatised by the events of Kyoto and the injuries she had suffered. Even now, there’s still a lot of work to do to fully Heal her, even though she is well out of danger, like the twins and the poor blind girl.

In addition, the neutral shrines were in attendance, but from the former Susanoo faction, the only ones present were Ren-san, still bandaged up and injured, and his father Hikawa-san. There was also… “Huh, Miyu, Michiru-san. What brings you here?” I asked, seeing my Vassal and her ninja bodyguard.

“Please don’t forget me.” A bright, bossy voice said, and from behind them stepped out someone I had only met once. “Hinata, didn’t you tell him I’d be here?”

“I was just going to, Mayumi-sama.” Hinata replied. “But we had other things to talk about.”

“More important than me, the daughter of Ichijou house?” She looked at me, her gaze inquisitive. “You do call Miyu-san without any honorifics. That’s quite… bold.”

“Well, Mayumi-sama, it is only proper.” Miyu explained, a touch nervous, though I could see she seemed a little more confident than before. “After all, he is my master right now, and I owe him a great deal for his intercession with grandfather.”

“Mayumi-san will suffice. Are we not both daughters of the greatest noble houses in Japan?” At that, Miyu looked down, before managing a small, affirming nod.

“Well then.” Mayumi-san clapped her hands together. “Shall we get down to business?”
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“…so of course grandfather has concerns, as do the other noble houses. The events in Kyoto were a disaster, right? You really made a mess of that, Akio-san.” She had jumped to using my first name, her confidence, even with an older man like myself, really quite something. I glanced at Hinata, who was grinning wryly, and she shrugged, as if to say 'what can you do'?

Yes, it seems her friend is extremely confident. I remember that from her attitude at the big meeting, when Shaeula had to put her in her place. “I know Kyoto went poorly, but we won’t let that happen again.” I promised. I’ve seen enough injuries and deaths of those around me I swore to protect.

“Well, you’ll have to be certain. After all, if I, Ichijou Mayumi, am to take your Chirurgery, and your training, if I get injured grandfather will be furious, and the nobility too! Sakura-san and the others will be in your care as well as my brother. None of them can afford injuries.”

I looked at Hinata again, who glanced down, a little ashamed. “Sorry Akio. I couldn’t stop the momentum. Fukumoto house may be part of the Fifty-Eight now, but we don’t have much actual influence. I did manage to get my mother to argue for concessions though. She’s still of Takatsukasa descent, after all.”

“You have quite the obsession with profit. Not that I don’t understand, Hinata.” Mayumi-san nodded, ignoring my obvious displeasure. “I myself am taking this venture seriously. That follower of yours, Ixitt, wasn’t it? He sent over some rather interesting plans. My brother will inherit Ichijou house, so I want to make something for myself. This joint business venture seems ideal. You can’t complain, Akio-san. After all, you’ll be a shareholder in Ichijou house, something few can boast.”

“I apologise as well.” Motoko bowed to me, looking chagrined. Beside her Natsumi also seemed down. “I fear this might have been our mistake. We have been showing excellent results in our studies and sports at school. It is only natural that other daughters of nobility would talk to their brothers and parents. The Chirurgery offers great benefits, even if they do not attend the training school after that. It is no wonder they want it.”

“I’ve always had excellent grades, as have you two.” Hinata pouted. “I don’t need the boosts to excel. But I admit they help.”

“Don’t be like that, Hinata.” Mayumi chided her, imperious. “I can’t believe you are hesitating to share such wonderful gifts. I hate missing out on interesting things, and when I see Kabuki or Sumo, I always need to sit at the front! Just remember, I am not to suffer injury!” she repeated, and Hinata snorted, having had enough of her friend’s ignorance.

“Of course you’ll get injured. I’ve been bruised and battered a lot.” Hinata warned cheerfully. “But then, I can take it. As long as Akio or Shaeula can heal you up, what does it matter? I doubt you’ll be able to get as strong as us anyway.” She stoked Mayumi’s competitive nature. “I’m afraid if you aren’t prepared to suffer a little, you’ll never grow!”

I don’t think that’s fair. Hinata has access to a Rank two Lovers’ Link now, of course she’ll be superior. Damn, I can’t believe the nobility wants me to perform so much Chirurgery. I have my hands full with the last of the Special Forces, and I have the Black Wolf Company to do, and…

Seeing my expression, Miyu came over, trailed by Michiru-san. The look on her face was similar to Motoko’s, rather ashamed. I could see Daiyu watching all this, puzzled and defensive, but Shiro was with her, eye crimson, Tan obviously talking to her in Chinese so she wasn’t left all alone. Shaeula, meanwhile, was with Ren-san and Keomi-chan, with the rest of the trainees, Eri and Hikawa-san gathered around them.

Yeah, we aren’t getting much done this evening. Well, I don’t have too much time, anyway.

“I apologise for this. Grandfather is also keen on having my cousin Honoka-sama, as well as other nobles, blessed by your efforts.” She bowed deeply. “I understand it might be a burden, but I shall make it up to you. I need to please grandfather, now more than ever, after keeping my status a secret for so long.”

“A real man would push through and perform, no matter the odds!” Michiru-san insisted stoutly.

“It’s true I’m stronger now, but even so, the sheer weight of Chirurgery, coupled with what I need to do other than that… damn, my schedule is going to be brutal for the next few weeks. I have to look at Chirurgery for those Haru-san identified as worthwhile from Conclave as well…”

“You have my sympathies. I… I am learning just how hard it can be to have power, not just relying on the weight of my family.” Miyu declared. “It is not as frightening as I feared, but even so, it is hard. I do not envy you.”

“So, you’ve been keeping up with your Territory, as well as your dancing?” I asked, and she nodded gracefully.

“With your help, I have been able to grow my realm. I still shake with fear fighting monsters, but I can defeat some now.”

“I, Koga Michiru, shall never allow you to come to harm so long as I draw breath!” the little ninja girl declared to her, red scarf flapping.

That gives me an idea. Considering what I have planned later… “Miyu, if you want to return the favour, how about helping me out tonight with some experiments in my Territory? It’ll be safe, there’s no danger. Can you get permission from your grandfather to stay out tonight?”

“Ordinarily, it would be a great shame being with a man unaccompanied. But he trusts you, as do I. I offered you a precious gift that I did not know the value of, and instead of taking it from me gleefully, you helped me understand my worth, and gave me the strength to put it to use. I shall contact grandfather. I assume Michiru may accompany me?”

“Not a problem. Anyway, let me have a word with Hikawa-san, and then I have to get Daiyu’er settled in, and start Chirurgery and Ether Healing…” The expression on my face must have been forlorn as Miyu let out a small laugh, unusual for her, as she was quite the solemn girl. Even Michiru-san behind her looked similarly amused.

“I shall leave you to your efforts then. I shall aid Hinata-san in restraining Mayumi-sama… Mayumi-san. Come, Michiru!” With that they joined the noble group, trying to calm the feisty Mayumi-san…


Three Hundred And Five


“Oshiro-san…” Hikawa-san spoke as I approached him. He was on the edge of the group of trainees, looking pensive, especially when he glanced at the pale Keomi-chan.

“Hikawa-san.” I returned his hesitant greeting. Glancing around, I realised I couldn’t see Ren-san. Asking where he was, I got a surprising answer.

“My son is down in the gym. Even though he’s injured, he said he wanted to get stronger.”

I see. I guess the experience has changed him. “Those are laudable sentiments.” I agreed. “I’ll speak to him later. He shouldn’t push himself too hard, especially when he’s still healing.”

“Just like you didn’t, or Mori-san?” Hikawa-san looked at Eri in her wheelchair with some guilt. “Look, Oshiro-san…” He hesitated again, searching for what words to say, before deciding to be honest. “I’m sorry. We should have come to you first, rather than propping up Yamato-sama. But we agreed it wouldn’t do any harm, and that it would be an ideal way of fulfilling our commitments…”

I disagreed with his sentiments, but I let him speak, knowing he needed to get it off his chest. “…well, you know how it ended up. Susanoo is effectively destroyed as a faction. Uchida-sama is secluded in grief, Yamato-sama is in a coma, and those of us who let our children, grandchildren and other relatives die are wracked with guilt.” His smile was bitter as he continued. “Tsukuyomi seems to have ended too, so now it’s just your faction, and Amaterasu. Even Saionji-san seems to be supporting you to an extent.” He let out a long sigh. “When I first met you at the behest of Izumi-san, I simply thought you’d be a good tool to boost Susanoo. Who would have thought that you’d end up saving my daughters…”

“Speaking of the twins, how are they? They should be out of danger, but even so, recovering from such horrible injuries takes time.” I asked, concerned. Shaeula and I do need to give them a further round of Ether Healing to remove scars and other minor wounds we didn’t focus on, but since they are stable, it doesn’t need to be immediately, even though I want to prioritise them. Damn, I have too much on my plate. If only there was someone else that could learn.

“They surprised me.” Hikawa-san muttered, shaking his head. “Despite their terrible ordeal, they still want to return to the training school. They aren’t even out of middle school yet, but they have more guts than their father, that’s for sure. Ren too. Can you say something to him again? He’s still blaming himself.”

“I will.” I agreed. “I understand what it is to feel guilty over things like this, but really, he did the best he could, and thanks to that… well, we avoided the absolute worst. So, Chiaki and Chiasa are willing to continue?” I was relieved at that. If they wanted to quit, of course I’d respect that, but coupled with Haru-san, they were invaluable as a learning tool, and were they to continue gaining strength, they should be powerful assets in the future.

“Yes. They are here too, along with the girl there.” He nodded at Keomi-chan, who had turned out to be the one with the least injuries of the four girls we rescued, despite looking so horrible initially, so her physical wounds were now healed. Though the mental shock she suffered was worse, along with Hotene-san, the girl who was blinded. I don’t think Hotene-san has been released from the hospital in Kyoto yet…

“I see. If I get chance I’ll do a little more Healing to finish their recovery. The sooner we can mend them the better, right?” I tried to lighten the mood a little.

“Right.” Hikawa-san managed weakly. “Well, I’ve said my piece. As for the others, they are likely too ashamed to show their faces here. Other than the neutral shrines, of course. Not that they are neutral anymore.” He let out one last long, bitter sigh. “To think the dream of uniting the faiths of Japan would be done largely by an outsider. At least I suppose with the noble Lady Diviner, Saionji-san and Kudou-san in your corner, our traditions and history will endure. Well, I’ve taken enough of your time.” He stepped away, having said what he wanted to.

With that I went to speak to Marika-chan, Keomi-chan and Kana. The students from the neutral shrines were there as well, and I exchanged some words with them, thanking them for their prudence, before speaking to Keomi-chan. “How are you? You shouldn’t have forced yourself to come if you don’t feel well.”

“This is my shrine, isn’t it, Akio-kun.” She managed a weak giggle. “I didn’t come far. And my leg is healed, isn’t it.” She stood, showing us she could walk again. She was clearly trying to appear as the impish, airheaded young girl I knew her as, though her grin was a touch off, and her face was quite pale.

“I know, but mental scars are harder to heal. If Haru-san wasn’t so busy we could try her Mind Healing Light and a few other things. Just… hang in there, okay?”

She nodded, faint tears in her eyes. “I’m okay. I promise. But maybe… maybe some cake from that super-good store would cheer me up?” She winked at me adorably, pigtails bouncing, and I gave in with a laugh.

“Sure, I’ll send someone to buy a lot.” I promised, and as she gave a happy “Yay!” in return, I turned my attention to Marika-chan.

“How are you feeling?” I asked. “Your mother was adamant about bringing you back to Nishimorioka, and I can’t say I entirely blame her. I do think you’d be better off here, learning more and becoming stronger, but… in the end, it’s up to you.”

The group was silent as Marika-chan thought about it. “Mother was very forward.” she admitted, in a quiet voice. “I was terrified. People I knew… they died.” She was as serious as ever, acting way beyond her age. “I have experienced a lot of fearful things here in Tokyo and Kyoto, since I chose to honour Chairo-sama by following you. But this is the path I chose. I will be a shrine maiden that Chairo-sama can be proud of, that Japan can be proud of. That grandfather, father, my sisters and… most of all, my mother can be proud of.” She gave me a wan smile then. “Perhaps it might be different if I was hurt like Keomi-san, but…” Even so, I could see she was afraid, her hands trembling a little.

Damn, she’s a very brave little girl. Reaching out, I patted her head, surprising her. “With an attitude like that, you’ll definitely succeed. Can I ask you to look after Keomi-chan for me?”

As she nodded, Keomi-chan protested. “But Akio-kun, I’m the older one, shouldn’t I be looking after her?”

“Uh, well, I think that Marika-chan is more mature, so… I’ll leave it in her hands.”

As Keomi-chan protested, there was laughter, and the tense mood evaporated. Kana was next to speak to me. “Hey Akio, if you are wondering, my friends were definitely shaken up by the whole mess, but… they’ll be back. Especially when I showed off the light element I gained.” She smiled prettily. “So anyway, who’s the new girl?”

Several others echoed her, interested. “She’s Zhao Daiyu, from China. A Cultivator, if you can believe in such things. She’s also another Chosen by the Gods.”

“I see. Collecting them, aren’t you?” Her smile became a smirk, and I could see her irritation. “I’m sure she’ll be of use to you, assuming you can trust her.”

“Don't worry, she swore an oath I don’t think is easy to break.” I reassured her, but strangely, that only served to irritate Kana more, and she tossed her head, making an indelicate noise of disapproval.

“I see. Well, whatever, I’m not the boss of you, am I?” Her expression softened then. “So anyway, seems there’s some big-shots about tonight. I remember them from the huge meeting we had.” She nodded at the group containing Miyu and Mayumi-san. “Her bodyguard is here too, outside with the people from Fujiwara Security Services. There’s more of them than ever. I guess it makes sense, with all that happened…” Her voice dropped, barely more than a whisper by the end, and I knew that Kana had been affected by the deaths as well. Seeing me looking at her with compassion, her skin tinged pink, and she met my gaze.

“Look, I’m fine, all right? Like Marika-chan, I’ve been through some horrible experiences. I’ve toughened up. I’m not the selfish girl I used to be. Well, not totally.” She paused. “I do have a request, but I’m not sure if it’s selfish or not, though.”

Oh? “You’ve been a real help to me recently, so ask away, and if I can, I’ll grant it.”

“Ugh, it’s saying things like that which lead to misunderstandings.” she pouted. “If I’m so valuable to you, why don’t you… you know what, never mind. It doesn’t matter. What does is…” She took a deep breath, steadying herself. “…I’ve been thinking. A lot. Unusual for me, I know.” She smiled mockingly. “I’ve seen how hard you and Shaeula have been working, trying to heal the injured, granting power to so many… I’ve listened to Aiko-chan and her dreams of becoming someone who deals with fitness and magic. Maybe it’s because she’s older than me, she seems so determined.”

“No, my sis isn’t as mature as you think.” I assured her, amused. “It’s just… she never really had a goal, now she does. A goal changes people. It changed me. I was drifting aimlessly as well. Now I can’t afford to any longer. It’s simple.”

“I’ll say you can’t, Akio.” Kana laughed. “You have a lot of people to support, and not just your pretty girls. All of us. Japan. Now this girl from China too. I hear you promised the Lady Diviner as well. You’re stretched rather thin.”

More laughter all around, as I scratched my head ruefully. “Yeah, don’t I know it.”

“Well, I’ve decided too. You said I should be proud of my gifts, my eyes, and my ability to sense fragmented thoughts. I’ve talked to my parents and grandfather when I got back from Kyoto, as well as Shirohebi…” She shook her head at that. “I still can’t believe I can talk to our Kami whenever I want. Well, Akio, I want to learn Chirurgery and Ether Healing too. I want to help, and I think this is something you need. You and Shaeula have been looking exhausted since Friday night. It’s kind of pitiful to see.” She teased me playfully.

“Really? Are you sure? You know how painful it can be, learning Ether Healing. And while I can certainly help with my Eye, I don’t have enough of a connection to you to see your status to know when you succeed in Ranking it up.”

“That’s quite a rude thing to say. But so very you.” Kana sighed. “Yes, I know, I remember the pain. It was awful. But I managed the first Rank of Ether Healing, didn't I? So I can get better at it. Look, didn’t you say you’d grant my request? Why the arguments?”

“I just… I don’t like hurting girls. Even when it’s necessary.”

“Well, you’ll have to suck it up and be a man. After all, I have to raise my value, right? I’m Izumi Kana, and I’m beautiful, charming and I’m going to be somebody! You should be grateful that I’m choosing to do this, to help you out!”

“I am most-most grateful, as is Akio, I am quite certain.” Shaeula said from behind us, making Kana jump.

“You startled me.” Kana complained. “He could stand to show it a little more, you know? I’m starting to feel underappreciated.”

“That is not-not it, you know he is simply unsure of how to act around you.” Shaeula looked at me, her face bright and her smile gently mocking. “After all, you are very-very pretty, Kana, and he has a great deal of liking for you.”

“Liking, yeah, I know. All the boys like me. But… he knows where I stand. But I’ve decided. I doubt I’ll ever be a fighter, not like Eri-chan or Aiko-chan. It’s too frightening, and… well, I hate admitting my flaws, but I’m not that brave. But this… I can help you two out, and in the future, it’ll be a job not many can do. I can make a small fortune, right?” She winked, and Keomi-chan laughed.

“That’s Kana-chan for you! Always after the easy money!”

“You shut up, idiot! You’ve always been clumsy and airheaded, but to think you managed to get yourself dragged into such a mess…” Kana retorted.

The hard conversation over with, I looked at Shaeula, who nodded. I suppose Kana is right. Having Skills is going to be very important as soon as the world finds out about all this, which can’t be much longer. Japan is already creaking at the seams with leaks and incidents, China is the same, and surely other countries too… and once irrefutable proof is out there, it’ll spread around the world in an instant.

Telling Shaeula to bring Hinata, Daiyu and now Kana to the room Hinata had set up for the Healing, I headed down to the gym to see Ren-san. When I got there, I could see he was on a treadmill, running at a decent pace, sweat dripping from him, his face revealing he was still in some pain. On seeing me come in, he pressed a button, and the treadmill slowed, leaving him panting and breathing heavily. Seeing that, I tossed him a towel from one of the racks. He caught it, wiping his sweat, before looking at me, a touch guiltily.

“Did you need something?” he asked, all his usual arrogance gone.

“Nothing much, I just came down to check you aren’t pushing yourself too hard. You’re not fully recovered yet either.”

“I’m fine.” he insisted. “Save your efforts for my sisters, and those who need it more.”

I know that look he’s giving me. Guilt. But it’s misplaced. This isn’t Ren-san’s fault. In fact, he salvaged the situation. “Oh, I intend to. But they won’t be happy if they hear you’ve been overdoing it. Still, I approve. Growing your strength will never betray you. I wish I was stronger too.”

“You?” he snorted bitterly. “You faced Nurarihyon and came back alive. Compared to that, I…”

“Don’t be a fool.” I chided him. “If Nurarihyon wanted, I’d have been squished like a bug. No, my strength got me through the door, able to negotiate, but it wasn’t sufficient to save everyone, was it? I get it, I do. I feel your pain as well. But you did the best you could. More than anyone could have expected. You got out, and you sought us out. And so your sisters, Keomi-chan and Hotene-san lived. Your father is worried about you, but I’m not.”

“You aren’t?” he asked, surprised.

“No. Seeing you, determined, trying to be stronger, it means you realised what matters. I will keep an eye on you, to make sure you don’t push it too far, but I know you have the spirit to get through this and come out of it stronger. After all, it’s only when we have something to protect that we can grow. Your sisters are important to you, aren’t they?”

“Of course they are!” he snapped. “They’re my younger sisters! They can be annoying, and… well, they always treat me like I’m someone special, calling me Ren-sama… in the past I thought that was cool, that as the heir to such an important shrine, it was only natural they’d look up to me, but… what the hell are you making me say?” he snapped, the old Ren-san coming back into focus. “Of course I care about my sisters, but I’m not obsessed with them like you are with yours!”

“Ouch. Hurtful!” I laughed at his barbed words. “But I get it, I do. So… when you are fully Healed, your sisters too, as I hear from your father they aren’t backing out, we’ll put together a new training regimen, one that pushes you all to new heights. For now though, just don’t overdo it, all right?”

“You already said that! Get lost, you’ve got things to do, haven’t you?” he scowled, and I retreated, laughing. Yeah, I think Ren-san will be all right. No, better than all right. This could be the making of him, strength growing from tragedy…
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Gathered in the room Hinata had modified for the foreign guests was quite the crowd. The room was separated into two, with a soundproof one-way mirror, so I could see that on the other side, several beds were set up, two elderly Caucasian men and one middle-aged black woman occupying them. There was a doctor and nurse present, as well as Hinata’s grandfather, who was talking to the patients cheerfully, laughing. Hinata flicked a switch, and their words could be heard.

“No need to worry, Mr Schwartz. I’ve been through the treatment myself. I’d hardly be so foolish as to recommend something harmful. But don’t just take my word for it. Takatsukasa Itsuki, you must have heard the reports that his health has vastly improved, right?” he was saying in English.

“Yes, there’s been a lot of rumours floating around about changes in Japan’s inner circle of nobility. I hear your company is on the rise as well, Mr Fukumoto.”

“It certainly is. My granddaughter’s marriage has been decided, though no wedding date is set. When you are better, you simply must come to the wedding. You too, Mr Goldmeyer.” After that he started talking to the woman, who was sweating and clearly in great pain, her face and body gaunt and hollow.

On our side there was Hinata and Kazumi-san, Shaeula, Kana, who was waiting eagerly to see us work, Daiyu, who was watching quietly, still tense, unable to understand those around her, as well as surprisingly Mayumi-san and her regal-looking bodyguard, who wore a sharp suit, cut to a male fashion, her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. On seeing my surprise at her presence, Mayumi-san grinned. “I thought I would watch something so exciting. After all, I’ll be in your care soon enough, so I would like to see for myself first. I abhor pain, so be as gentle as possible.” She's oddly expressive, is Mayumi-san. Her smiles are always bold, as is her attitude. She's quite unlike most of the other nobility. I see why she gets on with Hinata...

“I must apologise, but the initial Chirurgery can be quite-quite painful. This can not-not be helped.” Shaeula grinned.

“Well, do your best anyway!” Mayumi warned. “Besides, there is another reason I’m here.” She pointed to the woman in one of the beds. “She’s the daughter of the President of Kumba-Stillwater. It’s one of the largest mining companies in the world, and certainly the largest on the African continent. Grandfather has dealings with them, as their metals supply a lot of our industries, and when I heard Hinata here was looking for wealthy foreigners… I had heard that the President’s daughter was gravely ill. Bowel cancer, supposedly untreatable.”

She smiled at us then. “The President cherishes his daughter Miss Lindiwe. I have met her at a party hosted by Ichijou house before, along with her father. So I reached out. Obviously they were sceptical, but… she has less than six months left, according to all the best doctors.”

“Sorry about that, Akio. Mayumi-sama always has ways to worm things out of me.” Hinata apologised.

“Worm? How rude. I merely keep my ear to the ground. Well, we will be starting a business together, won’t we?” She looked at me expectantly. “And from the designs your subordinate is suggesting, we will need an awful lot of precious and rare earth metals, to say nothing of endless amounts of iron, aluminium, tungsten… if you can heal her, well, we each get a two percent stake in the company, and access to all the metals we need at cost, with some even free. It’s an excellent deal! It could save us trillions of yen over the longer term!”

“So, you are managing to profit yourself?” I pointed out, and she met my gaze calmly.

“Why, of course. Referral fees.” she replied boldly, leading to Shaeula laughing heartily at her sheer cheek.

“The other two are Mr Schwartz, who runs one of the largest hedge funds in America. He had a bad fall recently, destroying his hip and upper leg. Due to a hereditary condition and the severity of the injury, it seems that a hip replacement won’t work, so he’s destined to be confined to a wheelchair. If we can prevent that, well, he’s prepared to pay us fifty million dollars. He’s a man who cherishes being active and his hobbies, despite his advancing age.” Hinata continued.

“Small change compared to what I managed.” Mayumi-san declared proudly.

“True. But even so, fifty million dollars can purchase a lot of necessary property in our Territory. Good job!” I praised Hinata, who leaned in, happily.

“As for Mr Goldmeyer…” Hinata’s expression changed, troubled. “He has recently suffered a large cardiac incident, sustaining damage to his heart, but worse, to his nerves, and he is partially paralysed. Doctors say that if he doesn’t have surgery he’ll certainly suffer further worsening of his condition, but that the surgery only has a forty percent survival rate. He is the largest shareholder in a major computer chip company, one everyone has heard of, and we use a lot in Nichibotsu products. If we can improve his condition, we’ll receive a five percent stake, as well as preferential deals on their products… and also access to some of their scientists and researchers.” She smiled then, amused. “He was puzzled at that request when Grandfather gave it. He thinks Nichibotsu is intending a new product line, but it’s actually for Ixitt.”

“I see. So, cancer, shattered bones and the heart and nerves. This is going to be tough.” At least it’s not regenerating lost parts. Though again, I don’t see why I can’t.

I must have been frowning, as Hinata seemed a little worried. Still in my embrace, she glanced up at me. “Can you do it? I should have asked first, but I just thought if it was you, it’d be possible. After all, you healed my grandfathers, and have managed to save the girls…”

“She has a great deal of faith in you.” Mayumi-san grinned. “I can hardly wait to see if it is misplaced or not.”

“Don’t worry.” I reassured Hinata. “Shaeula and I will manage. And we’ll reap the rewards.”

“Great. I’d best go see grandfather and let him know to start.” As she left my arms, a touch regretfully, Hinata entered the room, while I turned to Kana. “Your eyes, they only pick up abnormalities, right? I think it’s going to be hard for you to make this work, but we’ll have to see precisely what you can do.”

Kana nodded, and soon we were ready to go. The nurse had sedated the patients, while the doctor was monitoring their vitals with portable medical machinery. Exchanging a look with Shaeula, I asked which patient we should work on first.

“The bones. That seems quite-quite the challenge.” She grinned. At the bedside of Mr Schwartz our eyes flared amber, as we inspected the damage. I let out a low whistle, indeed shocked. “Yeah, the hip-bone and parts of the upper thigh are barely fragments and powder, and most of the muscles are ruined. There’s some nerve damage here too. No wonder they can’t just try a hip replacement.”

“How shall-shall we proceed then?” Shaeula asked, and I paused for thought.

“Well, all, or at least enough of the bone is still there, even if it’s not intact. We gather it together in the proper shape, and…” As we discussed it, the doctor and nurse looked on, equal parts awed, terrified and curious.

“Don’t worry, they are from the hospital in Kyoto.” Fukumoto-san chuckled. “They know how to keep secrets, and what would happen if they don’t.”

That concern allayed, Shaeula and I started our work, extending aether through the body of the patient. It wasn’t as simple a matter as some of the injuries that the girls had suffered, grievous though they were. Just using aether to regenerate the bones wouldn’t work, they were clearly too fragmented, and the damage around it was severe, infection starting to set in despite the obvious presence of extremely potent antibiotics in his system. “Hmm…” I muttered, pursing my lips. “Shaeula, can you work on cleansing the infection, repairing the surrounding damage and helping the muscles recover? I’ll try and gather all the fragments into a semblance of the correct shape, and then we can go from there.”

She nodded, and I began to concentrate, all my Split Thoughts working overtime. It was like speed-running a ferociously complex jigsaw puzzle, but with the comparison from his mostly undamaged other hip, I was able to see the ideal outcome, though I needed to activate Body Enhancement for the extra processing power. I really should touch up that other hip and some areas of wear and tear while I’m here…

Once I had assembled the bone, I noticed there were a few missing areas, but only small parts of the whole, worn away by age and time. As aether flooded into his body, knitting the bones together, I also allowed a little earth energy to permeate them, the idea striking me as my Body Enhancement and Might Of The Furious Earth used it in that way. After an hour of stressful work, I mopped my sweaty brow, stepping away, Shaeula already having finished.

“Done. It looks much improved to me. Consider the tune-up to the other leg a bonus. Right, I think we’ll do the other man next.” After a cool drink provided by Hinata, her grandfather watching us together with a sly grin, I inspected our next patient.

“The heart is in bad shape. Still, we have some experience with it.” I mentioned, and Fukumoto-san shrugged, no doubt remembering the pain he felt at my efforts. Observing with my Eye, I pointed out to Shaeula the areas that seemed damaged.

“I see-see.” she agreed. “Well, it is not-not much more difficult to repair than the last male. I shall-shall leave the heart to you!”

The beats were slower, due to the anaesthetic, but still irregular. Looking at the damaged tissue, I channelled in aether, reducing swelling, cleaning valves and more. I’m glad my memory is good and I studied some anatomy and medical textbooks in my free time. Free time… I remember that…

The Doctor panicked as the monitoring equipment screamed a warning, saying the patient was flatlining, but that was because the heart had stopped as I did the most delicate work. A few seconds later I restarted it with a jolt, and after a while, we finished up, the damage repaired.

“That was easier than repairing shattered and powdered bone.” I grumbled, and Shaeula nodded. “Well, onto the last, most critical case.”

The woman, miss Lindiwe, looked terrible indeed. I could see her bones under her gaunt, paper-like skin, and despite her rich, dark skin tone, she somehow managed to sport an unhealthy pallor. Poor woman. Cancer is a terrible thing. She's probably not as old as she looks either, the disease must have aged her... “Right then, let’s make this a clean sweep.”

This was a different experience to before. Cancer was rife in her bowels, but had also spread to several internal organs. Removing the cancer was easy enough with Ether Healing, but her body was so weak that even cutting free a little pushed her close to death, so Shaeula had to keep infusing her with vitality. It was painfully slow going, harder even than fixing bones, as a mistake here meant death, but after around another hour, we were done.

“Great job!” Hinata enthused, as I gave her a thumbs-up. “When word gets around about these successes, in addition to my grandfathers', we’ll have no shortage of clients from America, Europe, Africa… there are already some from Japan’s nobility and business world who are interested as well…”

“That’s great and all, but not for a week or two, please.” I groaned. “We have so much to do, and not enough of me to do it!”

“A shame you are so short on time, I would have loved to invite you out for a drink, grandson-in-law.” Fukumoto-san chuckled, and I promised him I would visit in the future. Returning to the room behind the mirror, I saw Mayumi-san looking at me with some respect for a change, while Kana was rubbing at her eyes, exhausted, and Daiyu seemed excited.

“You… what did you do? That woman, her Qi was almost exhausted, the flames of life ebbing low, and now she is regaining her vitality. What Arts are these?” Daiyu asked me eagerly.

“Healing ones. We can discuss it later.” I assured her. She complained at that, that I was brushing her off, but I had other concerns right now.

“So, how was it?” I asked Kana.

“Difficult.” She sighed theatrically. “So hard the old me would have given up by now. I have much better control over my sight, it’s true, but you are right, it only sees abnormalities. I could see the aether you injected in, and what you were healing, but little else. Now I have a fierce headache as well.”

“Hmm, that gives me an idea. But that’s for later. For now, I want to see the twins and run a bit of Ether Healing on them to finish their recovery, before we go to the Boundary. We have to meet Primal Forest soon.”

“Wait, before that.” Mayumi-san interrupted. “While we are here, I believe you might as well give me this Chirurgery. Hinata here survived it well enough, and I’ve seen proof of your talents in action. I am no longer concerned by it. So, go ahead.” She smiled at me challengingly, and I heard Hinata laugh a little bitterly.

This girl. She really is a selfish little princess, far more than Shaeula ever was. Oh well, I suppose today or tomorrow, it doesn’t matter, but… A mischievous grin crossed my face. I wonder how little miss pampered will cope with the rather nasty pain…


Three Hundred And Six


“Wait, I can’t let you take the risk, Mayumi-sama!” her elegant bodyguard declared, eyeing me fiercely, moving protectively between Mayumi-san and me, as if to defend her. Bemused, since it was Mayumi-san who was asking me for this favour, I waited for her reaction.

“I appreciate you looking out for me, but there’s really nothing to worry about. I’ve told Akio-kun to keep the pain levels down, and Hinata has had it done already, Motoko-san too. That reminds me.” she asked, curious. “Why can’t you anesthetise us, like you did for your healing surgeries?”

A good question. “Since the Astral body is so tied to one’s consciousness, I think it might be problematic to not be awake when the Chirurgery happens. I can’t say for certain, but it’s a gut instinct, and Shaeula agrees with me.”

“I see. Well then…” the elegant yet dangerous female bodyguard, who had the air of a drawn sword, suggested frantically. “I should go first, to absolutely make sure it’s safe! I can’t let you take part in something I haven’t experienced, Mayumi-sama, despite the supposed safety of such a procedure!”

“I see.” Mayumi-san mused. “I think you worry too much, Katana. Akio-kun has no reason to cause me harm. After all, we’re going to be partners in Ichijou House’s new venture. But if it would put your mind at ease…” Katana? Must be a nickname. She does have that sort of air about her.

“I don’t have an agreement to perform Chirurgery on any bodyguards.” I protested. I know Chirurgery is important, but I’m getting a bit sick of it at the moment, and there’s still so much more to do.

“Surely it isn’t an issue?” Mayumi-san smiled invitingly. “After all, we are business partners, aren’t we? This small favour won’t hurt you, so can’t you spare it to make our relationship stronger?”

“If I might?” Hinata interrupted, her expression impish, and I could see the ambition in her eyes. I see she has an idea. At my nod she continued. “Mayumi-sama, I hope you can excuse my rudeness, but it seems to me that all of these favours only flow one way.”

“Hinata, that’s rude. And wrong!” Mayumi-san argued. “After all, haven’t I brought Akio-kun a stake in a large, no, a world-leading mining company?”

“Yes, but you managed to secure an equal stake for yourself, despite Akio doing all the actual work.” she pointed out, and I found myself nodding. Well, it’s not that I mind, after all, I’d have never known about Miss Lindiwe and her cancer, and it saved her life, so Mayumi-san taking payment from that isn’t necessarily wrong, but still, she’s very demanding.

“Akio-kun is getting a stake in Ichijou house’s industries, which is unprecedented. Even my future husband won’t receive a direct stake, only the ability to use mine.” Mayumi-san protested.

“I see. So you’re saying your future husband could come in and start causing problems for Akio in your joint industry? Interesting.” Hinata shot back.

“Why are you being so hard-headed, Hinata?” she protested. “Aren’t we friends?” I winced at that, knowing that Mayumi-san’s definition of friend was different to Hinata’s, and that had caused her a lot of anguish. Though some good did come out of it. Hinata admitted her upset that day had pushed her to propose properly to me, with the help of her parents. At the time I found it an imposition, but now… with how cute and affectionate Hinata was, as well as how very helpful she was in supporting my interests, it had all worked out for the best, and I wasn’t letting her go now.

“I like to think we are, yes.” Hinata agreed. “Or at least, we definitely will be true friends one day. But business and friendship are two separate things, right?”

“I hear that the military are paying a fee, so I’ll pay for her!” Mayumi-san pouted.

“That’s a separate deal worked out behind the scenes.” Hinata insisted. “There are a lot of hidden concessions and benefits that Akio received as well. So just handing over money is worthless.”

“Well, in that case…” Mayumi-san began, but her bodyguard stopped her.

“No, mistress. In matters of security, not even your word can stall me. I’ll not allow you to have this Chirurgery without me. I know you, Mayumi-sama, next you’ll insist on seeing this other world, and if I’m not there…”

Seeing the obvious distress on the face of the bodyguard, I wavered, but Hinata shot me a look, telling me to keep quiet. “I see, well, then how about this? A favour for a favour.”

“What sort of favour?” Mayumi-san asked, suspicious.

“Oh, it’ll be equivalent, I wouldn’t dream of exploiting you, Mayumi-sama.” Hinata smiled reassuringly, but I could see the plotting in her eyes, as I knew her very well now. “Go ahead Akio. I know it must be tiring constantly performing Chirurgery, but Mayumi-sama here is an invaluable partner. I just hope she realises that what you bring to the table is irreplaceable, whereas if it was money or industrial connections, I’m sure Fujiwara house would suffice, or even our Fukumoto house.”

Mayumi-san continued to complain, but now the deal was struck, her bodyguard sat down on the bed, muscles tense. “I am ready. Don’t try anything strange, or else…” Her gaze was hard and wary.

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” I assured her, and Hinata laughed.

“Oh, Katana, you couldn’t do anything to Akio even if you tried.” Hinata giggled. “Stop being such a worrier. I know it’s your job, and you treasure Mayumi-sama, just like Kazumi does me. But know your limits.”

“All right, all right.” I chided them both. “Now, let me work. This is delicate and complicated.” I began by using me Eye. Katana-san, despite her male clothing, had a rather impressive womanly figure, and her muscles were toned and tight. Her network was rather typical for an ordinary person though, and after a brief assessment, there seemed to be no issues, so I extended my aether, beginning to open her first Chakra. Sweat immediately sprang up on her face as she stifled a groan, biting on her lip, brown eyes flashing with pain.

“Are you all right?” Mayumi-san asked, concerned, but after unclenching her jaw, Katana-san said she was fine, and bade me continue. Some ten minutes later, she was lying down, drenched with sweat, her white shirt sticking to her body, panting heavily.

“All done. Sorry about the pain, I tried to lessen it as much as I could with Ether Healing, but when you are carving the proper pathways and boring the Chakras, it isn’t easy to keep it from hurting. The only consolation is it’s not so much physical pain as mental, so it fades quickly. There’ll be discomfort for a few days while your network purges the debris. Kazumi-san, you can teach her the proper exercises for raising aether.”

At Kazumi-san’s nod I turned to Mayumi-san, who had watched with fascination, but her face had grown pale as her bodyguard suffered. I expect as a pampered ojou-sama, a little princess, she’s never had to face any real pain…

Hinata must have agreed, as her smile was outwardly kind, but I could sense the amusement within it. “What’s up Mayumi-sama? Didn’t you want this? Surely you aren’t scared of a bit of discomfort? Even I managed, commoner girls as well, some younger than you.”

“No, no I’m not! Who do you think I am?” Mayumi-san declared, successfully goaded. “I want to see this world Hinata talks about. After all, how can I assess your talents and worth as a business partner without the full information? I just… well, it’s only natural to worry!” she declared confidently.

“Mayumi-sama…” Katana-san warned warily, concerned.

“Just do it! I don’t like to wait!” Mayumi-san ordered, lying down, though her eyes were wavering. All right then. Here goes… Moments later the screaming began.
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“Such a shameful display. If the young ladies at school could have seen you…” Hinata giggled at the red-faced Mayumi-san, who was breathing heavily, her face covered with snot and tears. “As for you, Katana, you knew what was going to happen, and that Akio meant no harm.” The bodyguard had instinctively tried to stop me as I worked, but Kazumi-san and Natsumi had held her down as she struggled. “Besides, if you can’t even beat my Kazumi or Natsumi, how would you stop Akio?”

“She was just concerned.” I suggested, feeling a little guilty. Still, it looked like my secondary objective had been achieved, as some of Mayumi-san's boisterous and pushy nature had been curbed by the experience, at least for now.

“Can you charge them up?” Hinata continued, ignoring the bitter look Mayumi-san gave her. “They don’t have time to gather aether naturally, and I want to give them the grand tour. Show them just what you command.” Her smile was now shading to the malicious.

“I shall do it.” Shaeula offered, having watched the Chirurgery silently. “Akio, you wanted to speak to-to the twins and finish their recovery, did you not-not?”

I nodded. “Yeah, and I’ll probably have time to finish Ren-san too. Then we have to meet Primal Forest, right?”

“Who is this Primal Forest?” Mayumi-san managed, the lingering pain not having completely destroyed her curiosity.

“One of the highest nobility of the Fae.” Shaeula answered for me, as she poured aether into Mayumi-san’s network, causing her to groan as spiritual debris were flushed, and also her skin to redden, as the experience was mildly pleasurable. “Very much like your grandfather, I would-would surmise. The old tree is quite-quite the mercenary one, always looking out for his profit, but we need-need what he has, so I do hope things go well.” Her amber gaze met mine and I knew she shared my desire to protect Kyoto, and Tsukiko-san. Feeling a warm sensation of happiness as Shaeula supported my ambitions, I spoke to Miyu.

“You can take a look around my Territory too, it might give you some ideas for your own. Then I have something I want you to do. It should double as training, but it might be hard.”

Mayumi-san watched with interested eyes as Miyu agreed readily, probably as she was one of the few girls she would ever acknowledge as an equal because of her family lineage.

“All right then. I’ll see you shortly.” Leaving them to enter the Boundary, I entered the room that the twins were staying in. Ren-san was there now, having finished his gruelling exercises, his hair sticking to his scalp and his priest-robes drenched. “Looks like you really overdid it.” I laughed, a breeze from my wind energy quickly stripping the worst of the sweat from him, cooling him down. He looked away, briefly annoyed, but managed an appreciative nod in the end.

“So, how are you two?” I asked the twins. “I don’t want you pushing yourselves either.”

They exchanged a long glance, probably communicating telepathically, before speaking. “Akio-sama, we appreciate that you worry for us.” Chiaki-san said, before Chiasa-san took over. “But we are fine. After all, we have each other. And we have our pride.”

“We want to support our shrine and Ren-sama. And now we have seen the true darkness that lurks…” Chiaki-san continued, and Chiasa-san finished for her. “…in the world that the Kami inhabit. How can we, as daughters of Hikawa shrine, step aside?”

Ren-san looked pained at that. “Please, stop calling me Ren-sama. Look at how hurt you got… and it’s all my fault…”

“No it is not.” “It is not your fault.” they echoed each other. “You did the best you could, Ren-sama. We address you with respect because…” Chiaki-san smiled.

“…we earnestly hope that you can take on the mantle of venerating the noble Gods of our shrine. After all…” Chiasa-san joined her, her smile surprisingly bright.

“…you are blessed to have sunlight. It is a mark of the favour of the Gods.”

“…besides, you did your best. And we are alive.”

“…what more can you ask for, Ren-sama? Anything else, considering those who died…”

“…is simply too greedy. Be happy with what we have left.”

As the twins finished, I found myself agreeing with their sentiments. Patting Ren-san on the back, I began to Heal the twins. It was a matter of fading and regenerating scars and finishing hastening the repair of setting bones and torn muscles. Once more I considered why I could do that, and not regrow eyes, or heal Shiro’s adherence-polluted wounds. “Your sisters are right. I’m not going to lie to make you feel better, but… you did well. Besides, it’s the job of an older brother to put up with the selfishness of his younger sisters, right?”

“Maybe to you, siscon!” he snapped, but he was scrubbing at his eyes with the back of his hand, and I could tell he was moved by their defence of him. Yes, this experience could definitely be the making of him. It’d be useful to have another useful ally, and we are sorely lacking males around here…

Soon I was done with the Ether Healing, and now it was just the girl from Hoeruokami shrine, Hotene-san, and taking care of Keomi-chan’s mental injuries. Then I could focus on Shiro and Eri, my true priorities, selfish though that was. Returning to my room after giving the twins and Ren-san advice not to push themselves, I dived into the Boundary, to find everyone waiting for me.

Hinata was the first to approach, a smug grin on her face, followed by the awestruck Mayumi-san, her eyes wide with shock, and the equally stunned but very wary Katana-san, who despite her wonder was watching every stranger alertly, as if they could be a danger. Which when the strangers were ratkin, weaselkin, Trolls and more, that was something she couldn’t hope to plan for or understand yet.

“Akio, how are the twins?” she asked, and I advised her they would be coming to train shortly, now fully recovered.

“That’s great.” Hinata smiled in relief. “Eri was telling us about how they helped with learning light element and Ether Healing. Motoko, Natsumi and I want that too! We’ll not be left behind!”

“First, I want the three of you to maximise your Levels down at the coast. Might as well make use of the second Rank of Lovers’ Link. It’ll make a big difference.”

“Sure thing!” Hinata grinned, and Motoko and Natsumi looked excited, eager to train as always.

“I guess we are babysitting?” Shiro grumbled. “I did want to see the lands of the Fae Shaeula keeps talking about. That damn idiot the Raven Knight kept going on about them too, though he painted a very… different… picture.”

“You know we can’t today.” Eri warned, walking unsteadily, but on her feet here in the Boundary. “Shaeula and Akio have to negotiate with that bigshot. We can’t mess it up for them.”

“Yeah, I’ll leave the overseeing of the situation to you two. I can trust you both. But take a few troops as backup. The coastal enemies are dangerous enough, but nothing you can’t handle. Even so, I like insurance.” No more carelessness. We have to learn from our mistakes.

“Poor protective Aki, always worried about us. When I’m fully healed, you’ll see what this white princess can do when she gets grinding seriously! Speaking of… I had a call from Arisu. She wants to meet you very soon.” She swallowed nervously. “You can do it, right?” Her black eye was urging me to accept.

“Fine.” I agreed. “I expect that airhead Suzu-san will be there too?”

“Oh, no doubt. Well, at least you know her a little now, I guess.”

“Speaking of…” Motoko spoke suddenly. “I do not think you have been told, but…” Her face was red, and she looked very shy. “We have our first official engagement as a couple soon.”

We do? “That’s news to me. Not that I object. You are my fiancée, and I’m damn proud I have such a refined one.” I smiled, and she blushed harder, some of the girls around me giggling.

“Oh, I was going to mention it too.” Miyu agreed, surprising me. “It is the invitation to the gala being held by the Queen in England, is it not? Grandfather got us invitations. He will be attending along with my father, since he is an influential bureaucrat in the MEXT. Cultural exchange is his forte, though if it was not for the Fujiwara name, he would never get an invite to such a prestigious gala. My cousin Honoka-sama will be attending as well, you remember her too, I trust?” she asked, and I nodded, as I met her briefly when I was at the Fujiwara mansion to talk about Miyu being a Chosen candidate.

“We shall be attending together with my grandfather.” Motoko agreed. “Since he is the head of the Military he has sufficient rank. But it is all a pretence, of course.”

“I see. I guess Tsukiko-san’s warnings are being taken seriously. I’m assuming that Princess Eleanor will be there?”

“Yes, she will be. She has been seen attending more events than ever recently, along with a rather strange group of men and women.”

“I think they might well be fellow Chosen. Perhaps her support?” I mused, only for Shiro to cross her arm below her ample chest, frowning.

“Cheating on the princesses you already have with another, huh? Shit, now I’m worried! And jealous. England, huh. A Queen.”

As the girls started chattering, Hinata broke in, frustrated. “Hey, don’t ignore me!”

“Sorry.” I laughed, patting her head. “The news was just a bit unexpected. I didn’t think the Prime Minister and nobility would work so fast after our warnings. Besides…” I barely remember England at all, but it’ll be interesting to go back. I wonder if we’ll actually get to meet the Queen. Attending a party where she’s there is very different to a royal audience…

“I just wanted to say… Mayumi-sama has something to ask.” Hinata stepped back smugly, and Mayumi-san now looked more deferential, having seem the magnificent Earth Altar and giant Rhyming Tree.

“Hinata says that you control everything within ten kilometres of here. Is that right?”

I concentrated for a moment, interfacing with my Anchor. “Not quite. There’s still a few gaps to fill in, but Shaeraggo and our forces have been busy. Looks like we have around eighty percent of it. It’ll all be ours soon.” Then we can set up Fae Stones and Warning Bells, as it’ll be a while before we push for a Rank Four Territory.

“I see. And… you can travel back and forth like this?” she asked. “What about ordinary people?” Her gaze was intense.

“For now, there’s not much overlap. From what I expect though, sooner or later travel between will be possible for anyone.”

“See?” Hinata smugly gloated. “I know we are on the suburbs of Tokyo here, but how much do you think such a massive plot of land would be worth? To say nothing of the resources that can only be gained here. And you looked down on Akio. Repent!”

“Ugh.” Mayumi-san pouted. “Well, I can accept you are qualified to partner Ichijou house in business. But even so, wealth alone doesn’t make you noble!”

Hinata said nothing, merely pointing to Shaeula, and Mayumi-san flushed, before tossing her head angrily. “Fine. So, what will Katana and I do while here?”

“I think you should just enjoy yourself for now. No point in subjecting you to the training for little gain. That reminds me. Miyu?”

“Yes?” Miyu answered as I spoke up.

“I’d like a favour, please.”

“You are my master, so I will comply.” She smiled slightly, causing Mayumi-san some annoyance, and she was muttering about Fujiwara house being above me. Only for now. Besides, Shaeula’s family has been noble for longer even than that…

“I want you to Dance The Returning Dawn as much as you can around the construction we are doing. Tillyae and her musicians can play for you if you need it. Get some of Ixitt’s Mortal Engineers to document the effects of the rate of change. Depending on how strong it is, you could be truly amazing as a trump card.”

“I see. I have no objections.” Miyu declared. “Though my outfit is unsuitable…” She glanced down at herself, seeing she was wearing the clothes she had worn to meet us earlier.

“Fine, give me a moment…” After asking around the various Fae that were working, some cloth was found for me, and I quickly crafted a suitable kimono. “Does that help?” I asked, and she nodded.

“I will not let you down.”

“Great. Now, don’t look at me like that, Shaeula. I can see you are impatient. We have to go meet Primal Forest now, so if you can excuse us. Shiro, Eri, I’m trusting you two with the Levelling. Hinata, keep showing hospitality to Mayumi-san. Miyu, please dance your heart out. If someone could let Kana know to look after the twins when they get here, that’d be great…”

“It’s fine. Go, go! We know what to do!” Hinata laughed, and with that we left for the Ring Gate…
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“I love what you’ve done with the place.” I laughed, as we took our seats, well, our wooden thrones, at the Spring. All around the lake, decking had been laid down and polished to a rich, dark shine, and the Spring itself, while barely, slowly refilling, was clean and pure, rich water element radiating off it. Scaffolding was up along the walls, and viewing platforms were being set up so people could observe and also bathe in the moonlight reflected from the crystals above.

“Well, it is far-far from finished.” Shaeula preened, a touch nervously. “Just like the mansion, it is but-but an outer shell. We require café’s, bars and more-more. But even so, it has come-come a long way.” She then sighed, changing the subject. “Primal Forest should be here quite-quite soon. Do remember, the Treekin see all the Rhyming Trees as theirs, do not-not mention our Territory has them. It might cause friction.”

“Got it.” I agreed. “And I need to remember to not take offense at the slow speed of his actions and words. Really, he sounds just like an Ent.”

“Ent?” Shaeula asked.

“Treefolk from a very famous British story. Perhaps the most famous fantasy one.” I looked around. Hyacinth had accompanied us, along with the weaselkin maids Klena and Velna. There were also a few new maids who had been selected for training, as apparently with Shaeula’s lofty status, having so few maids in attendance was insufficient, and one of them was a black-furred ratkin, possibly one of Ixitt’s many relatives.

“Do not-not make assumptions. Primal Forest is crafty. I shudder to think-think of what price we shall have to pay. He will likely sense our need, and bargain most-most strictly.”

I nodded. “Of course. We need to bring Kyoto into range of our defences. Yes, we’ll have a helicopter on standby soon, and we have pilots in the Black Wolf, and I’ll learn myself, but…” If the attack comes on the Material, the Ring Gates will be useless. If however the attack is as I suspect in the Boundary, then we can react near-instantaneously…

It was then a herald came over, declaring Primal Forest and his entourage had arrived. Shaeula reached out, one hand grasping mine, the small hand warm in my grip, and we waited, trying to look dignified and imposing. So that’s one of the Princes of the Seelie, huh?

Seeing the massive Treekin unfold to his true height after passing through the tunnel in a crouched pose, I marvelled at him, Primal Forest being one of the stranger sights I had seen. He was surrounded by a cloud of what looked like honey-bees, and small sprites seemed to be hiding in his mossy beard and hair, only to jump out and flit about here and there on gossamer wings. When you think faeries, they are definitely what first comes to mind…

Primal Forest was followed by what looked like women made of vines, with long, white petals dangling from their waists like bell-skirts, as well as some smaller Treekin. Stopping in front of the Spring, close enough for his roots, which he was walking on, to dangle in the shallow water, he sat on the massive bench we had hastily thrown together for the occasion.

“It is good to see you again, noble Primal Forest.” Shaeula took the lead in greeting him. “This is my chosen husband, Akio Moonstone Oshiro.” She gave my name in Western order.

“A pleasure to meet you.” I spoke as regally as I could, relying on my Majesty and the hasty etiquette lessons Shaeula had drilled into me. “I have heard much about you from Shaeula and Shaeraggo.”

“Har. Har. Har. Nothing good, if your brother has anything to say.” he intoned slowly, greeting Shaeula, before turning glacially to me, his hoary face peering at me, the eyes holding a slow but ancient wisdom. “As for you… mortal, yes. But not wholly so. There is a great deal of Fae about you. Fitting, yes.”

“My thanks. I do hope to be a fitting husband to Shaeula, and support her ambitions here in the Spring and the wider Court” I accepted his compliment, and returned one of my own. “I must thank you for your efforts to reforest and replant the barren area around the Spring. It would have taken us far longer to even begin, were we to do it ourselves.” The broad expanse was still bare in many places, but small groves had formed, and seeds were spreading, weeds and grasses the first to start returning over the wider area. Shaeula pointed out some useful herbs that had started to bloom. Perhaps this land will be a treasure for us in time…

“A great tragedy…” His words were slow, but showed no impatience. “…when the vile Myconids took the Spring, so many fine trees and plants died. Do you know, the Rhyming Trees used to bloom here, earth and water trees towering high above the forests, enriching the lands.”

This is the subject Shaeula didn’t want to touch on. “Well, I fear that any such Trees would have died over the centuries, but perhaps they can rise again.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula agreed. “We would be most-most happy to see Fae trees growing here once more. But Rhyming Trees are not-not common, there are few seedlings.”

“That is why each loss is such a great tragedy.” Primal Forest boomed. “If only you could have struck down the foe sooner. Well, haste makes waste, as they say, and it is not fair to expect miracles.” He paused for longer than usual. “So, Princess. You called me here to make a trade, did you not?”

Shaeula seemed surprised the long-winded and ponderous Treekin cut to the chase, but she nodded regally. “Yes, noble Primal Forest. Just as you traded the mushrooms to create a paired Faerie Ring Gate to my brother, I would ask-ask that you offer Akio a pair, for a fair price. We will not-not forget this favour if you do.”

“Ala…” He turned to one of the plant-women. “Show the Princess.” With that, the petalled skirt of one vine-woman unfurled, and a number of mushrooms were visible, the same sort as Shaeraggo had installed for us.

“Such mushrooms are scarce. Fewer even than the beautiful Rhyming Trees. Only we Plantkin can cultivate them.” he boomed. “The price is seldom cheap. I ask, why do you need them?”

Shaeula and I exchanged looks. She nodded, so I explained. “I need to protect a land far from my own. I made Oaths to that effect. Knowing that, I seek a boon of a Faerie Ring Gate I can establish, so that when enemies strike, I can react and crush them as we crushed the Myconids here.” I played that up, knowing how much Primal Forest hated them.

“I see. Oaths. Speaking of Oaths…” he sniffed, sucking in a great rush of air, ruffling Shaeula’s amber hair. “Tell me, where did you meet a Dryad?”

The question gave me pause. “A Dryad?” I asked, and he nodded ponderously, wood creaking, bees and sprites scattering.

“Yes. A Dryad. One that favours you greatly. I smell a Kiss upon you, not-quite-human.” he rumbled, and his face twisted into an amused, knowing expression. “You have a long way to go yet, little Duchess.” His laugh was staccato, slow and thunderous. “Your face reveals too much. I understand, as the rumours said, your education was… lacking.”

Shaeula conceded with a nod. “I admit it freely, noble Primal Forest. My attitude was most-most poor as well. But I shall learn. I thank you for your counsel. I shall-shall learn from my father, and my mother.” At that, she grinned, as Primal Forest clearly reacted. “Yes, I did-did find my mother again, in the land Akio wishes to protect. She was most-most pleased to see me once again. I do so-so hope that this is the start of a rekindling between my mother and father, and perhaps-perhaps between the Night Parade and the Seelie Court.”

She frowned then. “While there are no-no doubt many of the Parade who the lower Astral would be much-much better off without, I would rather accept and manage them, than allow the Parade to traffic with our bitter-bitter enemies.”

“Yeah, better to have allies than enemies.” I agreed. “Besides, I guess we already did cull a number of… unsuitable… allies.” I remembered the Kijo that Hyacinth slaughtered with her spores, and Shaeula did too, as she had a nasty grin on her face.

“Har. I suspect there is a story there?” Primal Forest said at last, after another long rumination to think.

“There is.” I agreed, and I told an abridged version of the battle against the Night Parade, Shaeula interjecting when appropriate. When done, Primal Forest seemed amused.

“Fierce fighters, the pair of you, it seems. Perhaps you could even give this old wood a challenge. Though do not grow arrogant. Those of us who have endured from antiquity are no weak fools. So, tell me again, where did you meet a Dryad so fond of you, she would give what can only be given once. And to a mortal, of a sort, no less.”

“Noble Primal Forest, if I may-may…” Shaeula began, but he waved one massive branch-covered arm, to silence her.

“I am speaking to your husband. Man to man.”

Fine. I know Shaeula said not to speak of it, but he’s clearly on to us. With my Majesty and League at their maximum, I put on an imperious mien. “Well, in truth, three Trees had survived, well, if you could call it that. The poor Dryad had also endured, mostly insane, by devouring her dead and dying sisters to stay alive. The Trees had barely any time left, the spores consuming them. We took a chance and evacuated them before the final battle with Duke Myrcolaxriath, lest they become the final casualties of war.”

“Evacuated?” he looked at me, unblinking. “To where?”

“To a safe place, with rich earth energies. Alas, the weaker tree couldn’t survive, but two did, the Dryad’s tree as well. Even so, it took a lot of work to save it. I guess she was grateful.”

Shaeula winced, but there was only silence. Eventually it was broken. “I see. Ala.”

“Yes, mighty Lord of Nature?” the plant-woman with the mushrooms responded.

“Go with them and help them set up the Gate. I wish for no problems. The mushrooms should not be wasted.” He stared at Shaeula for a seemingly endless moment then, before letting out long gales of laughter, lasting for an uncomfortably long time. When he finally stopped, he snorted, the sound of tearing wood.

“I see you worry I may lay claim to the Rhyming Tree. I do believe such Trees should be cared for by the Treekin, is it not natural? We are the Fae of the Trees, after all. But those blessed by Dryads, noble daughters of King Orion, may his wounds heal swiftly, well… perhaps they should be protected most of all. But a Dryad’s Kiss cannot be compelled. It must be given freely. So I have no right to interfere. However…”

His gaze sharpened threateningly. “If I find these Trees neglected, my wrath shall be terrible. Each Rhyming Tree is a legacy of the lands of the Fae. So few new ones are born, and with war unending, they dwindle.” He spread his branches. “As far as the eye can see, I would have groves and glades. If it takes ten thousand years, I shall still be here to see it done.”

“I assure you, noble Primal Forest, we care for the Trees-Trees greatly, and give them the best-best of everything.” Shaeula hastened to reassure him.

“I do not doubt you, who freed the Spring. But even so… Ala will be my witness, and perhaps when the time is right, I shall see for myself.”

“Right, so what payment do you want for the Ring Gates?” I could return the second Earth Tree if necessary, though Asha might mourn…

“Payment?” he snorted once more. “This time, I shall just ask for a favour, in due course. It would not do to be… hasty… in deciding.” He laughed again, for nearly twenty minutes.

“A favour?” Shaeula asked when he finally was silent, and he nodded slowly. “Well then.” Shaeula continued. “I shall not-not allow any favour that hurts our interests, nor goes against my conscience, or-or Akio’s.”

“So demanding. Just like your father.” he boomed. “I can agree to that. After all, I have seen your plans for the Spring.” He gestured to the strange surroundings. “So unlike before, yet… better than before, as you demanded. You offered participation, mutual benefit, and I can do the same. Just remember, Faerie Ring Gates are special. And your need is great.”

“I understand.” I nodded, accepting the deal. It’s not like I have a choice. Well, at least now I’m starting to feel a little sympathy for Mayumi-san, because we just got Hinata’d…


Three Hundred And Seven


With the deal done, despite my unease at the favour we had promised, the next steps were set. Looks like Haru-san and I will be back to Kyoto tomorrow to establish her Territory. No rest for the wicked indeed… Primal Forest seemed interested in the Material world, especially since Shaeula had apparently mentioned some things about it at their prior meetings, and as I explained that Japan was two-thirds forested still due to its mountainous nature, he expressed a desire to see it someday.

“As a guest, you would be quite-quite welcome.” Shaeula grinned. “Although I would ask you to not-not cause any trouble. After all, Akio will rule that land soon enough.”

Wait, what? “No, I don’t think so.” I disagreed. “Yes, I’ll be a figure of influence, but I’ll hardly be in a position to rule Japan.”

She only gave me a pitying look, rolling her eyes at me, before turning back to the slowly laughing Primal Forest. “I confess, I have not-not seen too much of the nature of Japan, though Nishimorioka, his home town, has its fair-fair share of beautiful forests. Speaking of forests, I do believe Akio has gained control over a forest inhabited by Yōkai, and they have accepted him. Perhaps you would find those trees quite-quite appealing…”

It's certainly true that whoever becomes an Astral Emperor is going to have great power, and it seems according to Tan they usually rule the world their Territory encompasses… there’s still no guarantee that’ll be me though. But… I was prepared to rule, to protect those I cared about, and also to prevent those who would abuse their power from gaining authority. It was still hard to think of myself as a ruler though. We finished up our meeting with the Treekin, and as it had taken quite a while due to his glacial pace of speech and action, even with the greater time dilation in the lower Astral, we had used up a lot of our time.

“Right then.” I spoke, gathering the maids, including Hyacinth, and the new Plantkin Ala, who was still holding the mushrooms for the Ring Gate. I expect she’ll be reporting back to Primal Forest, but again, he has us over a barrel, as we really need the Ring Gate. “Shall we return?”

Ala, who was floating behind us as we headed out of the Spring and back towards the Ring Gate at the mansion, looked around curiously. Seeing the freshly replanted trees, which were noticeably younger than the rest of the forest around the mansion, she frowned, an unusual expression on her face which was largely human-like, but on closer inspection you could see the skin was made of woven-together vines and fronds. Seeing her displeased look, Shaeula shrugged.

“Sacrifices needed to be made to save the Rhyming Trees and slay-slay the Myconids. As you can-can see, we are replanting, and the scars will be healed.”

“I see.” Ala bobbed her head, her hair, which was a series of vines covered in white and gold flowers, dancing. “To save a Rhyming Tree, much can be risked. Even so, I pity the trees and plants who perished.” Her expression changed, the slit in the vines that was her mouth narrowing. “And to slay the defilers of life, the pestilent fungi, I expect the trees rejoiced, knowing their sacrifice was not in vain, nor for mere vanity.”

Vanity, huh? “Sometimes we do need to cut down trees, or remove plants, right?”

“I know that.” Ala agreed. “Though it pains me to see beautiful trees turned into mere lumber, or plants picked for their beauty, only to wither and die. But we Plantkin accept this as the circle of life, that some must give so that nature endures. Though you mortals…” Her strange scowl intensified. “…you do go overboard, stripping the land bare, polluting the soil and water…”

“Yes, I can’t argue with that.” I acknowledged that humanity had done a lot of ill to nature under the banners of greed and progress. “But Japan is still a country with a lot of nature. And as for my Territory… yes, I want it to be modern and take advantage of progress, but I also want it to be welcoming and peaceful too, full of natural beauty.”

As we reached the Ring Gate, the mushrooms drinking in the shining ruby energy of the earth to fuel it, I addressed her worries. “I know you are here to scope out my Territory for Primal Forest, otherwise you’d have just given us the mushrooms, like what you did for Shaeraggo. But don’t worry, I think Primal Forest shouldn’t have any complaints.”

Passing through the Ring Gate there was the usual brief moment of dislocation, before I stepped out into Shirohebizumi shrine, followed by everyone else. The air was filled with the scent of soil, bark and fruit, which was another strange thing, as without wind, how could the scent spread? Still, all the talk of nature and trees made me appreciate it more, and I took a deep breath, enjoying the moment.

Behind me, Ala looked up at the towering Rhyming Tree. “I see. It is as you said.” she murmured. “An old Tree indeed. Its loss would have been another tragedy.”

“I quite agree.” a gentle voice sounded, as Asha appeared, a broad smile on her face. “Welcome back.” she greeted us, before turning to the Plantkin. “It is rare for me to see Plantkin here. An Alraune, no less. I greet you and bid you welcome.” Asha nodded, her every motion regal, and Ala looked a bit overwhelmed.

“The pleasure is mine, noble Dryad, daughter of Orion.” Ala curtsied, her skirt of white petals held in her dainty green hands. “Your Tree, may it be blessed with good growth and roots that run deep.”

“Oh, it shall be.” Asha finished. “May your flowers never wither.” She returned the greeting. “Now, while you are here, would you like juice? Fruits?” she asked, gesturing to the burgeoning orchard. Before we could answer, Ala let out a gasp, as she was examining the mighty Tree.

“What… what is this?” Ala gasped. “Your Tree, what are these?” She pointed to the row of stairs spiralling around the trunk, and the large wooden platforms up in the crown.

“Oh, those?” Asha smiled calmly, amused. “It is nothing to be concerned about, merely some functional ornamentations.”

“But… your precious Rhyming Tree, to have such crude construction bolted to it, the bark pierced, wood weeping… such blasphemy!” Ala insisted.

“Blasphemy? Hardly.” Asha disagreed. “My Tree, it was dying. Only by falling into barbarism, preying on my weakened and dying sisters, did I manage to endure that hell.” Her pretty yellow eyes turned distant, as she remembered what she could of the horrors, fortunately she was not sane at the time, so the worst was clouded, fragmentary and obscured in her mind.

“At great risk, they saved me and my Tree. Another too.” She pointed to the second Tree, smaller but still growing healthily, ruby energies playing around it, rising like bubbles. “Even so, my Tree was sickly, dying. Yet the princess and Akio laboured to remove the taint, cure the damages, and even now they fortify my Tree when they can. If you would?” She smiled at me brightly, tilting her head, hair flowing behind her down to the ground.

“Sure.” I reached out to the Tree, pouring my Wood element into it, trying to spread it evenly throughout the Tree. Watching this, Ala was shocked.

“Great Primal Forest knew he had been blessed by a Dryad, offered her Kiss, but to think he has the power of nature within him… for a mortal, such is vanishingly rare!”

“Rich earth and pure, shining water too.” Asha smiled, her pale, green-tinged skin contrasted by her head of luscious red hair. As I watched the two Fae of nature converse and argue, I was struck by how Asha had changed. Her hollow-cheeked pallor had faded, and she had filled out her figure, now no longer thin, but voluptuous and womanly, much as her Tree had recovered.

“The earth element is weak compared to what the grove I dwelt in originally possessed, but it strengthens.” Her smile at me was joyful. “You promised, did you not? When you could, you would strengthen this… this temple…” She pointed to the magnificent Earth Altar. “…and the land will be enriched.”

“Yes, we should have enough earth element in the Elemental Silos now, it’s just a case of waiting for the open build queues.” Actually there are other reasons too. I want to see if the earth element Levels and the believer Levels stack. If so, that opens further opportunities…

“See the fruit trees?” She gestured to her orchard. “The maid here…” She pointed at Hyacinth, who grinned bashfully. “…she helps too, growing her own fruits and vegetables. There is a darkness in her, but her affinity for the land is strong. Flowers too. The hillside is changing, growing.” She pointed to a brilliant carpet of white and purple.

“That is not all.” She smiled, her face in wonder. “We have bees too, strange bees not of the Fae, yet they gather and pollinate, helping the forest, the grove, take shape… spreading seeds. The land, this Boundary…” She gestured, arms wide, as indeed several flights of large bees with shining reflective wings were gathering pollen from some of the fruiting trees and flowering bushes. “…it will bloom anew, rich with nature and beauty.”

“All the more reason to object to this… this…” Words had failed Ala. Instead of replying, Asha merely smiled gently, and it was Shaeula who answered her.

“All we know-know are the ways of the Fae, the Seelie Court. Other than the Scotsman and those who know him, we have little-little traffic with mortals. Even the Scotsman, he is old.” Shaeula snorted. “I doubt he knows much-much, if anything of the new ways. But I do. Hyacinth as well-well. We have travelled the mortal world, seen much that is good-good, and some which is evil.” She looked around, her eyes glowing. “Yes, the stench of mortal industry does not-not appeal, not-not to me, although Ixitt, he seems to adore it. But such is needed. Luxury, like we do not-not know… I would not-not be without games, and delightful food and alcohol. Travelling through the air is a wonder as well-well…”

“But to make these, mortals rape the land and savage nature…” Ala protested.

“Yes, they do-do. But… Akio, tell me true.” Shaeula asked me as I was finishing up with my meagre supply of Wood element. Although using it up like this does push me ever so slightly towards a breakthrough, I think.

“How do you see this Territory, and indeed-indeed Japan? Will it be a land of relentless progress, belching smoke-smoke and machinery, or will it be a calm, peaceful land of beauty, nature-nature allowed to flourish?”

I grinned, knowing the answer. “Both, of course. Everything in balance. After all, my Territory, and eventually Japan, it won’t be just humans that dwell there. Fae, Yōkai, other creatures… as long as their intentions are good and the laws respected, all are welcome. Hinata has plans too.” I continued. “We can create space for nature, while allowing people to live in nice homes, live a good life. Everyone can contribute. I think people will be happier in a world full of parks, forests, lakes and rivers, while also enjoying the luxuries of modern life.”

Of course, what Hinata plans… the money we’ll need will run into trillions, no, quadrillions of yen. Really, it’s the sort of spending that only a nation can afford, but… even so, she wants me to try. I want to try as well. At least we have that fifty million dollars coming, and the dividends from the stakes in the new companies should be millions more a year.

“Science and nature in harmony…” the ratkin maid muttered. Seeing everyone turn to her, she looked nervous. “Oh, my apologies. I wasn’t supposed to speak out of turn…”

Hyacinth was scowling at her, but at my gesture, she backed off, allowing the maid to speak. “You’re one of Ixitt’s family, right?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Yes, I am Ixitt’s daughter, Quaela. I am unmarried, a maiden, and eager to learn my trade. It beats all the smoke, metal and toil of my father’s work.” she sniffed, lashing her tail. “I’ll do my best to become a proud maid.” She curtsied, and Hyacinth nodded, giving her a passing mark.

“I see. Anyway, you said science and nature as one, right?” I pressed, and she nodded.

“Yes. Mortal Engineering is very misunderstood. My father, many of my brothers and sisters, they all throw themselves into it. But the end goal is not simply to make the Seelie Court another mortal world, but to take the best of both and meld it together, the whole greater than each part.”

“Yes, there’s definitely a lot to be said for what we can do together.” I agreed, before addressing Ala, who was a bit lost in our fervent conversations. “And this is an example. The Tree is not harmed by the construction, we’ve been careful.” I grinned. “Every step was crafted with care, the Tree was healed carefully, and Asha was fully consulted. But…” I pointed to the steps. “…climb up and you’ll see.”

Ala shot me a guarded look, but after lifting her petals a little, she began to ascend, the group following her. Soon she reached the top, only to see the café and bar, staffed by weaselkin, several visitors there, including some relaxing weaselkin mages and a Kamaitachi. On seeing us they greeted us, and a server rushed over, offering us drinks. We took them, and I pressed one into the palm of the confused Ala, before leading her over to a fenced viewing platform at the edge, overlooking my Territory.

Ala peered down, seeing the flowering grove below, then looked out to the rest of my Territory. Taking a sip of my fruity drink I smiled, urging her to do the same, and as she did so, she let out a pleased sound.

“Good, isn’t it? And isn’t the view breathtaking?” I asked her, and despite herself, she nodded, so I continued. “See? The power and beauty of this Rhyming Tree, it’s not defiled or corrupted by the addition of this wonderful café, is it? No, instead, we all get to enjoy the fragrance of the leaves, the wonderful view. Nature and human ideas in harmony. Just as Quaela said.” I praised the maid, who looked happy. “I hope you can tell Primal Forest honestly, that the Spring, this Territory, anywhere else… in the hands of me and Shaeula, they’ll be safe.”

“I… I shall.” Ala agreed, moved. “The Tree, I feel its happiness.”

“Of course you do.” Asha agreed. “Would I have given my Kiss to him, even if he was my saviour, if I felt no love in him for nature?” Her smile was gentle, yet allowed no argument. “Now he even commands the very element of nature. My choice was not wrong.”

Watching the Territory, I finished my drink, only to be passed some mead brewed from the Mirror Bee honey, this time with added spices that grew down below. Yes, this is pleasant. But even so, we have a lot to do. I’d best send a runner to fetch everyone…
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“I have to admit, I’m shocked.” Mayumi-san declared. She was seated up on the café atop the Rhyming Tree, and was drinking the mead. I was loathe to give an underage girl alcohol, but my sis always weaselled some out of me nowadays, complaining that Japan's age for drinking at twenty was stupid and outdated, unlike Britain, and besides, all the noble girls assured me they drank a little at parties, so I figured it couldn’t hurt. “Hinata, Motoko-san, they told stories, but the reality is quite different.” Katana-san stood behind her, refusing the drinks offered, despite my urgings. In the end, both Natsumi and Kazumi-san told me to leave her to her pride, and that in time she’d relax.

“I am too.” Miyu admitted. “Compared to my Territory, this is spectacular. And even my Territory was built almost entirely with his help.” She confided in her fellow noble, looking ashamed.

“Well, you do call him master, so I guess he’s just talking responsibility. I don’t approve though. No daughter of the three great houses should be so servile to a man. But I have to admit…” She looked out over the Territory again. “…saying you are not noble… this stretches the definition. After all, you certainly command a fief, as in the olden days.”

“Yes, he has an army too.” Hinata grinned happily, enjoying getting the upper hand against the girl she wished for her friend, no doubt. “And numerous beings under his protection. And land too… By my calculation, over three hundred square kilometres, soon. That’s more than most of the noble families can boast.” She seemed smug.

“Yes, I admit it. If you put together all the Ichijou holdings in Tokyo, wider Japan and abroad, we might surpass it, but not by a huge amount.” Mayumi-san agreed grudgingly.

“Fujiwara house has extensive holdings abroad, but even so, this is a large area.” Miyu confirmed.

“If only it could be used properly.” Mayumi-san sighed.

“Why are you sighing? It’s not your land!” Hinata countered her.

“I don’t like seeing assets lying unused. Besides, we are business partners!” Mayumi-san protested. “Why are you being so hostile, Hinata?”

“I wonder.” Hinata smirked. “I would have hoped you’d realised that what you bring to the partnership isn’t much at all.” she persisted. “You saw the workshops, right? Yes, you’ll be helping finance and equip the factories, and Ichijou house is a powerful name to unlock support and prevent problems, but… the technology is all coming from Akio’s domain. Remember the display?”

“What display?” I asked, curious.

“They were testing some new weapons.” Hinata grinned. “Shiro is pretty smart, she dragged them down to the coast to help us all Level.”

Shiro shrugged at the compliment. “I like efficiency. Besides, I get tired of being the one to burn all those grotesque fish-creatures. Aki, it’s been tough, pamper me!” She leaned in, only for Eri to join her.

“Tough? All you did was throw some fireballs. Even just climbing the stairs here is hard work for me right now!”

“All right, all right.” I laughed, pulling them both close. Hinata’s eyes flashed regretfully at that, but Shiro smiled and offered some solace.

“His lap’s free, right?”

“So it is! Sorry, Natsumi, Motoko, I’m going ahead!” And with that Hinata sat down on my lap, in-between Shiro and Eri, the top of her head under my chin. “Well, this is nice.” She shifted position, and I felt myself heating up. Uh, your bottom is a bit close to… never mind.

“What’s up, Aki? A bit too hot for you? Cradle snatcher!” Shiro taunted me cheerfully.

“I’d like to see any man not react when a pretty girl like Hinata is sitting on his lap, and her bottom is… well, you know.”

“Can you all stop making a fool of me?” Mayumi-san protested, face red. “And that isn’t proper, even with your fiancé!”

“Why not? This is like a private resort, owned by Akio. Nobody here can complain.” Hinata rebuffed her. “Anyway, the ratkin and weaselkin had these long contraptions, a bit like fire-hoses, and then they went 'whoosh' and 'sizzle'!” Hinata grinned. “They were like giant flamethrowers, and soon the whole bay was ablaze. I could feel myself getting stronger just standing there. Not that I was allowed to just stand there.”

“You have to get your hands dirty.” Eri agreed quietly. “I struggled at first, but when I realised sometimes you have to take the life of your enemies… well, it gets easier. At least they are fairly ugly. If they were cute rabbits it might be harder.”

“Harder? But you’d still chop them up with your axe, right?” Shiro teased, having already established a rivalry with Eri in the short time they had lived together.

“If I have to. Motoko and Natsumi are used to handling weapons. They had no trouble. But Hinata isn’t.”

“I don’t think it’s a very noble pursuit for women, martial arts. I know…” Mayumi-san looked at Motoko and Natsumi, who were about to protest. “Your family arts are different, being traditional and precious. Even so, it should be the sons who carry them on. But.. if your husband allows it, who am I to say differently?” She shook her head. “Yes, the flamethrowers were impressive, as were the ones that hurled clouds of jagged rock needles, and the ones that fired jets of pressurised water. I don’t understand how they work, but they would be horrible to fight against. They wouldn’t be a good product though. I am fairly sure such horrific weapons violate International Law, and national dignity.”

“Well, dad has others.” Quaela spoke up. “I’ve seen my brothers using them.”

“Enough talk of this. You made your point, Hinata.” Mayumi-san conceded. “Even so, I shall be a worthwhile partner. I’m Ichijou Mayumi! Everything I do is destined to succeed! Though…” She looked discontented. “It’s hardly fair that you are all so strong! I feel wonderful, apart from the irritation, like needles prickling at my veins.” She shivered. “I can tell my body is faster, and my mind feels clearer. But compared to you, Hinata…”

“That’s just too bad, Mayumi-sama. Anyone can get Chirurgery, but to go further… well, sorry again.” Hinata taunted her.

“I think we should change the subject.” I interrupted, as I could tell Shaeula was getting excited, and I could predict exactly what she was going to suggest next, and wanted no part of it. Taking another drink, I looked at Miyu. “So, how was your dancing?”

“Tiring. I do practise traditional dance every day at home, but to dance for hour, after hour… after hour…” She did look fatigued. “It was gruelling.”

“You looked like an elegant angel!” Michiru-san protested. She then turned to me. “Please praise Miyu-sama, she worked very hard!”

“I have no doubt you did a good job. So, do we know the results?” I asked, having already checked and been pleasantly surprised, though I wanted to know more of the breakdown on how we achieved that result.

“We do. One of your… uh, rat-people…” Miyu explained, struggling to describe them. “…they were keeping track. At first, my dancing had little effect. But as I continued, the effect increased, the glow of ether in the air growing noticeably brighter around the Anchor. This continued as I danced. If I rested for a short time, no more than a few minutes, the rate continued to grow. If I stopped for longer, it resets.”

I see. Well, it’s as great as I hoped. I’m so glad I didn’t stupidly try and remove her Divine Favour, Miyu is a treasure. “You did well. Very well. Though I’m sorry to say… your ability is so useful I’m going to need it more and more. So to that end, you’ll need to get stronger.”

Miyu nodded slowly. “I understand. I am not eager to fight, but… if I must, I will.”

“Miyu-sama, Natsumi and I shall aid you!” Motoko declared, only for Miyu to pull an upset face, surprising them.

“I am grateful you would offer, Motoko-san. And I intend to accept your gracious offer. I am not too proud to know I am lacking in many areas. But… do not call me Miyu-sama. You are the fiancée of my master. That makes you my equal, certainly, even if Fujiwara house stands above. That goes for you too, Natsumi.”

“I couldn’t.” Natsumi protested. “I am a bodyguard, and Hori house is nothing to…”

“Well, learn to do it.” I reached out and patted her head. “It might be difficult, but Natsumi, you stand equal to my other fiancées. So learn to puff out your chest with pride!”

As we continued to talk and laugh, discussing what Mayumi-san had seen, and what the girls had achieved, I cast my gaze over to where Ala was sitting, drinking more refreshing juices. It was hard to read her face, but I could tell she was rather thrown by the situation in my Territory. Well, she’ll get used to it. I don’t think Primal Forest will be too displeased by her reports. Now, we need to set up this side of the Ring Gate, then she’ll have to give me the other mushrooms. After all, Ala can’t enter the Material to travel to Kyoto.

I was looking forward to seeing Tsukiko-san again, and starting to fulfil my promise, but as I appraised the progress of my Territory again, I couldn’t help but be excited by the fact that the Build Queue Spire and Ether Spire upgrades had both advanced at a slightly faster rate than the passing of time would account for…


Three Hundred And Eight – Contains R18/Adult Content


As we descended the steps around the Tree, heading to establish the new Ring Gate, I turned to Daiyu, who had been largely silent and unobtrusive as the large group chatted away on the terrace.

“So, what do you make of all this, Daiyu’er?” I asked, and she frowned, thinking.

“She’s been quietly paying attention to everything, trying to understand.” Shiro explained. “I guess it makes sense, she doesn’t speak Japanese, and only a few of us can understand Chinese. Well, I don’t, but Tan does…” She smiled then. “If I was in her place, I’d do the same. It must be quite nerve-wracking for her, Aki. You’d best be nice.”

“I’m always nice.” I protested. “So anyway…” I addressed Daiyu again. “…I imagine this is a bit different to what you’re used to?”

She nodded. “Your domain here in the Spirit World, it is admittedly impressive. Mine is… was…” I was starting to be able to read the small expressions her usually impassive face gave off, and I could see bitterness. “…not this filled with life and bustle. The Party and the Ministry has several like it, the efforts of us all funnelled into their greedy clutches…” She looked around, taking in the scenery. “...to manage this alone, off your own effort, I admit to being impressed.”

“Well, I hardly achieved this alone. I don’t think anyone could. But I don’t like to take the hard work of others for myself without fair compensation.” I assured her. “So, your own Territory is gone, at your own hands, right? I think that was a clever move, it’s dangerous to leave your Anchor vulnerable, if another Chosen destroys it, the results can be catastrophic. So, you’ll need to create another, won’t you?”

It was the same issue as with my sis. Aiko could certainly use a Territory, as the strength it provided was hardly insignificant, but Nishimorioka was too much of a backwater to justify it, especially as she was moving to Tokyo soon. Daiyu had the same problem. “I can find you somewhere on my border if you want, or…”

“No.” she cut in firmly. “Even if…” She paused, gathering herself. “…the Incorruptible Jade has been destroyed, you are correct. So long as I live, it endures, and can rise again. My realm in the Spirit World must be reclaimed, and the Sect must rise again.”

I see. “I respect your ambitions. But that might be a long way off. For now, won’t you at least think about your options?” Since it was me saying it, and she had pledged to follow my orders, on the Heavens and her Dao, she at least listened. Not willing to push her further, as she was still new here, and our relationship was thin, I changed the subject.

“So, these Territories that are in China, are they trying to push for a Rank Four? I doubt it’ll be easy, as my Territory is abnormally productive in terms of resources…” With the Rhyming Trees, and all the Ether Spires to Rank three due to the bounty from defeating Duke Myrcolaxriath, my Territory pulls in far more ether than anyone else’s should, barring some crazy good fortune.

“I believe that is the intention of the treacherous Party and their puppets in the Ministry, the Sects that betrayed all of China.” Daiyu confirmed. “But even with everyone being forced to work together, I imagine it will be a monstrous undertaking.”

“Yeah, it would be.” Getting ten million ether is hard enough, but then protecting the Territory for years is harder, unless they try and speed up the process, but that will require many tens of millions… yeah, even with hundreds of Territories funnelling resources in, it’s the work of months or even years…

Ala had produced the mushrooms for the Ring Gate, and was searching for a suitable spot. As she did so, Daiyu continued to speak, perhaps relieved to have someone to talk to. “I watched the girls train.” she gestured, dark eyes betraying some interest. “Training both body and Qi is important, for a pure Qi cannot take root in a neglected, unworthy body. There were many differences, even from my methods of Qi Refining, but perhaps there are things I can learn. Such as the Spiritually Pure Physique.” She looked hungry at that thought.

“Do not-not be so impatient.” Shaeula warned in Chinese. “There are many-many who seek our Spirit Water, and you are but-but a newcomer, are you not-not?”

Daiyu seemed frustrated, but she simply lowered her head, conceding. I felt the urge to pat her head, consoling her, but I was learning, so I refrained from touching the prickly girl. Instead I opted for verbal reassurance. “Look, we have plenty of time. You’ve only just met us. First we have to build trust, and then once I’ve dealt with the threat that is coming for Tsukiko-san, then… well, I dare say we are going to have to have some dialogue with China.”

It was likely going to be at the governmental level, but if the Red Dragon Of The East was a metaphor for China, then we couldn’t leave them alone, especially if their own Ministry was ahead of ours in terms of planning and force of arms. Though we intend to take a different route, of course…

“Here.” Ala was saying to Asha, having found a spot amongst the flowers where the Ring Gate could be placed. “The earth energy leaks from underground veins here, so the mushrooms will flourish. It will lead to a reduction in the escaping earth energies though.” She sounded concerned, but Asha merely giggled softly, her eyes fixed on me.

“Akio, you will upgrade this temple and strengthen the earth to compensate me, will you not?” she asked, and under that gaze and with that smile, I could hardly refuse. Besides, I wanted to do it anyway.

“Yeah, when the Build Queue Anchor Spire is done in a few days, I’ll rush-build it before queuing in more Anchor Spire upgrades. So it’ll only be a few days, I hope you can endure it.”

“Compared to the torment that was the Spring, such will be nothing to me.” Asha smiled in gratitude, before bending down to help Ala plant the mushrooms, carefully removing plants that were in the way, roots and all, to move them to safer locations. Soon a small ring of mushrooms was planted, and they began to absorb energy, glowing a brilliant crimson, and rapid growth ensued, swelling them to the size of small pillars, occasional sparks of violet flashing from them.

Some of the girls gasped, impressed, but I was used to such wonderous sights now. Ala and Asha stood, dusting themselves off, brushing soil from their hands, and Ala handed me the small mushrooms that made up the paired Gate. “Keep them fed with earth element so they do not wither. I recommend planting them in an area rich with earth or water energies as soon as possible.”

Accepting them, I nodded. “I thank you, Ala. Primal Forest as well. This generosity won’t be forgotten. Though…” I smiled wryly. “…I do hope his favour doesn’t cost me too much.” I winked to take the sting out of the statement.

“Lord Primal Forest will be pleased to hear the Trees are cared for.” Ala looked at Asha, who reassured her with her own smile. “And that you do not seek to despoil the land for your own gain.” She looked over the crest of the hill, to where Dwarves and Ixitt’s Mortal Engineers had their forges and workshops, as well as the Kobold Mine. “Too often is progress dependant on the destruction of what comes before, of what is natural.”

“Yeah. Well, funny you should say that. A lot of mortals worry about that too. Global Warming. Pollution. Fossil Fuel depletion. Waste mountains.” I shrugged. “I can’t say I was ever too concerned, I just concentrated on living day to day, but now… while there are more pressing matters, such as the oncoming apocalypse…” My grin was bitter. “…I certainly don’t want the world to become a dirty, ugly place. Not when I’ve seen what the Spring of Clear Reflections had been corrupted into…”

“Laudable sentiments.” Ala agreed.

“Anyway, Ixitt put out some quite impressive ideas. I didn’t know Alchemy could be used for effective recycling. If he could pull that off, it’d make a huge difference to a lot of problems…”

Our ratkin maid-in-training looked both proud and exasperated at my praise of her father. Hyacinth scowled at her, and she quickly assumed a more professional face, to giggles from some of the other girls.

“So, will you be returning to the Seelie Court?” I asked Ala, and she nodded, giving me another curtsy, flower-petal skirt rustling. “Well in that case, feel free to visit anytime. I’m sure Asha would enjoy the company of other nature-aspected Fae.”

“Perhaps I shall.” Ala agreed, leaving me to address everyone else.

“All right then, we’ve been here too long, it must be getting late outside, and a lot of you have school tomorrow. I know that you need less sleep after Chirurgery, but I still don’t want to be accused of keeping you all out all night…”
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After waking up, I saw the girls home, escorted by suitable security of course, and then started planning my next moves. Eri and Shiro were sleeping naturally now, their bodies likely didn’t need it, but the mental fatigue of dealing with their injuries was surely taxing.

Seeing that, Shaeula was quiet, so as not to wake them, and when I returned, she was sitting in the kitchen, sipping at a can of beer. On seeing me come in, she slid one across the table to me.

“So, you have the Ring Gate. What-what is next?”

“I tasked Hyacinth with gathering up a load of red, orange and yellow Etherites we have available. Ixitt is using the few green and blue ones, but we should still have enough… I want Haru-san to rush-build up to Rank two, and get the basic Spire setup. Then I think she can focus on Defensive Emplacements, Barracks if possible, and if not, then Spawning Spires. I’m not expecting her to defeat any attacking Chosen candidates or armies, just so long as she can protect the area long enough for word to reach us and reinforcements to arrive. I intend to call Ulfuric back from the Spring, and have him on standby, if that’s all right?”

Shaeula shrugged. “I do not-not think it will be an issue. The Spring is largely fortified now, and the Way-Wardens patrol regularly. Bellaera and Soliteare seem to have matters well-well in hand, and Moira has already formulated many-many contingency plans. The Elves are indeed excellent. Most-most attractive too.” Shaeula grinned.

“I only care about their competence. But yeah, your brother is hanging around a lot too, and when he’s finished capturing everything within my borders, he’ll be at a loose end. Damn, we’ll need to compensate him for all his help.”

Shaeula snorted, amused and indignant. “Hardly. If-if anything, my fool of a brother still owes us for all the trouble he has caused me. But yes, the Spring seems-seems secure, for now. I believe Ulfuric can surely be trusted to ready-ready the army…”

Finishing her beer, she opened another with a crack of metal and a hiss of bubbles. Seeing I hadn’t finished mine yet she urged me on, before idly pulling at the neck of her cute yukata, the collar gaping open, exposing a pale expanse of her soft skin and the swell of her small breasts. Seeing me looking, she grinned, taking a deep swig from her can. She made sure to make slurping noises, licking it lasciviously, and seeing me react, she raised one eyebrow.

“Do you like-like what you see?” Her amber eyes took me in. “I most-most certainly do. Since it is just the two-two of us…” She reached up and pulled further on her clothing, her purple sash coming undone, and now her yukata was gaping open, fully revealing her slender body, even down to her naval and below, the faint thicket of amber hair and her small pussy.

“Hey!” I complained. “This is the kitchen, you know…”

“That would be more-more convincing if you were not-not devouring my body with your eyes!” Shaeula bent her body, making sure to give me a good view. “Besides, this is-is a kitchen yes. So… why not-not eat me up?” Her smile was inviting. “It does you no-no good to hold yourself back. Hyacinth and I, we have-have agreed to keep your mind off-off things until Eri and Shiro have recovered.”

“But what if someone comes in?” I asked, and Shaeula snorted.

“Who would be in our home at this-this hour? Hyacinth would most-most certainly join in, and it is not-not like Eri has no experience.” Her lip curled cheekily. “It might-might be fun to tease your white princess, Shiro. Or maybe…” She stood, coming over and sitting on my lap. I didn’t resist, because honestly, I couldn’t turn down my girls when they wanted affection. I wasn’t sure anyone could, in my position. Moving herself about so she was comfortable, the fabric of her yukata falling down, exposing her bare ass to me, she leaned back, looking up at me. “…are you hoping Kana comes by? Or for Daiyu to come in?”

“Don’t be naughty.” I flicked her forehead gently, and she made a false expression of sorrow, pouting cutely.

“Oh, you love-love it!” Shaeula squirmed, using her bottom to tease me. Seeing that I was indeed starting to redden, my breath coming slightly faster, she quickly stripped my lower body off, tossing the discarded clothes under the table. “Now this-this is better.” She shifted, her bare arse now backing up against my rapidly stiffening cock. “It is quite-quite hot. And it pulses so.”

“Of course it does.” I gave in with a sigh, but obviously I wasn’t displeased. Grabbing Shaeula’s breasts, I pinched the nipples, making her groan with pleasure. She rubbed me up and down as she moved, and her eyes suddenly widened as she had an idea.

“You seem thirsty!” She poured the remainder of her beer into her mouth, before taking my lips. Her mouth opened, and beer, warmed by her, poured in, followed by her tongue as it probed my mouth, licking on my teeth, lips and tongue. The contrast between the bitterness of the beer and almost sweet saliva was rather shocking, and as Shaeula moved her ass, this time when she slid my cock touched her entrance, and then started slipping inside, slowly spreading her small pussy open, making her gasp even as we kissed.

I swallowed, our kiss becoming more passionate, and as I played with her breasts, belly and back, hands all over her smooth, elastic skin, I gently slid my cock upwards, piercing her. Shaeula’s kisses became more frantic, her nails scratching my back, which made me chuckle, as Shaeula was one of the few able to mark my skin, even if it was merely play in the throes of passion.

“Yes, this-this… ahn, uh… fill me up inside!” Shaeula gasped when she could speak, and as her thighs made contact with mine, my whole dick inside her to the root, she giggled, biting me playfully. “This is a kitchen, no, so… ahn… eat me up!” she repeated her earlier teasing, though with her lewd look and my cock in her it gave a completely different feeling.

She began to ride me, twisting and turning, bouncing up and down my shaft, searching for her most pleasurable spots. “Yes, there… there!” She shifted, arms around me, and as she continued to ride me, scraping my glans on her warm, bumpy insides, sending shivers through me, sweat sprang from her, dripping on me, the table and the floor below. Last time Hyacinth made a mess, now it’s Shaeula’s turn I see. Oh well… we can clean it up…

“Deeper, faster, harder… uh… ahn… wipe away all my worries, make-make me understand I am one with you!” Shaeula’s passionate moans and fierce kisses and scratches made me realise it wasn’t just me who was troubled. Of course Shaeula had her worries, though I tried to ameliorate as many of them as I could. I felt a stirring within her lunar Chakra, and she was pooling her elemental energies and aether. Her amber eyes were pleading, and I knew what she wanted.

“I’m here with you!” I took her hand in mine, entwining our fingers, just as we combined our Chakra networks, our lunar Chakras pulsing in time with the beats of Shaeula’s body as she rode me cowgirl style, rising and falling. It was in time with our kisses too, every wet slurp or passionate bite a match to the energies flowing within us.

Yes, we’ve got a stronger connection. The more we care for each other, the more we love each other…

“Yes-yes… ahn… oh my… it is true-true.” Shaeula gasped, reading my emotions through our shared bonds. “Though…” She squealed as I started moving myself, my free hand down to her clit, polishing the ruby red bean with her spilling nectar, and I changed the angle of entry to Shaeula’s clamping insides, rubbing on new spots, ones she hadn’t stimulated yet. Her skin flushed pink and the sweat intensified.

“Though?” I asked cheerfully, nibbling on her tongue and lips, toying with her.

“…I … ahn, you bully… Hyacinth must-must… have awoken… something … ahn, ahn… within you!” Her loving, yet somehow greedy gaze belied the insult there. “No, no… I simply… sometimes wish-wish… there, that-that is the spot… and… uh, ah… no, no distractions… I feel I merely wish I could be as Chiaki and Chiasa, or… ahn… no, no… if you touch me much more… I fear…” Liquid spurted from where we were joined, and Shaeula was close to orgasm. “…I wish to… ahn, uh… together.”

Nodding, I sped up both my thrusts and my fingers, and as Shaeula gasped out she was envious of the twins and Haru-san for their Telepathy, as she wished she could be this close to me always, our lunar Chakras circulated our energies faster than ever, rising in a crescendo, and Shaeula convulsed. “I… I am cumming!” she cried. “My body… and my spirit!”

“Me too!” As Shaeula writhed with intense pleasure, my fingers and cock stimulating her to climax, our spirits also resonating and giving us great pleasure, as though we were drinking in each other, I couldn’t hold it any longer, my pulsating, iron hard cock discharging, shooting a warm torrent into Shaeula. Her body sought my cum greedily, drinking what it could, her womb writhing, which gave us both further joy, our sensitive bodies sending shivers down our spines as they touched.

Shaeula cried out, before I sealed her lips with a kiss, and her eyes widened, realising her mistake. She panted, kissing me fiercely, even as our hands remained clasped together. It took her a while to calm down, and when she did, slumping against me, her bare body flushed, she managed an apology. “Oh yes-yes, you wish to be quiet. But… it was simply too-too good. This mortalform, it does-does experience much my spiritual cannot.” She touched her belly fondly. “I believe with this-this much poured into my womb, you wish-wish to make me pregnant, no?”

I choked a bit at that, making her giggle, her teasing successful, it seemed. I made to pull my slowly weakening dick free from her dripping pussy, cum and nectar having soiled my thighs and the seat below thoroughly, but she stopped me with a look that was somehow both teasing and pleading. “No-no, I wish to stay like this a while longer. I like-like you inside me.”

Since she was so cute, I agreed, letting her sit on my lap, and I could feel the beat of her heart through her pussy, and treacherously, my cock was starting to grow stronger again. Shaeula felt that and grinned. “You looked most-most worried when I mentioned pregnancy. Have no-no fear. While I am quite-quite certain this mortalform is fully able to be impregnated… with our great-great Fortune… no, now is not-not the time. Although…” She teased my lips with her own before speaking, wiping at her face to clear the saliva left over. “…we certainly could-could conceive the Fae way if we so wished. Our blending of our lunar Chakras grows ever more… spectacular.”

“Mom would like that.” I admitted. “But… I don’t think now is a good time.”

Shaeula agreed, snuggling close, her body pressed against mine. “I fear you are-are correct. With Tsukiko in danger, and many other demands on our time… but… it is reassuring to know we could, is it not-not?” She grinned then. “I most-most certainly do wish children with you. Though… you shall have a large family, for even Hyacinth would wish-wish to produce offspring, I suspect.”

“Yeah, but we should change the subject.” I tenderly brushed aside Shaeula’s sweaty amber bangs, wiping sweat from her brow and kissing her forehead gently. “But when we do have children I’ll love them, I promise. Anyway… you’re tired, right? Want a drink?”

Shaeula nodded, but as I made to move to stand she forced her bottom down again, though she gasped with the effort and the arousal, as my cock was standing to attention inside her again. “No-no, we shall stay like this! For a drink…” She reached down, scooping off the mess on my thighs, before licking her fingers salaciously, making sure to suck her fingers as if it was my dick. After doing that several times, she giggled.

“Salty. But so very-very you, Akio. Now then…” She shifted her bottom, and I could feel she wasn’t satisfied. “How about round-round two?”
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“Yes-yes, this is wonderful!” Shaeula cried. “When I feel the warm-warm… river flow into me… I feel exultant, alive!”

“Quiet!” I warned, and she shot me a look.

“My apologies. I quite-quite forgot, considering how you were ravishing me.” She sighed contentedly, her flushed, sweaty skin like silk to my touch, as I gently pulled her off me. That was the fourth time we had sex as we sat here, and I had my cock buried in her pussy the whole time, including as we talked and drank, which was an exquisite, pleasurable torture. Again, if I complained, Yasu-san and many other lonely guys would certainly wish me dead, and thinking back on my past few years of life, I’d have been right there with them up until recently!

“A shame, but… all-all good things must come to an end.” Shaeula mourned, letting out a teasing and erotic gasp as my now mercifully exhausted dick pulled free from her slit. It was unfortunately followed by a deluge of our sticky liquids, and I grimaced. “Yeah, my clothes will need washing, and as for the seat and the floor… ugh…” Somehow we had even managed to get some of Shaeula’s love nectar on the table, which seemed impossible from the angles we were fucking.

Seeing my thoughts, Shaeula blushed charmingly. “You were thrusting so-so hard, it is no-no wonder we scattered it far and wide.” She chuckled shamefacedly, standing and grabbing her yukata, which was similarly soiled. Cum had ran down her thighs, and more had dripped to the floor.

“Do not-not worry, I shall use a little water element, and…” Suddenly we both froze. Oh shit…

“Someone’s coming!” I hissed, pulling up my pants which wasn’t pleasant considering the messy state my dick was in. Shaeula hastily called on water element, cleaning most of the mess up, and tugged on her yukata, before plopping down beside me, sloppily tying the sash.

It was then Shiro entered the kitchen, yawning. “Hey Aki, Shaeula. Not resting? You might not need it, but you should have read enough stories to know that going without rest affects your judgement and performance, Aki. Before, if you made a stupid blunder, this princess would have just laughed, or perhaps if you were very lucky, given you a shoulder to cry on. But now I have to worry about it.” She flourished her finger, where the crude ring sat. “After all, with this ring, we’re bound, right?”

Shaeula chuckled, amused by Shiro’s banter. “Indeed, Akio has many-many lives to shoulder. Now, take a seat, do have a beer.” She tried to remain poised and regal, though her yukata was on very casually, showing off a lot of skin, and it was also wrinkled and stained with our fluids, a number of them visible if anyone was looking for them. It might have been better if she threw the one she was wearing under the table and summoned her original yukata…

It certainly would have been more effective. Shaeula seldom wore the orange weasel-patterned one anymore, except as sleepwear sometimes, as she had grown used to shopping, and honestly, I enjoyed her various outfits, be they yukata or more Western styles.

“Beer? It’s barely light out.” Shiro sighed, though she eyed Shaeula and me oddly. “Anyway, what were you two up to? You’re looking rather sloppy, girl.” She wrinkled her nose, and I had the sneaking suspicion Shiro could still smell our scattered liquids. Fortunately if she did notice it seemed she chose not to mention it.

“I’m not much of a drinker anyway.” she said instead. “Aki could tell you the number of times I’ve collapsed on our nights out. Speaking of…” She seemed a bit troubled, pulling the large dressing gown she wore over her pyjamas tight around her, as she flourished her phone at me. Really, I know she’s ashamed of her scars and her ruined arm, and doesn’t want me to see her body until she’s perfect again, but…

“it’s Aimi! She’s somehow heard I’ve taken a leave of absence from university! What do I tell her? I don’t want to worry her, but I can’t meet her like this!”

“Tell her the truth-truth!” Shaeula teased. “Akio has captured your heart, and you moved in with him. That will silence her, will it not-not?” As she snuggled close to me, I suddenly tensed, as Shaeula was touching my leg, and then my groin. What are you doing? I urged her to stop with my eyes, but she merely grinned, and I felt damp. Oh… is she using water element again to clean me up? It’s… hardly the right time for it.

“Yeah, you’re not exactly super helpful, are you?” Shiro blinked, irritated. “Not that you’re exactly wrong. Uh… yeah, anyway.” Shiro’s face went a little red, the exact moment that Shaeula’s hand clenched, and wrapped around my cock. This isn’t cleaning anymore, Shaeula! She’s clearly noticed!

Yes, Shaeula had cleaned up the mess on my clothes, at the cost of soaking me, though she was drying me with aether, but now she was playing with me. Sure, the table was blocking Shiro’s view, as she sat down on the other side, but still… Fuck, I know my face is red, and Shaeula’s blushing too.

“I can see why Eri gets annoyed with you sometimes. Not everything in life is a joke, you know? That would have worked before our last night out together, though everyone would have been shocked this gorgeous princess lowered herself to date an Aki! But now they know he has a fiancée. So we’re either cheating, or he ditched his precious childhood friend, breaking her heart!” Shiro clearly ignored Shaeula’s teasing, though now her blush had spread even down her neck.

“Breaking who’s heart?” Eri grumbled sourly, rolling in on her wheelchair. She was wearing a thin nightgown, and the hem had ridden up as she got in her chair, showing a vast expanse of pale thigh. Oh no, I was distracted so I didn’t notice Eri coming too! My eyes were pleading with Shaeula to stop her stroking and squeezing, though honestly, it was as if electricity was going through me. I guess doing shameful things is a turn-on, but…

“Eri, we’re just talking what-if’s. Which is easier to explain, and which makes Aki look less like a bastard? And more importantly, makes Aki look less like a Yasu!” Shiro explained hurriedly, now looking away from us.

“Come on, Yasu would never have got engaged to a gorgeous childhood friend, and certainly would never dare to cheat on her if he had such good fortune.” I joked desperately, not sure whether I was defending him or not, and more looking for a distraction than anything else. Shaeula’s hands were speeding up, and every jerk made Shaeula’s barely wrapped yukata come looser. Shit, this is so damn obvious. It’s… almost worse neither of them are saying anything!

“Just tell the truth.” Eri sighed, eyeing us both with an odd expression on her face. “Seriously, I don’t know why it’s so hard to grasp.” She paused. “Shaeula… you shouldn’t dress so slovenly. We’re not alone here. And do you really think we’re both idiots?”

“I have not-not ever thought that of you!” Shaeula insisted, giving me a tight squeeze, and I held in a groan.

“Oh? Shiro, don’t let her embarrass you.” Eri grumbled. “And Akio…” Her tone changed, becoming stern, and my cock pulsed in Shaeula’s hands. Worse, she was now using water element to stimulate the last of the water she hadn’t dried off to give the damp, sticky sensation of a pussy. Only the fact I had given her four huge loads earlier had prevented me soaking my pants in front of my childhood and university friends.

“Yes?” I managed, hating the high-pitched nature of my voice right now.

“You might be a pushover for her, and… honestly, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with us having fun. I wish I still could, but… not in the damn kitchen!”

“Hah, you noticed, did-did you?” Shaeula giggled, mercifully releasing me. “Do not-not despair…” She saw the expression of mixed relief and regret on my face. Sure, I was embarrassed, but… leaving me half-done is its own torment. “…I shall-shall take you to the bathroom in a moment.” She beamed at Eri and Shiro. “It is too-too cruel teasing him so. Though… mightily fun. You should both-both try it!”

“Fine. Honestly… how did you expect we wouldn’t notice? Our stats are all damn good…” Shiro chuckled, embarrassed, but I also saw a hint of curiosity in her eye. “No, I get it. You’re trouble as always. You just wanted to tease us all.”

“I confess it!” Shaeula admitted, kissing me on the cheek before standing to finally fix her yukata. “I just-just want to encourage you to recover soon. Else you shall miss-miss out!”

I apologised as well, and Eri rolled her eyes. “Just keep it to the bedroom or the bathroom. This is where we make and eat food. It’s… unhygienic.”

“Sure it is.” Shiro nodded. “Though I bet you’ve had a good taste of Aki a few times, right Eri?”

Her face now flushed for a different reason as I used my own water element and aether to tidy up the mess and make myself decent again, though there was no hiding the erection Shaeula had left me with. Eri glanced at it with a sort of wistful longing, Shiro with a touch of fascination.

“Of course. It’s only natural. I give Akio oral, and he does the same. I daresay you’ll find you love it, Shiro. But… not in the kitchen!” Eri insisted.

“Ah, but-but the experience was amusing.” Shaeula giggled, sliding some beers towards Eri and Shiro. “It gives me many-many fun ideas. Yes, we were rather obvious, but… how-how exciting would it be to succeed, to bring each other pleasure whilst those around us knew-knew nothing?”

“Whoa, she’s an exhibitionist too?” Shiro smirked, somewhat amused. “I suppose as long as you keep it in the family. Aki would be pissed as hell if you show off to other guys. That way lies the road of cuckoldry. I don’t want to see Aki be that lame.”

“You insult me.” Shaeula was smirking now. “Of course my body and the sight-sight of it is only for Akio, though I have no-no issue revealing my skin to you or Eri, for you are also his. But there is no-no limit to the pleasures one can find with each other. I will enjoy spending the centuries keeping things interesting. And while Eri was Akio’s first kiss and first sex, there are still an unlimited number of new-new firsts to discover and enjoy. I make it my goal to take a good-good number of those.”

Shiro cocked her head at that, but her blush deepened, and she nodded slowly, a thoughtful expression on her face. I forget that while she’s quick to talk dirty like any of the guys and she’s quite the tease, she’s got absolutely no experience. I just hope she doesn’t take the wrong lessons from Shaeula here…

Eri simply rolled her eyes again, knowing Shaeula’s proclivities well. “Yes, well can we get back to an actual conversation? Like I said, just tell them, Shiro. Keeping secrets won’t work forever, so you might as well get it over with. They might even surprise you. After all, Aiko and I were supportive, once we got over our shock.” She reached for one of the beers, opening the ring pull with some difficulty, frustration on her face as her arm didn’t want to obey her. “Damn it, I’m so much more mobile in the Boundary. Why won’t my stupid body heal?” she cursed, frustrated, and also envious of Shaeula right now, I guessed.

“I agree with Eri, of course.” Shaeula approved, patting Eri’s shoulder comfortingly. “After all, I did-did take it upon myself to tell Eri and Aiko of Akio’s exploits. You may-may feel you are protecting them, keeping them in the dark-dark, but I assure you, that is not-not the case.”

“That reminds me. You promised not to tell them, and you broke your word.” I complained, and Shaeula shook her head, her grin again mischievous. I liked that grin. It usually meant trouble, but when Shaeula was playful, she was incredibly charming. Trouble indeed, and charming too. My cock was still throbbing from her touch, and I shuffled my legs awkwardly, Shiro noticing and letting out a mocking chuckle, saying I brought it on myself.

“No, as I recall I said-said I would ‘hold my peace for now’ on the matter. And I did-did just that. Once now was gone, and then arrived, I merely used my best-best judgement. I did it for you, did I not-not? You were too fearful to be truthful, but Eri and Aiko deserved better.” Shaeula pointed out.

“Yes. And look at the trouble you had not telling our parents.” Eri agreed. “I think… just do it. Besides… I want to meet them. I’m jealous of the period of Akio’s life I don’t know, the friends he made like you. I hate that I don’t know.”

“I could say the same, Eri.” Shiro sighed, finally taking a beer despite her earlier complaints. “Ugh, can someone pull this? With one hand it’s a nuisance.” I took the can and opened it for her. “Thanks Aki. Well, when drunk, all Aki would talk about was his sister and you. I must have heard the story about the dog a dozen times. It must have been nice, so romantic. It seems I missed out. Though I guess Aki saving my life when I was totally dying counts for something…”

“It was hardly romantic.” Eri sighed. “It was terrifying, and I thought I was going to die too. But looking back, that was the moment…” After a pause, she grinned, a touch maliciously. “If you really want to know how it feels, I’m sure we can find a suitable dog somewhere. It’d need to be a real monster now though to have the same effect…”

“Maybe a Barghest.” Shaeula chuckled, enjoying the atmosphere. “No, such-such pups are nothing in the face of Akio now. Well, enough of that. Shiro, what-what will you do?”

“I kept everything a secret because I didn’t want to jeopardise the only friendships I had enjoyed in my life up until now. I didn’t want things to change.” Shiro sighed again. “I guess I’m friends with Arisu. Suzu too, even though she’s a total idiot. Bunta is hard to be friends with. He’s so shy he makes Aki here look like a bold man.”

“Akio is plenty bold upon the bed-bed.” Shaeula sniggered, and at Eri’s nod Shiro flushed.

“And in the kitchen too, if earlier is anything to go by! Anyway, You know what I mean! Imagine Aki from a year ago, Eri. He’s changed, right?”

At her agreement, Shiro continued. “Look, I get it. All the security. You’re training your own private army. Taking you on directly is stupid, you’d crush any attacker, but you’re vulnerable to hostages. It’s classic really. So our friends… they could be used against us. It might be better they know. So we can protect them.”

“It’s not just that, is it? I know you Shiro, I’ve known you for years.” I insisted. “Your game, it was to make a world kind to you, but that’s not all. You wanted to make a game so you could share what made you happy. You want to share this with Hayato-san and the others, right?”

“It’s selfish of me. I know. This isn’t a joke, or a game. It’s dangerous. Daizen is dead. I nearly died. Eri nearly died too.” she admitted. “But… this princess needs her subjects, all right?” She tried to make light of it, only to be surprised when I hugged her.

“I get it. But even if all they have is Chirurgery, and we post guards around them, it might be enough to save them in the future. Besides, don’t you want to shout proudly that you finally fell in love with the most eligible man around?”

“Since when did Aki get to be such an arrogant prick?” Shiro mock-scowled, to the laugher of Eri and Shaeula. “It pains me to say it, but you’re right. Not that you are the most eligible man around…”

“He surely is though, is he not-not?” Shaeula snickered.

“I think she doesn’t want him to get a big head. Even if I agree with you.” Eri joked.

“…but.” Shiro shushed them. “Seriously, I do want them to be happy for me. For us. Like they were for you, and Hina and Hayato. Even for Aimi and Shugo. Poor Yasu. The only single one amongst us. Hey, what about your sister?”

“No way.” I laughed, knowing she was joking. “Aiko can do better. Yasu is my friend, but my sis is off limits!”

“Once we do this, there’s no turning back.” Shiro warned, and I tightened my hug on her.

“There’s no need to turn back. Whatever comes, we’ve been friends for years. And we’ll continue to be friends for many more. Besides… I admit to wanting approval from them as well. And taking Eri and Shaeula, Hyacinth and the others to Bar Sekirei, our other old haunts… I think that’d be nice.”

“I’m not old enough for bars….” Eri pouted. “Neither is Hinata, Motoko or Natsumi.”

“A touch-touch of the befuddling winds, and no-no more issues…” Shaeula smirked.

“Fine. Well, in that case…” Shiro started tapping on her phone, finger hesitating, before she pressed send. “It’s done. For better or for worse. Unless we want to look like idiots, there’s no getting out of this now, Aki…”

My only answer was a gentle kiss, surprising her. Of course, Eri and Shaeula then clamoured for their own kisses, and it took me a while to satisfy them, and then Shaeula took me off to the bathroom, taking great pleasure in using her hands and mouth to relieve me, knowing Eri and Shiro were listening outside…
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We had been joined in the kitchen by Daiyu, who was eating an early breakfast silently. Hyacinth had remained in the Boundary to prepare for the opening of the Ring Gate, so we were all assembled, barring Haru-san, who I had called up, and she was arranging transportation to Kyoto, as well as the Special Forces who would be taking Chirurgery during the trip. I don’t even get rest today of all days…

“So yeah, Miyu’s Dance Of The Returning Dawn is a hell of an ability.” I was explaining. Shiro was only giving me half of her attention, the other half on her phone, no doubt waiting for Aimi-chan’s response. “Look, by the time we had returned to my Territory, there was five and a half days remaining. Time is only running a little quicker now in the Boundary than here, due to the slowing. The timing sucks, but we have to work with what we have. So we then spent roughly six hours, Boundary time, right?” It was longer at the Spring, but that didn’t matter for the calculations.

“Yes, the maths is simple enough.” Shiro sighed. “We aren’t idiots Aki, get to the point.”

“Miyu danced for a bit over half that time. And we see… that two hours have been shaved off the upgrade time, as well as the nearby Ether Spire upgrade.”

“Two hours, huh? Well, that isn’t a lot.” Eri replied, before realising. “But… say she danced every day, that means fourteen hours in a week, thirty days in a year…”

“Now you’re getting it. And if multiple Buildings are close enough together, it affects them all. Now, I don’t expect Miyu to put her life on hold to boost my growth. Besides, she has to tend to her own Territory as well, but…” I gathered everyone’s attention, before translating my words into Chinese for Daiyu as well. “…from what the Mortal Engineers gathered, it’s an escalating process. It starts off barely progressing, but the longer she dances, the faster the growth. So imagine if she could train to dance for many hours. She would only need a day here or a day there for positive results. And what if it grows with her increasing Skill Ranks?”

Damn, the possibilities really are endless… does the speed increase cap out at a maximum rate, or would dancing for days on end super-charge it?

“Look-look closely. I think he is planning to work poor Miyu to the bone.” Shaeula teased.

“You can’t push her too hard!” Eri chided me. “She’s a girl, and she’s a noble one at that. You’ll have to treat her kindly!”

“I know, I know…” I shook my head, taking on board the criticism. “Even so, we have to exploit this. Besides, Miyu loves dancing. So it should be fine…”

“Yeah, until it becomes work…” Eri muttered, only to be interrupted by the ringing of a phone. Shiro’s phone. Here we go…

Her single eye met my own, and I nodded reassuringly. With a deep breath she put her phone on speaker-mode, and answered as brightly as she could. “Hey, Aimi. What’s up?”

“Don’t 'what’s up' me, you big idiot, Shiro!” Aimi-chan sounded pretty pissed off. “We haven’t heard anything from you for ages, and when I checked up on you at uni, all I found out was you had a leave of absence! Without telling anyone why! I’m pissed off, girl! And now this message… what the hell?” She paused to take a breath, before launching back into it, voice shrill. “I got in a bad accident, so I had to take leave. I’m at Aki’s place. He’s looking after me from now on. Oh, yeah, I’m his girlfriend now.” She was practically screaming. “This is some sort of prank, right? Akio-kun is engaged! Besides, it doesn’t make sense…”

“No, it’s not a joke. A lot happened.” Shiro managed when she could get a word in. “Look, Aimi, there’s no point getting all worked up over it. You think this princess doesn’t want to cry? A princess should always remain beautiful, but…”

“Wait, so… the accident wasn’t bullshit?” Aimi-chan stopped ranting, her tone changing completely. “I know you aren’t well, but you’re always careful not to go out alone or… what happened?”

“I’d send you a picture, but it’d look like a shot from a horror anime.” Shiro laughed bitterly. “Let’s just say I’m channelling the true chunni vibe. I could make a convincing gender-swapped Nagumo Hajime right about now.”

“No… no way. It can’t be that bad, can it?” After her annoyance, Aimi-chan sounded close to tears. “You’ve always been so careful!” she repeated again.

“It’s bad. No kidding. But there’s always hope, right? Besides, Aki’s looking after me, like I said. I admit…” She lowered her voice. “…shit, I’m damn pissed off! I finally realised I liked Aki, and now I look like this. Worse, he was so happy telling us about his fiancée, right? Though I have to say, she’s quite the girl.”

“Yes, that’s right. So… Akio-kun, he wouldn’t go out with you, he’s engaged! He always used to talk about his childhood friend when drunk.” She said the same thing Shiro had earlier, and I could see Eri was blushing, embarrassed, while Shaeula teased her, Daiyu looking on, uncomprehending.

“No kidding. That was pretty annoying at times. Yasu was so jealous though, it made me laugh.” Shiro reminisced. “Aimi, the world’s a strange place, right? Sometimes common sense doesn’t apply, especially to me, Shirohime!”

“Yes, but…” Aimi began, only to find me on the phone, as Shiro pressed it into my hand.

“Uh, hi there, Aimi-chan. I was meaning to get in touch, but I’ve been busy.”

“Don’t 'hi there, Aimi-chan' me!” she complained, mirroring her words to Shiro. What is this? Some kind of skit? “Putting aside the crap about you being Shiro’s boyfriend, is it true? Is she injured?”

I met Shiro’s gaze, and she nodded. “Yeah. It’s… pretty bad. I hate myself that I couldn’t do more, but there’s still hope. In Kyoto I spoke to some specialists…” That’s certainly one way of describing Nurarihyon… “…and they are sending their finest healer over. No expenses spared. I won’t rest until Shiro’s back to full health again. I promise you that. So… don’t be mad at her, okay? It wasn’t her fault.”

“… shit.” Aimi-chan cursed at last. “So it’s her arm and eye then, if she’s Hajime? I suppose the hair matches. Shit.” She cursed once more, more foul-mouthed than usual, not that I blamed her. “So, next question. You’re looking after her while she recovers. That’s great. She never talked much about her family, but I don’t think they’re close, right? And you have a new place. But… come on, there’s no way you and Shiro are…”

“There’s every way, I’m afraid. Like Shiro said, this whole mess made me realise I’ve always carried feelings of affection for her. And nearly losing her… well, life’s too short. So yes, Shiro and I are going out now.”

“But your fiancée…” Aimi-chan spluttered. “Are you cheating on her, going behind her back? I misjudged you if that’s the case…”

“Give me that.” Eri snapped, rolling over in her wheelchair and snatching the phone with her good arm. “Hello. Your name is Aimi, right? I’m sorry I don’t know your family name, so I’ll have to be forward.”

“Who are you?” Aimi-chan asked, confused by the sudden change of speaker.

“Pardon my rudeness. I’m Mori Eri, Akio’s fiancée. First fiancée, I suppose. You can just call me Eri though, Aimi-chan, since you are a dear friend of Akio’s, and quite a bit older than me.”

“Why is it the way you say I’m older pisses me off… wait, fiancée? You’re in Tokyo? I thought you were at school back home? No, that’s not the issue here…” Her words were tumbling from her lips in a rapid cascade. “…you’re letting Akio-kun spout such nonsense about Shiro in front of you? I knew it, this is a joke…”

“It’s not a joke. I used to wish it was, but… I got used to it.” Eri breathed out a long sigh. “Really, it’s my own fault. Akio… well, he’s special. Not just to me, but to Shiro, and others too. I can’t keep him all to myself.”

“I admit… I worry.” Shiro spoke, loud enough for Aimi-chan to hear over the phone. “Everyone’s been so welcoming, and Aki… well, he’s Aki. As kind as he used to be, but shit, he’s so much more manly now. It totally makes my heart ache. I wish… I wish I wasn’t so hurt, so I could go on dates. A love hotel would be fun!”

“Love hotel?” Aimi-chan gasped. “You’d go that far…”

“Why not? Aki and I are in love. Just like he loves Eri. Shaeula too.”

“Shaeula? Who the hell is that?” Aimi-chan was confused.

“Me!” Shaeula called out cheerfully.

“Don’t mind her.” Eri continued. “No, Akio isn’t cheating. We all agreed. And I can empathise with Shiro. There’s a reason I can’t be too mad with her. I… I was in the Kyoto disaster.” Eri explained sadly. “I’m quite badly hurt too. Though like Shiro, Akio is sparing no effort or expense to see me healed. So, you should feel sorry for him, having two girlfriends who are ruined.”

“No way? Kyoto? That rampage by those death cult crazies?” Aimi-chan exclaimed, shocked and horrified.

“Yes. Those.” Eri lied. “For now I can’t walk, and one arm is paralysed, but the doctors say in time and with rehabilitation, I should recover. Just as Shiro will. But until then, Akio will protect and take care of us. So stop saying you’re disappointed in him! It pisses me off!”

“Aimi, it pisses me off too.” Shiro took the phone back. “You don’t know what Aki has done for me. What he’ll continue to do for me. And you know… I finally found someone I want to give back to. It’s not been long, but I’m already having fun here, with Aki and the others.”

“Others? How many…” Aimi-chan began, but Shiro cut her off.

“Look, you know where I am. And you know I’m, if not okay, I’m safe in Aki’s hands. Explaining everything is too hard. After all, this is just part of what you need to know.” Shiro took a deep breath. “So listen, Aimi. Aki and I, we have some big news for you. Unbelievable news.”

“More than Akio-kun living a harem life, and you being part of it?” Aimi-chan gasped, still struggling to take it all in.

“Of course.” Shiro agreed, sounding a little proud. “So, how about this? Get the gang together this weekend. I’ll text you the venue.” She glanced at me then. “You think Hinata can get us somewhere suitably swanky? We need somewhere with a bit of a different vibe to usual.”

“Sure, I bet she’d be happy to help. She, Motoko and Natsumi should probably be there too, I guess.”

“Great. So yeah, it’s going to be a hell of a night, but… I just want you to promise me to keep an open mind, Aimi.”

“I… guess I can do that. Akio-kun… it’s hard for me to see him as a playboy. He didn’t seem the sort. But… he’s my friend. Our friend. As are you, Shiro. I’m sorry for your injuries. I feel awful. We’ve left you behind, haven’t we?”

“Well of course. You’ve all got lives to lead. You’ve got your guy now, and I bet he loves it. You’ve always had a hot body, that rack…” Shiro laughed like a dirty old man.

“Shiro! Don’t be crude, you don’t know any of that stuff anyway… or wait, do you? With Akio-kun?” Aimi-chan asked, suddenly morbidly curious.

“Not yet. Well, just kissing.” Shiro flushed. “I want to wait until I’m healed. My first time, I don’t want it to be as the scarred wreck I am now.”

“Really? It’s… that bad?” Aimi-chan whispered, so quiet we could barely hear her.

“Shit, it’s not good. But you’re a woman, Aimi. You understand, I’m sure. Anyway, try and keep an open mind until the weekend, all right? I’ll leave you to gather the gang, as Aki and I have a ton to do this week. Besides, it’s the prerogative of a princess to work her subjects hard, right?”

“I’m happy that at least that hasn’t changed. I swear, Akio-kun, Shiro, if this is some sort of prank…” I could hear tears in her voice now. “…I promise you, I’m going to be really mad!”

After a few more jokes and earnest words, Shiro hung up, letting out a long, exhausted sigh. “Well, that wasn’t how I envisaged breaking the news I had a boyfriend to the group. But then, I never really saw myself with one. Damn, I’m tired now.” She put her head down on her arm, pouting, and I stroked her head gently, consoling her.

“Well, that was certainly something. But we don’t really have time for this. Shiro is right, we have a lot to do this week, starting from now…”
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“Don’t worry, everything is in hand here.” Aliyah declared, happy to be in command of her squad again. Shaeula had bound them with the befuddling winds to not harm or betray us, and while it was hardly fool proof, it would be a hedge against problems. I nodded to her, as well as exchanging another brief greeting with Luciana.

“Trey, keep out of trouble.” Aliyah said to her brother, who was boarding the second helicopter that was waiting at the shrine, along with Travis, Manx and a group of further Black Wolf personnel.

“You’re telling me that?” he retorted, incredulous. “Don’t let the pretty girls here go to your head and cause any trouble, or else the boss man here will kill you.”

“Shut it.” Aliyah snapped. “I can do my job. Better when he’s not around.” She turned to me then, suddenly serious. “Look, we’ll keep everyone safe in your absence. I know you’ve not had time for this Chirurgery for the Black Wolf, so we aren’t as strong as we need to be, but we’ll lay down our lives for the mission if we have to. That’s our pride. Shit, I was prepared to die against you that time, right?”

“Great. Well, Eri, Shiro, I’ll see you later. Keep her in line, okay?” I was leaving them here, as they were too injured to travel comfortably. “You can join us later though the Gate when it’s open. As for you…” I turned to Haru-san, who was looking nervous, yet determined. “It’s time to become a true ruler of a Territory.”

“I’m ready. I was born ready, and I guess I was reborn ready!” She smiled, and I couldn’t help but nod. I’m still not sure how healthy her ‘I’m dead’ humour is, but I think it’s helping her. Which is good. She’s irreplaceable, in both the Ministry and for Boundary matters…

“Don't worry, I’ll support you and your Territory so you’ll not be left alone.” I promised. “And it shouldn’t impact your Ministry work too much.”

I then turned to Daiyu, who I was taking with me since I wasn’t sure what else to do with her. “We’re going to another city to establish Haru-san’s Territory. I’m hoping there won’t be any battles in the Boundary, but you never know, so stay alert.”

As we boarded the helicopter, I noticed the group of Special Forces soldiers who were already there waiting, expressions eager. It’s nice to have the additional manpower, but damn, Chirurgery while on a helicopter isn’t going to be fun…


Three Hundred And Nine


“Back in Kyoto already. It seems like we’ve hardly been away.” I sighed, stepping out from the helicopter, offering a hand to help Haru-san and Daiyu down, while Shaeula elegantly leapt out herself.

“That’s because we have only just left.” Haru-san smiled, covering her nerves at what we were to do here.

“Well, whatever.” We had landed the pair of helicopters on the outskirts of Kyoto, a bit south of the Katsura River, not too far from Matsunoo-Taisha Grand Shrine, Kegon-ji, and more importantly, Tsukuyomi-jinja, which was the shrine Tsukiko-san oversaw, and the heart of her Territory. I wonder what it’s like now she’s given up her Divine Favour to me?

The Special Forces soldiers trooped out of the helicopter too, showing their toughness, as they were seemingly unphased by the painful Chirurgery I’d done over the last couple of hours. Trey was leading his Black Wolves out of the second helicopter, and several mercenaries as well as some Special Forces stood by, guarding the site, while the guests here to greet us smiled, bowing in welcome.

“I’d say it’s been a long time, Akio-kun, but that would be a lie.” Kudou-san declared happily. Beside him was Taishakama-san, the Chosen from Matsunoo-Taisha, whose Territory encompassed and surrounded Tsukiko-san’s shrine, so would be a vital part of any plan we devised.

“Welcome back.” Taishakama-san spoke warmly. “So, we will be venturing into the world of the Kami again, I must say I am quite pleased at the prospect. Our last sojourn together was quite beneficial for me.”

Daiyu suddenly tugged at my sleeve, and I turned to look at her, curious. “What is it, Daiyu’er?”

“The Earthly Qi here is strong and pure.” She took a deep breath. “It reminds me of the mountain fastness that is home to the Incorruptible Jade. Is this an area of Heavenly significance?” she asked.

I nodded. “Kyoto, the old capital, is sometimes called the City of a Thousand Shrines. It’s an exaggeration, so I’m told, but it’s true that many of the most important and ancient temples and shrines in Japan are here, and their enshrined Kami too. I’ve even met a couple.”

“I see. That would explain matters.” She frowned, thinking. “It is not as rich as around the shrine you took me to. Is that a major shrine as well?”

I shook my head, knowing Kana would be both pleased and mortified at her shrine being mistaken for one to match Matsunoo-Taisha. “No, that’s mostly down to my Territory flowing down ether from the Boundary. Before, the ether rate in Tokyo was pitiful. I’m a bit jealous of areas like Kyoto where the density is naturally higher.”

It certainly would have made my training easier, and in the early days when I only had a partial network, I wouldn’t have had to wait two or three days to gather the required aether to enter the Boundary. Though the density here is, what, roughly five to ten times what it was back in Tokyo? It’s still thin compared to the Boundary, there’s no question. My Territory is several times higher still within the radius of the Boundary To Material Connections, though again, only a fraction of what the Boundary possesses.

“I see. It is like those domains the Party possesses…” Her face twisted slightly, and I could see the animosity in her eyes. “…turning barren areas into ones where the Qi is rich enough a Sect would fight for it. Though none were as rich as yours.” Her expression changed slightly, now mocking and bitter, rather than angry. “How the Sects have fallen. Before Kunlun departed, even your domain would be seen as a poor, Qi-starved backwater. Now it is an oasis. No wonder our Cultivation has stagnated, with only access to the Spirit World the Heavens and the Dao has granted us allowing any hope we can reach the heights of old.”

“Such is nothing.” Shaeula said to her. “We will need-need to increase the rate of ether flowing between the Boundary and the mortal realm-realm, if we are to achieve the feats of Mortal Engineering here-here that Ixitt dreams of. But for that, we need ether. Much-much ether. My brother is proving useful, conquering, and the endless creatures of the deeps-deeps provide a good source of wealth. We must work-work hard. You too, Daiyu.” She eyed the Cultivator. “We are giving you time-time to become accustomed to Akio and Japan, but you can not-not simply partake of his kindness without providing compensation. Your revenge will not-not be fulfilled that way.”

“I know that well enough.” Daiyu complained. “I swore, upon the Heavens and my Dao. I will be useful, and grow stronger!”

“So, who is this, Akio-kun?” Kudou-san asked. “That’s Chinese, right? I learned a little in my misspent youth.” He grinned, stroking his long beard.

“Yes, she’s someone I’ve picked up. The government asked me to look after her. We’ll need to speak about that at length too. I could do with speaking to Bankei-san, Saionji-san and… Uchida-san, if he’s up to it, as well.”

“You’ll have no luck there. Since his foolish boy Yamato-kun is still in a coma, he’s been completely withdrawn from religious matters. Well, the others we can arrange. So, more soldiers, I see.” He glanced at the Black Wolf and the Special Forces. “Kyoto sure is getting crowded nowadays.” He shrugged. “Well, this will not do, will it? We’re keeping all you young ladies standing outside. We should at least discuss matters somewhere comfortable.” With that, we followed the two of them back to Matsunoo-Taisha, and were soon seated in a modest room, being served tea by several apprentice priests and shrine maidens.

“Greetings.” Tsukiko-san spoke, back in her veil, I noted. “I see you have returned.” Since I wanted to see her face, her expressions, I allowed amber light to leak out of my Eye, and I could see she was smiling gently, with a touch of melancholy.

“Of course. I did say I’d protect you, Tsukiko-san. Yukiko-san, the Princess, too. Is she not here?” I asked, only for Tsukiko-san to laugh softly.

“No, Yukiko has returned to Tokyo. Even despite her blessings from Amaterasu, and her role as the Priestess of Ise, she has no wish to have her life consumed by these matters. I understand her sentiments, even if it is too late for me.”

“It is never-never too late to change.” Shaeula disagreed. “After all, I changed. Akio has as well. But that does not-not matter. You will know in time, when Akio saves you from your burdens.” She grinned broadly, as if imagining such a scene. “For now-now though…”

“Yes, for now we need to talk contingencies. Not just for Tsukiko-san, but for Kyoto as a whole. You’ve noticed the increased military presence, but I don’t know if you’ve been told…” I explained about the information we had from the US Government about the Chinese deserters.

“…so landfall in Kyoto is deemed unlikely. I mean, geographically, it’s quite the detour. So normally we’d worry about coastal areas to the west. But coupled with Tsukiko-san’s visions… well, like I said, I’m not taking any chances. The mess in Kyoto over Conclave was bad enough…” I continued.

“Yes, quite the tragedy that was. Poor foolish Yamato-kun.” Kudou-san agreed, and Taishakama-san clasped his hands and bowed his head in prayer. “Kyoto is still in uproar, the fake information that the Government dispersed is fooling people for now, but how long will that last? Takakura-sama did inform us of the Chinese threat, but not in so much detail. Even so, do you believe that an altercation in the streets of Kyoto is actually likely? What would be their endgame in that scenario? A few rebel PLA units, some of these Cultivators…” He eyed Daiyu curiously, and she merely stared back, unintimidated. “…and more dangerously, some Chosen. Even so, against the might of Japan’s JSDF, they’d surely be killed in short order.”

“Sadly, they would do significant damage first. Though combat forces would be dispatched from the local base and would be here quickly.” Haru-san mused. “Even so, it doesn’t seem a logical objective.”

“Well, people don’t always think logically when pressed to extremes.” I looked at Daiyu. Shaeula was translating for her, so she nodded.

“I believe that Mountain Fang Sect, at least, would not act without some plan in mind.” Daiyu declared confidently. “Nor would they wag their tails to the Party and this Ministry, not even in defeat. So I doubt this is some ruse, and they are acting under the orders of my enemies.” Her dark eyes were filled with hate, talking about this Department, China's mirror to our new Ministry.

“I suspect an attack in the Boundary is more likely.” I stated my opinion, to nods from the others. “Even if it’s just their Chosen candidates, if there are a number of them and they have decent Divine Favours, even with the penalty for attacking Territories, it’ll be possible for them to overwhelm us.”

“Especially with Yamato-kun and Susanoo faction having been massacred.” Kudou-san mused. “What a bother. What ill timing.”

“And that’s why I’m here, to make sure that if the worst does happen, Kyoto doesn’t fall, and we don’t lose any more precious Chosen, like you, Tsukiko-san.”

“I am no longer Chosen by Tsukuyomi.” she demurred, surprising Kudou-san. “Though I still retain his grace, as I always have. My well-being is hardly as important as all of Japan.”

“What do you mean?” he asked, but Tsukiko-san ignored him.

“So, have you received guidance under the moon?” she asked me, and I shook my head.

“Well, I’ve not exactly had time for sleep recently. As for your importance… I think you’ve sacrificed enough. But we’ve been over this. What matters is what we do now. As discussed, we now have the ability to link two Territories. So Haru-san here is going to establish one across the river where there’s a source of both water and earth element, powering the Gate. We’ll then fortify it as best we can, so that in the event of any disaster, we can buy time for a messenger to reach my Territory and dispatch troops.”

“Do you believe that your forces are strong enough to fight off multiple Chosen of the Gods?” Taishakama-san asked. “I have no doubts regarding your strength, having seen it in action, but even so, others might have similar power.”

“Nothing is certain, but I’m confident. Ixitt and his Mortal Engineers are just desperate to test out their new toys, and with Ulfuric in command of our troops… we might also have some additional aid.” I grinned at Shaeula, who nodded proudly. Yeah, that’s another matter we need to wrap up while we are in Kyoto. “Worst case, it’s better to lose Territories than Chosen, so evacuating Tsukiko-san and any others to my Territory where I’d have a bigger advantage is an option, or if by some chance they are too strong, we wreck the Gate afterwards.”

“You make good arguments.” Kudou-san conceded.

“I’ve thought this through.” I agreed. “Though the issue is that Haru-san’s proposed Territory does lie not too far from several current and former Amaterasu Territories, and so might limit their expansion.”

“Oh. There.” Kudou-san realised where I meant. “Well, my old rival Gin is hoping to have a large say in the new Ministry, so I am sure you can secure his cooperation. He rather likes you, I think, Akio-kun, else he wouldn’t have proposed cooperation, ham-fisted as it was.”

“Great. Ideally I’d like him to be there when we begin this. You too. Bankei-san as well. So that means…” More Chirurgery. At least only Kudou-san and Bankei-san need it, as Saionji-san is already a Chosen.

“Uh, my Shiori did say it was remarkably painful. I admit to being curious about the spiritual side of Kyoto, this Boundary, but even so… this old man isn’t mentally prepared…”

“Give it up!” I grinned, reaching out, channelling aether. “We’ve got a busy day ahead, so…”
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“So this is the world of the spiritual…” Kudou-san whistled, looking around curiously. We had quite the group with us, including the freshly charged up Kudou-san and Bankei-san, who was also looking around, impressed, accompanied by Hakue-san, and the Kami Kofuku Jizo, his form in the Boundary much closer to that of his statue.

“Well, to be invited to your Territory, old man...” Saionji-san gave a sardonic grin. “…I didn’t expect this. But to see Akio-san in action, well, of course I’d come.” Yasaka-san was here too, and I could see he was a little stronger than a few days ago, but nowhere near powerful enough for what was needed. No, we have to push the Book Of Providence to its maximum power.

“We have to work together now, don’t we?” Kudou-san retorted. “Besides, it’s not the Territory of my faction now, is it? After all, we are supporting young Akio-kun.”

Ignoring their posturing, we headed through the Territory that Matsunoo-Taisha encompassed, until we reached Tsukuyomi-jinja. Passing through the grove of cypress with their trailing coats of pretty white flowers, I could feel the difference. Turning to Tsukiko-san, I asked her a question.

“When you passed on your Favour, did the Anchor vanish? This feels like a Territory still, but it’s suppressing me far less than it should.”

“It did not vanish immediately, but broke down and dissipated over several days.” she declared. “I still feel a connection to here, but it is tenuous, perhaps built of the many years I have spent praying, worshipping, dreaming and divining here.”

“I see. That’s more proof that the Anchors we have aren’t normal. Duke Myrcolaxriath had an Anchor, no, he pretty much was his Anchor, so we know a Favour isn’t necessary for one, but…” Perhaps part of the Favour acts like some sort of nucleus to an Anchor, allowing those that aren’t strong enough to… no, there’s no way to be certain yet. More research is needed, but not now…

I could feel the spiritual presence of another being, one I recognised, as could Shaeula and Saionji-san. Daiyu had noticed as well, assuming a battle-ready pose, but I placed my hand on her shoulder, calming her down. She glanced at me, and I shook my head. “Don’t worry. I think he’s coming to greet his guests.”

Indeed, as the last of the trees no longer obscured our vision of the white and blue marble temple, a man was waiting for us, in his silks, face bone-white, with violet lips, his great golden staff used to bear his weight.

“Greetings again, travellers. And my lady, Tsukiko-sama. I feared I would not see you again, after your task was fulfilled. Before the end. I am very pleased to be wrong.” Before any of us could question his loaded words, he gestured to the front of the shrine, where a large table was set up, steaming mugs of tea and assorted delicacies waiting. “Avail yourselves of my hospitality. It is so seldom I get visitors, though more often of late.”

“So, Prince.” Kofuku Jizo spoke. “What do you wish for today?”

Prince Shōtoku laughed, the sound rich and melodious. “A wish? Well, for a brief moment of happiness with my fine guests and Tsukiko-sama, that I hope lifts her cares, at least for a moment, before like a cherry blossom, the moment is gone. Anything else would be too greedy, no?”

Kofuku Jizo laughed at that, taking a seat and putting his straw sandal-clad feet upon another seat, somewhat rudely. “Well, my feet do get tired walking to the homes of those that wish upon my shrine. Not that I have much power for granting wishes nowadays. Though perhaps as you say, more often of late I find myself stepping out to offer a small boon to a needy traveller.”

As Saionji-san, Kudou-san and the others sat down, watching the two Kami talk, it was Shaeula, Haru-san, Daiyu, Tsukiko-san and I who were left standing. Seeing we had not sat around the table, which was carved from fragrant woods, cypress, hinoki and more, the Prince smiled. “No need to be shy, guests. And we have an unusual one today.” He smiled at Shaeula charmingly, but she only snorted at his attention. “A member of the esteemed Hyakki Yagyō, one of the Hundred at that. Yet perhaps something more…”

“Of course-course I am more than merely that.” Shaeula sat down, elegantly reaching for a mug, before taking a sip, pleased at the taste and fragrance. “This is quite-quite good tea, though I would have preferred sake or even beer.”

“Do you not fear breaking the agreement we hold with Nurarihyon, the fell lord of the Yōkai, master of the Hundred Demons, the Parade that stalks Japan?” the Prince asked, genuinely curious, and he was rewarded with another wry snort.

“Why would I? That is not-not my problem, is it? My mother is of the Parade, but I am not-not. I claimed my place though my own-own might. I may be a Kamaitachi, but I am also of the Fae. I do not-not choose to be bound by any chains. Other than the chains of marriage, of course.” She grinned, her small hand pulling me to the chair next to her. “Those are happy-happy chains indeed.” She looked at Tsukiko-san, her eyes glowing amber.

“I see. As you accompany Tsukiko-sama, you are not an uninvited guest. As for sake, I fear we have none, but… perhaps…” He gestured, and some small creatures, perhaps rabbits, with white fur and red eyes, scurried out of the shrine, carrying a large bottle on their backs. “…this will suffice? I had been saving it for …well, for a sad parting. But perhaps it might be best to spend it in joy, while we can?” He took the bottle, thanking the rabbits, which bounced away, chittering. Upending the bottle, he poured a golden liquid with a sweet, yet sour scent, into an empty mug.

Her eyes lit up, Shaeula grabbed for it, taking a sip. “Yes, this is most-most satisfying.” she approved.

“If only all wishes of the Yōkai were so small and easily granted, that some umeshu, plum wine, would pacify them.” Kofuku Jizo laughed. “Come, come Prince. Some for me as well! And for all our guests! The Kami walk and mortals have their faith restored. We should celebrate, not just mourn! Sit, sit all!” he urged us, and so I sat next to Shaeula, Haru-san beside me, with Daiyu and Tsukiko-san on the other side. More umeshu was poured, and I had to agree it was magnificent, far superior to any plum wine I’d tasted before.

“So, Prince Shōtoku, please answer me a question, if you would?” I asked.

“Of course. You returned for tea, well, not that we seem to be drinking much tea.” He shrugged, a soft laugh escaping his painted lips. “Though I fear I know what you will ask, it is written on your face, the way you glance across, your worried mien.”

“Of course I’m worried. 'Before the moment is gone, sad partings, while we can'? You think I don’t know what you are hinting at? Tsukiko-san too, I hate this fatalism. I told you, I won’t let you die here! And even if I can’t save you, at least let me try! I thought you understood that after our last meeting.”

“Akio-san, I do understand your efforts. I can feel them, through the bond we established. I understand, you are angry for me, for Tsukiko, not merely the Diviner. But you cannot stop this. This is Definite, not Destined, and the Definite cannot be turned aside, only the Destined around it managed. Even so, that you care to try… it is not unpleasant. But I would not waste your efforts or strength, not when so many threats loom…”

“Bullshit.” I shot down her arguments. “You’ve been carrying the weight so long that you don’t even realise how much you’re hurting. You hate it, right? You want to turn aside this fate, be normal, happy, don't you? You can’t lie to me, not now. Besides, when you cried that day, I saw you smile. You haven’t truly given up yet, have you?” Sometimes I could feel emotions through Kin Bonding. It usually happened during periods of heightened emotion, mostly happy ones, such as during sex, but on occasion other strong ones came through. And this is one of those times. Seeing Prince Shōtoku, hearing him talk, I can feel her pride, but also her sadness and regrets…

“It is not a lie. I have accepted my fate. I have changed so many, and failed to change more. If you have to turn aside the Destined, then Yukiko, Shaeula, the Hungry Ghost you shelter… turn aside their destinies. Even the Princess of Britain. My life or death will change nothing. Theirs will doom all.”

Wow. Wow. Just fucking wow. Now I’m pissed off. I shouldn’t be, I know it’s not her fault, she’s been told to finally lay down her burden, and she doesn’t know what to do any more. She’s backsliding. I thought after she gave me her gift she’d realised what she wants, but I guess after I left she reverted. But anyway, I’ll be damned if this is the reward she gets for all her good deeds.

“Yes, perhaps your death won’t be as meaningful as the deaths of those others. But to say it’ll change nothing? That’s utter shit. Kudou-san here treasures you like his own daughter.” The old man blushed at that, quite the funny sight, and he covered his embarrassment as Saionji-san jeered at him, by taking a long draught of the fragrant wine.

“Yes, but still, I am not…” Tsukiko-san began, before I cut her off, continuing.

“Those of Kyoto and even from as far afield as Tokyo who know of you, the priests and shrine maidens, they all deeply respect you.” I continued. “If that’s not enough, then what about Yukiko-san? Princess Mikasa will be heartbroken if you die. You’re her best friend.”

“She has many burdens. I am sorry I have failed to ease them, but I have brought the two of you together. My role is done in her life…”

“Fuck, this is annoying.” I shouted, shocking everyone. “No, as a friend, your role is never done. Your role is just to be there, be her friend. Not give up. Besides, your role in my life isn’t done, either. You’re kin to me now, and like Shaeula, I never abandon my kin.”

“Oho!” Shaeula chuckled, still downing wine from the seemingly inexhaustible bottle. “Yes, Akio and I are quite-quite alike in that regard. But kin… yes, perhaps he means like an older sister. He lacks one-one of those. Or perhaps…” Her smile broadened, and I wanted to correct her, but it wasn’t the time.

“Look, you’re still wearing the clothing I created to protect you. I’m going to try, with or without your blessing, but I want you to fight, to struggle, to believe! If Tsukuyomi is a generous, kind God, you won’t be thrown away after you’ve done your best. And even if he isn’t, well, I’ll step up. If you give up, you’ll devastate those who care about you. If in the end, you can’t be saved, but you fought and clawed at what you call Definite, biting until your teeth shatter, gripping on until your bones break, then in the sadness, at least we can remember that. Wish for happiness, even if it’s impossible. And maybe, just maybe we can make it work. I thought you were ready for that, when you stopped waiting for this mythical, non-existent hero with the light, darkness and twilight, and settled on giving me what you can only give once.”

“I’m dead. I know what it feels like, to die. Worse, to lose hope.” Haru-san interjected quietly. “I wished someone would have saved me from the horrors of my death. Well, I suppose…” She sighed deeply, before nodding at me. “…being saved after death will have to do. Hearing you speak, it reminds me of myself, when I thought I was mad, and there was no way out. Look, Akio-san here is an idiot. He won’t stop just because you tell him to, and he won’t allow you to stop either. Besides…”

Her gentle, slightly nervous smile was wry now. “I have Telepathy. Sorry. I don’t like to use it that much, it reminds me of when I thought I was having a psychotic break, but… I can hear your thoughts, the voice of your heart. You do want to live. You wish for it. But wishing for it and not getting it terrifies you, you aren’t used to wanting something, so you vacillate between flickers of hope, and thoughts it would be better to just give up, so your hopes can’t be betrayed. You don’t want the Princess to be sad, and you want to watch over her as she survives what’s to come, and fulfils her long… cherished… dream?” Haru-san’s pale face flushed pink. “Oh my. That’s what you want for her? Bold. Well, good luck with that. It’s a nice dream. A wish, shall we say?” She glanced at Kofuku Jizo, who looked on, amused. “But being a part of that, wouldn’t it be more fun?”

Tsukiko-san looked down, and I winked at Haru-san, hoping she could read my thankful thoughts. She nodded, and I prepared my final argument. “Tsukiko-san, even if you don’t believe you can be saved, I’m sure any event that kills you will be massive. What about the others? I’m here anyway, I’ve planned anyway, so what harm is there in grabbing hold of what you want? The worst that happens is you fail. But success, and you are free for your own path in life. I remember those tears. They were the most genuine I’ve ever seen you. Your veil is back on. You’re masking your true self. I hate that. Strip off your veil and live on.”

“I… it still feels selfish of me. I have served, done everything I can to serve Tsukuyomi, to save people, avert tragedy…”

“So then wish for it. You deserve it. And even if you don’t, I want you to have it, and I’m a selfish bastard with seven fiancées, you can see I always get what I want, no matter what.”

She bowed her head, silently, and I could see fresh tears behind her veil, soaking her perfect cheeks. Even so, she was smiling, sad, but also relieved. The same expression as before. This one suits her much better than cold, stoic resignation. Though I can think of other expressions that will suit her better still!

“Your wish, I like it.” Kofuku Jizo approved. “I shall walk up on these feet and visit you soon. Not every wish comes true, but you have my blessing, and I shall fight for you if needed!”

“As the moon waxes, it must wane. But the moon then waxes again.” the Prince spoke piously. “The moon has passed on, to be reborn. Though…” He peered at Daiyu curiously. “We have a second moon here. A mirror to the first.”

Shaeula translated his words, and Daiyu frowned, no doubt wondering what he knew. Still, the Prince continued. “Kofuku Jizo, old friend. I too wish to fight if I can. I have lived a long time, venerating Tsukuyomi, and though Tsukuyomi is not omnipotent, I do feel sorrow that his finest priestess has such grim prospects.” He turned to me then. “When last we met, I asked if you could extend a kind hand to her. I am pleased to see you heeded my words. Respect for the Kami and the greater Gods is always welcome.”

“I didn’t do it because you asked.” I shook my head. “I did it because I wanted to, because she deserves it. But… I am still grateful for your blessing, so thanks. And if you fight, I’ve got your back, presumptuous of me though that might be.”

“Hardly. You are quite strong.” the Prince demurred. “Tsukiko-sama. Your moon wanes. Your legacy could be all the good deeds this new waxing moon can do with the gift you bequeathed. Or it can be something more. You deserve the right to choose. To wish, as my good friend here would say.”

“I am, still… it is hard.” she muttered, but with trembling hands she removed her veil, letting it fall to the floor. As those around us looked at her stunning face, our eyes met, hers a brilliant ruby red, mine a steel grey, and she smiled. “But… I do want to see the world outside Kyoto, do many things. But I am worried that trying to defeat the Definite will break you. And you are sorely needed. For Yukiko and many others.”

“You let me worry about breaking. I’ve been broken before, but I’ve got back up. This time won’t be any different.” I promised. “The more I have to protect, the stronger I am. So be my strength, and I’ll be yours!”

“You know, if she was my daughter in truth, I’d be seriously worried that he was asking her to marry him with lines like that.” Kudou-san said mildly, to much laughter around.

“Well…” Tsukiko-san picked up one of the mugs of umeshu and drank deeply, skin flushed, her red eyes gleaming with a mixture of longing, mirth and sadness. “It is rather amusing you should say that…”
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“So, here will do.” I declared, handing over a handful of orange and yellow Etherites to Haru-san. She had already shattered a handful of red ones to top up her ether prior to this, and was now prepared. The river was a few hundred metres distant, orange energies rising in a misty veil, while just under a hundred metres south of us ruby earth energies gushed from fissures in the rocks.

I wonder if any Kobold or Dwarven Mines could be set up here… “When we push to Rank Two, we should be able to reach your Territory, Taishakama-san, and that gives us unbroken access to Tsukuyomi-jinja as well, all protected. Though we’ll need to clear the area first to bring it under our control.”

Yasaka-san groaned at that, correctly realising I was going to force him into numerous battles, as I had with the few encounters we had so far outside safe Territory.

“Suck it up. You need to get stronger to use your Divine Favour better. Besides, you aren’t the only one who has suffered today…” I warned.

Haru-san and Shaeula had made me the target of their ribbing over my desperate proposal when I was trying to activate Kin Bonding, and seeing that, everyone other than the serious Taishakama-san, the diffident Yasaka-san, and the uncomprehending Daiyu, had joined in. It’s lucky my Resilience is so high, or I’d want to bury myself in a hole. So embarrassing…

“Well, we might as well begin. Daiyu, watch closely, and let me know if there are any differences with how you do it.” At her nod, Haru-san concentrated, and a small beam of light shone down from above, forming a small pillar.

“Here goes nothing.” she declared, shattering the remaining Etherites and absorbing their energies, quickly funnelling them into the Anchor. Moments later it was done, the light coalescing into a rather attractive golden and crystal needle, not too dissimilar from my own Anchor.

“I see. So this is a Territory…” Haru-san mused. “I feel it. It’s definitely strange.”

“That seemed… anticlimactic. And rather fast.” Saionji-san observed.

“Yes, Isamu, I believe you told me this was a far more taxing, lengthy process.” Bankei-san asked Taishakama-san.

“It should be…” he agreed, surprised.

“If you think that is something special, just you wait.” I produced the mushrooms for the Ring Gate, smiling evilly. “But first, we need to clear out everything down to there.” I pointed at the ruby earth energies, and the buildings in the way. “Haru-san, Yasaka-san, you’re up.” I then looked at Daiyu. “If you want to show off a bit, feel free. I still don’t know what you can do.”

With a determined nod, she smiled a little, looking eager for battle. I wonder, how do Cultivation Techniques differ from our own? I admit, I can hardly wait to find out…
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The Kobold grasped the pickaxe in furry paws and slammed it down into the rocks that were softly illuminated by the lanterns strung up on wires across the tunnels. The reassuring shock of impact jolted him, and he struck again and again, chips of rock flying, and the motion was echoed by many other Kobolds, all busily working away, with pickaxes, hammers, shovels and more.

“Look-see, nice treasures!” one barked excitedly, pulling free a number of nuggets of shining metal.

“Yes-good, keep digging and we will find more!” A Foreman barked happily, and after keeping some for himself, the Kobold tossed the rest into a mine-cart, to be taken away. With renewed vigour at his comrade’s find, the Kobold continued to hack at the rocks, striking until his paws were tingling and his muscles were aching with a warm, reassuring glow. It was good to mine, without being forced into it like slaves, grubbing in the dirt, as had happened to the Kobolds too many times in the recent past.

As he was thinking this, his pickaxe shattered the rocks in front of him, striking metal with a delightful ring. Excited, his eyes opened wide, and he bent down to brush aside the scattered debris, only to be greeted by a most welcome sight, glittering silver-blue metal ores, as well as some shiny blue gems, not sapphires, but something more precious.

“What happy-joy! Bluesteel ore, bluestones!” he barked, delighted, and that drew over many more Kobolds, as well as a few other workers, mostly Dwarves, who now had their own mines, but sometimes went into the Kobold ones, when searching for specific resources.

“Most impressive, quite the find-haul!” the Foreman barked. “Bluesteel is highly-most sought after. Much rewards, many praise!”

The Kobold grinned, showing his canines. “Yes-quite. But the bluestones are best of all!” To Kobolds, bluestones were lucky, and a favourite courting gift. Taking his share, the Kobold then passed the rest of the ore and bluestones to the cart. It was amazing that they were allowed to keep a decent share of their treasures, not being worked like slaves, and as another Kobold began to wheel out the full cart, the Kobold went back to work, seeing if his luck would hold and further treasures would be unearthed before the end of his shift today, when perhaps he would go see a Kobold specialised in crafting, or perhaps a Dwarf, and see if he could have a necklace made, as there was a Kobold he had his eye on, and her fur was as soft as silk, her laugh infectious and her manners kind….
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Pushing the heavily-laden cart along the tracks, the Kobold watched many of his kin come and go. It was strange seeing so many from different Clans working the mine, as usually the Kobolds tried to hide, to be beneath notice of the pure-blooded Fae that ruled the Seelie Court. Seeing the occasional ratkin or weaselkin in the mine was enough to make the Kobold tremble a little, but he soon steeled himself, knowing that other than a bit of disdain, he wouldn’t suffer any worse fate.

“Now that looks a fine load.” one ratkin praised, coming over. He was wearing goggles and heavy overalls, as well as thick gloves. Even so, his exposed fur and skin was singed and stinking. Instinctively, the Kobold panicked, seeing the presence of a beastkin Fae, even one from a reviled group like the ratkin, before he remembered where he was.

“Yes, not bad-terrible.” the Kobold barked nervously. “Many ores and gems. Some shinies too.” he muttered, referring to a number of red and orange Etherites that had been unearthed.

“Great, great, good work.” The ratkin rubbed his gloved hands together, tail lashing happily. “We can barely keep up with demand right now, even with all the other Mines. Did you get any bluesteel ore?” he asked, and the Kobold barked agreement.

“Excellent. If I could trouble you to bring it to the workshop area, that would be appreciated. Boss Ixitt has a new prototype that needs a ton of it…” With that the ratkin strode off, leaving the Kobold to sigh in relief. The relief was short-lived though, as another voice soon spoke out.

“Well, that was rather interesting a conversation.”

The Kobold nearly released his mine-cart in panic, before calming down. “You startled-scared me!” he protested, ashamed. Nothing bad had happened since he and his fellow clansman had emigrated from the backwaters of the Seelie court. In fact they had been welcomed warmly by other Clans, and the Fae here did nothing. Even so, old fears still lingered, and it would take quite some time before the Kobolds and other persecuted creatures of the Court who had found their way here could fully trust true-blooded Fae.

Beholding the speaker, he paused, astonished. The figure was a Kobold, yes, but not one of the canine Kobolds that made up the vast majority of the population, but… blinking in surprise, the Kobold muttered a few words. “To see one such as yourself here, a pure, High Kobold…”

“I hardly was expecting to be here myself. There are so very few of us left.” the small, dust-covered man agreed, looking like a Dwarf at first glance, though on closer inspection one would see that his proportions were less short and stocky, and more childlike and thin. The man wore dusty overalls and was carrying a lantern that burned with a flickering indigo glow. “No need to be nervous. We don’t look down on the Clans who… who changed.”

The Kobold whimpered a little at that. It was the change that had relegated the Kobolds to little more than persecuted toys and slaves to the stronger, purer Fae. Others had changed as well, such as Goblins. Few of the old race were left, and they were far more furtive than even the Kobolds, though he had seen some lurking within this Territory…

“No need to be shamed.” the High Kobold soothed. “I came because I heard rumours many Kobolds made this land their home, and they were happy here, free from tyranny. I see you are still mining. Good. I like the mines.” The High Kobold smiled, and for a moment his skin seemed stony, but that was perhaps a trick of the flickering lantern-light. “So, tell me, how does my estranged kin fare?” He reached down into the cart and sorted through the ores and gems. “Are you being worked unfairly, exploited?”

“No not-never.” the Kobold declared, still somewhat awestruck to meet such a rare kin here, of all places. “We pay tithe yes, but we get to keep-claim much, and we have homes to live, security. Fun.” The Kobold sometimes watched the weaselkin musicians practice, and despite his fear of weaselkin, he found the music beautiful. “Good food for all, safety too.”

“I see.” The High Kobold let the ore drop from his fingers. “Well, perhaps I shall… dig a little deeper… and see what else I can find out…”
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“Yes, great, over there!” the ratkin, one of the many Mortal Engineers under Ixitt, one of his numerous sons, gestured to the loading area that had been constructed. As the Kobold emptied out the many metals and ores onto the large flat surface, other ratkin, weaselkin and Dwarves began to sort the metals and ores, sending important ores to be worked with Alchemy, while the metals were sent down a different track for immediate use.

As the Kobold retreated, his task complete, the ratkin had already forgotten him, like his father, one to get engrossed in his work to the exclusion of all else. Gathering up the bluesteel ores within, he quickly carried it to the first testing area, where the earlier prototypes of the Alchemy machine were waiting, attended to by numerous Mortal Engineers of many different races.

With his chest puffed with pride, the ratkin was delighted to be part of what was surely the largest single gathering of Mortal Engineers in the lands of the Fae. Well, he amended, adjacent to the Fae, at least. It had even gathered some foxkin and other inquisitive Fae, and while some had worried they might be spies, trying to steal secrets and sabotage the efforts towards progress, his father had declared them to be trustworthy, true seekers towards enlightenment, scientists and Mortal Engineers all, so they had been accepted. So far there had been no issues.

“Great, more ore!” one Dwarf grunted, eager, rushing over to see the spoils. “That’n be bloody excellent. T’last load was diverted tae Master Bjarki’s forge, workin’ on weapons for t’princess and the boss man. About time we be getting’ our share, aye?” His grin was broad, and the ratkin couldn’t help but agree, though obviously they were secondary to the needs of the Territory owners.

“That’s why it’s good that we have so many miners nowadays. I never thought I’d be glad to see so many Kobolds and Dwarves about. More miners, more resources!”

“Yes, I am quite-quite ashamed myself.” one weaselkin engineer agreed happily. The ratkin had worked with him before, as he was one of the group that Prince Shaetanao, the father of the princess here, had fostered, but with father and daughter reunited, the ability to come and go was taken for granted, as everyone knew how overly doting the Prince was towards his youngest child, and the Mortal Engineers were taking advantage of that to join Ixitt’s grand schemes.

“Father always did say that just as it was foolish to revile all ratkin merely because Sheshelob had led most of us in rebellion and into the arms of the Unseelie…” the ratkin intoned wryly. “...it is as foolish and destructively ignorant to denigrate Goblins, Kobolds and others who have changed over the centuries…”

“To think that stubborn, spoilt brat of a princess was-was the one to bring in all these diverse Fae.” The weaselkin chuckled, knowing well the bad temper and legendary arrogance of Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan. “She has most-most definitely changed.”

“Father says so as well. Master Ulfuric too. Well, it might be because of her chosen husband. Father says he is rather fascinating. I’ve barely had chance to speak to him, more’s the pity.”

“Well, mortals do have some strange ideas. Speaking of Boss Ixitt, where is he? I would have thought he’d be here for the next-next round of testing.”

“Apparently father has returned to the mortal world. Damn, I wish I could go as well.” the ratkin complained, envious. “It sounds like there is so much to see and learn. These guns we are making, they are inspired by mortal weapons, yet apparently they are feeble in comparison to the best mortals can achieve.”

“I wonder why-why Boss Ixitt is not here? After all, his experiments on creating lightning are most important to him.” the weaselkin engineer complained as the modified prototype of the Alchemy equipment was brought over. It was a strange boxy device, in which the materials to be purified and separated were placed. The bluesteel ore was put within, and the sides, inlaid with shards of Etherites and also strange, twisted patterns of metal threads, lit up as the Mortal Engineers poured in their aether.

“I hear he has found someone interesting to converse with….” The ratkin mopped at his sodden fur as the device activated, the Etherite shards glowing, several of them shattering explosively. “…by the Moon, another partial failure.” The ore had been purified, the bluesteel and other metals within separated out, and it was noticeably more efficient than Alchemy alone, but even so, it was too often breaking for continual use.

“I guess that is why-why Boss Ixitt wishes the lightning? Do you understand it?”

“I am afraid not. Father explained, but I don’t quite get it. Oh well… at least the bluesteel is ready for the weapon manufactory…” Putting down the steaming box, noticing that in addition to the shattered crystals, some of the wires had snapped, melting away, he sighed. ”I’ll go and see if we can find any more Etherites we can requisition, you work on replacing the… circuits, I think father called them?”

As his fellow Mortal Engineer waved him off with a bitter snort, he found himself wondering just who his father could have found that was interesting enough to keep him away from all the advances in Mortal Engineering here…
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Quaela, the ratkin maid-in-training, headed towards the Rhyming Tree to rendezvous with her fellow maids, her steps dragging as she passed the haughty-looking and ill-omened raven-haired Elf who oversaw some of the military planning in the Territory. Scores of weaselkin and ratkin were lining up in strange formations, armed with many of the strange new weapons her dad had put together. Shaking her head as she passed, she felt bad thinking of the Elf as unfortunate, merely because of her hair colour, even if that was traditional. Her dad had often mentioned that lazy stereotyping and clinging to pathetic mysticism was going to be the downfall of the Fae.

Under the shadow of the colossal Tree, she could see many of the large bees that inhabited the Territory were buzzing about, pollinating the expansive orchards and many pretty flowering plants and medicinal herbs that were growing there. A tall, red-haired figure was talking to the bees like they were pets, patting one occasionally, offering others water.

“Good, yes, keep it up. There is plenty more nectar available. And Akio really liked your honey. So I would be most grateful if you could… oh, yes, I don’t mind.” Somehow the Dryad was interpreting the buzzing and also the sweeping of the reflective wings. “Another hive here would be fine, so long as you do not bother those who are busy.” The Dryad’s smile was kind, and for a moment Quaela was lost in watching her, before she realised her mistake and bit back a curse. Clutching the hem of her maid outfit, so unlike the ones back at Court, yet very pretty, so that she could run unimpeded, she was going to try and make a break for it when she spotted a familiar face, and called out, waving.

“Brother, over here a second!”

At her call, the Mortal Engineer, bundled in thick gloves, coat and goggles, rushed over.

“Quaela, sister, what do you need? I’m in a hurry, I need more Etherites, the Alchemy Box blew up again.”

“I don’t care about your stupid box.” she sniffed, letting her hem fall, hands on hips. “If I wanted to be a Mortal Engineer I would be, like you and my other brothers and sisters. No, I need you to check if Head Maid Hyacinth is in the orchard. I know she likes to grow things there, and … I don’t want to run into her.”

Her brother gave Quaela quite the exasperated look, as if to say that she was wasting her time doing something foolish, before agreeing. A minute later he was back, saying there was no sign of her. Relieved, Quaela dashed towards the Rhyming Tree, hurrying through the orchard, waving at her brother. “Thanks. I owe you one!”

Not paying attention to his muttered complaints, she reached the Tree and started leaping up the wooden steps that spiralled around it, until she reached the top, where a stunning view of the Territory greeted her, as well as soft, pleasant music, the weaselkin musicians under Tillyae practicing some strange melodies, which sounded nothing like traditional Fae songs.

“Ah, there you are, Velna, Klena.” Quaela saw her instructors sitting at a table towards the edge of the… café, it was called, she believed. Glancing around, she could see various Fae seated on tables, enjoying rest and relaxation from their daily labours, while others served them drinks and delicious-smelling food. Taking a seat, she let out a long, relieved sigh. Moments later a server came over, and soon she was drinking a refreshing blend of juices, and eating some sort of tasty vegetable stew.

“Exhausted, I see. Well, it must have been tough-tough, waiting on the princess and the master.” Klena commiserated her. “To say nothing of standing before mighty Primal Forest.”

“Actually, that was fine. From what I can see, the princess and he won’t punish us too harshly if we make mistakes. He won’t.” She slurped at her juice, careful not to spill any on her uniform. “What I don't get is how can you stay calm around Head Maid Hyacinth. She’s really scary!”

The two weaselkin maids exchanged glances, grinning. “Yes, she is indeed-indeed.” Velna nodded. “Back at the mansion, when… when everything went wrong, I worried that she would kill-kill us many times. She takes serving so seriously…”

“It is her whole life-life.” Klena agreed. “Even now she is one of the master’s concubines. She could be pampered like the princess, but-but…”

“I think she needs to serve to hold onto herself.” Velna finished. “Do not-not judge her too harshly, as we did. She is quite kind, so long as you do your best. And if danger threatens, you would be glad-glad to have her…”

“Yes, she is a combat maid of old-old.” Klena laughed. “So, while it is just us, let me ask you something.”

“All right.” Quaela agreed, observing the residents from above. The army was still drilling, smoke was rising from the factories and workshops, everywhere she looked Fae were going about their lives, always busy, but seemingly without oppression. “Ask away.”

“I wonder why did-did you choose to be a maid? It is not an easy role.” Velna asked, a touch of pride in her voice. “After all, we serve the rulers of this Territory, and if we perform badly, well, the Head Maid is ruthless.”

“Yes-yes. We were bad maids, and were lucky to have a second chance.” Klena whispered, eyes distant, perhaps remembering something horrible, and Quaela recalled the dark rumours she had heard about the princess and her maids.

“There are many other tasks that you could do. Like helping out in the…”

“No way!” Quaela protested. “I’m not following dad and most of my family into Mortal Engineering! It’s dirty and messy and painful. At least being a maid I get to wear pretty outfits and keep myself groomed. Besides…” she grinned. “Isn’t a maid important? You’re trusted with secrets few others know, able to be a part of your lord or lady’s life. I’ve got ambitions! I’m going to be somebody! Dad can keep his explosions and his toys, I’ll work my way up in my own way!” She chewed her lip then, a little frustrated. “Though dad was delighted when he heard. It annoys me a lot!”

“Oh. I see.” Klena nodded. “I do not-not think you need to worry overmuch. The master does not seem interested in us.”

“But Hyacinth is ravished by him regularly…” Velna pouted, eyes distant.

“Surely you don’t want him to…” Quaela cried, surprised, and she jolted, startled out of her reverie.

“No-no, of course not. I was just remembering something shameful. Yet necessary. It all worked out. Klena came back, even if the others…”

“Well, this gloomy mood just won’t do!” Quaela declared, waving. “More drinks. Something stronger!” she called out, and soon they had mugs placed in front of them by one of the servers, a short, human-like figure, looking a bit like a child, with pale green skin and small horns at his temples. As he left, she pursed her lips. “That’s a Goblin, right? You don’t see many that still have their sanity nowadays.”

“Yes, all-all you hear about are the twisted fiends of the Unseelie, the cannibals, frenzied warriors and abominable perverts…” Velna agreed. “Though clearly not all Goblins have fallen, just like the Trolls and Giants. A few remain true.”

“Well, that's enough of that.” Qualia chugged at her foamy mug, warmth permeating her. “Do you think we’ll be called upon, or do we have some free time? I’d love to go see some of the other sights this Territory has to offer.”

“I think it will be fine-fine. The Head Maid said master had other important matters to attend to, that did not-not require us.” Klena drank as well. “You know, apparently this is just-just the beginning. The princess says this is modelled on a 'high-class hotel skyscraper bar', whatever that is. They have plans for a 'casino', a concert hall, which I guess is some sort of place to hear music…” She glanced at the still-practising musicians. “…and more. One thing is certain. They do not want-want the Fae who dwell here to be bored.”

“Not just Fae, right? Yōkai too. I’ve seen them. Those cats…” she shuddered then. ”…something about cats always scares me. Then there’s the bees, and I hear we have living trees too, as well as other races. Plenty of mortals come and go as well. I saw them earlier, but I was too nervous to approach them. I don’t know how dad goes amongst them. Don’t you think that’s odd? How can so many groups live in harmony?”

“Because of a vision. The princess is Fae nobility, and of Yōkai royalty too. The master, he is the ruler of this domain, and a man of influence. You see some of the mortals, but some-some that the master loves, they are nobles of the mortal world.” Velna declared. “Together, they want to create their own world. And having conquered the Spring of Clear Reflections, who can-can deny them?”

“Yeah. My dad is crazy for them. Ugh, do either of you know what 'electricity' is? Dad was raving about it last time I saw him, saying it was the answer to all his problems. How annoying…” She finished her drink, calling for another. “I’m glad we get paid, so I can relax like this. I didn’t think servants got paid. Do you?”

“Before, it was the honour of serving, but now we are told 'a fair day of work requires a fair compensation'.” Klena recited, and a booming, gurgling laugh came from an unlikely source, a Troll sitting on another table. It was devouring a massive chunk of meat, likely culled from some sort of massive insect, the type that plagued the borders of the Territory.

“If Troll want to eat, Troll must hunt. Now Troll hunt, eat and get fed again. Me happy!” he grunted, before drinking from a massive, half-barrel sized tankard.

“Even Trolls can see it, it seems. I’m more and more impressed.” Quaela laughed, slightly tipsy. “Well, now that the Head Maid is away, let’s play! I can’t believe dad was all 'I wanted to offer Akio a few of my daughters, but he said no, well done on burying the moat!'” Her snort was bitter. “I’m not doing it for that! Though…” Taking another large swig, she glanced up at the silvery skies, lightning flashing across it. “…anyone who can build this little empire is worth taking seriously. Especially if they can make my crazy dad take notice…”
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The Goblin nodded politely to the weaselkin who was in charge of the café, before scurrying off, his shift over, arms full with a large wrapped package. Once at the base of the Rhyming Tree, the Goblin hurried past the groups of many different Fae and other species, heading deeper into the Territory, where he dwelt in a small, yet cosy room. Reaching the door, he checked to see nobody was around, then he knocked several times in a pattern.

Moments later the door opened, revealing more Goblins, a dozen of them. Stepping inside he shut the door, before producing some leftovers he had been given after his shift from the heavy bundle. The Goblins fell on them greedily, devouring them.

“I have been here for weeks now.” The Goblin grumbled, a little exasperated, but unable to contradict the chieftain and his allies, who had taken shelter in his house, entering the Territory unnoticed, and making no effort to join in with any construction or other work. “The Fae, they do not oppress anyone, other than their haughty attitude, all are treated the same.”

“It is too soon to be complacent. The princess that rules here is a fickle creature who hates lesser races. It is known.” The chieftain spat when he was finished with his scraps.

“It is known.” The others echoed.

“Well, I think she has changed, or the rumours were wrong.” The Goblin disagreed. “She even complimented me once when I served her a drink, I saw no disdain in her eyes. Besides, you should reveal yourselves. There are other Goblins here too. We are not numerous, not anymore. We should…”

“Those are fallen Clans. Not fallen like the vile twisted creatures that were once our brothers and sisters, no, but they have no… no link to the First Goblin.” The chieftain shook his head.

The Goblin who was hosting them sighed. “Maybe not, but I have seen unruly Trolls or drunk weaselkin be punished for causing trouble or injuring Kobolds. I think what I have seen and learned is proof enough. And I cannot continue to support you all, I am drawing suspicion already, when I asked for leftovers. Please, by the First Goblin, just at least work.”

The chieftain frowned. “You are one of us. I shall remain hidden, for I still guard the sacred treasure, our link to the First Goblin. You others…” he gestured to his entourage. “Go with him and do what you need to.”

Somewhat relieved, but still a little irked the chieftain was shirking his responsibilities, the Goblin bowed. “I shall take them to one of the Kamaitachi who organise such immigrants. As warriors, perhaps you might wish to fight, or…” As the Goblin ushered them out, he barely heard the words of the chieftain as the door shut behind them.

“…hope this is a place we can trust. The treasure, it is not safe. Soon we shall have to move it again, and our options are limited…”


Three Hundred And Ten


The audience was impressed as the mushrooms burst into life, forming a standing circle of pillars, similar to those of Britain, if those were made of towering plants and not monolithic stones. Drawing in the ruby energies, they began to give off a faint hint of deep violet light, barely perceptible to my Eye.

Makes sense I guess, most of the spatial energy they create is used to connect the two points. Maybe this time I’ll keep my Eye open during the transfer… It was somewhat uncomfortable during the momentary dislocation, one’s senses going haywire for a moment, so I had always kept my eyes shut, but perhaps this time I would suffer the discomfort.

“This is most impressive.” Bankei-san observed, eyes wide, and his nephew agreed, Hakue-san also shocked.

“So, this … Gate… can connect two points in space?” he asked, and I nodded. It was then Saionji-san spoke up, a little annoyed.

“So, Akio-san, I believe you warned me off the Gaze of Avalokiteśvara, saying such abilities were dangerous, and now I find you making tunnels in the spiritual world? Forgive me if I’m a little annoyed…” His smile was angry.

“Really, do not-not be a fool. There is quite clearly a difference.” Shaeula scoffed, her eyes gleaming amber. “Your ability reaches high beyond this place, tearing holes. These are-are, as you so cleverly put it, tunnels. They do not-not go high into the Astral, and they do not-not leave holes, but are sealed passages. Do not-not compare the two.”

“Yeah.” I agreed, tapping my own Eye. “I’m not saying these are entirely risk-free, but I don’t think they do much damage to the Boundary. Very little spatial element seems to leak out, just the odd spark or mote here and there. Besides, if your life or the lives of others are in danger, I wouldn’t hold you back on your abilities. It’s all very well protecting the world, but if those you love aren’t in the world… well, just think carefully and be cautious, all right?”

“You know this is necessary, Gin.” Kudou-san grinned, entranced, the earlier discomfort of Chirurgery long forgotten. “If only such Gates could be created in our world. It would revolutionise everything!”

“Well, I believe such-such arts are rare. However…” Shaeula puffed out her chest proudly. “The Seelie Court moves on the tides of the lower Astral, distance and location are but-but mere suggestions to us. It is little-little wonder we can create such magnificent Gates.” She smiled, patting a mushroom proudly.

“Well, you know what this means.” Kudou-san continued, looking at Tsukiko-san happily. “Divinations or not, you have a chance!”

She merely returned a troubled smile, looking down, still obviously uncomfortable at letting others see her beautiful face.

“It's time to test the Gate. There shouldn’t be any issues, but we want to make sure it’s connected properly.” I turned to Haru-san. “Then it’s time for some serious powering up of out here. You’ll have to register the Territory with your own Ministry now.” I joked, and she frowned.

“Isn’t it really yours, Akio-san, since I’m your Chosen Hero? That reminds me… a Throne. It’s wasteful, but I would very much like to give the surviving… no, not surviving…” She exhaled slowly, expression changing. “Well, the existing victims of that man the same chance you gave me. Though since they are far less… well, present than I was, I am not sure if it will work, and bring them enough consciousness to be themselves again.”

“It’ll be your Throne. I’m not a tyrant, you have some freedom. But for now, Thrones are on the back-burner.”

“I know. Anyway, there’s no point hesitating.” With that, Haru-san entered the Ring Gate and vanished, my Eye detecting another faint exhalation of spatial energies, a faint scattering of violet and purple sparks. I tried pulling them in, but they were too weak, insubstantial, fading rapidly and dissipating.

“I shall-shall go next.” Shaeula vanished, and after that I turned to the others.

“I’ll go last then. Don’t worry, you know I wouldn’t let Shaeula go through unless it’s safe.” I paused for a moment, considering. “Since you all have a proper Silver Cord after Chirurgery, there shouldn’t be any issue being separated from your Material bodies, at least not at this distance. If it was me with my crappy White Cord I possessed to start with…” I had to smile, remembering that.

“Well then, I’ll go on ahead.” Kudou-san was excited, stroking his long beard, eager to see what was on the other side. With a jaunty step, he was in the circle and vanished, swiftly followed by Taishakama-san.

“Where that old coot goes, there’s no way I’ll fear to tread. Come on.” Saionji-san was next, Yasaka-san, still tired after the effort to clear the small number of monstrous cockroaches and millipedes that had made the area their home, swept in after him.

“This humble one should go as well.” Bankei-san and his nephew went through too, followed by Daiyu, leaving just me and Tsukiko-san.

“Worried?” I asked her. “There’s no need to be. I know you don’t want to leave Kyoto, but… Kyoto’s literally just a single step away.” I pointed to the Ring Gate. “I want you to have a quick look at my Territory, just to set your mind at ease. I know you know I’m strong, but I get that you worry I’m not the one you were waiting for, and you’ve made a mistake. But who cares?” I grinned. “There’s a very famous anime… do you know what anime is?” I asked, and she nodded, though admitted she had never seen any, or indeed much of anything, only the news, usually.

“So, there was this girl, she’d been waiting many, many years, hundreds even, for what her mother, who was also a kind of prophetess, a Diviner, called 'that person'. In the end, she never found that person, because someone came along and said 'I’m not that person, but I’ll be better for you than that person ever could be.' I get that now. So when you waver, I’ll be sure to be there to reassure you. Shaeula too. In fact, why settle for one hero, when we can have many?” I grasped her hands, her skin cool to the touch. She flinched a little, but she let me lead her towards the Gate, and we were swallowed up by the crimson light.

Damn, it’s hard to make anything out… even with my Eye open, the long, frozen moment as we passed though the Gate revealed little, other than giving me a stinging pain in my head. Writing it off as something I was unable to process just yet, I appeared on the other side, still hand-in-hand with Tsukiko-san, to find the others marvelling at the massive Rhyming Tree and the hustle and bustle of my Territory, which was admittedly much busier than other Territories I had seen.

On seeing me arrive, Hyacinth ran over, grinning happily, a heavy sack in her hands. “Master…” she called me thus as there were guests present. “I have gathered all the Etherites, as yooou requested. I believe there should be plenty fooor your needs!”

“Great job, I praised her, taking the sack, feeling the reassuring weight. With the bounty from Sagami Bay, as well as all our mines, we were definitely securing a decent supply of the red, orange and to a lesser extent yellow Etherites. Though they are always in demand by Ixitt and his cadre…

“While we are here, why not take in the view?” I gestured to the Tree, and some of my guests noticed the strange set of stairs coiling around it. “I’d like everyone to have an idea of what might I wield, before we discuss strategies…”
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“I have to say, the view is magnificent. Who could have thought of this?” Taishakama-san muttered, stunned as he looked out over my bustling Territory, seeing the hosts of Fae come and go, the workshops producing weapons and other items, soldiers drilling and training, ordinary inhabitants going about their daily lives. Taking another drink of his honeyed mead, he mused on everything he had seen. “I thought the world of the Kami was merely one to be embraced, not altered…”

Shaeula grinned proudly. “The Seelie Court has many-many wonderful things, but your mortal world has many more. We merely wish-wish to blend them both.”

“So, now that you’ve got a good feel for what I command, it’s time to get down to business.” I declared, and everyone looked at me, waiting for my words. We had brought Ulfuric and Moira up to the café with us, and from memory I had produced a map of what I remembered of the area around Tsukuyomi-jinja and our new Territory defending the Gate, spreading it out on the tables we had pulled together to seat everyone.

“I would need to see for myself.” Moira pursed her lips, again looking like a fussy yet beautiful secretary. Bankei-san’s nephew had seemed quite taken with her appearance, but of course Moira was paying his flushed face no heed. “Setting up a coordinated defence that covers all avenues of attack will be challenging.”

“Indeed.” rumbled Ulfuric, freshly returned from the Spring. “We cannot make assumptions. Even if we have foreknowledge…” As Fae, Ulfuric and Moira had accepted Tsukiko-san’s predictions easily. “…many times fools have believed they understood the fickle tides of fate, only to find themselves pulled under and drowned, the footing they though secure and safe, merely shifting sands.”

“Quite.” Moira agreed, frowning as she studied the map. “Just because this woman knows she will die, it does not mean she is the target. It could be an escalation of the battle lines, a random happenstance, she could be away from her Territory at the time…”

“It looks to me that the targets of value are the shrines.” Ulfuric pointed out. “There are concentrations of Territories around this Tsukuyomi-jinja, but also to the north. Any could be targets.”

“There is another issue.” Moira pointed out, and it had been one I’d considered myself. “If these attackers are coming by sea, well, is not Kyoto inland, by your reckoning?” I had also produced a rough map of Japan, easy with my memory. “Landing to the south, the city of Osaka stands in their way. To the north, yes, there are spots to make landfall, but it is some fifty or sixty kilometres across rough, sparsely inhabited terrain. If I was choosing though, it would be there.”

“Indeed.” Ulfuric supported her reasoning. “A forced march through difficult terrain is preferable to being sucked into urban combat, far from their objective. Their forces will only be depleted heavily in that quagmire.”

“Yeah, obviously we have extra JSDF forces in Kyoto and along the coastal areas. But even with all our satellites and other technology, we’ve not sighted them since.” I confirmed.

As Shaeula translated for the quiet Daiyu, she looked troubled at that, no doubt thinking about the Sects, especially Mountain Fang, who she had worked with on her catastrophic failed mission that led to her being here with us now.

“So, assuming they do make landfall in the north somewhere, what can we do?” I asked, and we continued to brainstorm ideas, reaching the conclusion that Moira and Ulfuric still needed to go on site, despite my maps. Soon, we were all in Kyoto, passing through the Ring Gates once again.

“This is the domain of your mother then, princess?” Ulfuric asked, and Shaeula grinned happily.

“Indeed, master Ulfuric, it is indeed, and I was most-most happy to reunite with her. That does-does remind me… I intend to claim the Kamaitachi my mother has-has promised me. Akio, can you come with me? I believe the Parade yet-yet remains here in Kyoto.”

I nodded. “Yeah, once we get started here. I want that healer too, now we can get it to Shiro.”

“Back in Kyoto again. Well, I admit to being impressed.” Saionji-san was saying. “I made the right decision not to fight until the end. I’ll be satisfied taking my place high in the Ministry.”

Taishakama-san, Tsukiko-san and Kudou-san were being grilled by Moira in the distance, as she was assessing the border and the defences around Tsukuyomi-jinja. My eyes were good enough to see her clearly even from that distance, and she did not look happy, gesturing with fierce motions as she pointed to various areas. Sorry, she can be quite forthright. But I guess that makes her an excellent adjunct.

“All right then.” I handed the sack of Etherites to Haru-san, who nodded. “Time to get to work.”

“All right. I’m a little nervous, but… well, it’s my revenge to have a more impressive Territory than he ever could. Besides, I want to feel safe. And the best way to do that is to have power.” With a long sigh, she reached into the bag and started to shatter Etherites, sucking in the resulting ether. “So, upgrade to Rank Two first, as we can then secure the necessary area. Oh, it needs quite a lot it seems…”

Maybe to you who’s never had to develop a Territory. Wait until you need Rank Four! Watching the Anchor shine brilliantly, growing and twisting as she continued to pour ether into it, precious Etherites continually shattered to dust, after a few minutes, she was done, the Anchor now thicker and with crystal inlaid in pretty patterns around the circumference.

A Vassal Territory has reached Rank 2. Your Class, Conqueror, has increased from Level Thirteen to Level Fourteen.


As Haru-san finished up the Anchor, I received a welcome notification. There were still some Etherites remaining, so next I asked her to set up the six basic Ether Spires, for a steady supply of modest income. I then turned to Ulfuric, who had finished his initial survey of the area.

“We need to bring in the surrounding kilometre into Haru-san’s grasp. Can you take Saionji-san, Yasaka-san and the others who aren’t being monopolised by Moira and take care of it? It should be easy enough, but if you run into any of the Night Parade, don’t engage and retreat back here. We don’t want a war or to suffer any more losses.”

“Working me hard, Akio-san?” Saionji-san smirked, and I nodded.

“Of course. But it’s not a bad deal for you. With Ulfuric, I’m confident you’ll easily be able to mop up any nests. Just watch out for things like the giant birds flying in from the surrounding hills, they can be a pain. Oh, and make sure Yasaka-san gets plenty of opportunities to Level up. I’m going to be questioning his Book plenty later.”

At his groans, I merely smiled, and they headed off, leaving Daiyu, Hyacinth, Haru-san and me along with Shaeula. The sounds of battle could soon be heard as Ulfuric led them to clear out a nest of giant spiders, and some of the ether was being drawn to Haru-san. Six new Ether Spires were soon erected at Rank 1, and we still had a little ether left.

“All right, now set up a Rank one Barracks and a Rank one Spawning Spire.” I urged. “I want to see what your options are.”

“All right.” Haru-san agreed, and soon two more elegant golden structures had appeared around the Anchor, most of her ether expended, the Etherites dwindled down to only a handful.

“I see. For the Spawning Spire, I can create anything I’ve personally defeated, although only of what is described as standard troops. I can also make things I’ve been involved in defeating along with others. Ugh…” She shuddered. “I can make Orcs, disgusting things.” She looked sick, paler than usual. “Oh, wait… I can make the Orc wraiths that Kiku commanded…”

“They sound good.” I agreed. “They might do a decent job of stalling the enemy, if they don’t have fire element or a similar ability.”

“As for the Barracks, I don’t have any real options, but… I see. Weaselkin, ratkin, Goblins, Kobolds, many more races, but they all seem to be locked.”

Locked? I wonder? Concentrating on the bond I felt between me and Haru-san, the bond of a Chosen Hero, I wished that she could have access to the forces I could command. I felt something, and Haru-san’s eyes went wide.

“Oh, I felt that. It was as if you were touching my very spirit for a second. But then, all I am is a spirit now, right?” She made light of it. “The Barracks has changed. I can now use it to recruit various Fae and other creatures.”

“Great. Well, how about a mixture of mostly Orcs and ghost Orcs from the Spires, as they are cheaper, and use some forces from the Barracks to command them, covering for the degraded troops' biggest weakness, their lack of adaptability? We’ll also need to set up Defensive Emplacements in key positions, but we need Moira’s say-so on where…”

As we discussed it, the surroundings were rapidly being cleared. Shaeula was getting bored, so she took Daiyu and Hyacinth, heading the opposite way to Ulfuric, and soon ether was flowing in. Two more Spawning Spires were quickly rush-built, and the first Orcs and ghost Orcs spawned, along with a Hunting Cat.

“Why those?” I asked, as the cat started to twine around Haru-san playfully.

“They’re cute?” she smiled. “I need that to counterbalance the Orcs, who are hideous and make me sick. Besides, they seem smart enough to direct the Orcs, right?”

The cat meowed happily, and Haru-san petted it, quite the relaxing sight. It was then that the Ring Gate flared, and we were visited by a tired-looking Bjarki. The Dwarf looked around in surprise at the scenery, before shrugging.

“Strange place it’n be here. Well, it’n be no business o’mine.” He snorted, bringing several cloth-wrapped bundles. “Where’n be t’princess?” he asked, and I pointed southwards.

“She’ll be back soon, just clearing out a few problem areas.” I answered.

“Fine. I can well do with t’break. I cannae keep up with t’way ye keep wrecking t’weapons I forge ye, ye ken?” He snorted again, this one angry, the sound like ripping cloth.

“Sorry about that.” I apologised, feeling rather guilty. “But we do keep ending up against powerful foes, so it’s inevitable.”

“So ye say. Here.” He handed me the first bundle. It felt like a single massive object, not a pair, and it was heavy, much heavier than the Twin Fangs. Opening the bundle up, I let out a gasp at the large double-edged sword within. The blade was gleaming darkly, a pale whitish-blue like the moon, with ripples of darker blue and black like waves folded into the metal of the blade.

“One sword?” I asked, and he nodded.

“Well, ye did only return enough o’the tainted metal for one, ye ken? Besides, this’n be made tae be nigh-unbreakable.” He paused for a second. “That’n be nay challenge, get it? I be wantin’ tae do m’own projects, not fixin’ ye Moon-damned gear ev’ry five minutes! Besides, Master Ulfuric, he taught ye how tae use it, aye?”

I nodded. Single swords were easier, though with my reflexes I could handle two just fine. Hefting the blade in my hand, I gave it a few test swings, before letting my energy flow into the blade. It then lit up, giving off a deep violet glow, like the sky at dusk or dawn.

“It’n be named Cutting Twilight.” Bjarki declared proudly. “And it’n be made from mighty materials, purified by Ixitt and his mad bunch.”

The blade hummed as I slashed the air, and faint wisps of spatial energy leaked from the blade. “I love it. The name is perfect.” And maybe a coincidence, but an amusing one. “It does feel it can even cut light.”

“Here.” He passed me the sheath, and I noticed it was a bit of an odd design, with a strap attached.

“It’n be a touch long for t’side-carry.” He advised. “So this blade, it'n be pulled across ye shoulder.”

Cutting Twilight, carried on my back. If prophecies truly are that stupid… well, it doesn’t matter anyway. I ran a few tests on unsheathing it quickly, and soon had the hang of it. I realised I had an audience, as Tsukiko-san and the others had returned.

“This place is defensible, to a degree.” Moira sniffed, taking out the map I had produced earlier and making changes. “We need work here and here…” She made marks on the paper. “I will send some Kobolds and Dwarves through the Gate to erect suitable fortifications. Emplacements should go in these spots, and…” As she talked I nodded, agreeing with her plans. Apparently she had talked with Prince Shōtoku as well, and had pressed him into service. Yeah, Moira sure is a force of nature when she gets going.

A little later, Shaeula and the others returned, and on seeing Master Bjarki, and my new sword, she grinned.

“A fine sword indeed. You look most-most dashing, Akio. Like-like a warrior.” she praised me.

“Yes.” I grinned, eyeing Tsukiko-san. “The sword is called Cutting Twilight.”

Tsukiko-san reacted to the name, hand going to her mouth, before she realised she had, and reddened with embarrassment. Trying not to laugh, I turned to the Dwarf, who was unwrapping his other craft.

“Here, princess. This’n be a bit different too, aye. Careful, but try castin’ ye energies into t'pinwheel itself, but when it’n be well away from anythin’ ye don’t want destroyed. That Ixitt, he be a mad rat, aye, but a canny one, ye ken?” He handed over two new pinwheels, the design sleeker and more aerodynamic, the wires thinner and stronger.

“Hmm, most interesting. Let me give it a try-try.” Shaeula launched one, the wire humming as it thrummed taut, shining with olivine energy. As the pinwheel itself was some forty metres away, Shaeula concentrated, and suddenly a hidden series of spindles triggered, unleashing fine, nigh-invisible threads which rotated rapidly with the wheel, carving everything within ten metres apart, a building collapsing.

“Oho, very good indeed.” Shaeula chortled. “So, how-how can I retract those wires?”

“it’n be simple. Once it be thought of, f’sure.” Master Bjarki pointed out the presence of a second switch, which elemental energy could trigger, causing the inside of the pinwheels to spin in the opposite direction to the pinwheel itself, winding the deadly threads back in. As I watched Shaeula happily experiment, I glanced over at Tsukiko-san, who was looking at me and my sword alternatively. I know just what you mean. But then, when you start putting all your faith in prophecy, everything starts to fit if you look at it the right way. I stand by what I said before. I’m not the one, but I don’t need to be…

“Right.” I clapped my hands. “I want to test this sword out. So I’m going to help us clear the last of the Territory quickly. Then it’s time to see if we can find the Hyakki Yagyō. You said they are here, you believe?” I asked Shaeula, and she nodded.

“I believe so. I can-can feel the Night Parade, more strongly now, since my Number has increased.” Her smile was cold, remembering the Kitsune I had slain to make it so. “They are in the east, north of Kiyomizu-dera, not-not too far from where we clashed before.”

“I see. Well, so long as they aren’t here to interfere.” I reached out, pulling Cutting Twilight, liking the weight in my hands, the blade so heavy it would have been impossible for me to lift only a few months ago. “Right, we’ll pair up and spread out, capturing quickly. I want it done in a few hours. Daiyu’er, you’re with me.” Right, time to see her Cultivation in action… my Eye glimmered a brilliant orange. I wonder just what I’ll see…


Three Hundred And Eleven


Ilooked at Daiyu as she prepared to engage our first opponent. As we reached the river, which we now needed to capture to enable us to have unbroken access to Tsukuyomi-jinja, the surface boiled, and a massive surge of fetid, mist-laden water billowed out, washing onto the shore, leaving heaps of pungent, rotting plant matter behind. As the water receded, foaming down, what was revealed was some sort of massive, mutated crayfish, the grey and green shell thicker than tank armour, the face twisted into a mass of gaping mouths and jagged teeth.

I let out a low whistle on seeing the beast. “Well, at least it’s not some sort of Yōkai from the Night Parade. But damn, that thing’s quite the monster.” The crayfish was waving claws the size of vans, and it had more than the usual two arms, multiple limbs flailing, chitin clicking and clacking as they reached towards the shore. “Damn, it’s got to be twenty-five metres long. It could give the Wyrm pause.” I remembered the creature that had come down during the Etheric tide long ago. Kyoto sure is full of stronger creatures than the outskirts of Tokyo. It’s just another reason that the Chosen here were struggling to make a foothold in the Boundary…

The back of the colossal monster was crawling with man-sized creatures that were a twisted parody of crayfish, crabs and monkeys, and as the beast rose from the Katsura River, they began to jump to shore, confronting us. Well, if this was me from a month ago, I’d be feeling the pressure. But now I can handle it. In fact, I was a little eager to test out Cutting Twilight, and Haru-san could definitely use a nice ether boost to upgrade her new Territory. Casting a sidelong glance towards Daiyu, I noticed a slight expression of disgust on her beautiful, stoic face.

“Not a fan, Daiyu’er?” I asked, and she looked at me as if I was an idiot.

“Of these? That is foolish.” She sniffed, annoyed. “Qilin, Dragons, Phoenix, those are Spiritual beings of beauty and power, blessed by the Heavens, the sort of Spirit Beast ancient Cultivators used to covet. These…?” She eyed the rapidly approaching tide of stinking chitin and bilious weeds. “…these are merely abominations, grown out of unstable Earthly Qi. Such should be destroyed, freeing up the Qi to return to the Earth. With the Spiritual separated long, many aberrations fill the Spiritual World.” She sighed, taking up a fighting stance, before giving me a sidelong glance. “You wished to see me battle, did you not? I feel the same. If I am to seek vengeance…”

“Yeah, you need to know I have the power I say I do.” Drawing my new sword from my back, I let aether flow into it, and the blade began to glow a brilliant purple. My Eye examined the blade curiously, and I smiled at the description.

Cutting Twilight [Item Class: Noble] [Item Type: Rule]
A heavy double-edged blade made from enhanced Dwarven steel and bluesteel alloyed together meticulously, made by the renowned Dvergr craftsman Bjarki, by melting down the surviving Twin Fang, retaining and strengthening its Spatial Element, with the restoration of bluesteel to the mix.
The ability to store and use Elements has been restored, though some will always be converted to Spatial Element at low effectiveness, and the ability of the blade to draw in Ether from the surroundings and Aether from the user has been significantly increased by the impregnation of powdered Etherite into the alloy, giving the blade an incredible sharpness, and the ability to sever nearby space for an instant.


Yeah, I think Bjarki has created a new masterpiece. It feels great in my hand… “All right then. Here we go!” Body Enhancement running, I leapt forwards, my speed multiple times that of the mutant crayfish, my blade a blur. Chitin shattered, green and blue blood splattering, but I dodged the falling droplets, wielding Cutting Twilight elegantly, alternating between one-handed and two-handed strikes, swapping between hands as needed. For a moment Daiyu was frozen, before she too joined the battle, her modest look of disgust intensifying as blood splatters soiled her outfit, her first punch crushing the head of a mutant, her movements elegant and swift.

Not bad. Though since she’s not too tall, she has a bit of a disadvantage in terms of her reach, still, she seems to make up for that with speed and power. Two more surged towards her, but she merely stared at the oncoming creatures. My Eye detected a fluctuation in the aether within their bodies, and they slowed, movements becoming uncoordinated. Daiyu didn’t miss this opening, and surged forwards. One fist slammed into a head, and I noticed she was circulating a modified form of aether, likely Qi, through her body, in a lesser variant of my Body Enhancement, allowing her to strike without damaging herself. The second she kicked out at, but the blow was weak, if swift.

Oh? I smiled as my Eye detected what she was doing, as the kick struck, barely inflicting any tangible damage. Qi left her foot, entering the body of the opponent, moving through the mess of its Chakra network, before detonating, inflicting noticeable damage to the meridians and capillaries. It wasn’t enough to take it down, but it screamed, spilling more blue blood, and Daiyu used that opportunity to leap up and strike with her Qi-strengthened fists.

“Pretty good.” I approved, watching as her gaze continued to slow and confound the numerous enemies, while I proceeded to hack through the oncoming hordes. Spatial Rending activated, sharper than ever, over a wider area, and four mutants split apart, severed diagonally, upper bodies sliding free.

“First Strike: Single Palm!” Daiyu declared, and my eye noticed Qi condensing. Her hand shot out, and when it made contact with the nearest opponent, the discharge shredded its insides violently. “Second Strike. Twin Palms!” she cried, and two more fell. “Third Strike. Four Tiger Claws!” Silvery sweat flew from her forehead as she attacked rapidly, the creatures slowed and disrupted by her Qi-infused gaze suddenly torn apart, most of the damage internal, savaging their malformed networks, but this time the Tiger Claws also created nigh-invisible blades that severed chitin and bone too.

I see. I’d better step up my game. Grinning, I poured wind energy into Cutting Twilight, glad I could do it again. Some of the jade energies was shading to violet, and it was harder to control the wind, but even so I was able to tame it, and with a swing of my rapidly vibrating blade, I cleared a path, effortlessly chopping through the armoured creatures.

As the swarm of vile creatures were thinned rapidly, the large beast within the river bellowed angrily, drawing in a surge of water into its many malformed mouths, and an orange glow was radiating from its eyes. With a roar it unleashed multiple jets of water, fortified by water element, hosing the shoreline, gouging great furrows into the ground and collapsing nearby structures.

I swung Cutting Twilight, diverting one beam, while dodging several others, keeping my eye on Daiyu, but she evaded agilely, and my Eye picked up she seemed to be using some sort of expanded sense, Qi spreading from her, interacting with the surrounding aether, allowing her to anticipate the attack. Even so, she was showered in several cascading droplets, scattered like missiles, and her arm was bleeding from numerous painful-looking gouges.

“Careless…” Daiyu muttered, chiding herself. Still, she seemed unconcerned by her injuries, and even as I watched, the gashes and oozing punctures in her body were starting to heal, a pure Qi, shading a pretty golden yellow in my vision, starting to surround and consume the tainted water element that soiled her injuries. That… that feels familiar somehow…

“All right then. Now I’m annoyed. You shouldn’t attack girls, jackass!” I complained, now adding shimmering yellow flame element to the blade. Surprisingly, Daiyu seemed annoyed at that declaration.

“What arrogance is that? I am Zhao Daiyu, Peak Foundation Realm Cultivator. To 'not attack me because I am a girl' insults all that I am, all that I have achieved. I am not a girl, I am a Cultivator!”

“Oh, sorry.” I apologised, abashed by her furious denial. “I guess that was arrogant of me. Let me rephrase that then… don’t attack those I’m protecting, beast!” Swinging Cutting Twilight against another spray of the beams, one clawed arm was cut off, flesh searing, not giving off the pleasant smell of roasted crab, but a vile stench of cooked rotting waste.

As the claw hit the water, my blast of wind, flame and spatial elements continued on, punching through the shell and piercing deep, armoured fragments scattering away. The colossal mutant crayfish bellowed, and multiple massive pincers were sent at me.

“No, I don’t think so…” Remembering how Daiyu was confounding the enemies with her Qi, projected from her eyes, I tried to push out aether from my own Eye, using it in the same way. My eyeball hurt, a stinging pain rocking my brain, but with Split Thoughts I quickly alleviated that, and for a moment I felt I had it, the crayfish slowing, before the sensation slipped away. Space was severed, and another claw struck the riverbed, splashing filthy water everywhere.

“Foehn!” I declared, and a tide of roaring napalm sprayed over the beast, engulfing its torso and half of its face. Even though a thick shell protected it, there were still gouges and cracks the Foehn seeped into, and the beast screamed once more, thrashing, legs and clawed arms crushing many of its own soldiers. It turned, trying desperately to flee, sinking back into the river, and I paused for a second, considering.

No way, I can’t let it go. If it comes back and attacks Haru-san’s Territory, I doubt she can hold it off alone. “Fine then. Taste the light of the moon. Mangetsu. Full Moon Pierces!” Spinning my light energy into a single beam, I penetrated the burning head of the beast. With a skull so large, the brain was equally huge, so it was not a fatal blow, despite the superheated laser incinerating surrounding tissue, causing a shockwave to rattle the brain.

However, I swept the beam to the side, ripping open a long gash, bringing more trumpeting howls from the stricken beast. My intent wasn’t to destroy the crayfish with the light though, but to shred the thick chitin protecting it. The laser winked out, and Foehn crawled in through the gap, and burning yellow tears were spilling from its eyes and flames were spewing through the burned hole. With one final cry the beast sunk under the water, ether surging, and I allowed most of it to go towards Haru-san’s Anchor.

Job done. Yeah, I’m definitely finding battles that would have been impossible a month ago far easier. I still can’t get cocky though. Remember the powerhouses of the Hyakki Yagyō…

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from One Hundred Five to One Hundred Six. All of your Material Statistics have increased by Eleven. Aether has increased by Twenty-seven.


Just one Level huh? Yeah, it’s getting tougher to Level up. I suppose I shouldn’t complain… I cut down a few fleeing creatures, watching as Daiyu was using her Tiger Strikes to cleave down those around her. As the last fell, other than a few who scuttled away into the river, I observed her as she finished up. Her wounds were still healing, but at a rather more rapid rate than I would have expected from the aether or Qi her body contained. Well, apparently she did survive being adrift in the ocean with terrible wounds, perhaps it’s her Divine Favour…

Seeing the direction of my gaze, she sighed. “Yes, Chang’e, the eternal Goddess of the moon, seemingly has not forsaken me. I cannot die, not yet, until I have achieved vengeance on those that wronged my Sect, and it lives anew.”

“No, don’t die then, either.” I grinned. “Oh, let me take care of those for you.” I reached out and took her arm. She flinched for a moment under my touch, before being surprised as my Ether Healing reinforced her own ability to regenerate from her injuries. Her eyes opened a little, a large show of surprise from her, and I was shocked too. That power she has within her… it’s strong. I think… if I could study it, learn it, I could push my Ether Healing far enough to…

As her wounds closed, I wasn’t the only one in shock. Feeling my energies, Daiyu looked up at me, a troubled expression on her face, one full of longing. “Your yang energy is pure and radiates the energy of the moon, just like the Spirit Water you hoard away from me.”

I suppress ed a giggle at her greed and indignation regarding the Spirit Water, but was curious at her words. “Yang energy? Do you mean light element?”

She nodded. “Yang is light and male, amongst other things. My Foundation Technique requires the yang element which is hard for women to Cultivate, as I mentioned before. I am jealous. You have a solid … foundation…” she used the word in a different sense. “...for Cultivation. Perhaps I would ask you to be my disciple, but your Foundation Technique is more advanced than mine, even if your Qi Refining is pathetic.” She put me down at the end, perhaps to make herself feel less jealous.

“I’d certainly be eager to learn. Your Qi abilities are interesting. Like when you radiate Qi to hamper your opponent. In fact, nearly all of your techniques seem to be internal attacks.”

She nodded. “Many older Techniques were external. Calling lightning and flame, using yin and yang Qi to conjure creatures of myth, turning the body to steel or diamond. These Arts are long lost or no longer function. The world is starved of Qi, such is why the cowards from Kunlun fled, sealing themselves and what Qi they could away.” Her sigh was long and bitter. “With so little Earthly Qi present, only those Techniques within one’s body, or affecting the internal state of another, function with any great effect.”

I nodded. “That tallies with my early experiments. Using ether to affect the Material is orders of magnitude harder than in the Boundary, but it’s easily ten times easier to use ether internally. If the density of ether increases though, shouldn’t more Techniques become viable again? Or here, in the Boundary?”

“I believe so. I was able to reach the Peak of Foundation Realm because of the opportunities afforded me here, I had stagnated somewhat after my initial breakthrough to Foundation, but I advanced anew after Chang'e's gaze fell upon me. That and my need for vengeance.” She shrugged, looking dangerous with her bloodstained arm and fists covered in green and blue gore. “Cultivation is the art of taking in all paths to power, wresting strength from the Heavens and the Earth, following one’s own Dao. My Dao is not yet set, but… perhaps it lies on the path of vengeance… what?”

This time I’m not holding back. She seemed startled as I dropped my hand on her head, rubbing gently. “I think vengeance isn’t a worthy Dao.” I shook my own head sadly. “I don’t think you need to dedicate your heart and soul to it.”

“What do you know?” she scoffed. “Have you suffered as I have?”

“No. And I never want to.” Losing the trainees and watching Mine-san die was enough. “I also don’t want to see you go down a destructive path. If you must have vengeance, don’t make it your very reason for being. Or else in the end, you’ll have nothing left, and be hollow.”

She brushed aside my hand, looking down, her expression pensive. “I will bear your words in mind. But vengeance I shall have, be it my Dao or not, for just as I swear to you, I swear to the…”

“Nope.” I sealed her mouth, causing her to look at me angrily. “No more oaths to the Heavens. Binding yourself isn’t ever a good idea, and I said I don’t think it’s safe to draw attention to Earth yet. Let the Heavens keep to themselves. Vowing to your own heart should be good enough. Now, enough of that. We should continue. I want to get this done…”

Removing my hand from her mouth, I turned away. Daiyu stared at me, a touch resentfully, before acquiescing and following after, an unreadable expression now on her face…

[image: image-placeholder]

Back at the Anchor, near the Ring Gates, we all regrouped. Eri and Shiro had arrived through the Gate to meet us. Eri had a rather complicated expression, a mixture of resentment and defiance, considering how she had been injured in Kyoto, but Shiro was looking around, excited at what she could see.

“That was fascinating, Aki. Arisu would be impressed, jumping through several hundred miles in an instant. Though she’d also be quite mad, as the Gates make some of her abilities obsolete.” Her smile was wry.

“No way, these Gates are great, but they lack the flexibility of someone able to move through space at will, even if her ability is of a smaller scale. Besides, I’m worried about the favour I owe Primal Forest to pay for this. I guess I’ll be meeting Arisu-san soon, right?”

“Yeah, well, I’m still nervous about that, Aki. She’s a proud, prickly woman. Just… no, don’t worry, I’ll coach you on what you can and can’t say to her. I don’t want you ending up like Daizen… well, I think you’d probably find a way to turn the tables on her. Shit, I don’t want that either. Arisu is a companion, a friend…”

“Excuse me.” Tsukiko-san asked quietly, watching Shiro cautiously. “You… you are the Princess of Hungry Ghosts, are you not?”

“Well, I’m glad you recognise I’m a princess…” Shiro paused, seeing Tsukiko-san for the first time. “Whoa, Aki, where did you find this one? She’s as gorgeous as me… well, as I used to be…” She snorted bitterly. “And this is the one you asked to marry you? I’m starting to think you have a type, Aki.” she exclaimed carelessly, getting cries of surprise from Kudou-san.

“Wait, what?” he goggled. “You’d make a move on the Lady Diviner?”

“It was just insurance, I had no impure motives!” I explained again, leaving Eri rolling her eyes. “I wanted to make sure Kin Bonding would attach to her. We could have got divorced after she survives whatever she thinks is going to kill her. We don’t need to now, anyway… please, stop looking at me like that!” Quailing under the mixture of amused, exasperated, shocked and cynical gazes, I went to change the subject, but luckily Tsukiko-san did it for me.

“You are… not as I expected, Princess of the Hungry Ghosts.” she continued. “It seems Akio-san was correct when he says your Destined future has changed.”

Shiro was about to reply when her eye blazed crimson, her hair shading to blood-red, flames flickering. At the sudden different presence, Kudou-san and Saionji-san cried out, but Tsukiko-san merely watched, perhaps remembering how the destiny of the Hungry Ghost had changed, and what I had told her. Tsukiko-san seems to be smiling a little. I’m not sure how genuine it is, but it’s an improvement over her defeatist attitude of late.

“You who sees the skeins of the future…” Tan intoned regally. “…I am curious. What do you know of me? My presence here should be masked, obscure.”

“No, your presence is one of the fulcrums that will determine the fate of the world.” Tsukiko-san shook her head. “Tsukuyomi sees your impact, but… Destiny has changed. Been changed.” Tsukiko-san glanced at me, and I smiled reassuringly. “You were Destined to drink deep of and devour that which you loved, and in your grief and bitterness rage and fight, though in a clash of two hungers, perhaps you would triumph. Now…” she paused. “…alas, I can no longer see as clearly as I once did. But…”

“I see.” Tan stared at me. “It seems you are tasty indeed.” She licked Shiro’s lips. “But we have an agreement. The princess, she would not see you harmed. Even at the cost of her own suffering.”

“Hey, stop embarrassing me!” Shiro wrested back control, her scarred skin going nearly as red as her remaining eye. “I need to keep up the cool beauty act in front of Aki, and it’s even more important in front of my rivals.” She glanced at Shaeula, Eri and Hyacinth, before looking at Tsukiko-san too.

“It’s true though. I never really knew how I felt about Aki. I thought it was just friendship, like for Hayato, Shugo or even that idiot Yasu. But I was naïve. I didn’t really understand affection, love or anything else.” She sighed mournfully. “If Tan had killed Aki… yeah, I think in the end, the guilt would have eaten me up inside, and I’d have conceded everything to Tan, wanting to stop feeling anything anymore.”

“It didn’t happen.” I reassured her. “And I think we proved not only that the future can be changed…” Tsukiko-san’s smile was brittle, but still there. “…but also we were meant to be together.”

“Maybe so, but I can’t help but feel that Shiro overlaps with me too much.” Eri complained. “I definitely feel like you’re my rival too!”

“You know, in manga, the childhood friend almost always loses, but… well, we’re deep into harem genre now it seems, so let’s fight it out fairly, Eri.” Shiro answered.

“This is all very-very good, and I do enjoy seeing us sisters getting along well, yet we have much to do, do we not-not?” Shaeula interjected, putting a hand on Tsukiko-san’s shoulder, making her flinch, unused to physical contact. “Tsukiko, do not-not fear. We shall all work together. If an impossible feat such as reclaiming the Spring of Clear Reflections can be achieved, this shall surely be rather-rather simple in comparison. But for now, we must-must visit the Night Parade.”

“Yes, it’s all a lot of fun watching Akio-san try and manage his many conquests…” Haru-san joked. “…but we actually have some serious matters to attend to. I’ve gathered a lot more ether while you all helped me out. So, what do I spend it on?”

“Yes, I’m curious.” Saionji-san agreed, and Bankei-san’s nephew and Taishakama-san were also listening carefully, as their own Territories were managed in a different manner. “When I strengthen my Territory, I don’t have such detailed knowledge.”

“It’s all part of my Divine Favour.” I confirmed. “Normally I’d say increasing the Rank of your Ether Spires would make the most sense for sustained growth, but the Territory is set up to defend Tsukuyomi-jinja and Tsukiko-san, so that can wait. How much ether do you have?”

“A little under twenty-five thousand.” Haru-san declared. “So what do I do with that?”

“That’s not as much as I hoped, considering we all powered through the whole area and took out a few decently strong enemies, but I suppose I’m just too used to big gains. Tsukiko-san, you said that your death is imminent, right?”

“I did. Tsukuyomi has told me my time remaining is measured in mere days.” she answered calmly. “But do not grieve. And spare me further chastisement. I have noticed you do rather enjoy lecturing me.” Her smile seemed genuine for once. “I will trust in your defiance and will to fight to protect myself and Kyoto. How can I not, when you have gone to such efforts? I thank you too, Suzuki Haru-san.”

“There’s no need to thank me. Dying is scary. I should know. After all, I’m dead!” Haru-san replied. “Besides, as a fellow woman toyed with by fate, chosen by Gods that despite their natures, seem to lack compassion for us… I’d rather extend a hand, like how one was extended to me.”

“This is all very well.” Moira spoke up suddenly, having completed her on-site survey. Kobolds, ratkin, weaselkin and Dwarves were now coming through the Ring Gate, carrying an assortment of tools and materials. “But this detour is taking up time and resources from the plans for your Territory, Akio, Duchess.” The way she spoke made me feel I was back at school again, and I barely managed to prevent myself standing to attention. “If we could return to the matter at hand?” She assessed our best course of action.

“By all means.” I agreed, ignoring mutters from Kudou-san that I was easily bullied by women. I can’t complain because it’s clearly true, but for it to be an older woman like Moira is unusual, normally it’s younger girls who bend me to their whims. Well, considering my relationships, it’d be stupid to bemoan that…

“There is little point wasting resources on further boosts to the Spawning Spires and Barracks for now. Any threat strong enough will sweep aside any number of poorly organised, weaker troops. We have enough to delay, allowing reinforcements. No. We should maximise the shock value of hidden Defensive Emplacements. Since we are dealing in mere days…” she pursed her lips. “…we will have to expend resources on completing them instantly, which is wasteful, but cannot be helped. Here…” She marked seven places on the map, before adding several more in a different colour.

“I see.” I could understand what she was going for. “Yeah, individually, Defensive Emplacements at Rank one aren’t too threatening, but if we hide them in carefully-constructed fortifications, we can likely catch out at least some enemies, and at worst, buy us more time…” Moira certainly is excellent at military planning and strategy. Using them that way, we can definitely make a difference.

“I see. Well, I’ll follow your judgement. I’m not really much of a fighter.” Haru-san agreed, and soon the first seven Emplacements were erected.

“All right, Shaeula, shall we go? Hyacinth, you come too.” Her performance against the Kijo should give any enemies pause.

“I’ll sit it out.” Eri sighed. “I’m still far from well, and there’s no benefit to us if I go, only risk.”

“I see you are learning.” Shaeula approved. “Yes, remain here-here and later we will train some more. Perhaps Chiaki and Chiasa will be well enough to assist us, with help-help from Haru here?”

“Well, I want to go.” Shiro insisted, surprising me. At my puzzled look, she shrugged. “What’s wrong with that, Aki? After all, isn’t there supposed to be a healer from the Night Parade who is coming to help me, and they need my assistance in the future, you said, so there shouldn’t be any problems?” She pouted, giving me a look I’d never seen on Shiro before, embarrassed and flirty. “Are you ashamed to be seen with me because of my injuries, Aki?”

“You know it’s not that.” I knew she was teasing me, but even so, I pulled her into a hug. That just made her more embarrassed, but her one good arm coiled around me, and I realised she was nervous. I guess even the faint prospect of being healed is enough to make her both hopeful and afraid.

“If there is any trouble, Tan can take over. Well, it’s not the date every girl dreams of, visiting a parade of monsters, with her boyfriend’s other women in tow, but… I’ve played so many games featuring Oni, Kitsune and more, I admit to being curious. So I guess it’s the date I dream of.”

“Right. Daiyu’er, you come too. Kudou-san is hardly fluent in Chinese, so I don’t want to leave you here. But if there’s trouble, you flee back here, all right? There shouldn’t be any, but I’m not going to be complacent.”

With that decided, we started to set off. Moira was directing the construction, while Ulfuric busied himself with making various strategies for a number of battlefield scenarios. “Mori-chan, why don’t you have a talk with this old man?” Kudou-san grinned. “I was rather impressed by your display at Conclave, for someone not favoured by any Kami. I’d like to learn more about you. There’s a story behind those, right?”

Eri looked a bit put off, but she was making more of an effort to be sociable, so she sat down, resting her quivering legs, her tail twitching and cat ears flickering. “Yes, there is. It’s not a pleasant one though. But I’m luckier than most…”

“I would like to talk to you about how you measure ether, and how you’ve established these new constructions so quickly…” Bankei-san’s nephew was bombarding Haru-san with questions, and Saionji-san sidled closer, an expression of deep interest on his face.

Do your best, Haru-san! I cheered her on internally, as my group set off, following Shaeula.

“The Ministry is gathering details of best practise for Territory construction.” Haru-san sighed. “All this information will be made available then, but…”

All right then. Time to collect Shaeula’s new Kamaitachi, and get this healer…


Three Hundred And Twelve


Shiro, Shaeula, Daiyu and I moved through the streets of Kyoto, the silver skies above illuminating the many buildings and odd structures around us. Lanterns strung overhead on long chains, burning in a rainbow of dark colours, gave it a completely different feel to Tokyo. Fortunately, we encountered no difficulties as we followed Shaeula’s lead towards the Night Parade, the few creatures out and about in Kyoto either in other areas or steering clear of us. Perhaps they fear a confrontation. After all, last time I was here I did defeat a couple of powerful denizens…

“Over there-there.” Shaeula pointed elegantly, and already we could see numerous strange and frightening Yōkai perched on the surrounding buildings, looking down on us. There were Oni, Kitsune, Kappa, Tengu and many weirder creatures that I couldn’t even put a name to. The atmosphere seemed… tense… somehow, far less boisterous than the raucous festivities that we had witnessed in our prior meetings, and I was starting to get a bad feeling. It’s not Foresight or anything like that, but I do feel a bit… wary.

Daiyu was on edge, seeing so many dwellers of the Spirit World before her, and she moved closer to me instinctively, readying herself for battle. Shiro, meanwhile, was only curious, perhaps trusting my words that Nurarihyon wanted, no, needed, her cooperation, according to the visions from the Kudan accompanying him.

“This is seriously amazing, Aki. We’ve nothing like this in Tokyo, do we?” she gushed, her curiosity and instincts piqued.

“Not that I’ve found, just isolated communities, and a lot of zombies and insect monsters.” I admitted. “But then, I’ve hardly scouted all of Tokyo. The Greater Tokyo area is a big place.”

“True.” Shiro conceded. “By the way Aki, girls don’t like it when you nit-pick at everything they say! Just some advice from this princess.”

“I’m sure my sis has told me that before.” I agreed, a wry smile on my face, happy she had tried to lighten the mood. We slowed to a halt, the Yōkai, thousands of them, still watching us. It was then a large group of muscular Oni came through the streets towards us, led by the familiar sight of Red and Blue. On seeing us, Red’s face curled into quite the malicious grin, his fangs showing, bone white against his crimson flesh.

“We meet again, little man-thing.” He had a gourd over one shoulder, and he took a swig, before wiping his mouth messily. “And daughter of Urakaze.” He nodded at Shaeula, who returned his greeting with an airy wave of her hand, still confident. “These two are new, no?”

“Get to the point, will ya?” Blue complained. “We’ve been bored waiting for ya, and now even the booze is running out. I was beginning to think ya were never coming back. That might have been smart.” She snorted, the sound deafening. “Some of the Numbers, they’re wagering on whether ya'd come back, or whether ya’d survive if ya did.” She paused, her smile grim. “My tally was on ya not returning. Guess I lose.”

“Har. Har. Har.” Red laughed boomingly. “Blue here always was one to go with her gut. Me…” His smile changed, and his dark gaze was serious. “…I knew you’d come back. After you walked out of here, the old Kijo bitch dead and gone. You’ve got guts, for a foolish little creature.” He looked at Shaeula then. “Besides, no daughter of hers could be a coward. Old Four Tails placed all her treasures on your return too, and your survival. That…” He belched, and I could smell the stink from here, Shiro and Daiyu frowning, disgusted. “...I’m not so sure about.”

At his words, laughter broke out amongst the watching Parade, a mixture of hoots, growls and cawing. This is about Yamato, right? But it’s not like I broke any agreements. I left him there, alive, just as I promised. Though I admit that’s only the words, not the spirit of the agreement. “Well, can I get in on that? I’m willing to wager that we’ll walk out of here alive.” I declared confidently.

“Indeed.” Shaeula grinned. “I can see-see several Kamaitachi and other weasel Yōkai watching us. Do hurry along and tell my mother I have come-come to claim the true bodyguards and servants I was promised. I have great-great need of them.”

“Uh, Aki, you’re being quite forceful here.” Shiro whispered. “We are rather outnumbered, and they all seem strong.” Daiyu nodded, not understanding her words but getting the idea from her facial expression and tone.

“There’s nothing to worry about.” I answered loudly. “In fact, I’ve no idea why our welcome is so… unwelcoming. It’s rather disappointing.”

“No idea, ya sure?” Blue chuckled bitterly.

“Yes, I’m sure. So, shall we go? I need to speak to Nurarihyon.” I declared fearlessly. I’m still confident that we have the upper hand in negotiations here. After all, he needs Shiro and Tan more than we need him, I’d say.

“Fine.” Red nodded. “I admit to being curious about how this’ll all play out. No matter, if you die, I’ll pour out what little booze I have left for you, just like I did for that foolish idiot that was my bro.” He tapped at the gourd with one massive hand.

“Oh yeah, I promised you some booze, didn’t I? Well, it just so happens we can make good on that tonight.” I smiled at the sudden look of interest in the eyes of Red and Blue. “But before that, business, right? We shouldn’t keep Nurarihyon waiting, and Shaeula wants to reunite with her mother again.”

“This way.” Blue gestured, and we swept down several twisting streets, until we reached a larger open area, a modest park, where the massive snake-drawn pagoda-style shrine house was waiting, along with the massive carriages and stranger dwellings from our last meeting. Fires were burning here, great bonfires, the flames yellow and purple, and thousands more Yōkai were milling about, a crazed circus of monsters. Wait, is that…

Seeing where I was looking, Red laughed. “Yes, that’s him.” The golden cage, hoisted high on a long, shaved tree-trunk, was dangling on golden chains, a sad, barely conscious figure in rags within. “Our prize.” Damn, the golden bars below the cage are rather… rusty-looking.

“Not that it was as rewarding as we had hoped.” A voice said suddenly in my ear, a brush of warm flesh against my cheek. I jumped, reaching for Cutting Twilight, only to see it was the four-tailed foxwoman. She then darted backwards as a blade of wind furrowed the ground where she was standing, Shaeula glaring at her, irritated.

“Is that any way to greet your senior in the Numbers?” The Kitsune grinned, seemingly pleased at her joke. “Your mother would be so sad you are treating me poorly.”

“I would have no-none issues if she carved you apart with her winds.” Urakaze disagreed, emerging from the crowd, flanked by four large, powerful looking Kamaitachi, two male and two female. “You foxes are so very-greatly irritating.”

“Indeed they are-are, my dear mother.” Shaeula agreed, smirking. “Father has his share of troubles with foxes as well-well. As for this one, she should keep her hands off-off what does not-not belong to her!”

“Really? How sad for me.” The Kitsune sighed theatrically, rubbing at her eyes and shedding what were clearly a scattering of fake tears across her beautiful face. “I believed you were one who understood a man of power should have many dalliances with the beautiful, wise and powerful.” She licked at her sensual lips, and tugged at the chest of her yukata, exposing an expanse of creamy white cleavage, her golden tails twitching behind her.

“Shit, Aki. I do not approve of her.” Shiro pouted, a bit lost but making her own interpretation of events. “This one’s no good, she strikes me as a bit of a slut. She won’t remain faithful! You’d never be sure her children are yours!”

Uh, I feel a sting in my conscience when Shiro says that. Before I could answer her, Shaeula spoke for me. “Of course I understand that. How could I not-not? And I am indeed proud of all-all the females, my sisters, that Akio has chosen. They are beautiful, wise and strive to better-better themselves, and support Akio as he does what he surely must-must. But dalliances?” She snorted, disgusted. “Unless they can pledge heart-heart and spirit, unless they seek eternity together with him and us, I have no-no use for them. Nor for you-you.” She snorted again, irritated. “Shiro is indeed correct. You are not-not faithful, are you fox? If Akio wishes to seek pleasure, we are here. There is no-no room for you!”

“Well said.” Shiro agreed, blushing. “As for the pleasure bit, Aki, uh… well, soon, I hope? After all, we are here for a reason, right?”

Yes, we are. Feeling a bit sorry for the overwhelmed Daiyu, who was only here as leaving her with the others was a bit cruel, I nodded. “Yeah, sorry, but I promised to be loyal to those I cherish, no matter how arrogant and insincere that sounds. So while I’m sure you’d be… fun…” the Kitsune's lips quirked into a smile at that. “…I think the price would be rather too high for my tastes.”

“I see.” Her smile was strange, and I couldn't quite work out if she was happy or upset. “It is quite true that we foxes are always seeking pleasure. Tamamo-no-Mae, may she rest wherever she now dwells, was said to have a thousand lovers after all, and her blood burns in all of us foxes of many tails.” Her smile was now wicked. “But perhaps if you were strong enough to dominate me, body and spirit, I would be constant. After all, I have been searching so long...”

”Enough.” Urakaze growled, cutting her off. “I have no wish-hope to see my daughter’s husband wasting his time and love-passion on you. Get to the point-reason you are here.”

“You are no fun as always. Your daughter seems to have inherited your prickly nature.” The Kitsune sighed, pulling out a beautiful fan and snapping it open, shading her face. “Well then, greetings. You have returned. As I wagered you would.” There were grins and cheers regarding that, and old coins, small bars of precious metals, Etherites and more were changing hands, some thrown by the crowd at her feet. Urakaze was collecting some as well, from Blue, who had a sour look on her face as she handed over a necklace made from what looked like black pearls.

“Of course. We have common purpose. I have brought the one Nurarihyon wishes to meet, and who requires a healer which was promised to us.” I gestured to Shiro.

“Aki, you bastard. Give me some warning first!” she complained, her single eye looking down shyly. “You know I’m pretty much a shut-in, apart from you and the gang. I don’t do well with people I don’t know, let alone a crowd this big. A crowd of Yōkai!”

“You’ll be fine. You have to get used to this sooner or later. After all, when you are well again, you’ll have no excuse to stay isolated. You’re no longer the weak and fragile Shiro, but Shirohime, noble princess of the Hungry Ghosts!”

“Damn, I know I ask you to call me Shirohime, but it feels weirdly unpleasant when you do… but I guess it did make me feel a little better.” She sighed, steeling herself.

“I see.” The Kitsune darted closer, and Shiro hid behind me. “How marvellously shy. And I sense something within you, buried close to the surface.” She licked her lips, hungry now rather than seductive. “Such Divine power. No, deeper, more.” She shuddered. “How I would love to explore your body, finding all your secrets, unwrapping them one by…” The Kitsune jumped back, sensing my anger. “I see. I got carried away again.” she apologised. “But when your wounds are healed, I dare say you will be a true beauty. Letting that pass is something I will regret forever…”

“Well, at least you’ll be alive to regret it.” I warned. “Shiro’s mine.”

At my words she clung to me tighter, and Shaeula laughed. The Kitsune merely shrugged. “Selfish indeed, hoarding so many treasures for your own. Well, I do so like a strong man. You arouse my interest. But enough of this.” She gestured to the cage, which was swaying gently, even lacking the breeze. I could see Yamato inside, and his eyes were open, though I could detect little consciousness there. His body was crisscrossed with cuts and scars, and it looked like he had suffered other indignities, his hands bare of nails.

“Such a shame. He seemed so… vigorous at first, struggling and screaming.” the Kitsune observed, her teasing smile suddenly gone, her face impassive and cold.

“Ya, he cried like a child.” Blue laughed. “Cursed ya out something bad too, saying it was all ya fault. I can’t stand a weakling who can’t take responsibility for his own actions. How about ya, Red?”

He snorted. “No way, I hate cowards. Even my stupid bro, who I’m sure was the product of an affair now, died in battle. Poor dumb bastard.”

“Such sweet despair.” the Kitsune chuckled. Urakaze was watching, stone-faced, and I was once more reminded of how dangerous, alien, the Hyakki Yagyō were. “It flowed like the finest sake, and our mighty and vengeful lord, the Great Nurarihyon, was pleased. It assuaged our humiliation.” Her grin was hidden behind her fan, but I could imagine it was ugly.

“The Parade suffered many losses.” Urakaze agreed. “Many-most of the Numbers and their followers, they were angry. Even now, some are likely-certain to be considering a challenge to you, daughter. Though they had best-wisest not be foolish. Now is not-never the time for such.”

“Indeed.” Shaeula addressed the crowd. “I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, daughter of Urakaze, the Twentieth, and Prince Shaetanao Gar Shae Dannan, one of the noble-noble Princes of the Seelie Court. I respect the traditions of both-both the Fae and the Yōkai. But as my mother says, now is not-not the time for a challenge. We are here on business with … Lord Nurarihyon.” She felt it better to award him such an honorific, perhaps to respect her mother. “I will make-make myself available for challenge soon. Perhaps it will not-not be as difficult as you think to find me.” She snorted. “Now, do excuse me, mother. Please continue.”

“There is little-nothing else to say.” Urakaze shrugged. “We are creatures of strength. The Kijo Matriarch perished, and your… husband…” She eyed me judgingly. “…he met Great Nurarihyon and returned. That ends-finishes the matter for me.”

“For all of us.” the Kitsune agreed. “Alas, many may still resent the outcome, but those who disagree, they can simply prove their will by force of arms.” She snickered a little behind her fan. “My poor, foolish fox, who perished at your hands…” She waved her fan for emphasis. “…well, we all saw what happened to him. That gives others pause. So our little toy here, it was quite a shame when it broke so easily. At quite the convenient timing too.”

Again, I’ve done nothing wrong by the terms of our agreement. “I can think of several reasons. He… well, he wasn’t the most mentally strong, was he? Otherwise he would have taken responsibility for his own mistakes, not pushed the blame onto us. And his power came from Kannon, right? A Goddess of Mercy. Perhaps she withdrew her favour? Since he had acted in a way that went against her will?”

“There are no Divine beings that have any mercy for the weak like us. Few know that better than I.” The Kitsune sighed, for a moment looking rather distraught, before her flirty nature reasserted itself. “Now then, this is quite interesting. How do you know that the touch of foul Divinity on him has gone, his adherence diminished?”

“Easy.” I tapped my Eye, which burned a brilliant orange. “I can see inside him, and compared to before, he’s pretty wrecked. I have experience, so I saw immediately.” Yeah, there’s still a few fragments lingering, it was hardly torn out cleanly. Perhaps that’s why it’s a little weaker now Aiko has it. It’ll take time for the Divine Favour to bed in and recover the damaged areas, I’d guess… “It looks like he’s still generating a little adherence…”

“True.” the Kitsune agreed. “Well, you are quite the clever one. I am impressed yet again. Perhaps I shall win the second part of our wagers after all.” She looked around, smiling smugly, ignoring grumbles from her fellows. “Alas, our gain is far more disappointing than we hoped, so you shall have to excuse us if we are… disappointed. But yes, you are here for a reason.”

The great doorway to the shrine-home of Nurarihyon opened, and out came a gushing flood of dark water, splashing to the ground and etching a small lake into the park, several unlucky Yōkai flailing and splashing in the sudden deluge before dragging themselves out of the water. Seeing this, the Yōkai turned to the lake and bowed, which was comical in a lot of cases, as their forms were quite unsuited to it. A vast shape then leapt from the open door to the larger space within the shrine, and splashed down into the water below.

“What the hell?” Shiro was puzzled by the sudden event, and Daiyu was raising Qi, ready to defend herself, but with a gesture I stopped them. Floating in the water was now a very strange creature. It was a massive fish, a dozen metres long, with the face of a dragon, and a wide, chubby body. A long tail, split into two, was waving behind it, and as the doors to the temple shut, I realised I could see a familiar face upon the back of this fish Yōkai. It’s that doll Yōkai. Seirei. Nurarihyon’s wife.

One of the most powerful Yōkai here, a massive snake with a wizened, bearded human face, slithered over, belly on the ground. “Great Lady Seirei, it has been too long. I offer you my praises!”

“It has indeed. So, what do you wish for, snake?” she answered solemnly.

“I could not dare dream of wishing for anything.” he intoned subserviently. “Neither I nor my daughters would dream of requesting anything from Lady Seirei, when you have so graciously presented yourself before us.”

“Most wise.” She pursed her small lips, adjusting her golden sash. “My husband, he wishes for me to come greet our guests in his stead. He is mightily angry, his wrath supreme. If I was bold enough to wish, able to, I would only wish that his anger would diminish, the object of his ire to be removed, destroyed. But alas, I have no wishes of my own.” She glared at us then. “We meet again, it seems fortune is not kind. What do you wish for this day, which perhaps my dear husband should wish is your last?”

Yeah, while Nurarihyon radiates menace, and he was threatening me with nearly every sentence, I’d say his wife here is just as scary. “I have no wishes, lady Seirei. Only hopes and a fair exchange. My companions also wouldn’t dream of wishing for anything from you. You should save your gifts for your husband, who no doubt cherishes them and you.” I’ll ladle on the flattery…

“I have seen many strange things already.” Daiyu muttered. “But this is perhaps the strangest of all. Perhaps only those from Kunlun would have seen such sights.”

“So, you are the wife of Nurarihyon, lady Seirei? As one-one of the Hyakki Yagyō now, I greet you and offer you my deepest-deepest respect.” Shaeula displayed her noble etiquette. Shiro stood frozen, unable to come up with anything to say, so I grasped her hand behind my back, squeezing her reassuringly.

“My dear wishes me back at his side. He told me he definitely did not wish to have the sly cheat who devalued his prize drowned in the depthless black waters of his sea, nor did he wish for such a person to share the fate of the fool in the golden cage.” She took a breath. “My dear is generous and kind, he will overlook such a transgression, even if he does not wish to.”

The Kitsune was barking a laugh now, her tails wagging happily, as the barbed words flew at us. Putting that aside, I continued. “I do feel bad for Yamato. I don’t think the fate he received was justified, it seems disproportionate. Yes, people died, and at the time I could have happily killed him, but when I calmed down… well, perhaps it’s a last mercy from Kannon, shielding him from torment. But I am sure Nurarihyon is more interested in the bigger prize. The defeat of the golden-eyed monster. I have brought the one who can defeat it.” Stepping aside, I revealed a nervous Shiro, who looked at me accusatorially.

“Aki, I hate making a spectacle of myself, you know that!” she mouthed at me, before Tan took over, a small mercy perhaps. Her eye and hair turned crimson, and flames started licking at her long locks.

“Indeed. I have heard a little about these prophecies and this creature.” Tan declared, drawing awed and fearful gasps from the Yōkai around us. The Kitsune was flushed and breathing heavily, tails writhing, and I felt the urge to toss her in the lake to cool her off. “However, I am not pleased at being compelled to serve the ends of others, without suitable… compensation. After all, I thirst for strength.” Tan continued.

“You should not be here!” Seirei gasped, eyes going wide. “You are reeking of Divinity, such a being cannot possibly stand here without tearing apart the fragile balance of the Boundary!”

“Yet here I stand.” Tan countered mockingly. “You should be most thankful I am here. For if this threat is as grave as you fear, it will take strength such as mine to face it. For the compensation.”

Many of the Yōkai seemed alarmed by Tan’s presence, drawing away, only the Kitsune, Red and Blue, and Urakaze seeming largely unphased. Seirei stood motionless, before leaping down off the strange dragon-faced fish she rode on the created lake, landing softly. Striding forwards on short legs, she gazed at Tan, troubled.

“I have no doubt my dear has little wish to trust such as you. But he has no choice.” She sniffed, saddened. “Do you wish for compensation?” she asked. That’s not good.

My expectations were betrayed though, as Tan merely smiled, tilting her head arrogantly, fiery hair streaming out behind her. “No, I do not wish for such. It is he who wishes the princess healed. I admit to wanting such as well. After all, to dwell here, joined to a wounded body, is quite pitiable for a being as noble as I. But that is no wish.” Her eye gleamed ruby red. “Your ability to twist causality is indeed powerful, creature. Passing off the price to those that wish is clever. So we shall not wish, but demand. Show us this healer, before my patience grows thinner. I am so very thirsty, after all.”

“I hear you.” Red chuckled, only to be silenced as Blue cuffed him, hissing at him to be silent.

“Yes.” I glanced at the dangling cage, where Yamato was hanging, mumbling to himself, mind seemingly shattered, eyes vacant. I paid the price because I wasn’t strong enough to save him. But if I don’t get the healer to help Shiro, then was the price worth paying? “I’m sorry the Parade seems unsatisfied, but we agreed to help each other, and I’m here to do just that. Now we need help healing Shiro, so she and Tan can do her best.”

“I suspect my dear husband wishes circumstances were far different, and he could freely chastise your arrogance.” Seirei snorted. “Alas, such a wish is beyond even my power.” With that she gestured, and all of a sudden the fish disappeared, the lake water rippling. “But my dear did wish that the one needed should recover from her wounds. Be grateful.”

“Is that… Har. Har. Har.” Red grunted out a series of slow laughter. “It’s been a long time since we saw two of the Single Digits, right Blue?”

“Shut up, will ya? If ya draw the ire of Lady Seirei, it’ll be ya up in the cages, enjoying the taste of blades and whips rather than booze.”

Is it that weird fish? Is it the healer? If so, considering it came out from Nurarihyon’s Territory with his wife, it must be powerful… The water rippled, and suddenly two purple horns broke the surface, swiftly followed by long indigo hair, and a feminine, elegant face with dark eyes. Bare shoulders were next, and then a ripe body in a deep black gown. Soon the horned woman, looking nothing like the Oni, with their crude, angry features, was ashore, dripping dark water, the hem of her robe trailing behind her bare feet.

“Bintara, it has been a long time.” the Kitsune greeted her, giggling. “Have you been well, hidden away with Great Nurarihyon?”

“Nebisuki, I see you have hardly changed at all.” The beautiful woman declared. “Other than growing a new tail, I see. Four. It seems you have a long way to go to reach your grandmother. Not that I suggest you follow in her footsteps, if you even could.” At that she ignored the Kitsune, gazing at me, her eyes searching. “So, you are the one that the Lord states I must aid. You seem well to me, as does…” She glanced across Shaeula, ignoring her, gave a brief inspection to Daiyu, frowning, before looking at Tan and Shiro, letting out a long, drawn out breath, some dark lake water trickling from her lips. “I see.”

“Well, what do you see, fishwoman?” Tan asked, and Bintara tossed her head, irritated.

“I am no fishwoman, foolish Divinity, trapped inside such a flawed shell. Even from here, I can feel the poisoned adherence stinging my skin. It seems impossible that weak mortal could have survived this long, burdened by such an atrophied, long-starved spiritual body, as well as the strain of your entanglement, and the poison….” She flicked out her tongue, tasting the air. “…not your adherence. One of laws, broken promises. Some of the nastiest kind.”

She’s good. I hope she can heal as well as she can analyse. “Of course she’s still alive. Shiro’s a fighter, and she only suffered those broken Contracts because she wanted to protect me and others, not for her own gain. And Tan is doing her part. She helped me to save her. But… well, Shiro and Tan can’t fight properly like this, and their strength is needed. And to see her so wounded, scarred, I hate it… can you heal her, Bintara? I know Nurarihyon has asked you to, but you’ll have my gratitude as well.” I bowed low, imploring.

“Can I?” she sighed, more water trickling down her body, her hair leaking it over her bare shoulders. “I am the Bitan, the first Bitan, she who heals all ills, and brings life even to the dying.” She looked at Shiro once more. “Let me see, foolish host to a Divine parasite.” She reached out, and Tan quivered under her touch, as she stroked the savage scars around Shiro’s empty eye socket, brushing aside the flaming hair, steam rising as water met flames.

“Yes.” Bintara tutted, dark eyes knowing. “Such dark adherence. Truly the Divine that seek to bind are cruel. But…” She sucked in a breath, and Tan shuddered as some of the energy was drawn in. Bintara rolled it around her mouth with a disgusted expression, before swallowing. “…little pleases the Hyakki Yagyō more than denying them their due.”

“Wait, Shiro, those scars…” Shaeula declared, excited, her eye glowing. “They are surely fading, I know I am not-not mistaken!”

My own Eye glowed, and though my ability to see adherence was low, I could definitely notice the difference around Shiro’s eye. As more was sucked out, she let out a cry of pain, her working arm clutching at her face, her hair shading to silver once more, as the sun yielding to the moon.

“I shall allow you this pleasure. If I remain at the forefront, I will likely suffer at her hands.” Tan declared, before offering some parting words as she went to her slumber. “Princess, I am happy for you.”

“Wait, this… fuck. Shit. Aki, this hurts, this hurts badly!” Shiro cried in agony, panting.

Stepping over, I placed my hand on her back, allowing my Ether Healing to numb her sense of pain. As my aether soaked towards whatever Bintara was doing, she turned to me, an angry expression on her face, before pausing, puzzled.

“I see… you have some skills. Inferior. Pathetic even. But if you study for a few hundred years, perhaps you could prove worthy.” She sniffed, allowing me to do my work, my arms around Shiro, as tears streamed from her eye and her empty socket, which was twisting with audible cracking noises.

She’s drawing out the adherence, that is easy to see, and doing that causes horrible damage, just like when we tried, and should be causing further adherence to spring forth, making it worse, but she’s managing it… and more…

With one final, harrowing crunching sound, Shiro would have collapsed if I wasn’t holding her. She let out a series of long, tortured gasps, while Bintara was also breathing heavily, her skin pale and clammy, dark water leaking from her as sweat. “For now, I shall require rest.” she gasped, splashing back into the lake, floating there like someone at the beach, hair and robes spreading out.

“I’m… ugh, I’m not all right.” Shiro shuddered. “Maybe being hideous is better than enduring that. It felt like my whole body was being pulled apart. But… Aki, do you think…?” She paused as I gently brushed aside her bangs.

“Yeah, the scars have definitely shrank a little. It’s subtle, but I can tell. There’s a hint of new flesh around the edges. And…” I managed in wonder. “Shiro, your eye!”

“My eye? What about it?” she asked.

“It’s there! An eye!” I half-shouted. The milky orb was dead, clearly, and Shiro wasn’t aware there was anything in her scarred, battered socket, but it was obviously new. I wonder if this has appeared in her Material body as well.

“Are you sure, I can’t see a damn thing…” She flinched, her fingertips brushing the surface. “…uh… yeah. I guess there is something here.” she whispered quietly, before turning to the floating Yōkai. “Thanks, I guess? Though I can’t say I appreciate the pain.”

“With such a Divine curse responsible for your wounds, you should be grateful I can even aid you. Do not think you are recovering the adherence I extract, that belongs to Lord Nurarihyon, I shall offer it as tribute.”

“Uh, no, I don’t care about that crap. Do you, Aki?” she asked me, and I shook my head.

“No, I just care about getting you healed. Nothing else. Excuse me, Bintara, may I ask… are you confident of healing Shiro completely, and even her Material body?” Shiro tensed in my arms at the question, and the expression on her face was a mixture of hope and despair, ready to accept disappointment again.

“Such a feat is not beyond me, though it will take some time and much effort.” Bintara responded. “Lord Nurarihyon expects effort in equal measure to mine own in return, when the time for battle comes against this dark creature, who belongs here as little as this parasite does.”

“So, she’ll recover fully, even the scars?” I pressed.

“Do not make me repeat myself. I am the first Bitan, fool. My very talents changed me, made me immortal, a Yōkai. You insult me to think I would leave a woman scarred. Men treasure their wounds, women are cursed by them. Apt, in this case. In time, I shall surely repair her, all of her.”

She looked at me then, eyes glittering. “Perhaps your aid in reducing her pain will be welcome. The poisoned adherence is rooted deep, and I am stymied at easy removal due to her tangled network. If I am not cautious, I shall remove the parasite as well, and she shall surely perish. Not that I would ever make such a foolish error.”

“You hear that?” I said to Shiro, happiness surging through me. “It’ll be all right. I told you we’d get you back to the beautiful girl you’ve always been.”

“I… yes. Yes, I heard Aki. I… I… awa… I…” Her words became unintelligible as she sobbed, tears pouring from her eyes, clutching me tightly. “…I…”

“Best let her cry.” Shaeula declared softly as I held the trembling, bawling Shiro, while Yōkai around us looked on, bemused. Turning to Daiyu she explained what was going on in Chinese, leading her to nod sympathetically. Turning back to me, Shaeula grinned. “I too know what it is-is to see an impossible dream come into your grasp. So for now-now, let her release her pent-up sorrows.”

Now facing Bintara, she bowed, this time with noticeably more respect than she showed Seirei. “I too am in your debt, if you can heal-heal Shiro. I shall not-not forget this favour…”

Nor shall I. Nurarihyon may be acting out of self-interest, but I care about results. And if Shiro can truly smile again from the heart, like she used to when we were in Bar Sekirei, or at uni, or talking shit about games and manga… then I’ll return the favour, agreement or not…


Three Hundred And Thirteen


“I’m all right now.” Shiro muttered, after crying herself out for a while. Wiping at her nose, she looked very embarrassed. “Seriously, Aki, you just forget about this, all right?” she insisted. “I’m not myself, I’m normally … shit, I don’t know.”

“I won’t forget it.” I promised, surprising her. As she looked at me in puzzlement, I bent down and kissed her forehead softly. “After all, it’s not every day I get to see such a genuine side of you.”

Shaeula was snickering nastily now, adding to her embarrassment and confusion, while Hyacinth was merely standing there, impassive, and Daiyu was still on alert, surrounded by Yōkai as we were.

“Oh well, I apologise.” I spoke to the surrounding crowd. “I’m sure you can understand she was just overcome by emotion. Now, onto the details.” I looked at Bintara as she floated there. “If it’s going to take time and be a difficult process, is the Parade going to remain in Kyoto? Or are you going to come with us?”

Bintara frowned. “I cannot chain the Hyakki Yagyō to this place. It has been long since we roamed, and many grow restless, and Kyoto is being exhausted. I shall accompany you for the moment, until my task is done, the healing complete.”

“Best treat her with respect, or the old sea-cow will rampage. She may be a healer, but she has been alive a long time, the old crone.” the Kitsune, who Bintara had addressed as Nebisuki, laughed. Is it a name, or perhaps a nickname, by now it sounds?

“Old crone?” The atmosphere changed, the lake rippling under the force of her aether, as Bintara raised her upper body, dark eyes glaring at the fox. “That is rich, coming from a whelp who has only recently grown her fourth tail. If you wish, I can show you the gulf between us.”

So strong. She’s pretty damn powerful… the pressure coming off her was intense. “Of course we’ll treat Lady Bintara with the utmost respect and courtesy. Not only is she an honoured guest and emissary from the Night Parade, but as I’ve said, I couldn’t be more grateful for your help healing Shiro. If you have any needs or requests, we’d be happy to accommodate you.”

“I require water.” she demanded, turning away from Nebisuki, who was grinning, her tails lashing happily. “I am no sea-cow…” She exhaled, and a lance of water shot out, drenching the Kitsune, who shuddered, being bombarded with icy cold water, her loose kimono soaked and dragging down, exposing her skin, her tails and ears drooping, fur and hair sodden. Red and Blue were guffawing happily at the humiliation the fox suffered, while Urakaze merely crossed her arms, frowning, unimpressed by the display.

“…however, I am a Yōkai of water, and without it, I cannot fully utilise my powers.” she finished, as Nebisuki sneezed, her tails shuddering.

“So cruel. It seems that your temper has not mellowed with your age…” Nebisuki sneezed again, blowing her nose noisily as she began to wring the water from her with a shimmer of yellow energies, steam rising from her fur and clothes.

Water Yōkai ? Well, considering that Selensha is an expert healer, and water element as well, I see the correlation. “Don’t worry, my Territory contains some coastal areas and the sea. There are a lot of creatures there, but within the barrier it’s perfectly safe.” I assured her.

“Perhaps I can feast well then.” Bintara declared, seemingly interested, dark eyes gleaming.

“Oh, we’ll be sure to provide you with food and alcohol, if you wish it.” I promised, and Shaeula chimed in.

“Indeed. Our Territory is now-now producing delightful honey wines and mead, as well-well as fruit wines, ciders and many-many stronger spirits. With Hyacinth’s talents, and the aid of Asha, a Dryad, we have rich-rich orchards and bountiful fields.” She puffed out her chest proudly.

“Oy!” Red declared, interested. “Didn’t you say that I’d be getting booze? To show there is no hard feelings for the death of my dumbass bro? I haven’t forgotten!”

“Of course.” I assured him. “In fact, we should sort that out now, as well as prepare some for Nurarihyon and his noble wife.” I smiled politely at Seirei. “I’m sure he would wish to try some.”

“Har. Now you are talking!” Red grunted happily. “My gourd is near empty.” He flicked the large clay vessel, and indeed the sloshing sound from within was faint. “I could use a refill.”

“Leave it tooo me!” Hyacinth declared proudly. “I shall make sure ooonly the finest alcohol is brought ooout!”

“Now that matters seem-seem settled…” Shaeula glanced up to the cage where Yamato was held, before glancing at me, a little worried. I shook my head, indicating there was nothing we could or should do. I’m not bargaining for his return, there’s such a thing as pushing your luck too far.

“Mother, I shall take-take the Kamaitachi you are so graciously providing me, as is befitting my station as-as your daughter, and the Seventy-First. However, I would-would ask that you allow me to retain the Kamaitachi who were their substitutes. Despite their presence being an act of treachery, they-they themselves have not-not failed me, and have even fought and died-died for me. I count them as my loyal kin.” Shaeula continued after my dismissal.

Urakaze pursed her lips, but nodded. “That is not a problem-issue. If they have not betrayed-harmed you, then I praise them for their labours and I will see them compensated-rewarded. But I shall need to consult-speak with them. I intend to root out those who would harm-hurt my daughter, as well as collude with foreign powers.”

“In that case…” Shaeula looked at me, a touch of pleading in her eyes. “…mother, would you care-care to see our Territory? I can reassure you that I am well-well cared for and protected, as well as make-make the Kamaitachi available to you. I too would like to unearth those who have-have worked against me.”

“I don’t see a problem.” Well, there clearly are issues, but I think we should be able to suppress Urakaze were she to try something treacherous. And I don’t think she will. She seems to have affection for Shaeula. “Though I’m sure you’ll understand some areas are delicate and under construction, so are best avoided.”

“I’m not interested in sightseeing. I just want booze!” Red declared.

“All right then. You fine now?” I asked Shiro, still in my arms, who had been tidying herself up and recomposing herself as we talked.

“Yes.” We parted, a touch of regret on Shiro’s face. “I’m fine. This princess is made of sterner stuff, really. Well…” She smiled at the still-floating Bintara. “…I apologise for my weakness. No matter the pain, bring it on!”

“Haste is foolish. Such work must be done delicately. Yours are no simple wounds, to be healed in a moment, and your circumstances are complicated by that parasite…”

Shiro’s eye flashed red, as Tan objected to her words, but she remained quiescent, likely knowing provoking the healer was a bad idea. “I understand. If it takes time, it takes time. I’m not greedy.” Shiro agreed. “Though I admit, I would like to be beautiful again soon…” I caught her barely whispered words, and the earnest thoughts held within them…
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“Do you take part in matters such as these often?” Daiyu was asking me, as we reached the borders of Haru-san’s new Territory. We were being followed by Red and Blue, Urakaze and the Kamaitachi, as well as Bintara and the Kitsune Nebisuki, who after drying herself out had managed to inveigle herself into this procession. I had invited Seirei, but she had refused, returning to her husband within the Territory.

“More often than I’d like, and definitely more often than I’d ever have believed only a few short months ago.” I replied ruefully, watching as Shaeula was talking to her mother and the Kamaitachi excitedly, while Hyacinth was being bothered by the Kitsune. “I’ve still got to meet Shaeula’s father and her other two brothers. Come to think of it, she’s not mentioned the third one much…”

“China is a realm that has many spiritual beings, but… the path of Cultivation seldom lends itself to amicable contact between us. Many would see them as treasures to harvest, fools to plunder, or even to be enslaved, tamed. In the distant past, Kunlun supposedly tamed so many spiritual beings that Taming was considered one of the Six Great Noble Pursuits of Cultivation.” She glanced at Shaeula and Hyacinth. “Perhaps you could be considered to have mastered that already.”

“Hardly.” I scoffed. “If anything, they’ve tamed me. Besides, I don’t see Hyacinth and Shaeula as spiritual beings. The more you interact with them, you’ll see that they are pretty much just like us. So, taming, huh? What are the other five?” I asked, curious. Beside me, Shiro nodded, Tan obviously translating for her.

“Yeah, I’d like to know as well. If they are the Six Great Noble Pursuits, they must be damn powerful.” She smiled, her love of all things game-like kicking in.

“Ignoring Taming, there is Divination, the art of predicting the immediate and distant future, be it great or small events. Formations, which is largely a lost Art.” She sighed bitterly. “To activate a Formation Plate, or worse, to call upon a Formation through one’s own Qi and Techniques, is largely beyond us now, barring a few rare exceptions. The Incorruptible Jade had several ancient Plates, I used to admire them so, dreaming of being able to activate them…” She looked pale, troubled. “Now they are either destroyed, or those traitors have them…”

“I understand you’re in pain.” Shiro spoke reassuringly. “But put that aside for now. What was that saying I remember from a novel… oh, yes. You’re a fox borrowing a tiger’s authority. Aki is definitely a bit like a big cat at the moment. More a lion though.” She snorted. “Lazing around, gathering women. But in Japanese, we’d say you are boarding a big ship. Aki will look after you.”

“I pray to the Heavens that is true.” Daiyu shrugged slightly, still not trusting in me fully, despite her oath. I guess that proves how decisive she is, or how desperate. She’s certainly one to commit to a course of action once she has decided though, it seems. Poor girl. It must be hard being in a foreign country, not being sure but believing your parents, your extended family, are all dead…

“I shall continue.” Daiyu gathered her strength, thinking on Cultivation, which seemed to soothe her a little, her desire to master the Arts strong. “Refining is the Art of creating pills and elixirs that can do many miraculous things. This Art is also said to include cooking with special herbs and Techniques, though I confess to not having much talent in that area.” She sighed quietly. “Refining is the Art that remains the most viable, in this modern, Qi-starved era, along with Smithing, the Art of creating weapons and tools that use and enhance Qi. Then there is Talismans.”

“I think I know that one.” I remembered the Kijo and the Kitsune, with their annoying talismans and curses. I mentioned them, and Daiyu nodded.

“Yes, though those are Talismans that contain far more Qi than any Sect can muster. Talismans are a disposable, consumable resource, and in the past, every Cultivator would have numerous for emergencies. Now, few treasured items remain, and crafting new ones is laborious, and the effects weak.”

“Oh how your kind has fallen.” Nebisuki chuckled, speaking perfect Mandarin Chinese. At my look of surprise, she grinned, amused. “What? I have travelled extensively outside Japan. Many Kitsune do. I have fought with, against and wrestled in bed…” Her smile was lascivious, embarrassing both Daiyu and Shiro. “…against many. Yes, the days of the strong have passed. Yet it seems it is rising again.” She sniffed, tasting the air, tails lashing. “This Territory is rather pathetic. I hope you were not merely boasting. I hate men who do not follow though. Especially now.”

“Shut up, yooou annoying fox!” Hyacinth declared, having been irritated by her during our stroll towards Tsukuyomi-jinja shrine. “This is nooot master’s Territory, it is…”

“I can speak for myself.” a voice sounded, and I saw Haru-san had ventured out, accompanied by Kudou-san and the others, as well as Prince Shōtoku and Ulfuric. “I am Suzuki Haru. I am a Vassal to Akio-san, and this is the Territory I have been granted to protect. It’s rude to compare it to Akio-san’s. Well, honoured guests, welcome.” She bowed in greeting, her government-trained etiquette perfect.

“I see.” Bintara spoke up, her dark eyes looking at Haru-san curiously. “You are like me. You were human, once, but now a Yōkai. An event that changes your very nature is unusual.”

“An event? You mean I was murdered.” she replied, her smile barely wavering. “But yes, I’m an Onryō now, apparently. Not that it matters. After all, I can go home when I want, eat cake with my friends, work a job, have a career… but here, I’m simply Akio-san’s Vassal. So, what brings you here?”

Before we could answer, Red swaggered up to Ulfuric, followed by Blue, who was looking down at the ground. “Well, aren’t you a big one?” he grinned. “Tough too, I wager.”

“You should not wager, Red. You already owe me a large sum of treasures. Urakaze too. After all, did they not walk away from Lady Seirei unharmed?” the Kitsune laughed, but Red ignored her with an annoyed grunt.

Ulfuric merely held his position, golden armour gleaming, resting on the shaft of his heavy, spiked mace. He looked Red up and down, before he answered. “I am Ulfuric, commander of the forces of Prince Shaetanao, currently serving as the commander of the forces of his daughter. I have strength befitting the role, I assure you. The blood of noble, lost Salamandrastrae runs through my veins, strong and cold as stone.”

“Interesting.” Red showed a mouthful of sharp teeth as he grinned. “Don’t you think so, Blue? Uh, Blue?” The Blue Oni was looking down at the floor still, occasionally glancing up at Ulfuric, and she seemed far more reserved than usual.

“What do ya want?” she snapped, before looking between Ulfuric and Red, then bowing her head again. “Leave me out of ya arguing, Red. Stop thinking with ya muscles all the time. We’ve only just met, ya know!”

“Hey Blue, why are you so mad?” he asked, puzzled, and this gave me time to interject and start sorting out the chaos.

“Haru-san, this here is Lady Bintara.” I continued to show her great respect. “She is an honoured guest from the Night Parade, who is here to heal Shiro.”

“I see. I am pleased to meet you.” Haru-san took charge. “If you have any needs in terms of accommodation, let me know and I’ll see it done.”

“And this is Urakaze, Shaeula’s mother. The Kamaitachi with us are Shaeula’s new guards. So we need to get them settled, but Urakaze would like to make sure her daughter is being looked after properly.”

“That’s very understandable.” Haru-san bowed to Urakaze, who looked a bit bemused, and was glaring at the Prince. “My mother died when I was young, but my daddy… uh, father, he does worry about me. Luckily, I’m working under a good employer, and he has no reason left to worry.” Her lips quirked, and I could tell she wished to make a joke about being already dead or something similar, but due to the circumstances she didn’t. “Your Kamaitachi will be an asset, I’m sure. They look strong.”

As several of them did chime in proudly that they were some of the strongest of the Itachi, I continued. “We promised Red and Blue here ample alcohol as part of a peace offering. Can you send a runner back to my Territory to have some brought over?”

“And what of me?” the Kitsune asked, smiling, and I shrugged.

“What of you? You just decided to tag along, I’ve no actual business with you.”

As Shaeula and Shiro laughed, the fox put on an affronted, teasing look. “Such a shame. You do not know what you are missing out on. But I confess to being satisfied seeing the outer edges of your lands. Well, I know where to find you, if I need to. And I believe I shall need to. Much to my surprise.” Her smile was equal parts seductive, mocking and malicious.

“That’s fine, I was going to talk about what I want from the Night Parade and how we should communicate, to head off the threat from our mutual enemy. But…” I warned her. “…if you end up trying to cause trouble here, for your amusement or any other reason, I think you’ll regret it.”

“Such a domineering man.” The Kitsune licked her lips seductively once more. “While us foxes do enjoy mischief, I would not care to face you all at once. I would hardly wish to end up like the Matriarch. But what if I have… offers… to make?”

“We have no-no need of your seductions, fox.” Shaeula snorted.

“How rude. No, I meant business, trades. After all, I am still one of the most powerful of the Night Parade, an equal to your mother here.”

“If you have any real need, then come here and someone should notice and fetch us, but be warned…” As we hashed out the details, weaselkin arrived carrying heavy barrels of mead and other spirits, which was more than enough to stop the bragging and posturing of Red, at least for the moment…
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“This is good stuff!” Red belched, having emptied half a barrel down his throat by now. Drunkenly, he had offered to wrestle Ulfuric, who as he was sober, had quickly subdued Red, who had drowned his sorrows with more honeyed wine. “Blue, why don’t you give him a try? Is that why you aren’t drinking?”

“Shut up, will ya?” Blue snapped, not for the first time. “I’m not fighting, not now.” She frowned, thinking. “This is serious, ya get it? Great Nurarihyon let them go, even though the toy was broken. Ya can’t be the one to stuff this up.”

“Since when did you get so sensible, Blue?” Nebisuki laughed, also enjoying some spirits, her tails lashing happily. Even the presence of a Kami, one they should be very wary of, could not dampen the festivities that had sprung up on the borders of Haru-san’s territory. Urakaze was talking to Shaeula and Hyacinth, drink in hand, while Shiro was with Bintara and Haru-san. Kudou-san and the others from Kyoto were also taking this rare opportunity to socialise with such potent spiritual beings, though it amused me to see how nervous Yasaka-san was getting. Sorry, but you’re integral to my plans, you’ll have to get used to this…

“Do you want a drink?” I asked Daiyu. “It’s pretty good.”

She looked as if she was going to refuse, before she nodded, a little curious. I poured her out some golden liquid, and I could feel her Qi sense spreading out, enveloping it. She raised one eyebrow a little in an expression of surprise. “This contains energy that can be refined into Qi.” she exclaimed, surprised. “It is weak, but definitely there.” She took a sip, shocked again by the rich, smooth flavour.

“Good, yes?” I grinned, and she nodded, taking another small swig, and with my Eye I could see she was also drawing the lingering aether out of the drink, changing it slightly to a form her body was more used to and could better process.

“It is not inferior to our cooking in China, using the arts of Refining.” she admitted. “Though I do miss the tastes of home…” she whispered.

“This is definitely welcome booze!” Red snorted drunkenly, the bruises he had suffering wrestling Ulfuric fading already. “Damn, I really want more now.”

Oh do you? I held in a smile. Shaeula and Hinata had planned for this sort of occasion. “Well, obviously our supplies aren’t unlimited. It’s quite the effort to raise such succulent fruits and ferment them, adding in precious honey, ingredients from the Seelie Court…”

“Ugh…” Red groaned, licking his lips. “But booze is life, isn’t that right, Blue?”

“Don’t talk to me right now!” she grumbled, hunched down, occasionally glancing over at the taciturn badgerkin who had defeated Red earlier.

“In that case… we could… no, maybe not.” I halted, pretending to be troubled.

“You could what?” Red took the bait.

“Well, I suppose I could sell a few barrels now and then. It’d disappoint those I’ve already promised it to, but then, I do want to be on good terms with the Night Parade, especially since they seem to have suffered a disappointment recently…”

“Sell? For what?” Red leaned in, and I could see the Kitsune smirking behind him knowingly.

“Well, all sorts of things. But Etherites are certainly acceptable. Any old artefacts that you find as well, or special metal ores like bluesteel. I saw some of those being exchanged during the wagers, so I know the Night Parade has them, right?”

“Hard luck for you, Red. I told you they would walk out alive.” Nebisuki taunted him happily. “I think you lost most of your trinkets and baubles.”

“Yes, but…” he grumbled. Rummaging around in his loincloth, he grinned. “Ah, still have this!” He pulled out a rather impressive blue Etherite. “I found this one many years ago. It’s a lucky charm. Nearly forgot I had it. So, will this do?”

Blue Etherites are very useful to Ixitt, or for emergencies. Of course I want it… Even so, Hinata had been coaching me in not showing too much eagerness during negotiations. I hadn’t exactly heeded that advice with Bintara, but Shiro’s health wasn’t something to bargain for. This however… “I see. Well, it’s a shame it isn’t an indigo one, but…”

As I was making a show of considering, Nebisuki produced not one, but three blue Etherites, as well as a number of green and yellow ones, plus some ores I didn’t recognise, and some pretty gems, casting them to the ground in front of me. “Oh, why take his pathetic savings, when I am rich with my recent winnings?” She winked. “You did help me to triumph, after all. And I have a feeling we are going to be close in the future.” She winked again, her smile her usual teasing one, but... Huh. Interesting.

“Back off, bitch!” Red groused. “I asked first, got it?”

“That is not how commerce works. You think with your muscles, do you not, Red? She who pays the most gets the prize.” Nebisuki countered.

“Why, you…” As he surged up, meaty fists clenched, Blue grabbed his arm, holding him back.

“No fighting, ya moron! Not… we have to look good here, not be drunken fools, ya get it?” She was talking to him urgently, while the Kitsune continued to taunt him. Well, in that case, these are mine. There was no way I was passing up such a bounty, and I quickly gathered them up.

Urakaze sighed. “They are always so noisy-loud. The Seelie Court has many annoyances-inconveniences, but at least it is not so… chaotic-savage. You should perhaps be happy-joyful you were raised there, Shaeula.”

“Oh I am. Though my upbringing was hardly-hardly flawless.” Shaeula agreed. “I do however rather-rather enjoy the … sheer energy… of the Hyakki Yagyō. Though I do concede it is quite-quite likely to grow tiresome in time.”

Smiling at the chaos, and the potential profit, I turned to Prince Shōtoku, and Tsukiko-san, who had sat beside him, her veil back on, uncomfortable about being around such Yōkai. “It looks like everything is coming together. We have the healer we need, and Haru-san has this Territory well in hand. Now we wait. Days, you say?” I asked again, and Tsukiko-san nodded.

“I am not able to say precisely which day disaster will strike, but Tsukuyomi revealed to me my time is perilously short.”

Watching Red, Blue and Nebisuki squabble, while Urakaze and Bintara watched on disdainfully, Shaeula, Hyacinth and those from Kyoto laughing and joking, I clenched my fist. “Don't worry, we’ll make every second count. I’ll leave no stone unturned in my preparations. And you’ll fight until the end too, right?”

“I shall.” Tsukiko-san nodded. “I do… I do want to live. Seeing an impossible scene like this… it makes me wonder, just what have I missed out on, what will I continue to miss?”

“Well, doesn’t that just mean you have a lot to look forward to?” I suggested, and Prince Shōtoku chuckled at that, nodding approvingly. “In any case, whether you were in danger or not, Tsukiko-san, I’d have to fight. After all, I was the one who pressured the government to set up the Ministry, to protect Japan. So I’ll not let danger threaten it. So don’t feel guilty, or if you must, fight anyway. Because I’ll do the same.”

At her nod, I took a sip of my own drink. Yes, it’s more than just Tsukiko-san, as important as she is. Japan is mine to protect. Not alone, never alone. But if these red ants that intend to take Tsukiko-san down are coming, well, I’ll have to give them a warm, Japanese welcome, show them the… appropriate… hospitality for a troublesome, evil guest…


Three Hundred And Fourteen


“Alas, I shall depart.” Nebisuki grinned, watching as Blue was pulling angrily on one of Red’s horns, trying to drag him off as his endless round of challenges to Ulfuric was causing her much consternation. “I must say, this has been far more amusing than even I had hoped.” Her tails swirled happily. “Just remember, I am a woman who likes strong men. If you ever feel like an affair…” She grinned lasciviously, eyes gleaming.

“Just shoo!” Shiro flapped her hand at the Kitsune. “Aki has better taste in women than you, I hope.” she grumbled sourly. “Besides, when… when I’m all healed…” Her voice was still trembling with emotion. “I’m hotter than you!”

“Are you quite sure? Your chest, it cannot compare…” She crossed her arms under her kimono, pushing out her simply vast cleavage.

“It’s not all about the size. Aki’s favourite Sekirei is pretty damn flat.” Shiro shrugged. “And Shaeula isn’t much different. He has a broad strike zone. Damn, never thought I’d say that about poor shy Aki.”

“While I am quite-quite secure in the knowledge Akio loves and desires my body, I must-must point out that I do indeed have breasts.” Shaeula rejoindered, and Shiro laughed.

“Hey, like I said, Aki’s into that, so don’t worry.” Shiro continued. “Besides, he’s always excited when he sees me, or Aimi in her low-cut tops. Size isn’t everything, shape and quality matter too! And I don’t lose to a slutty fox like you, I’m hardly petite when it comes to my chest!”

Now isn’t this quite the awkward conversation? It isn’t as though Shiro and the others haven’t talked about this before. A few beers in Akihabara and we were always discussing the types of guy or girl we liked, often in excruciating detail, and the girls could be embarrassingly frank, well, Aimi-chan and Shiro anyway, Hina-chan was always too shy. But when it’s this unfiltered and… well, real…

Deciding to change the subject, I glanced over at where the two Oni were brawling, Blue looking particularly irritated, before turning back to Nebisuki. “So, a question? I know you enjoyed the alcohol, and I think it’s pretty fantastic, Asha is doing a great job, but why did you throw out so much treasure to purchase it?”

“Well, like most Yōkai, I do rather enjoy it.” She licked at her sultry red lips. “But it was more to annoy Red, and lord it over him.” She smirked. “Besides, the treasures are mere baubles I wrested from other fools who bet against me. Rather than lose them back in the future, I would teach the unwise fools a lesson in proper gambling, by disposing of my winnings.” Despite her words, I got the impression there was more to it than that.

“Do not pay her any mind-heed.” Urakaze sighed. “The fox has a terrible personality, she is tricky-flighty and savage-cruel. As for my part… here.” She produced some more shining Etherites, before handing them to her daughter, Shaeula taking them gratefully, with a small look of surprise on her face.

“These are…” Shaeula began, seeing the shine of blue and green.

“These are a gift-present.” Urakaze tilted her head, perhaps embarrassed. “As the sly fox says, I did win-plunder these from fools who went against my judgement. You seem to have great-much use for them. Consider it… an apology.”

Shaeula shook her head. “I do not-not need your apologies. I understand. Just as my father had-had his own circumstances and trials, so do you, mother. Besides, it all worked out in the end, did it not-not, and surely that is all that matters.” She paused for a second, before tucking away the Etherites. “I will-will be keeping these though, as you are correct, mother. We do have great-great need of these, so I thank you!”

In that case… I called over Haru-san and pressed one blue Etherite into her hands. “Keep this in case of an emergency. We don’t know precisely what’s going to happen, but using it you can throw up a number of Emplacements near-instantly. I’d feel better if you have a trump card.”

“Don’t worry. I don’t intend to do any actual fighting.” She smiled, a trace of sadness on her features. “After all, I’m not much of a warrior. I’ll leave that to those who are suited for it. I’m just an administrator.”

“Which we need.” Moira had joined us as we were finishing up our business here in Kyoto for now. “It is always good to know your own strengths and weaknesses. The proper person in the proper place leads to success. Fools who overestimate their abilities lead to chaos and ruin.”

“Yes, if everyone does their best, we’ll be fine.” I looked at Tsukiko-san, who was with the Prince and Kudou-san, as well as Eri and Hinata. When did she get here? On seeing me having noticed her, Hinata hurried over, followed by Eri.

“Akio, so this is Kyoto?” Hinata grinned. “To travel so far in an instant, even here in the Boundary, it’s revolutionary. I hear you’ve opened up trade too? I got curious when I saw all the barrels going through the Ring Gate.”

“Yes.” I agreed, briefly explaining the details of our arrangement with the Oni and Nebisuki.

“I see. Yes, that sounds great. But it makes me wonder… is there no way you can make Buildings to strengthen and improve the orchard? The Night Parade is the most powerful group of Yōkai in Japan, right? Wouldn’t they be as rich as the Seelie Court?”

Eri agreed. “It doesn’t make sense that they’d be poor. I’d rather Akio has all their Etherites and puts them to use!”

“I agree.” Hinata giggled. “You know, I think you might be unexpectedly suited to commerce after all, Eri. Oh, that reminds me, the reason I came wasn’t just to talk about this. Your sister called me earlier.”

Aiko? What did she want? Calling Hinata and not me, too?

“She’s planning to come over to Tokyo during the weekend, and hoped I could arrange her transportation. I said I’d have to ask you first though, but I can’t imagine you’d mind, being as it’s your sister?”

“No, I don’t mind, but I don’t like to impose on you, Hinata.”

“If I can’t spare some effort for my sister-in-law, I’m not that good a fiancée, am I?” She smiled happily. “Besides, it’s hardly much trouble, and if it’s only money, we can earn more. I’ll be lining up the next batch of rich and influential people for Healing soon.”

“I guess she’s worried about you, Eri. To be honest, the timing isn’t so good, this weekend Shiro and I have to settle matters with our friends, and we have this whole potential disaster about to go down here in Kyoto… but…” I didn’t like turning down my sister, not when she was probably lonely without Eri.

“I’ll look after her while she’s here.” Eri promised.

“Really?” I raised an eyebrow at that, and she had the grace to look embarrassed.

“Well, sure, I can’t walk, but it’s not like I’m totally useless.” she pouted.

“I don’t mind helping as well. Natsumi and Motoko would surely be happy to look after her too. After all…” Hinata smiled. “…we all want to score points with you, and the best way to do that is to be nice to your sister!”

“She has you there!” Eri giggled.

“Fine. I can’t say no to her anyway, I never have been able to. Not unless it involves danger anyway, and it won’t.” My sis may have the Divine Favour Yamato used to have, but she’s not ready for a war yet.

“I’ll make the arrangements then.” Hinata promised. “By the way, who are they?” After I explained who the Yōkai were, Hinata showed great interest in Bintara. “So you say she’s an even better healer than you? So, do you think she could heal truly impossible injuries?”

“I’m sure she can. She seems confident. But it’s not like she can go to the Material world.” I pointed out.

“Yes, but there may be a way around that.” As she was staring at Bintara, the horned woman noticed and came over, strolling languidly along, her black robes trailing on the ground behind her.

“I felt your gaze upon me. A human? No, I see. Curious. Your spiritual body is not entirely human. It is more akin to hers.” She nodded at Moira.

“Well, I’ve had a lot of work done.” Hinata replied, glancing at me warmly. “I’d say I’m at least a little Fae.”

“As for you…” She examined Eri with a discerning eye, noting her cat ears and tail but making no remarks on them.

“Eri’s rather messed up at the moment. Can you heal her?” I asked, momentarily hopeful, though at the expression on Bintara’s face my hopes quickly disappeared. I reached out and grabbed Eri’s hand reassuringly, while Hinata did the same on her other side.

“I cannot, for there is no injury of worth.” Bintara declared. Speaking to Eri calmly, she did resemble some sort of wise witch who might have been the equivalent of a doctor, many centuries ago. “Your body has suffered wounds, many of them, but whoever has healed them has done fine work. Though…” She released aether, and it entered Eri, permeating her being, repairing the many minor nicks and scars left over from Shaeula’s and my efforts, soaking into the Silver Cord, flooding down to her Material body. “…a woman should have no scars.”

“You have my thanks, again.” I bowed, grateful.

“My task is but to heal the parasite-riddled hope of Lord Nurarihyon.” Bintara sniffed. “However, I do not care to see illnesses, injuries and suffering. I am the first Bitan, and it does not please me. So I extend my hand where I can.” She frowned then. “You require no healing, for your body is not injured, no, it is merely in flux, aberrant and uncontrolled. Only though stern, unyielding will and concentration, can you force it to obey you, to remain fixed in form.” She pursed her lips. “It is quite the miracle you live, with such a transient form. I see the touch of a shapeshifter within you, yet such a power is not a mortal one.”

Eri listened intently as Bintara gave her some advice on how to rein in the state of flux her spiritual body was in. It sounded like it would be a hard road back to health, but even so, I saw no doubt or disappointment in Eri’s eyes, only determination to regain what she had lost.

“Oh, by the way…” Hinata told us, as Eri was getting instructions from Bintara. “The twins are back. In fact, they seem surprisingly motivated.” Hinata looked grim. “I can’t imagine how terrible it must have been in Kyoto.” She squeezed my hand, seeking comfort. “It makes me worry, you know? Knowing that you are out there, fighting such dangerous battles. But I guess I have to trust in you.”

She sighed then. “Motoko and Natsumi have it hard as well. We want to be so much more help to you. Well, I hear you’ll be going to Britain with Motoko as her fiancée. Natsumi and I are so jealous, we’re your fiancées too!” She pouted cutely, snuggling into my chest, and Eri gave her a knowing look.

“Well, I can’t promise I won’t be jealous, but… I’ll be useful in other ways!” Hinata didn’t stay down long, and that cheerfulness and drive were some of the qualities I found most attractive in my youngest fiancée. “Natsumi at least gets to go along as Motoko’s bodyguard. The British accept that sort of thing, I hear. As for me… I’ll keep Mayumi in line and work with Ixitt.” She paused. “He can be very… intense. But even so, I can’t let Ichijou house take too much of the profits. Grandfather has made funds available for me to invest as well.”

We continued to chat, until it was time to return back to Shirohebizumi through the Ring Gate. Red was protesting bitterly that we were not allowing him through the defences to visit my Territory, but Blue was quickly tiring of him making a scene, seemingly nervous and twitchy, her gaze often flickering over towards Ulfuric. After her patience was lost completely and she clobbered him into the ground, leaving him laughing loudly with a bloody nose, she apologised.

“Ya know, sorry about Red. He’s got a few screws loose. He likes booze the most, but a good strong foe is a close second.”

“Yes, he does always think with his stomach and his muscles.” Nebisuki agreed, annoying Blue.

“Shut it, fox! It isn’t like ya get to go visit the new place either, do ya?”

“It is alas understandable.” She grinned, eyeing Hinata and Eri, who I was still with. “What man wishes his women to see him propositioning another woman in front of them? He is just shy. It is quite charming. I am rather pleased.” She pursed her lips at me, blowing a kiss. “Besides, the Hyakki Yagyō can now move from Kyoto. It has been too long. Perhaps we might alight on the streets of Tokyo next? Though the new Capital lacks many of the… charms… of the old.” She looked around, a gleam in her eyes.

“Enough.” Urakaze joined in the argument. “My daughter does not wish your presence here. Begone-depart!”

“So cold. Are we not old friends?” the Kitsune retorted. This back and forth carried on for a while, until we were left just with Urakaze and her Kamaitachi, and Bintara. Blue was dragging Red off, still shooting backwards glances, while Nebisuki was carrying numerous large barrels of booze, her four tails having been wreathed in jade and citrine energies and growing to an enormous size, functioning like arms. We watched them go with relief, as it meant we were finally clear of trouble.

“Well then, mother, I would-would show you my home.” Shaeula grinned. “And I will need to get you all-all settled.” She addressed the Kamaitachi. “And of course, we must-must show you our utmost hospitality.” she declared to Bintara.

“I’ll take care of it. We’ll build an enclosure on Sagami Bay.” Haru-san was already planning. The mark of a good secretary, being one step ahead of her boss. She’s a treasure. Karen-chan too, I guess.

“We shall remain to finalise deployment plans and tactics.” Moira insisted, and Ulfuric nodded. “It will be too late for optimum placement if we delay.”

With that agreed, we reached the Ring Gate, our guests allowed access by Haru-san. On seeing the gate, Urakaze seemed to recognise the style, though she turned her nose up at the strong earth energies it exuded. Shaeula nodded sympathetically. “Yes, I quite-quite understand. I too am no enjoyer of the earth element. However…” She glanced at me, and I nodded, understanding. “Soon-soon I must brave it and master it, else I will fall behind.”

“Must you?” Urakaze asked, serious. “I can see you have changed. Fire, water, even light shines in your being-spirit. But earth-stone is poison to my kind, and your father’s as well.”

“Maybe so. But any power can be tamed, if we have but-but the will, and the support.” We endured the brief moment of dislocation as we passed through the Gate, emerging into the shadow of the Rhyming Tree. “So, mother, this is where-where I dwell.” She spread her arms proudly.

“I see. It is indeed humble, but it does have some worth-charm.” she admitted, admiring the Tree. “Did your father give you this gift-present?”

“Hardly. Let me tell you about how-how we recovered it…” She began to brag about our fight against the Myconids. As she did so, her original Kamaitachi arrived, looking wary at the powerful newcomers, who had strength in a different class to theirs. Although I would say after training and being in many battles, the Kamaitachi we had are significantly stronger than they were before…

“Greetings, newcomers. It is good-good to see some new Itachi kin here. Great mistress, she of the superior biting winds, I welcome you!” the Kamaitachi who had never died in Shaeula’s previous battles greeted them.

Urakaze inclined her head, and continued listening to Shaeula. The newcomers were less impressed. “You think-think we are kin to weaklings like you? How can pathetic specimens hope to defend the daughter of Urakaze?” one female kamaitachi complained, and a male one echoed her.

“Indeed-correct. I could cut through all four of you like-as you were mere bamboo stalks. The princess would be dead-doomed with you as guards!”

The Kamaitachi flinched at that, but perhaps because of all the tough fights they’d been through, and the trust they now held in their princess, the lead Kamaitachi held his ground. “Do you have-have eyes to see? The Princess is unharmed and stronger than ever-ever. We have obviously not-not failed her!”

Well, glossing over some stuff there, aren’t we? Not that I blame you, these Kamaitachi are coming on a bit strong. Shaeula must have agreed, as I saw her struggling to contain her laughter. “All right, we all have to work together. A bit of heathy rivalry is fine, but that’s as far as it should go. Whatever happened in the past, the Kamaitachi here have aided us in many battles.” I tried to calm the situation.

“Indeed. You shall obey my orders, and those of Akio, or indeed-indeed any of his fiancées and high-ranking allies.” Shaeula commanded. “Else I shall have no need-need for you at all.”

“Enough. They will-shall be useful and obedient-loyal.” Urakaze declared, and the four quietened down. “Else my winds shall bite-tear them cruelly. No, I believe you or your husband could punish-chastise them yourselves, Shaeula. If you must, then do so. As for you…” She stared at the others. “We have much to speak-consult about. There is much I would know, of why you are here, rather than the chosen-selected I decreed!”

The newcomers laughed at the scared expressions of the Kamaitachi, though their faces held a trace of sympathy, perhaps having been harshly questioned themselves, to root out those who would work against Shaeula and Urakaze in the Night Parade.

“Why don’t we all have some refreshments, and then we can do the grand tour, and get our guests settled?” I suggested, clapping my hands for attention…
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“So how are you holding up?” I asked the twins, who had joined us on top of the Rhyming Tree, sipping at non-alcoholic cocktails.

“We are quite well, Akio-sama. Our remaining wounds are not worth considering.” Chiaki-san started, before Chiasa-san agreed. “Yes, we have recovered, only a few scars remain, Akio-sama.”

“Well then… we have the answer to that!” I grinned, and gestured to Bintara, who was also drinking, admiring the view. Seeing my attention, she sighed.

“Their wounds are indeed superficial. Your actions in healing them are terrible, but your ideas are sound. Perhaps in a hundred years I might consider you fit to touch an injured creature.” She gestured, and her aether once more poured out, into the twins. I used my Eye to observe, and gained several valuable insights.

“There. No scars will remain on your spirit or your flesh.” Bintara promised.

“Again, I appreciate it. We have a couple of others who could use the same. I know you are here for Shiro, but…” I implored, and she sighed, tossing her head, horns nearly striking a nearby Troll, who almost fell from the wooden log he was using as a chair.

“Bring them to me. I cannot abide unhealed wounds.” Bintara ordered, paying the Troll no mind.

“So, she is the healer for Shiro?” Motoko asked. Unusually today she wasn’t wearing her training hakama, and neither was Natsumi, instead they were in rather showy kimonos, which puzzled me. On seeing my look, Motoko smiled gently. “Yes, today we were trying something new, with help from Chiaki-san and Chiasa-san. Though it did not go as planned.”

“Miyu-sama is here again today. She had to shepherd the numerous young ladies of the nobility, along with Mayumi-sama.” Natsumi explained. “Don’t worry, I explained you were dealing with an urgent matter, so they understand.”

Yeah, they wanted me to start working Chirurgery on the various noble sons and daughters, didn’t they? Well, Shiro comes first, as does Tsukiko-san, so securing Kyoto and bringing Bintara back was far more important… “I see, well, if any are still here, I can rush through a few.” Looks like Natsumi still struggles with Miyu's status too.

“Perhaps you could do Sakura.” Hinata smiled impishly. “She’s not only the only granddaughter of Takatsukasa house, but she’s also my cousin, as you know.” Her smile was wicked. Yeah, you’re totally thinking about how painful it is going to be for her.

“Putting that aside, Miyu-sama was dancing at the Shrine again. It was a very inspiring sight.” Natsumi continued, Motoko nodding gracefully. “So we asked some of your weaselkin to tailor us some kimonos. It didn’t take too long, as apparently they’ve been working on clothing similar to yukata, thanks to Shaeula’s liking of them.”

“I am trained in classical Japanese dance as well, though I lack the skill of Miyu-sama.” Motoko declared. I see it's not just Natsumi who's struggling to adjust. Oh well, in time they'll be more comfortable with Miyu and their own status.

“Yes, she didn’t want to take time away from her lessons in the Tsumura Arts when she was younger.” Natsumi leaned in close to my ear, face red at the distance, and she whispered to me, though she made it loud enough so everyone could hear. “I have heard the stories from her grandfather about how she cried and complained, quite unlike her upright and dedicated attitude now.”

“Natsumi!” Motoko gasped, embarrassed, but Natsumi didn’t stop her teasing.

“Until Tsumura-sama pointed out that battle required grace, and that dance would help with that, she stubbornly refused.”

That is quite the story. It seems so unlike her, at first glance, as she is a model noble daughter, although… no, thinking on it, it’s exactly like her. Tsumura Arts come first. “I see. Well, I’ve seen Miyu dance, but I’d love to see the two of you try it sometime.”

“Hori house only sent me for lessons as we make many of the clothes for the noble daughters who dance.” Natsumi explained shyly, pulling away from me, face still pink. “I am not as good as Motoko, to say nothing of how good Miyu-sama is. But I don’t mind dancing for you.”

“Nor do I!” Motoko declared, unwilling to be left out.

“So, you joined Motoko in her dance then? With the twins?” I asked.

“We were unable to dance.” Chiaki-san shook her head.

“Yes, we were trying to link the noble daughters to our telepathy.” Chiasa-san agreed.

“But we failed. It was too hard.” Chiaki-san finished.

“I see. Haru-san is busy, but maybe when she’s free, you can ask her to be the link. So, what were you trying to achieve?”

“You seemed so very pleased with Miyu-sama’s ability.” Motoko said quietly, and Natsumi nodded her agreement. “We thought that if we helped her with her dance, we could perhaps learn it, or maybe strengthen it. The weaselkin musicians have been learning a score Miyu-sama gave them, and though the results are inconclusive, we believe that music strengthens it, if appropriate.”

“That’s a fascinating idea.” I nodded, leaning forwards, excited. “Though it’ll probably be very hard, if not impossible to learn her Dance Of The Returning Dawn, as it’s granted through her Divine Favour. But if more linked dancers could strengthen it…” As I considered that, something else came to mind. “Oh, and while I appreciate you have etiquette to follow… while you are with me, don’t call her Miyu-sama. She’s just Miyu, all right? I've mentioned that already.”

Motoko looked troubled, but Natsumi shook her head. “I couldn’t. Hori house is nothing compared to Fujiwara… huh?” She seemed surprised as I placed my fingers to her lips, shushing her.

“Well, Hori house aside, Hori Natsumi is going to be my wife, and Miyu is my Vassal, so there’s no need for such formality between you, is there?” At my smile she blushed and nodded, looking away, even her ears pink. “Now I’m curious. Just how did it feel, dancing along with her…”

As I bombarded them with questions, Hinata looked on fondly, Shiro too… Shaeula is showing her mother around, accompanied by Hyacinth. Ixitt is up to who-knows-what, and Grulgor is out along with Shaeraggo, bringing the last scraps of the ten kilometre radius under my control. So, what’s next…?


Three Hundred And Fifteen


Meeting up with Miyu and Mayumi-san, Hinata and I returned with them to the Material. Mayumi-san was complaining that I had kept the noble sons and daughters waiting for my Chirurgery, but before I could respond, Hinata was first.

“Really, Mayumi-sama, I’ve explained all this.” She sighed theatrically. “Akio already had plans, important plans, and the schedule for Chirurgery wasn’t agreed by Akio, was it? It’s just asking for a favour, without adequate compensation.” She nodded at the bodyguards accompanying us, Kazumi-san, Michiru-san and Mayumi-san’s elegantly dressed guard. “Akio is kind enough even to perform the Chirurgery on our bodyguards, when really, it’s a priceless service. Only Akio and Shaeula can do it, so you can’t put a value on it.”

“Who can say whether some of these people with strange abilities, these Chosen, that Ichijou house has found, will be unable to do such feats?” Mayumi-san protested, stretching her knotted muscles.

“Oh really?” Hinata raised one eyebrow. “You’d compare them to Akio? That’s very… bold… Mayumi-sama.”

“Well, I will admit that they seem more motivated by money and are less… impressive, all told.” She pouted a little, not used to being talked back to. “Even so, Akio-san will be marrying Tsumura Motoko-san, and even you, Hinata. As part of the nobility, there is an obligation to the greater whole, even if only related by marriage.”

“Really, I think the nobility needs Akio a lot more than he needs it. Besides…” She glanced at Miyu, who nodded slowly.

“Mayumi-sama…” Miyu spoke formally, much shyer than the outgoing daughter of Ichijou house. “You have seen the lands and host Akio-san commands. I… I am a Chosen too, though my power is pitiful in comparison…” She looked down, abashed.

“That’s far from true. Your Dance Of The Returning Dawn has the potential to be a cornerstone of my plans, and its value is incalculable.” I assured her. She gave me a slight smile, before continuing.

“That aside. Many will be like me. A coward, unwilling to press onwards. Selfish and weak.”

“As a daughter of Fujiwara house, you shouldn't denigrate yourself so, it sets a bad example to the rest of the nobility.” Mayumi-san was irritated.

“I only speak the truth.” She stood her ground. “I regretted that this came to me, hid it from grandfather, and was even prepared to risk my life, or die, to avoid this terrible burden. Until Akio-san, Hinata-san and his sister all set me on the right path.”

“Me too, Miyu-sama!” Michiru-san declared grandly, flourishing her scarf. “As your bodyguard, I should have been able to protect not just your body, but your spirit and happiness! I failed…” She gnashed her teeth. “…but I have a second chance!” She bowed to me. “And I am most grateful, Akio-sama. I will protect Miyu-sama forever.”

“This is missing the point.” I interjected. “Don’t worry, Miyu, Michiru-san. I too will protect you both. But … I also have other people to protect.” I fixed Mayumi-san with a stern gaze, which she met placidly. Yeah, I have to admire her confidence, if nothing else. “Chirurgery is not a priority, when it comes to protecting Tsukiko-san. Now that the situation is stabilised in Kyoto, I have a little time, so we’ll see.” It’d be quicker with Shaeula here, but I don’t want to interrupt her time with Urakaze. It would be helpful if Kana and my sis were able to do Chirurgery as well, like they both hope. But I’m not sure how we can make that happen, yet…

“From what grandfather says, the Diviner is an important woman in the pillar of faith.” Mayumi-san agreed. “Even so… proper time management is important in business, grandfather says so. You need to do better!”

“That’s true, though not the 'do better' part.” Hinata protested. “Akio is already doing more than anyone else could and…” As they argued, Michiru-san leaned in, whispering to me very faintly, trusting my ears to pick her words up.

“Please, call me Michiru. If Miyu-sama has no honorific, it wounds my heart to have one myself, it is so disrespectful. No ninja can tolerate it!” Her face was imploring, so I found myself nodding.

“Well, we are here.” We entered one of the rooms in the training school, where a few familiar faces were waiting, as well as a number of newcomers.

“Hiroto, how are things?” Hinata asked her brother, who was sitting with two others, a younger boy who was waiting nervously, perhaps of middle school age, and someone who seemed of a similar age to Hiroto-san and looked a lot like Mayumi-san. Behind them were sharply dressed, strong-looking bodyguards.

“Fine. Though… I don’t like being in such rarefied company.” he sighed.

“Don’t be an idiot. You know cousin Minoru-sama and Hideki-sama. Sakura as well.” She smiled at them, as well as the girl who shared some similarities in appearance with Hinata, who must have been her cousin Takatsukasa Sakura-san. “As for our other guest…” She nodded politely. “Honoka-sama, it is a pleasure to have you here.”

The youngest girl out of those here, who I had met briefly before at Fujiwara-san’s mansion, nodded. Her bodyguard, Michiru’s sister, Koga Kozue-san, was glaring at Michiru and Miyu, which surprised me.

“So, it seems we meet again.” Honoka-san observed, looking at me with eyes that seemed gentle at first glance, but were actually quite sharp and probing. It had been the same when we had talked in the mansion, she had asked a lot of strange questions, showing how sheltered she was, but she was unafraid and sure of herself. Though it seems her bodyguard is still as wary of me as ever.

“Yes, it’s a pleasure.” I bowed, introducing myself again, and getting introductions from the newcomers. Minoru-san was only in his second year of middle school, so was a bit shy, and didn’t seem to have the forcefulness I’d expect from a son of Takatsukasa house. His sister Sakura-san was quite different, and seemed to have some sort of rivalry going with Hinata.

“I am Takatsukasa Sakura. I am pleased to meet you.” she greeted me primly. She was very pretty, much like Hinata, but there was something under the surface I couldn’t quite place, a fragility of sorts. “Considering you are accepting Hinata as your fiancée, you must be a man of deep tolerance. If she causes you grief, I would understand if you choose to break your engagement. Tsumura Motoko-san is a far better match, as Tsumura house has a long history and great standing. You should be deeply honoured that such a match has happened.”

Hinata sneered at that, snorting with annoyance. “Well, Sakura. Perhaps you are out of the loop. It’s not Akio that benefits from the match, but actually me, and Fukumoto house.” She grasped my arm, pulling me close. “Our match is one of love, not profits, though of course, there’ll definitely be a lot of profits.” She grinned slightly maliciously. “Poor Takatsukasa house.” she continued impishly. “Ichijou house is forming a solid connection with Akio due to the new partnership he has with Mayumi-sama…”

“I still worry about that.” Mayumi-san’s brother, Hideki-san frowned, appraising me. He had introduced himself as a second year at the highly prestigious Tokyo University, studying Business and Politics, and he had the sort of confidence only someone from a powerful, rich family could have, used to being obeyed and fawned over. A lot like his sister. “Not a partnership, it seems that there are profits to be made there, but the terms.” He looked me up and down, weighing me up. “To have a share in Ichijou house as a reward, it seems excessive. Especially for someone so unproven.”

“I don’t know about that.” Mayumi-san disagreed, surprising me. “Hinata has a good eye for opportunity, and is always honest, even when she would be better keeping her silence and going with socially expected flattery.” At that Hinata smiled impishly, and Sakura-san looked angry for a moment, before realising she was in high company and smoothing out her facial expression.

“And from what I’ve seen, he’s definitely capable, more so than those we’ve uncovered.” she conceded, perhaps referencing our earlier conversation. “I anticipate that our new company will bring great profit to Ichijou house, far more than what we are giving away.” She looked thrilled, her face red with excitement, and I once more realised why Hinata liked her, despite her overbearing nature and arrogance.

They are two very similar girls, both ambitious and into business. The only difference is the family status they were born into. Hinata can’t compete in wealth and nobility, despite having plenty of both. No wonder she’s frustrated. “I can see, as the heir, brother, you must be frustrated to see grandfather make such a decision, but trust me, when our new company is a match for all our other industries combined, you’ll be begging for a seat on the board. Besides…” She looked at Hinata again. “She’s right. Ichijou house does need a tie with such a powerful individual. And marriage is clearly not an option. My bloodline is the noblest, I can’t marry down, unlike Hinata.”

“Ignoring the casual insult…” Hinata was still smiling, but I could see her anger. Sakura was reacting too, looking uncomfortable. “...Akio doesn’t care for you anyway, Mayumi-sama. I admit you’re pretty, but we are all beautiful ourselves. As for nobility, Shaeula has you beat. Still, you can feel the excitement, can’t you? After the Chirurgery, after seeing Akio’s Territory. And you’ve only scratched the surface.” She spoke to Hideki-san then. “We don’t know each other well, Hideki-sama, but trust me when I say this. A bet on Akio is a winning bet. A little wealth is a small price to pay for our favour.”

“A little?” Sakura-san muttered, barely audible. Oh yeah, Takatsukasa house is supposedly a pale shadow of their past, financially. That’s why Hinata’s mother is a Takatsukasa. Ordinarily she’d never marry into Fukumoto house. The politics was a bit of a tangled web, and it was annoying to navigate, but if I intended to act with freedom in Japan, I needed the connections, the support, the favours.

“If I may…” Miyu asked diffidently.

”Of course. Go ahead Miyu.” Hinata nodded, and Sakura-san gasped.

“Hinata! Your rudeness to Miyu-sama is unforgivable! Comport yourself properly. You have Takatsukasa blood, even if your upbringing is not noble, you should know better!”

“Pay it no mind.” Miyu said softly in reply to Sakura-san, and Hinata launched into a complaint against her cousin.

“My upbringing was as noble as yours, cousin Sakura. My mother is your father’s sister. She was raised just as your father was. Just because she married my father doesn’t make that disappear. Besides, here, you are breaking etiquette.” Hinata pressed. “Here, this is Akio’s world, and Miyu is simply his Vassal. And as his fiancée, calling a Vassal with -sama would be stupid, right?”

Sakura opened her mouth to retort, but no words came out. It was then that Honoka-san spoke up. “I was wondering about that, Miyu-sama.” She addressed her sister innocently enough, but I caught a gleam in her eyes. “Your engagement has been cancelled, and none has been announced to replace it.”

“That is true.” Miyu agreed, and she glanced at me, giving me a grateful look. Michiru also looked satisfied, from what I could see, though her red scarf hid her smile. “I currently cannot marry as planned, due to the issue that I possess the blessing of Ame-no-Uzume. It is not simply a matter of my bloodline. Besides, you are still heir, Honoka-sama.”

“I understand that.” Honoka-san continued. “But there is no way that a daughter of Fujiwara house can be a Vassal under Tsumura or Fukumoto houses. It would make a mockery of the system grandfather has gone to such pains to protect, and also of you, Miyu-sama.”

Behind me Michiru tensed, probably noticing the pleased body-language of her sister as she stood behind Honoka-san, who was questioning her own sister, seemingly innocently, but I wasn’t so sure.

“It is not the same.” Miyu-san disagreed. “This is a Vassal under Akio-san in terms of this strange new world. I have pledged my support to him, and in exchange, he defends and protects me and my Territory, thus the Fujiwara mansion.”

“Even so…” Honoka-san persisted. “If you were to marry, and he gave you an order that conflicted with your duty to your husband, what would you do? A daughter of Fujiwara as a Vassal cannot work.”

“If I am unable to marry, so be it. Hinata-san said it best.” Miyu surprised me. “Fujiwara house also needs a tie to Akio-san. I know more than most his strengths. Other houses may choose to seek alliance with others like him…” She nodded elegantly to Hideki-san, who frowned, listening. “…and I feel no noble house without a stake in the new world will prosper. But Fujiwara house is one of the greatest in all of Japan. We cannot merely seek adequate.” She smiled. “I am the tie that binds Akio-san to us.”

“So, do you think you will get married to him then?” Honoka asked, troubled.

We exchanged glances, before Miyu shook her head. “That would likely cause more problems than it solves, at least for now. Grandfather annulled my engagement, because it is more beneficial for me to be available, a prize for others to covet. But I cannot be given away so easily. And I cannot marry Akio-san, for it would be disrespectful to Tsumura, Hori and Fukumoto houses. I would be elevated above them. No, this way is better.”

Yeah, you don’t have any interest in men as far as I can tell. In fact, you’ve come a long way in how you are less shy around me, in just a few meetings. I remember the first time we met… as I reminisced, Hinata jumped in once more, delighted.

“You see how it is, Sakura? Well, poor Takatsukasa house has no ties to Akio, unless you or cousin Minoru-sama forge them.” I noted she gave her younger male cousin a lot more respect than she did Sakura-san, although while they argued, I thought I knew Hinata pretty well, and it seemed to me she wanted Sakura-san to understand her. “Oh wait…” she continued. “Silly me, I am descended from Takatsukasa house, so I suppose you have no need of ties. I’m already his fiancée!”

“Such insolence towards Sakura-sama!” Kozue-san protested, fuming, but Sakura-san waved her to silence, her face red. You're not Sakura-san's bodyguard, Kozue-san. Is it just that you dislike us so much?

“I admit, father and grandfather have tried to find others of these special people, like Ichijou house. But we do not have the resources to persuade them to work for us.” she sighed. “Hinata, if you want to be seen as true nobility, you have to act like it. That means showing respect to the higher nobility, deferring when necessary.”

“Well, as I said, my sister-in-law is a princess. Another is a proud daughter of Tsumura house. And my husband is Akio, who can’t be measured by conventional wisdom.” She smiled unapologetically, unwilling to back down. “So I think I stand in a high enough place to be informal. Besides, you’re my cousin, Sakura. Shouldn’t we be closer? Akio cherishes family, and that makes you part of his family too. Family shouldn’t have these stupid rules.”

“I wonder, if Miyu-sama is your Vassal…” Honoka-san asked, thinking. “Does that make me your family too, if you are taking care of her?”

“Well, Miyu and I don’t have that sort of bond.” No more than I have with Kikuchi Shuta-san. Though my bond with Haru-san is a lot deeper… “But if you are ever in trouble, I’m sure I’d be happy to help.”

“I see.” Honoka-san mused. “I still think this will not work, but I admit…” She smiled at Hinata gently. “You make a compelling case for the necessity of a new infusion to the nobility. Perhaps my dear cousin Miyu-sama has formed the connection grandfather wished for after all…”

“All right, this is all very interesting.” Mayumi-san was grinning. “I have never had such a frank conversation with those who are my equals. It is very stimulating. But Hinata is right. Although…” She peered at Hinata curiously. “I don’t remember you being this cheeky. Well, you’ve always been entertaining, but this forceful personality of yours is rather new.”

Hinata merely laughed at that, allowing Mayumi-san to continue. “Maybe there are others out there with equal or greater worth than Akio-san, but he is here now. Hideki, wait and see. I have grand plans which will amaze you. But as for you all…” She smiled at me. “It’s time for Chirurgery.” She shuddered a little. “I feel truly wonderful, now, but it’s extremely unpleasant enduring it at first. Sadly, it can’t be helped, can it? Besides, I’m sure you won’t miss the opportunity to show off, right Hinata?”

“That’s right! My cheeky words are not as impactful as seeing the Territory.” Hinata smiled, releasing my arm at last. “Well, are you starting with the bodyguards as usual? How about…” She pointed at Kozue-san, and behind me Michiru bit down on a happy snort. Yeah, I’m quite certain there’s far too many people here who enjoy the idea of others suffering a bit of humiliation and pain. Oh well, I might as well get started. After all, I had gained a few new insights from watching Bintara work, and I wanted to try them out…
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“…was quite the amusing sight, seeing Sakura and the others so stunned.” Hinata was rubbing her head against me affectionately as we sat in my room on the Material. Unlike the others, who had been whisked away by limousines back to their homes, Hinata had stayed longer. After I had performed the Chirurgery, finding it a bit easier and less pain-inducing due to using a fraction of Bintara’s techniques, I had charged them up and gave them a very brief tour of the Territory.

“The bodyguards were so on edge, especially meeting Grulgor.” She continued to laugh happily. “And Mayumi was having a grand time seeming like she was an expert, despite only having been to your Territory twice before.” She sighed. “Sakura is… well, it’s hard to be her cousin. I do wish I could get on with her more, but she’s in a difficult position. As the daughter of Takatsukasa house, she needs to act as regally as Mayumi, which is a tough ask, and Miyu and Honoka-sama too.”

Hinata sighed, her good humour fading a little. “But Takatsukasa house is only holding on due to Fujiwara and Ichijou house supporting them, and the rest of the nobility knows it. Ordinarily, I’d have never been born, my mother should never have married down, as Sakura so rudely put it. But the whole nobility thinks it. It’s so unfair. Mayumi thinks of it similarly. She sees me as a friend, and I know she likes me. But she’ll never see me as the type of friend we have, unless we can change her perspective. And I do so want to be friends. I love her charm, her arrogance, her drive to succeed.” She looked up at me, brown eyes pleading. “Akio, can you do something about it? No, you will, I know.”

“Of course.” I bent down and kissed her lips tenderly. As we parted, she was flushed but happy. “Your cousin, well, she’ll come around. The old ways have to change. As for Mayumi-san, it must be lonely, being at the top, looking down on everyone else. So I’ll help you climb up beside her.”

“Great! I love you!” We kissed again, and after we were done, I patted her head. “It’s late. You’d better head home, or you’ll not have any strength at school tomorrow.”

“Don’t worry, I can get by on a little sleep nowadays, at least for a day or two.” she promised me. “I won’t disgrace my husband-to-be, or my parents, by showing weakness at school. So, what will you be doing?”

I shrugged. “Well, I’d love to get some sleep, it’s been days, but…” I haven’t slept since before Tsukiko-san transferred me her Divine Favour. But right now there’s too much to do… “I need to return to Kyoto and pump Yasaka-san for answers to a few questions, and I have other things to do as well.”

“I see. You need to take care of yourself, none of us want you breaking down from bearing too many burdens. I’ll be sure to ask Eri and the others if you did so.”

“All right, I promise.” I assured her, and once Hinata had also left, I returned to the Boundary, a lot still to do…


Three Hundred And Sixteen


“…shrouded by a providence in rivalry to my own.” Yasaka-san read, his face pale, blood staining his lips. Having answered my final question with the Book Of Providence, he slumped down, exhausted. “Damn, you shouldn’t work your elders so hard.”

“You’re hardly that old.” I disagreed. “Even so, you’ve done good work.” I helped the older Chosen candidate up. As he mopped the trickled red and silver blood from his face, we considered the answers we had obtained. “It’s a shame we couldn’t get much information, but at least the final answer was revealing.”

“A providence in rivalry to my own? It sounds like there is some obfuscation that I can’t read through.” he agreed. “It didn’t occur instantly though, when we asked about before the ships left China, we were able to get an accurate read on them.”

“Regardless, what we got is troubling.” The details on the PLA divisions that were included in the breakaway were really detailed, and proved the value of the Book Of Providence, but knowing the equipment and weapons they had loaded was concerning. Anti-tank weaponry, sniper and anti-material rifles, several attack helicopters, missile batteries and more. Sure, the JSDF could handle them easily enough, their numbers aren’t great, but the casualties if they attack Kyoto with those would be ruinous, and there’d be no way to cover it up. It could quite easily lead to war between Japan and China too…

“There’s still no evidence that their destination is Japan.” Yasaka-san offered. “But whether it’s Japan or not, there’s going to be trouble, right?”

“Big trouble.” I agreed. “I’m certain that they will attack Kyoto. I’m starting to have my Foresight buzz unpleasantly, and now that I have a much higher stat after Tsukiko-san gave me her Divine Favour, as well as the blessing of Tsukuyomi, I can feel a rising danger to Tsukiko-san, as well as those I’ve met in Kyoto such as Taishakama-san. While that still doesn’t mean it’ll be these deserters and rebels… there’s far too much coincidental about this. There’s the Sect forces, and the number of Chosen. Twenty-Three!” That was what really worried me. Well, it wasn’t like I was comfortable handing attack helicopters or taking hits from anti-material rifles. But compared to more than twenty Chosen candidates with varied abilities and powers, I’d take them on any day.

“Some of them do seem… troubling.” Yasaka-san consulted his list. “And there were seven we’ve been unable to read the information on, either protected in the same way as the information after their departure, or simply… inaccessible.”

Of course. My Eye is Legendary, and even it struggles with question marks all the time. It’s only natural he can’t get information on powers that outclass the Book itself. That’s why he needs to grow stronger, Rank it up. “Even so, at least we know about some. Those with destructive abilities, well, it’s easier to deal with those than the others. Flaming wheels and incredible speed. The ability to freeze a wide area. Calling lightning. Tremendous physical strength. Those we can handle. It’s the ability to compel others to fight beyond their limits, carry items to the Boundary and more that concern me. Luckily, thanks to you, we can start brainstorming countermeasures.”

“I’m just glad I could help. Does that mean I can rest now?” Yasaka-san asked, and I shook my head.

“No way. No rest for you. This shows more than ever we have to empower your ability. Fortunately you’re on easy street now though, since we have the Ring Gate. You can get power-Levelled against the sea creatures everyone is farming on my coastline for Levels and ether.” I slapped the tired man on the back as he groaned.

So, I need to pass this information on to Tsumura-san, so the JSDF can be made ready. But seriously, why the hell are all these Chosen and Sects coming here? It makes no sense… there’s got to be more to it that we aren’t seeing and can’t ask. Perhaps we don’t know the right questions…
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“…a series of incidents that defy description.” Detective Kato was saying, while Officer Usui sat beside him. Karen-chan brought them steaming mugs of coffee, which they took gratefully. After taking a sip, the Detective continued. “Fortunately it only seems to be theft at the moment, but even so, a number of high-end jewellers have been robbed of their stocks, and a security firm transporting a significant sum of yen to be placed in ATM’s around Tokyo found that at their first destination, the van was empty, only a scattered handful of bills left behind.”

“I see. Well, were there any clues?”

“Fingerprints were found at the scene, but they don’t match any on the police database.”

“Whoever this is, they’re an amateur.” Officer Usui sniffed. “Not even wearing gloves. But nothing ever shows on the cameras, and there’s no sign of breaking and entry.”

“The Officers dealing with it are wracking their brains trying to come up with a solution that might be plausible, but they’ve got nothing.” the Detective continued. “Then I caught word of it, and thought it might be a case that would fall under Ministry jurisdiction. Now I know…” he conceded. “…the Ministry isn’t operational yet, the legislation not passed through the Diet. But even so, I don’t want to just leave it alone.”

“Invisibility seems the most likely answer.” I mused. “They could slip in behind the guards as the van was loaded, then get out as they panic, money safely hidden.” With improved stats, carrying a lot of money should be plausible, as should keeping quiet. Even so, it does seem risky. “Though who knows? Maybe they can teleport, via some sort of spatial ability?”

“Really, we need to have a better idea of everyone who can use these crazy powers.” Officer Usui complained. “This registry can’t come soon enough.”

“I believe that the Chosen from the JSDF are forming a map of Tokyo, and have identified quite a few smaller Territories. Of course, that doesn’t exactly narrow down the candidate behind them, but it’s human nature to have their Anchor somewhere they feel safe…” I suggested.

“Yes, a number have been brought to the attention of the government that way. We also…” The Detective had the grace to look ashamed. “…took a leaf out of the USA’s book, and managed to unearth more via phone records and other… less than constitutional means.” He frowned, unhappy. “But I understand. Just as the laws have to change to accommodate these new powers, we can’t be picky in what methods we use to account for everyone. It sits badly with me, but I’ve learned from nearly dying I have to be a little more… flexible.”

“Yes, well, if people want to get rich, then there are plenty of ways they can use their Favours for good. I’d be prepared to pay for assistance from those with the right abilities.” I mused. “So, I happen to know a guy who can get detailed answers to questions…” I grinned. “Unless the thief here is protected somehow, I daresay we can get their name or more…”

“I doubt that would be admissible as evidence in court.” The Detective leaned forwards, interest in his eyes. “But I admit, being able to put a name to this case would be a great boost to our standing, and make the Tokyo PD more likely to support us when we go live…”

“Well, in that case, give me a few minutes…” I offered, realising I had to return to the Boundary, mere minutes after leaving it. Shit, I’m overworked. I know my mom says ‘no rest for the wicked’, but other than my many relationships with girls, I swear I’m a good guy!
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“Hey Ixitt.” I yawned, as the ratkin entered my office, laptop in hand. I was polishing off an evening beer, after a very long day, running errands, talking to numerous people, and arranging matters. The girl from Hoeruokami shrine, Hotene-san, taking her into the Boundary was hard work in her shocked mental state, but Bintara managed to restore her eyes, claiming it was far easier than restoring Shiro’s blind orb. Ren-san too, as well as Keomi-chan. Now all the physical scars are healed, it’s just the mental ones…

Haru-san had used Mind Healing Light a little, in her few spare moments, and now it was just that poor girl who was still unstable. Hopefully in time she’ll make a full recovery. In addition to that I had also performed Chirurgery on another significant batch of Special Forces, as well as Luciana and a few squad leaders from the Black Wolf Company.

“Good evening.” he answered, a knowing smile on his face. “A hard day, I see.”

“Every day is hard. I haven’t even had time to sleep.” I stifled a yawn. “Well, there’s stuff only I can do, I guess. The burdens of being a leader…” I paused. “So, how are your plans progressing for the new industry? Mayumi-san is eager to get started, and they can’t exactly construct the necessary buildings and facilities without a solid plan.”

“The ideas are sound.” Ixitt seemed delighted to be asked about his Mortal Engineering. “Tests of Alchemy devices in the Boundary have proved the concept works, though on far from a scale we require. No, first we need an adequate method of generating aether here in the mortal world. The increasing ether density is helpful, but it is still far too sparse to manage such feats.” He stroked his chin, deep in thought.

“I have ideas, of course. In fact, I have been exchanging messages with someone who lives in a far-flung land. It is really quite impressive. Yes, similar devices for communication, scrying pools and so such, do exist in the Court, but they are rare and often used only by the greatest and most powerful Fae.” He sighed in wonder. “Here, even the poorest child can have a device that can cross the world. Fascinating.”

Now I’m curious. Just who is Ixitt communicating with, and how did he find them? Well, he is pretty inquisitive… “So, what’s your solution?” I asked.

“Why reinvent the wheel, as I believe you humans say?” His smile broadened. “Electricity, of course. I have been studying, having easily understandable tomes available for a layperson, all the way up to the most esoteric scientific textbooks for experts, has given me numerous fresh understandings. The Royal Element of Lightning, that the noble Queen of the Seelie wields to smite her enemies, that must surely use electricity, though I suspect she does not know or understand that. And though I wield no elements myself… yet… having watched and listened to the training of you and the princess, it seems that aether can be converted into elements directly. So the reverse should surely be true. Therefore, electricity, it should be able to become aether, no?”

That’s quite the leap. “I agree elements and aether are linked. I worked that out quite quickly. They seem to arrange in a web, while aether is at the heart of it. And yes, converting aether to other elements is something that can be done, though the efficiency is terrible. But the reverse… well, not everything is a two-way process. You can break an egg, but you can’t unbreak it. There’s a thing called entropy…”

“Yes, I have had this discussion with my comrade in the pursuit of the depths of knowledge.” He grinned. “I aided her with a similar problem. If everything she tries should work, but does not, then she is simply missing something, a spark, as it were. Likewise, she inspired me. After all, with aether, you could unscramble an egg, could you not?” he shot back my example.

“Well, if your electricity costs are too high, then it’ll price everything else out of the market.” I warned, and he laughed at me.

“Of course. I have been studying. Besides, if I am to meet your expectations, and secure a larger budget for my experiments going forwards, I have to excel.” He grinned. ”I believe I have discovered a way to generate electricity far in excess of any input, by merging Material and Astral laws. True Mortal Engineering. Though gathering the materials for my prototypes in both realms is proving challenging. Even so, I do believe that with your support, I can make it work. It is good to have a wealthy patron.”

I imagined if he was still in his rat form, his tail would be lashing happily about now. “Prince Shaetanao was interested in my arts as well, and had his own cadre of Mortal Engineers, but your Territory, it is attracting us from across the lands of the Fae. While many seek to work on their own projects, I can draw upon their eager manpower, in exchange for promises of introduction to you or the princess.” Ixitt rubbed his hands gleefully. “So, here is my idea…”
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I still have a headache. Rubbing my temples, I dialled the number for Hinata’s grandfather Fukumoto Kenji-san. What Ixitt was describing is essentially a perpetual motion machine. Well, no, technically it isn’t, as it does have energy input into the system. But because of the interplay of both Material and Boundary, the Material side effectively is only extracting energy… it’s revolutionary, but could it actually work? Ugh, I may be a genius now with my stats, but I can’t suddenly know what I don’t know. The mathematics and physics checks out though, if you ignore the interplay with the Boundary and the Building he would need constructing. Well, he does have a little experience making the Artificial Ether Spires, so…

Putting that aside, I greeted my grandfather-in-law, who answered cheerfully, and once the preamble was out of the way, we got down to business.

“Akio-kun, the first beneficiaries of your marvellous healing have transferred over their assets as promised. My corporate lawyers, as well as your representative from Chase Midas Gold, and support from Fujiwara and Ichijou houses, witnessed and confirmed it all. You’re a very wealthy man now. I can see my granddaughter’s future is secure.” He laughed. “Not that I had worries before. I always prided myself on being able to pick a winner, it’s how Nichibotsu grew as strong as it has today.”

“Great. We’ll be needing that money if we are to establish our new industries. I don’t want to rely too heavily on Mayumi-san’s investments. In addition, we could really use expanding the amount of real-estate we own in my Territory. We still have to run experiments on the Material To Boundary Connection and the effects of the aether drain on ordinary people too…” Now my head is spinning a little. Perhaps I’ve been awake too long. My body might not need sleep anymore, but I’m still only human, despite everything…

“You have a lot on your plate. Especially now.” he commiserated. “Hinata was worried about you. You need to take care of yourself. A man shouldn’t worry his wife, and you have more than one to worry.” His tone was lightly mocking.

“Yeah, I think I might take a nap afterwards. Just a few hours to freshen up. It’s all I can spare.” Shiro and Eri were working with Bintara, and Shaeula, while she had finished showing her mother around and returned her to Kyoto, was dealing with matters at the Spring, as well as checking on the defences in Kyoto. Shiro’s scars are fading. It’s a painfully slow process, but every time I see them shrink a little, healthy skin forming on the edges of the wounds, I feel like crying. As for Eri…

While Bintara couldn’t heal what wasn’t an injury, she was incredibly experienced, so had given Eri exercises to do, and she was throwing herself into them with a vengeance, determined to not let Shiro beat her to full health again. It also helps that apparently it will lead to strengthening her Chakra network as well. A welcome reward for her hard work.

“It must be tough.” Fukumoto-san commiserated. “I understand though. When I was a young man, I often had to go days with little rest, and…” He regaled me with a brief tale of his younger days, to which I listened respectfully, until he got to the point. “…anyway, you’ve done well listening to the ramblings of an old man. Hiroto would usually tell me to get to the point long before now. Anyway, our now-healed friends got the all-clear from their own personal physicians, and were very eager to meet their saviour, especially Miss Lindiwe. Her father has been calling Ichijou house non-stop to see if he can meet her 'miracle physician', as he called you. Obviously, we’ve protected your privacy, but rumours are already getting out. It’s a bit of a headache for the government, but… a boon for us. I’ve had enquiries, as has Ichijou house. Turns out there’s no shortage of rich old men and women with ailing health, or those with sick spouses, relatives or children.”

“Well, obviously we need more resources. But now isn’t a good time.” Danger was closing in, my Foresight could feel it. “I also feel rather bad… maybe I should do some secret charity work as well, balance it out. Visit a children’s hospital, or something. The only problem is…”

“Yes, secrecy. I admit to thinking it would be easier if all this was out in the open.” Fukumoto-san mused. “I understand why the government wants to prevent panic. But no secret held by more than a single person is ever safe, and there are a lot of people in Japan and abroad that know.”

“Yes, it’s why we are having to rush everything, get the Ministry in place as fast as we can. Well, for now…” As I talked with Fukumoto-san, I stifled a yawn. Yeah, I’m definitely going to grab a little sleep, before I start another round of Chirurgery…
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“Vile creatures, die!” I cried, Foehn surging from me, pouring out over the oncoming ants. They were a dull, sooty red, the size of horses, with golden eyes that glittered hungrily. The lead ant was bathed in flames and fell, screeching, but a wall of ice erupted, blocking Foehn from spreading further. Behind the larger ants came a swarm of smaller ones, though these were still the size of dogs, and they leaked a trail of slime, poisonous and stinking, the streets of Kyoto melting under the discharge. I could hear cries for help, and explosions rocked the distance, further ants, these like a mob of army ants I had seen in nature documentaries, racing forwards like a thick blanket, surging towards the distant Tsukuyomi-jinja.

“No, you’ll not pass here!” I cried again, and the ground shattered, a trench forming. Ants tumbled into it, falling to their deaths, yet soon the survivors were forming long bridges, crossing the crevasse. The moon shone overhead, and even as I fought, some of the dead ants were stumbling to their feet, red shells fading to ashen grey.

“It is too late.” a voice intoned, and I turned to see Tsukiko-san, the red and white of her shrine maiden hakama reversed, red fiery ants crawling all over her white robes, while her red trousers were covered in bone-grey ants that bit through cloth. She smiled even as more red was added to the picture, crimson blood soaking from her torn flesh as ants burrowed into her, her sad smile leaking blood down her face, now bereft of her veil, ruby eyes shining with tears. “I shall be consumed, my role here done. I leave the moon to you. Guard it well!” Even as she gave me comforting words, ants were crawling out of her open mouth, slick with gore, and she was shrinking, as if being hollowed out from within, sagging like a deflating balloon.

My vision blurred, and it was as if I could see the scene through water. Flame boiled, searing away the many ants consuming her, shells popping under the heat. For a moment, the ragged, deflated version of Tsukiko-san smiled, a painful expression, one that filled me with grief. Then she was once more buried under a writhing tide of ants, the creatures falling from the sky like rain.

I looked up, and the moon was shining, like an unblinking eye, and it was surrounded by a serpentine dragon, coiling around it like a figure of eight. Many scales were missing, yet the dragon’s body was so massive these gaps were barely chinks in armour, and even as I watched one loose scale fell, striking the ground in an eruption of foul liquids, before changing into a large ant, which greedily charged off into the shadows of Kyoto.

The Red Dragon Of The Numberless East. A voice echoed in my head, and our gazes met. The Dragon smiled, mouth gaping open, flames drooling like saliva, setting Kyoto alight, but as my own Eye shimmered, I could see some of the teeth were rotten, as was the flesh around it, and under the scales covering the face around its left eye I could see squirming foreign flesh underneath. The eye looking at me blinked, a dirty gold, and the dragon licked its lips, putrid tongue also rotting.

“It seems there are many delightful delicacies here.” The dragon spoke, voice rumbling across the heavens, slimy and ravenous. “With a good meal, I can regain my strength that was taken from me.” It laughed then, and several more scales fell, revealing transparent, gelatinous flesh, yellowing bones hidden within. “After all, I smell… quite the hidden feast.” With that the other eye of the dragon opened, shimmering with a rainbow of colours, and it arched, back starting to crack, peaks of bone and stone erupting from flesh, as it spewed flames, Kyoto, no, the very country ablaze, and…

With an indrawn breath, I opened my eyes, jolting awake. Covered in sweat, I felt wretched. Blinking blearily, I checked the clock, for once alone in my bed. That’s right, everyone else is still busy. I thought I’d have a quick nap… Looking at the clock, I had only been asleep for a bit under two hours, but it had seemingly been long enough to dream. No, that was no dream. That was a prophecy. Damn, if Tsukiko-san has had to endure this, no wonder she’s on the verge of giving up. Shit. Cursing to myself, I stumbled to the sink and washed my face, feeling a little better as the cold water woke me up.

“So, that was the Red Dragon that Tsukiko-san and Yukiko-san have to face. It had a golden eye. A coincidence? I don’t think so. The golden-eyed hunger that Shiro and Tan are destined to fight, they have to be related.” I said out loud, relieved to hear my own voice, surprised how even with my high Resilience, the vision had unnerved me. “Well, it’s too soon to draw conclusions, but… some of the ants, they were using powers that seemed very familiar…”

Deciding to check with Tsumura-san whether the military and coastguard had any luck detecting the deserters from China, I dried my face and headed downstairs, ready for another round of Chirurgery, and a long night of other tasks that needed my attention…

Damn, that golden eye. It reminded me of Tan, when she wanted to eat me. Shit, why did it have to turn its gaze upon Japan? Isn’t there enough food in China for it? Thinking such uncharitable thoughts, I laughed bitterly. The world had changed, and such problems were only going to become more frequent over time…
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Finally. It’s been forever. Standing in front of the Territory Anchor, Shaeula, Hyacinth, Eri and Shiro at my side, I watched as the Build Queue Anchor Spire finally completed, reaching Rank 2.

“This would have been done many-many days ago, were it not-not for the slowing.” Shaeula complained. “Well, it is done now.” she grinned. “So, what-what will you spend your bounty on?”

“A good question.” I mused, having a bit under a million ether available. A significant chunk of it was generated from the constant farming of sea-creatures in Sagami Bay, a tide which seemed largely inexhaustible, and the rest was made up of the final bounty for bringing all of the Territory within ten kilometres under my control. Though we can’t rely on Sagami Bay forever. Sooner or later, either we’ll defeat all the creatures that make the Bay their home, or we’ll provoke a nastier response. I’m worried, but we need the ether and more importantly, the Levels.

I was trying to strengthen not just my own forces, but those of Chosen with key abilities, such as Yasaka-san. It was already paying off, but soon I would be receiving the details of the Chosen candidates Ichijou house and the other nobility had gathered, as well as the others in the military, and if any of those had usable Divine Favours, I’d need to support them as well. Though, in exchange for their support with my own projects of course. I’m not helping for free.

“We should be quick.” Eri insisted, still unsteady on her feet, cat ears and tail flickering restlessly. “After all, Aiko will be here this afternoon, right? She’ll be mad if we aren’t there to greet her.”

“Now I’m rather enthusiastic.” Shiro grinned. “Meeting the legendary brocon queen that is the object of Aki’s twisted siscon affections is going to be great! Though I do wish I was able to make a better first impression. If the sister doesn’t like me, I’m done for. Aki will kick me aside, leaving me all alone. Sob sob sob!”

“No fake monotone sobbing!” I scolded her affectionately. “My sis won’t care about your scars. She’s probably the sort to think them cool. Besides, though they’ve only shrunk a bit, you can tell they are improving. Bintara really is a genius healer.” Even watching her, I gain new insights.

“True.” Eri agreed, pouting a little, though she wasn't truly upset, I knew. “After all, she didn’t cry over mine. I know she was relieved that I wasn’t dead and I got my arm and legs back, but she could have stood to be a touch more sympathetic. Anyway, shouldn’t you be worried about some other people?”

“That’s right. Oh God Aki, we’re meeting Aimi and the others this evening! Damn, I got carried away talking to her, but… what do we do? My chest aches and I feel nervous. This isn’t like me at all! I’m a princess, and…”

Shaeula snorted, interrupting her, while Hyacinth giggled. “Really?” Shaeula asked, smiling. “Well, you will not-not be alone, will you? All of Akio’s wives shall-shall gather, and we shall discuss it together. I must admit to being most-most eager to meet these oft-mentioned friends too.”

“Yeah. Shit.” Shiro cursed once more. “I won’t be alone at least. But will that make it better? No, focus on the positives. I’m not a dateless loser who can’t find love because of her frail body anymore. That’s just Yasu. He’ll be crushed. That’ll be funny if nothing else… ugh, it’s not helping. Aki, do something to take my mind off this! You’re my boyfriend, man up! If you don’t help girls in their time of need, they’ll get snatched away from you, and none of us need to see you as an NTR protagonist. That’s more Yasu, if he ever did get a girlfriend…”

To laughter all around, which worried me a little, as I hoped that Eri, Shaeula and Hyacinth didn’t know what that acronym meant, I put that aside, remembering a past discussion I had been involved in with Shugo-san and Yasu-san over a few drinks in a bar in Shibuya, where we had rated various fetishes. Damn, my sis was right, I was such a typical otaku virgin loser. But I’m not the worst. NTR and the other cheating fetishes had rated at the bottom of the pile with us.

“That's enough talking about stupid stuff. Shiro, Aiko will like you, I promise. As for the gang, we’ll make them understand and get their blessings. Hayato-san will support us, I’m sure. He’s the sort of guy who just wants his friends to be happy.” I imagined the scene later, cracking a smile. “Anyway, the Elemental Silos are full of earth element, so… time for an upgrade.”

With that, three quarters of a million ether and two and a half thousand earth elemental essence were consumed. The White Snake Earth Altar grew suddenly, more magnificent gold and ruby decorations appearing, mixed with white and green jade, life-like serpents crawling all over the gold, ruby and obsidian roof.

“Now that’s impressive.” Shiro laughed. “Shit, I’m neglecting my Territory. I really need to push for Rank Three, as you call it. I’m glad Arisu is looking after it in my absence…”

Another problem to solve. Oh well, for now, let’s take a look…

White Snake Earth Altar Rank 2 Unique – This Building can only be constructed at Shirohebizumi shrine. It will further strengthen all Earth-aspected creatures and allies under your command, and this ability will be magnified for the Kami of the shrine and his adherents. The Kami of the shrine will be able to gather more Adherence and utilise it more effectively.
Earth Element production and purity in the area will be increased, further slightly increasing the chance of unique Elemental Earths forming. Earth Element aspected allies have their maximum Level raised by two. The Kami of the shrine, his adherents and devout worshippers have their maximum Level raised instead by four.


“Great. This should more than offset the drop in earth element due to the extra Ring Gate. More to the point, Kana and Keomi-chan should be able to get four Levels now, right? And while it does say instead, it doesn’t rule out that if they learnt earth element they’d get the extra two Levels as well, right?”

“That can wait.” Eri reiterated. “So, are you done?” she asked me, and I shook my head.

“Not quite. Now we have two open build queues, and it’s actually ether rather than time that’s the problem, thanks to the slowing vastly reducing our intake, and Sagami Bay being the last place within our Territory worth farming, I might as well tie up the queues with something that makes us income. Besides, we’ll have an empty queue soon enough when the Dwarven Smelter And Foundry completes in a couple of days.” I didn’t want to experiment with rush-building Special Rank Buildings unless there was a need for it, and right now there wasn’t.

“What we need most is more ether generation and density. So…” With that I queued in the Ether Spire Anchor Spire, and the Ether Density Anchor Spire, both a hundred thousand ether, and taking a hundred days to Rank 2.

“That’s us poor again, and I can’t see us getting any large bounties any time soon. Even Sagami Bay will surely dry up. Oh well, when the slowing ebbs out, we can go back to being rich.” I grinned, before explaining the final status of our build queues.

The Build Queue Anchor Spire was now upgraded and functioning again, and was holding the Ether Density Anchor Spire to Rank 2 at a hundred days. The queue that had been performing that upgrade was also free now, and thus held the Ether Spire Anchor Spire, also at a hundred days to completion.

We then had the upgrade on the Ether Spire to Rank 4, still a long way off at two hundred and nine days away, and lastly, the Dwarven Smelter And Foundry had about two days left, lagging behind as it hadn’t shared the benefits of Miyu’s regular visits to Dance. That also makes me wonder. We still seem to have a bit more ether than even Shaeraggo’s hard work would indicate. Miyu was dancing near the Rhyming Trees and a number of Ether Spires… putting aside another thing to test and quantify, I turned to the girls.

“Right then, we have to get ready. Tonight’s a big night. Aiko will be here soon, Hinata’s having her flown in by helicopter again. As for Hayato-san and the gang, we’re meeting them tonight in a hotel in Ueno, I believe. Hinata says she’s booked out a number of suite rooms, as well as made reservations for dinner. So, shall we go?”

As everyone smiled at me with varying degrees of worry and excitement, I couldn’t help but think about the dream, no, the vision I had received yesterday. Shit, well, we’ve done all the preparations we can. The JSDF, the Government, the faiths of Kyoto, Haru-san, even the Night Parade… all we can do now is wait, and respond as appropriate… with those last thoughts, we returned to the Material…


Three Hundred And Seventeen


“So, what do you think?” Shiro asked with a bright smile, spinning around for me, showing off what she was wearing. As usual she was in a pair of white jeans, but this time her jumper was an attractive deep-red wine colour, and it had long, puffy sleeves, so that she could hide the state of her damaged arm. Her hair was also pulled back away from her face, and she was wearing a white eye-patch, looking rather like a pirate, with all her scars. The outfit was topped off by some jewellery, such as a fetching necklace, which was unusual as Shiro normally didn’t bother with such trappings, though the white gold looked good against the richly coloured jumper she wore.

“I thought that since you were always nagging me about sticking to white, I’d make a change Aki. Though I still think my legs look best in white jeans. As for the rest…” She touched her exposed face softly, wincing. “Damn, even with all the healing I’ve had done over the past few days, I still look like I’ve tripped and fell face first into a barrel of knives.” Her lip wobbled, and I reached out to console her, but she slapped my hands away.

“No messing up my outfit, Aki.” She stepped back. “It took me ages getting ready, though not as long as it did Eri.” She nodded at my wheelchair-bound childhood friend. Eri was wearing a similar outfit to Shiro, though her tight jeans were blue, and her jumper was a layered one, with shades of black and purple. She also wore her sparkling engagement ring, as did Shiro, as well as some pretty earrings.

“Well, you try getting dressed when you can barely move.” Eri complained acerbically. “I was going to wear a skirt, but then it isn’t just girls we’ll be meeting tonight, so I thought this would be safer.”

“How prim and proper.” Shiro replied sarcastically. It does surprise me, but they seem to get on quite well, even if they argue a lot. “But I guess you’re right to be worried. Hayato is far too much a gentleman to look, but Shugo and Yasu… especially Yasu… yeah, I wouldn’t want Aki’s old friendships to end in a bloodbath as he defenestrates Yasu from the fortieth floor of our hotel.”

“He’d do it too.” Eri giggled. “I never really noticed when we were younger, probably because he was too busy being a coward and running away from me…” Eri looked at me reproachfully with her dark eyes. “…but he’s actually surprisingly possessive.”

“Well, can you blame him? Look at us. Well, not now… but when we are back on top form, we’re gorgeous!” Shiro proclaimed proudly, and I smiled at her bravery. It must have been difficult for her to think of meeting our friends in the state she was in now, being as her looks were something she was always proud of.

“We’re still gorgeous.” Eri insisted. “Besides, it’s only a matter of time. To be honest, I’m a bit worried about meeting Akio’s friends too. They’re older, and I don’t know a lot about the world so I worry they’ll think I’m just a stupid little girl. But if they are Akio’s friends, I want them to be my friends too, or at least respect me.”

“I think they will. You might get on with Hina, she’s such a cutie. And taken.” Shiro grinned knowingly. “Really, Aki’s such a hypocrite. It’s almost refreshing at times. He’s got so many girls that would put your average harem protagonist to shame, and yet he gets annoyed when people look at them. Worse, you just wait and see…” She winked, well, blinked at Eri. “If Aimi is wearing her usual sort of clothes, Aki won’t be able to help himself and he’ll ogle her. And she’s got a boyfriend now.”

“That’s no good. You can’t go stealing other people’s girls.” Eri chastised me.

“I wouldn’t do that, I promise!” I shook my head, feeling guilty, even though I hadn’t done anything yet. “Seriously, can we get back on topic of how good you both look?” I turned to Hyacinth, wearing her usual maid outfit, though she too was wearing additional accessories. It had been a struggle to convince her, but I wasn’t going to let it slide this time, as she was attending this gathering as not just my maid, but my fiancée as well. “Thanks for your help, Hyacinth. It’s reassuring to have you assisting Eri.”

She blushed and giggled. “Think nooo more of it, Akio. I am more than happy tooo help mistress Eri! Though I wooorry. These are important friends of yours, Hyacinth does nooot know how to behave as a mistress. What if I dooo things wrong?”

“I hardly think Akio will-will worry about that.” Shaeula suggested, entering the room, having finished her own preparations. “He is more-more than happy to make allowances. Do not-not be so concerned.”

Hyacinth nodded, while I admired Shaeula’s outfit, a fetching emerald green gown, offsetting the fiery amber of her hair and eyes beautifully. She had pinned up her hair with ornate bejewelled hairpins, similar to what she had worn at the party Fujiwara house had thrown.

“Looking annoyingly good there.” Shiro agreed with me. “Shit, I hear the voices of a million lonely men crying out in anger against you, Aki. And this isn’t even all of us.”

“Yes, Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi will be here later.” Eri agreed. “Aiko too.” she finished, before also complimenting Shaeula on her dress and hair.

“Well, Aki may be a siscon to rule all siscons, but she isn’t actually his girl.” Shiro grinned wickedly. “I’d say our silent little Chinese flower over there is more dangerous.” She looked at Daiyu, who was sitting quietly in the corner, in a red Chinese-style Cheongsam replica, with a pattern of white flowers. Obviously with Daiyu being under my care now, I had to sort out her daily necessities. Getting Chinese clothing wasn’t easy, but Akihabara strikes again. The outfits were not exactly authentic, but very expensive cosplay was good enough for now.

I was going to argue with Shiro, not that I had won many with her over the years, but decided it wasn’t worth it. She was teasing me, I was pretty certain, and I was happier to have her in that sort of mood than wallowing in her nerves. Looking down at the watch I was wearing to check the time, a rather costly Patek Phillipe, one of the number I was gathering, as I had been told I needed to make sure my cufflinks, shoes, tie and watch were appropriately expensive when meeting nobility and politicians, as that was the first thing anyone looked at, I could see Aiko was due to arrive soon.

The suit that’s been ordered for the party with the Royal Family in the UK is scandalously expensive. I’m glad I earned all this money recently or I’d have a heart attack at the bill… I had been told by Hinata and her grandfather to spare no expense on these things, so of course I had listened, even if the cost pained me. Not that it should, I’m rich now, but I guess old habits die hard…

“I feel bad leaving Daiyu’er home alone, when most people don’t understand her. Besides, she might as well have a good meal. I hear the restaurant on the top floor has amazing views out over Tokyo, and does a decent Chinese.” I explained.

“I guess that makes sense. So it’s definitely for that reason, and not that you’ve fallen for her, and decided to spring a surprise on us, as well as Hayato and the gang, right Aki?” Shiro questioned me, and while she seemed to be joking, there was a trace of anxiety buried within, as far as I could tell.

“He wouldn’t.” Eri answered for me. “Not that the girl isn’t pretty, but… no. I can understand why he wanted you, and to an extent the Diviner Matsumuro-san, but… she seems a bit too cold and composed. Akio likes the needy, damsel types. Ugh, it hurts saying that about myself, but I was so very pathetic back in Nishimorioka.”

“Do not-not say that. We all have a past we wish to forget, shameful behaviour we must-must surely cast from our minds.” Shaeula reassured her, though her eyes were on Daiyu. “As for Akio falling for the girl… it is inevitable, I fear.”

“What?” Shiro choked. “So I was right? I thought I was only joking!”

Daiyu was looking at us all, face expressionless, with just a trace of annoyance, as we talked. From our looks and gestures she could tell we were talking about her, so I decided to reassure her. I wouldn’t want her to think we are bullying the newcomer.

“Don’t mind them, Daiyu’er.” I told her. “They were just discussing the reasons for taking you out tonight. There’s no sinister motive, I just wanted to help you relax a bit, and I felt leaving you here alone would just lead to you brooding.” Yeah, she’s definitely pretty, stunningly so. The cool beauty type. But then, I’m surrounded by beautiful girls, and having been exposed to Shiro and Tsukiko-san, my tolerance is pretty high.

“Daiyu, let me ask-ask you a question.” Shaeula interjected, also in Mandarin. At her slight nod, Shaeula continued. “Have you ever-ever considered romance? And what-what is your opinion on multiple marriages?”

I resisted the urge to facepalm. Yeah, that’s Shaeula all right. I glanced over at Eri, whose face was set in a frosty expression, but oddly for once she was glaring at me, not Shaeula. Which is unfair! Unlike with Tsukiko-san, I’ve definitely done nothing to indicate to Daiyu or anyone else I’m interested in her!

Daiyu’s impassive mask cracked for a second, before she looked at me with an icy scowl to rival Eri’s. “I see. Is that the price for your… assistance?” She let out a bitter sigh. “I am hardly unused to being desired. Even my wretched title the other Sects use, Black Jade the Ever Beautiful, shows I am sought after. I should not have expected…”

“No. No. No, definitely not!” I reiterated, cutting off that line of thought. “Just who the hell do you think I am? Well, I admit we barely know each other, but damn, I’m not in the business of extorting marriage out of those I help, beautiful or not.” I sighed bitterly. “I would be mad at the girls, but… I guess I do have form on polygamy. After all, I did seek out a relationship with Shiro and Hyacinth.”

Shiro nodded proudly at that, saying something provocative to Eri, and Hyacinth flushed, her pale skin turning pink in happiness. Ignoring them, I continued. “All I’m asking for is your help as a Chosen and a Cultivator. I’m not such a bastard to demand your body in exchange. Besides…” My expression changed, an impish smile much like my sister would have crossing my features. “…the Spiritually Pure Physique can be corroded by deeds with evil Karma. You said it yourself, that’s a powerful Technique. You may be very pretty, but I’d hardly ruin my Foundation…” my smile broadened. “…just for another lover.”

“I see.” Daiyu muttered, her expressionless mask back. “Techniques of purity do often require one to keep a certain level of credit with the Heavens.” She admitted.

“So now I’m curious.” Shiro interjected, her words in Mandarin a little clumsy, Tan obviously providing them for her to speak. “If you’ve been pursued a lot, something I can totally sympathise with, then what is your type for marriage?”

“Marriage?” Daiyu sniffed. “A Dao Companion is all I seek, one I can wrest all the secrets from the Heavens and strength from the Earth with, hand in hand, reaching heights that even those from Kunlun failed to climb. Matters of love and sex, creating an heir… well, I shall need children. Many children. After all…” Her expression crumbled for a second, before her iron will returned her poise. “…the Incorruptible Jade lies within me now. As for other women, concubines…”

She paused, before shrugging, a barest movement of her shoulders. “Men of power seek women, and women of power often seek pleasures with other men. Who am I to condemn them? Even if I have experience of those who treat women like mere toys.” She scowled, perhaps remembering one of her enemies. “But a Dao Companionship is much deeper than that. It is a bond of the soul, a merging of the fates of two, becoming one. Once formed, to break it is to give up on love.” She shook her head. “I would not choose such a Companion lightly. I am still young, and I would have but a single Dao Companion in my life.”

“I see. That is quite-quite similar to the Fae way of bonding, of making love.” Shaeula observed. “Though the Fae are far-far more… carefree… about such matters, bonding even in cases of great-great friendship or respect. Though I do quite-quite agree with you, Daiyu.” Shaeula grinned. “I shall not-not bond with any others. Well, perhaps with my sisters…” She nodded at Eri, Hyacinth and Shiro. “…for sometimes when Akio bonds with Eri and Hyacinth, I can-can feel echoes of their pleasure and emotions. Our bonds are deep…” she grinned. “Essence both elemental and aetheric cascades between us. It is far-far beyond what I had ever imagined. But for those outside our circle, my heart and lunar Chakra remains closed-closed, for all-all eternity.”

“Well, I haven’t… damn, Aki, you’re embarrassing me!” Shiro started hitting me with her good arm, and I protested I’d done nothing wrong. When Shiro calmed down, she finished her sentence from before.

“Like I said, I’ve not done much with Aki yet. For… obvious reasons.” She gestured to her face and arm, and Daiyu nodded sympathetically. “But I find I’ve stopped caring about the fact I’m not his first and only. Shit, my brain has turned to the sort of slimy, pink mush I used to criticise the girls at uni for being made out of. But I guess… I respect you. Dao Companions, huh… Aki, you weren’t that big into Chinese novels and games, right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, don’t get me wrong, I know a bit, and I’ve read a few of the popular ones, like most otaku.” That’s one reason I’m struggling a bit to properly plan for what Sects can do. Damn, there’s so many in that breakaway force…

“I thought so. Chinese harem stories were a bit aggressive for you guys. You aren’t exactly the pushy sort. Well, not all the time.” She flushed, her scars pale against her pink skin. “So…” She turned back to Daiyu. “Dual Cultivation. That’s a thing, right?”

Hang on… “Hey, I remember Yasu mentioning that once or twice, it’s…” I didn’t need to finish, as Daiyu was looking away, face red, the most obvious expression I had seen on her features so far. Even so, she nodded.

“It is possible. The Sect had scrolls detailing it. But finding a worthy Dao Companion who can resonate…” Her voice was shrinking. “...though I wish to grow stronger, not at the cost of my integrity…”

“I thought so. I mean, if Lovers’ Link exists, why wouldn’t that? Interesting. Very interesting…” Shiro mused.

“All right, I’m getting tired of being ignored.” Eri pouted. “Besides, Aiko should be here soon, right?”

“My apologies, Eri.” Shaeula answered. “I did forget you can not-not speak Chinese. Well, with your abilities, you should surely be able to learn it rather quickly, if not-not so rapidly as Akio.”

“Maybe I will!” Eri snapped. “I hate being left out. Anyway, come on, let’s go…”
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The civilian helicopter was coming in to land on the crest of the hill, which had been turned into a more-permanent helipad. There was another helicopter there already, a military transport, which was always on standby with a pilot, either JSDF or from the Black Wolf Company, as we never knew when rapid transportation somewhere would be needed urgently.

Luciana and Aliyah were on shift, and on seeing us they nodded, Aliyah running her gaze over my elegantly-dressed fiancées, before grinning sloppily and giving me an annoying thumbs-up. Choosing to ignore her, I watched until the helicopter came to a stop, rotors spinning down. Moments later the door opened, and out hopped my excited sister, wearing blue jeans and a red hoodie. On seeing us she brightened, before cocking her head, blue eyes puzzled.

“You didn’t have to dress up to see me…” Her eyes went wide as her gaze fell on Shiro, and her scarred face. Lost for a moment, she rushed over to us, stopping in front of Eri’s wheelchair. “How are you holding up? You’ve not been answering any of my texts. I’ve been worried!”

Careful Aiko, you’re letting your Statistics show through. She had moved carelessly fast. I guess I’m pleased that she’s obviously been working hard, but she needs to keep a low profile. Aware I was bad at that myself, I was going to use my Eye to check on her new Level, when I heard two more familiar voices.

“So this is Tokyo then? Crazy.”

“Yeah, I never thought we’d ride to the big city in such style.”

Turning, caught off guard, I was surprised to see Rika-san and Yae. I must have looked as shocked as I felt, as they both giggled.

“What? Surprised to see me?” Yae asked. She was wearing a pair of tight, fashionably-ripped blue jeans, and a white sleeveless t-shirt that was cut daringly low. Her hair was a bit longer than I remembered, and she was wearing the ruby earrings I had brought her back as a souvenir from Las Vegas. “Happy to see me, Aki?” She winked flirtatiously, and Rika-san, who was wearing a denim dress, and her earrings as well, waved at me.

“Hi there, Akio-kun, it’s been too long. Sorry about the unannounced visit, but Ai-chan said she’d… uh…” She paused, face going pale, and I followed her line of sight to see she was looking at Shiro. Yae gasped as well, hand covering her mouth.

“Well, isn’t this a treat?” Shiro complained, her expression grim. “Looking at me like I’m some sort of monster. Besides, that isn’t even the most annoying thing. Aki, you say?” She glared at Yae. “Very… familiar… aren’t you? Isn’t she, Aki?”

“Well, they are good friends of my sister. Speaking of which, Shiro, this is Aiko, my younger sister.” I introduced her. “These two are her friends from school, Eri’s too. Chihiya Yae, and Masui Rika. Though why they are here…”

“They were worried about Eri.” my sis insisted. “So yeah, we’ve spoken on the phone, right, but we’ve never met in person.” Aiko eyed Shiro up and down. “Damn, I get why my bro is pissed off at himself for letting you get hurt. You’re totally built like a model.” She let out a whistle. “My bro grabbing all the hotties. I can never decide whether to be proud or ashamed.”

“Hey, sis…” I hissed, gesturing towards the girls. “There’s such a thing as tact…”

“Don’t worry, Aki.” Yae soothed, surprising me. “Sorry. Shiro, you said your name was?” At the older woman's nod, she continued. “That was very rude of me. I shouldn’t look at you like that. Sorry again.” She shook her head. “But Ai-chan is right. Your figure… ugh, such a shame.”

“Yeah. Those scars are brutal. The eyepatch is cute though.” Rika-san tried to apologise as well.

“Excuse me. If you came to see me, then why are you ignoring me?” Eri complained from her wheelchair.

“Oops.” Yae apologised, knocking on her head in a cute gesture. “My bad Ri-Ri. So, how’ve you been keeping? When we heard, all of Nishimorioka was in an uproar. To think you got caught up in such a disaster.”

“Yeah. And when we heard you were paralysed… Akio-kun, I’m disappointed. Where were you when Ri-Ri was in trouble?” Rika-san chided me.

“He was doing his best. The situation was bad, and…”

“Cut the crap Ri-Ri.” Yae interrupted. “I know you think Rika-chan and me, we’re not smart. And sure, we aren’t ever going to university like you or Aki, but we have eyes and functioning brains.” She looked at me then. “I still can’t believe you lied to me.” she grumbled, and I asked what she meant.

“You said that if you ever were going to cheat on Eri, you’d call me.” She winked. “And here you have Shaeula, this girl here, and… wow, a real maid? Though that outfit is scandalous. Cute as hell though!”

“Yeah, you really hurt Yae-chan’s feelings.” Rika-san winked at me. “There’s those noble girls who visited too. I guess we need to thank Hinata-chan for letting us come.”

“I think you misunderstand.” I began, but my sis stopped me.

“Just give it up, bro. Come on. This was inevitable. But, we should take it inside.”

“Yeah, there’s a lot of people watching.” Yae observed. “Like, soldiers and stuff. That’s a proper military helicopter, right?”

“You win.” I sighed.

“Great.” My sis agreed happily. “Oh, and by the way…” She looked at us all. “Why the hell is everyone so well-dressed? Just to welcome me, I’m flattered, but…”
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“…can’t believe you are ditching me tonight, when you knew I was coming!” my sis pouted, taking a mug of tea from Hyacinth, who had already given Rika-san, Yae and Marika-chan, who had joined us since there were visitors from Nishimorioka, some steaming mugs. After the girls had fussed over her, she was sitting quietly in seiza, sipping her tea elegantly.

“We already had plans to meet some old friends.” I apologised again. “But it isn’t like you can’t have fun. Hinata has booked plenty of rooms, and you could have a meal out. It’s a nice hotel, I’m told.”

“But I’m not dressed right! And these two look too cheap for an expensive hotel!” she complained, cheeks puffed out in annoyance.

“That’s a low blow, Ai-chan!” Rika-san complained. “We look fashionable! We aren’t all slumming it in a hoodie like you!”

“Yes, I’m dressed well enough to go anywhere!” Yae agreed.

“Don’t worry.” I soothed her. “Hinata’s booked out the whole restaurant, so there’ll be nobody to complain.”

“For someone so popular, you still don’t get girls, bro. Being out with all of you girls when all I’ve done is wear a t-shirt and lame hoodie is going to suck…”

“Hey, at least you’re pretty.” Shiro smiled. “The fabled sister in the flesh.”

“Fabled sister, huh? Wow, whatever my bro used to tell you about me, I’m sure they are all lies…”

As the reunion devolved into banter between my sis and Shiro, I relaxed. “So, as you can see, Eri’s… well, not fine, but she’s doing okay. I’ll look after her, and she’ll make a full recovery, the doctors say.” I promised.

“Yes, I’m doing rehab, which is why I was too busy to reply to any texts or calls.” Eri agreed, not entirely a lie. She’s simply been in the Boundary for days.

“Okay, so, real talk time.” Yae leaned over, looking at Eri, her hazel eyes looking into her onyx ones. I had to look away, as she was showing a lot of cleavage. “What really happened, Ri-Ri?”

“It was on the news…” she began, but Rika-san snorted loudly, insulted.

“Hey, come on. Like Yae-chan said, we do have functioning brains, you know?”

“Yeah. Look, from the start everything was fishy. There was Aki turning up with Shaeula, looking all hot and fit. Then his performance in the baseball… you know, some of the guys back home say your moves were pro level. Then in Inuyama, you tried to cover up you got hurt when you were away from us for just a short time.” Yae looked sad, remembering. “On our date, I promised to not mention it, but come on, you know everyone noticed, right?”

“Wow, yeah bro. If Shaeula hadn’t have told us about what was really going on, Eri and I would have beat the truth out of you.” My sis sniffed, clearly frustrated. “You’re shit at keeping secrets, you know? Hinata moans about that all the time.”

It’s nice to see my fiancées talk to my sister, but… “Uh, we’re in company?” I pointed out, and she merely shot me a withering glance.

“No shit, bro. That’s the point? Aren’t you listening? Best spell it out for him, girls.” My sister swore again, clearly exasperated.

“Then there’s the money. The Mori’s and your family, they suddenly were flush with cash. There are all these strangers around Nishimorioka, and while they keep a low profile, it’s obvious they are watching your families. Then there’s Hinata-chan and the others. Girls like those, they don’t show interest in a normal person, from a boring town like Nishimorioka.” Rika-san declared, and Yae took over.

“Yeah. And there’s the injuries this girl Shiro-chan has, as well as Ri-Ri’s. Put everything together, and a pattern forms. But that alone isn’t enough. But if Ri-Ri miraculously gets good at sports, just like you, and Ai-chan here suddenly excels in her studies… I mean, she aces maths now without even trying…”

“Wow, you’re making me blush.” My sis grinned.

“…then it’s obvious.” Yae finished. “So give it up. Aki, you’re some kind of superhero right? Ri-Ri and Ai-chan too! These girls as well. You must be too, Marika-chan!”

Damn, yeah, I suppose it was too much to expect those close to us to not notice. Nevertheless, this is so awkward.

“I told you to give it up, bro.” my sis laughed. “I haven’t gone into details, but come on. They’ve been suspicious for ages. I guess… I have been going a bit overboard at school though. Damn, the benefits of my Class make maths and physics trivial though, and English is already no bother, so…”

“So it is true…” Yae and Rika-san exchanged glances. “I thought so.”

Well, the evening of explanations to friends seems to have started a bit earlier than planned. So now what?
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“That’s incredible!” Yae breathed out, her mug of tea half-full, having gone cold as she left it untouched, so wrapped up in the story she was. “To think you were doing that sort of thing all the time.”

“Yeah, while we were spending all your money on clothes, Akio-kun, you were fighting such a horrible monster.” Rika-san commiserated.

“Well, we were indeed-indeed forced to flee that time.” Shaeula smirked. “But Akio did put an end-end to it on his triumphant return. Inuyama is freed from that fallen creature. It shall taint the world no-no longer.”

“Awesome!” Yae flushed. “Really, it must be amazing! Superpowers, magic…”

“No it’s not!” Marika-chan spoke up, surprising us. “It’s not.” she repeated, small face sad. “It’s scary, and dangerous. Keomi-san, she was really hurt. She nearly died. Lots of people did die. People I knew.” Her little lip was wobbling, and on seeing that, my sis pulled her into a hug, surprising her.

“Hush. I was there, I know. It’ll be all right. I hear Keomi-chan is fine now, isn’t she?” Aiko asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah, all her scars are healed and she’s back to full fitness. She’s still a bit unnerved by it all, not that I blame her, but Haru-san’s Mind Healing Light seems to be helping, and she’s even been using her Telepathy to share the trauma, which strengthens the Light's effects significantly, apparently. But Marika-chan is right.” I reached out and patted her head, pigtails bouncing under my touch. “There’s a lot to worry about. Shiro’s scars and eye are proof of the dangers, as is Eri’s state. Eri…”

“I nearly died. I should have died.” she agreed, surprising our guests. “I was careless and selfish…” As she explained the terrible battle against the Kijo, my sis chiming in with how horrific it was to watch Eri’s limbs be severed and flesh tear, helpless to prevent it, Rika-san and Yae looked horrified. They even tried to lift up her jumper, checking her skin was all right, until Eri cursed them to leave her alone. When everyone calmed down, I spoke.

“It can be glamourous. You’ve seen it. The money, the power, the abilities no human can ordinarily possess.”

“The girls.” my sis snickered, and Eri, still flushed and frustrated, rolled her eyes.

“The girls, I guess.” I smiled sadly. “It’s not impossible that one day I might have returned to Nishimorioka and married Eri. Or maybe even stayed here and married Shiro instead…”

“I press X to doubt, Aki.” Shiro quipped, before sighing. “I guess it’s not impossible. Though I don’t think we could have had kids or even enjoyed a long life together. I’m damn sickly.”

“But Shaeula, Hyacinth… how could I even have met them? And Hinata, Motoko, Natsumi, our paths would never have crossed. So yes… there’s a lot to gain, but more to lose.” I continued to comfort Marika-chan. “People died. At the time I blamed myself, but in hindsight, there wasn’t much more I could have done, once Yamato set that disaster in motion. It was already too late by then. But now I know. I’ll be stronger, faster, better…”

“No, we shall be stronger, faster and better-better!” Shaeula disagreed, resolute. “I too grieve for the dead. But the living must-must go on.”

“Yes, I’ve learned too!” Eri agreed. “And… at least we made the best of it.”

“Wow, we sure did!” Aiko declared proudly. “Really, don’t call me an expert on this stuff, I’m not my bro, but there’s sort of three types. There’s those Chosen by the Gods, right? Like, the real deal. That’s my bro!” She giggled, elated at finally being able to spill the truth. “Bro is chosen by Tyr, a hero God from Europe!”

“Not just that. Tsukuyomi too now.” I replied, a little touched and embarrassed at just how proud my sister was of me.

“Oh yeah, from that Matsumuro woman.” My sis agreed. “Another woman I wouldn’t be surprised to see shacked up with my bro when next we meet. Guess you can’t be all that enticing if my bro never came back for you, Yae-chan!”

“How rude you are, Ai-chan!” Yae pouted. “If I was living in Tokyo, I’d have Aki wrapped around my fingers right about now!”

“I’m wearing out my fingers pressing the X key about now.” Shiro scoffed. “If Kana can’t persuade him, despite all her flirty entreaties, you have no chance.”

“Is Kana the one you are talking about?” Yae asked, irritated.

“Nope, Kana is the daughter of the shrine here. I have to admit, she’s a real looker.” My sis smirked, enjoying our discomfort. “Bro continues to be sickeningly popular.”

“Well, Kana-san… we have our differences. But I suppose she’s not as bad as I first thought. I respect her stance, certainly. She wants Akio to chase her. Even if the easiest way is to play on Akio’s conscience. That always seems to work.” Eri sighed. “It’s so annoying!”

“Yeah, Matsumuro-san, she’s a big shot, called the Diviner.” my sis continued. “And apparently she can see the future.”

“Really?” Rika-san asked, and it was Marika-chan who answered, in her usual extremely mature and well-spoken way.

“Yes, the Lady Diviner is most respected amongst the shrines and temples of Japan. Her abilities are true and proven, without question.”

“Wait, let me finish.” my sis exclaimed. “So, she stands up and tells all these bigshots she’s going to die soon, horribly, from what I gather. So what do you think my bro does? Oh God, I feel hot just thinking about it…”

“It’s not a big deal…” I began, only for Shaeula to disagree.

“Not-not a big deal? I disagree.” Shaeula laughed heartily. “You stood in front of them all, and declared 'I will not-not allow you to die! If that is what fate-fate and the future holds, I shall overcome it!'”

“I didn’t say it like that.” I denied, but Eri shook her head.

“Maybe not those exact words, but you did mean that. And since then you’ve been running around, making plans, trying to save her.”

“What-what female could be unmoved by such?” Shaeula shrugged. “Hence why I feel when this is all-all over, there will be yet another dwelling here.”

“Well, bro’s love-life is off topic, isn’t it?” My sis smirked. “Though I guess a girl can’t have too many hot sisters-in-law. Anyway, Shiro, you’re Chosen by the Gods too, right?”

“It’s not exactly the same, Ai. I can call you Ai, right? I don’t want to be rude to Aki’s beloved sister. I don’t have a death wish…” Shiro joked, abashed.

“Sure, go for it. I’m half British anyway, I’m not so formal myself. Besides, you’re a sister-in-law too. Damn, I can’t wait to show you off when your scars heal. Beloved sister, you say? That’s cute. Wow, anyway… yeah, well, after Kyoto… my bro helped me get Chosen too. I can’t say how, and it’s not something he can do again any time soon. But now I’m a Chosen for Kannon.” she explained proudly.

As the girls applauded, I used my Eye, amber light glittering. Yae and Rika-san gasped as they saw the shining glow. “Hey, not bad sis. Level thirty-four, and it’s only been what, a week?” I paused. “I hope you aren’t being reckless? You’ve seen what can happen.”

“Wow, uh, no way.” She denied it, looking a bit guilty, not meeting my eyes. “I admit I got carried away the first day, but since then I’ve been careful, I swear!” She then looked up, and I could almost see her eyes sparkling, she was so happy. “The mountains are full of bugs and creepy crawlies. They’re gross as hell, but my Golden Sister Army takes them out with no problems!”

Your what now? Shaking my head at that, I let Aiko continue her explanation.

“So yeah, then there’s Shaeula and Hyacinth. They aren’t human.” She delivered that shocking twist.

“Oh come on, Ai-chan? Not human? Don’t pull my… huh, nobody is laughing?” Yae noticed.

“I am indeed not-not a mortal. I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, noble weaselkin of the Seelie Court. Akio defeated me, but instead of slaying me, he did-did make me his…”
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“…that’s totally incredible.” Yae declared, stunned. “So, there are other beings from myth that can look just like humans?”

“Not just looooook like.” Hyacinth chuckled, refreshing everyone’s drinks and snacks, as Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi had arrived while Shaeula explained. “Hyacinth can dooo whatever a woman can. Ooone day I shall bear Akio a child. Nooo, lots of children. I want to tend the crèche, knit toys and clooothes for the mistresses and their children, but yooou will not let me, unless I dooo the same for my own, yes?” She smiled at me brilliantly, and I laughed.

“Of course. You’re a mistress too, Hyacinth, I keep telling you that.”

“I can hardly wrap my head around this.” Rika-san exclaimed. “So, you said three types, right?”

“I did.” my sis agreed, looking happily at the dress she had been brought by Hinata, who was indeed prepared, as I had expected. There were clothes for Yae and Rika-san as well, as Hinata had arranged for their visit. Hinata herself was wearing one of her favourite party dresses, though the purple was paler than usual, more a pink or a lavender. Still, she looks great in it. As always. Right now she was on the phone, making arrangements for an outfit for Marika-chan and Keomi-chan, as I didn’t want to leave Marika-chan behind, as her mood was tense after talking about Kyoto. Apparently Kana is also coming, and Hinata has already arranged for her dress, which is why I haven’t seen her recently…

“The third type are those my bro and Shaeula enhance, through what they call Chirurgery. I used to be like that. Eri still is. Hinata and the others too.”

“Yes, I am quite blessed to have been granted strength by my dear Akio.” Motoko agreed politely, and Natsumi echoed her.

“Yes, I’m very grateful to have been given this chance. To stand beside Motoko, to carry on the Tsumura Arts, and … to find love.” Natsumi’s smile was radiant. I’ve noticed ever since I visited her parents, she’s been more affectionate. The pair of them were wearing matching dresses, Motoko in white with black accents and flowery lace decorations, while Natsumi's was reversed, in black with white accents. The pair of them both look stunning. Shit, I’m a sinful, lucky guy…

“I too have been blessed, as have many here.” Marika-chan whispered quietly.

“I see. So, what does that involve?” Yae asked.

“Well, it’s a bit two-tier!” My sis winked playfully. “Eri, Hinata and the others, they are stronger than most of those who received Chirurgery, as… get this, my bro’s love strengthens you! No kidding!”

As she launched into an explanation, I felt my face heating up. Damn, it’s embarrassing to put it that way. Still, she’s not exactly wrong.

Once my sis had explained, Yae nodded. “So, everything makes sense. The mysteries are solved. And don’t worry, Rika-chan and I can keep secrets.”

“Yeah, while a few people back in Nishimorioka are definitely suspicious of you and Ai-chan, Akio-kun, only those of us who observed closely will be able to put the pieces together. After all, it’s pretty unbelievable, right? It’s not something you’d imagine is possible.” Rika-san agreed with Yae.

“No kidding. Anyway, one last thing? How does she fit in?” Yae pointed at the quiet Daiyu.

“She’s… a Chosen the government asked me to look after. She’s Chinese, so doesn’t speak Japanese, so forgive her silence. I guess she’s also a bit of a fourth category. Not that it matters…”

“Yes, what does matter is that I’m feeling quite insulted, Aki!” Yae protested, pouting cutely.

“I’m not as irked as Yae, but I get it. I’m feeling a bit hurt too.” Rika-san agreed.

“You told the friends of this Kana girl, but not us? I was your first date, Aki, and your first kiss! How could you do that to me?” Yae cried, faking tears.

“Liar!” I laughed. “First date, maybe, but we never did anything inappropriate. I’d just started going out with Eri the day before. But… yeah, my sis was feeling pretty bad you weren’t in the loop. It’s all Shaeula’s fault though, she roped them in without my permission…”

“Well, I see no-no harm in Yae and Rika knowing. Besides, they are a point-point of weakness. Aiko is too-too troublesome to target herself now she is stronger, so they may well-well go after her friends instead, no?” As the two looked a bit panicked, I hastened to reassure them.

“Don’t worry, that’s why there are those strangers in town. They are guarding everyone who might be at risk, no matter how small the danger.” But there are never enough numbers, that’s why the Black Wolf is useful as a core. And then I can recruit and train further trustworthy people. Shaeula’s befuddling winds are a necessity too. If they are guarding people that matter, I want surety…

“That’s a relief.” Yae sighed, and Rika-san echoed her. “It seems our trip to Tokyo will be more eventful than we thought. I just hope we have some time for shopping tomorrow. You owe us, for keeping secrets!”

There was laughter, and I relaxed a little. Well, that wasn’t so bad. But… I get the feeling Hayato-san and the guys won’t be quite so accepting…
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“You may as well do it now before you get changed.” My sis suggested. “After all, you’ll have to strip off for the Chirurgery.” Aiko told her as she was lying down on the bed. Across from her, Shaeula had Rika-san lying down as well, hidden behind a folding screen.

“Strip? You mean… like… naked?” Yae flushed a little, eyeing me. “In front of Aki? I mean, I can, I’m not exactly shy… oh, but don’t get the wrong idea, I don’t go around flashing just anyone!” she protested quickly. “… it’s just… well, I’m not ashamed of my body, but it’s still embarrassing!”

Deciding to put her out of her misery, I smiled gently. “You could have Shaeula do it if you’d prefer? But I don’t need you to strip anymore. I’m way better at it now, besides, I have this.” I tapped my Eye as it glowed. “This lights your Chakra network right up.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot you had the eye that could see through clothes.” Aiko teased. “Eri told me that was causing half the problems with that Diviner lady.”

“You can see through clothes?” Yae squealed. “That’s one perverted superpower!”

“You don’t have to worry, I don’t use it for evil.” I promised. “I’m not that sort of guy.” I don’t think even Yasu-san would use it that way, though I guess he might be tempted.

“Well, when you are rocking seven gorgeous girlfriends, I don’t think you need to get your kicks from voyeurism, Aki.” she admitted. “Damn, when Shaeula dropped the bombshell she was your lover as well as Eri when she visited, we were shocked. Then the noble girls were clearly gunning for you too… but this. I’m still struggling to believe it.”

“Me too. And it’s pretty much all my fault!” my sis giggled proudly, striking her chest with a fist.

“And why are you so proud of that?” I asked, bringing more laughter from my sister. We were then interrupted by a sobbing gasp from Rika-san, followed by more cries of pain. Yae tensed, face pale.

“Rika?” she called out, only for a moan to be her only answer from her.

“Do not-not worry. I am just creating her Chakras. We have done-done this many times. I do not-not see much going wrong.” Shaeula called over.

“Yeah.” Aiko agreed, taking Yae’s hand. “Sorry Rika-chan, Yae-chan. This hurts like hell. And prickles like a bitch for the first few days afterwards. But suck it up! The benefits are totally worth it. and we have to hurry. We need to change, and I’m hoping to wait until my bro has left the room…” She eyed the deep blue dress to match her eyes that was hanging up.

“All right. I’m ready. Be gentle, Aki!” Yae managed, and my sis snorted at her phrasing.

“You wish.” Aiko squeezed her hand.

“Besides.” Yae muttered. “I doubt you’d care that much if Aki was here or not…. Argh… uh… you’ve pierced me deep, I can feel it in my stomach…” Yae gasped and moaned as the careful blades of aether pierced her body, opening up the root Chakra and boring the correct capillaries between that and the sacral Chakra.

“I’m being as gentle as I can.” I promised, alleviating a little of the discomfort with a flow of aether. “Be thankful I’m getting way better and faster at this. We’re already on your solar plexus Chakra now. Though the hard bit is coming soon…”

“This feels… hard enough… already!” Yae was gasping, tears in her eyes, sweat soaking her t-shirt, turning it a little transparent, but I refused to be distracted. Not during Chirurgery anyway.

“Just think of the benefits. My skin has been beautiful ever since I mastered this.” my sis promised. “No more spots or greasy skin. Your hair will be supple and clean, which probably matters more to you as you bleach it, and…”

Here goes. The lunar Chakra. The hardest bit. Split Thoughts working rapidly, I quickly created the whole new network that no human should have, tying it into the surrounding main trunk of the body, which aligned with the seven ordinary Chakras. I couldn’t help but marvel at the benefits my sis was extolling. Nothing about strength or intelligence, all beauty related. Well, I guess Yae and Rika-san aren’t exactly going to be fighting, are they?

“…show you the Boundary. It’s damn cool. Don’t worry, you’ll be safe. My Golden Sister Army will keep you both totally protected!” my sis was saying.

“You mentioned that before? You mean the Golden Warriors of Kannon?” I asked, before turning to Yae once more. “Just the third eye and crown left. We’re nearly done. You’ve been brave.” I assured her, before inflicting further pain, wincing at her hoarse cry.

“Yeah well, it’s all about visualisation, right? Like most of the exercises.” My sis looked down, embarrassed. “It just so happens, I find it easier to think of Eri, Shaeula and the others, so the statues… well, they kind of look like them. So, hence I needed to give them a suitable name. Teehee?” She tried to look cute, sticking out her tongue and pulling down her eyelid with her free hand.

“I’d be very careful letting Eri see that.” I warned her. “All right, just a final sweep through. Nearly done.” I promised, and with a last surge of aether Yae was completed.

Drawing in shuddering breaths, Yae quivered. “Aki, you brute. I should ask you to take responsibility.” When I laughed at that, she looked at me indignantly, only for me to explain that Kana had basically behaved pretty much the same during her Chirurgery, even saying most of the same things.

“That makes sense.” My sis snickered gleefully. “You’ll get on with Kana. Her friends too. They are all fashionable girls.”

“Before that, you all need to change. And maybe you should take a quick shower and touch up your makeup first.” I pointed out, and Yae’s hands went to her face, wincing as she felt the sweat that made her makeup run unpleasantly.

“I am nearly done-done here.” Shaeula called, over Rika-san’s gasps. “Go on ahead, we shall see-see you soon.” And with those words from her, I slipped quietly out of the room.
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“I have to say, this is really nice. It reminds me of the first time we met.” Eri was saying to Hinata, as we sat at the best table, right next to the floor-to-ceiling glass windows that opened up the view of central Tokyo to us. In the near distance, the lights of Akihabara were twinkling, and Tokyo Tower was also visible behind that.

“Yes, it does, doesn’t it?” Hinata agreed. She was skimming through the wine list, Motoko helping her choose. “I remember being with my brother after that awfully annoying party Takatsukasa house hosted to find people like Akio. And then, the three of you came over, and changed my life. Our lives.”

Motoko nodded agreement elegantly at that, and Natsumi placed a hand to her mouth to hide her gentle laughter.

“Oh, and try not to look so tense. You are only meeting some dear friends, right?” Hinata giggled. She glanced over at Hyacinth, who was also looking restless. “Her I can understand, she gets the urge to jump in and take the place of the waiting staff, but not tonight!” Hinata insisted. “Tonight, your duty is to be one of Akio’s women.”

Hyacinth agreed, her expression tragically resolute, which did make me smile a little, loosening the tension.

“That’s better.” Hinata smiled back at me. “The pair of you look like you are in front of a judge, awaiting sentencing. There’s no need for nerves.”

“I know that.” I agreed. “My head does, anyway. But I just feel so stressed. Damn, my Resilience is doing a really shoddy job right now.”

“I know how you feel. It would be easy to be them!” Shiro inclined her head towards the tables where my sister, Yae and Rika-san, Kana, Keomi-chan, Marika-chan, and the girls from Kana’s school, including Kikuchi Maiko-san, were all assembled. There was a separate table for Daiyu, and she was leaning on her palms, staring out of the window.

I had wanted to put her on our table, so she had someone to talk to, but the others overruled me, saying that she could join us later, after everything was squared away. At least she wasn’t alone, as Kazumi-san was sitting there, since Hinata didn’t want her bodyguard on our table to further confuse matters.

“Let them have their fun. I’m just disappointed that Hotene-san wasn’t feeling up to joining us. I understand it though.” Even though the girl’s eyes had recovered due to the work from Bintara, her mental state was still very fragile. “Oh well, just got to keep an eye on my sis. She does like a drink, despite being underage.”

“It is good practice.” Motoko suggested, having given the smartly-dressed waiter several selections from the wine list. He nodded politely at her excellent taste. “When attending functions, balls and parties, it is expected for us to have a little alcohol. So being able to tolerate that is a skill all young ladies must know and train.”

“Well, Aiko isn’t a noble…” Eri protested, but Motoko shook her head firmly.

“She is the sister of Akio. Just as much as you are as his wife, she will be treated as a noble too.”

“I suppose that makes sense.” Eri conceded. “I don’t really like the taste of alcohol all that much though.”

“That depends on what you try.” Natsumi reassured her. “If you tell me what sort of foods you like, I can recommend…”

Having all seven in one place, all dressed up, it makes me nervous yet happy. Looking down at my ruinously expensive watch, I could see it was getting close to the time that our friends were due to arrive.

“It’s a shame that Miyu couldn’t make it, but she has an event to attend involving Fujiwara house.” Hinata smiled, trying to calm my nerves again. “I suppose you could have insisted as she’s your Vassal… I can still hardly believe that.” Hinata giggled, always happy to show our value against the true nobility. “…but then there’s no point needlessly upsetting Fujiwara house, is there? Anyway, I’ve sent out a driver to collect all your friends, so they should be here any time now.”

“Aki, does my face look weird? I mean, apart from the obvious. Shit, I don’t even know what I’m saying… booze. I need booze.” Shiro grabbed a glass of wine and gulped it down, which was risky, as Shiro was hardly a strong drinker. Reaching out, I grabbed her hand reassuringly, trickling in some aether to strengthen her alcohol processing.

“It’s all right. You look radiant as always. What are a few temporary scars? You’re Shirohime, remember. Dear friend of us all.”

“Yes, yes. Damn, I feel bad making them worry about me. Well, we’ll make it up to them by partying hard tonight! Maybe I’ll even make it to Akihabara for once!”

“That’s the spirit!” I laughed, and for a little while the atmosphere of the table was relaxed. That peace was broken by the opening of the restaurant doors, a concierge showing in a group of familiar faces.

Here they are. Hayato-san was in the lead, wearing a smart charcoal suit with a pale lavender shirt. He was holding the hand of Hina-chan, who was wearing a demure yet attractive dress in dark grey, to match Hayato-san, maybe. Next was Shugo-san, more casually dressed, though still smart in jeans and a turtleneck jumper. Then came Yasu-san, whose gaze roamed over the tables where my sis and the others were, looking surprised. I see he’s made an effort, he actually looks pretty decent in trousers and a waistcoat over a dark shirt.

Lastly, Aimi-chan entered, looking around restlessly. For once she was wearing clothing similar to Hina-chan, a long dress with minimal exposure, in a plain white. Her eyes roamed the room, then she saw our table, spotting me first, before her eyes slid over to Shiro next to me, and her mouth dropped open in horror. Hayato-san had noticed us as well, and he was holding Hina-chan, whose face had gone pale at the sight of Shiro.

“What the hell, man?” Yasu-san half-shouted, turning to Shugo-san, who was frozen in shock. “What the hell?”

My gaze flickered over to Shiro, whose remaining eye met mine, an expression of sorrow within it. Yeah, I know. This was never going to be fun. But… it’s time. To be honest. About everything.
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Aimi-chan was the first to move, racing over towards us. Reaching out she reached for Shiro’s hand, only to realise her arm was dangling limp, covered by the sleeve of her jumper. Left hanging, frozen, Shiro gave her a gentle smile, reaching out with her good hand and taking Aimi-chan’s. “Glad you could make it.” Shiro managed, her smile disguising her pain.

Aimi-chan’s mouth flapped silently, as she struggled to speak. Next up was Hayato-san, who was trying to assess the situation and lead as usual. “Aimi-chan, please calm down. I get why you’re upset, and… well, it does look worse than you’d said…” He looked over Shiro, shaking his head. “…but Shiro seems all right?”

“Trust you to get to the heart of things, Hayato.” Shiro praised him. “Come on Aimi, there’s no need for this. I get it’s shocking, but like Hayato says, I’m alive, I’m happy. No big deal, right?” She smirked self-mockingly, before turning to me. “Aki, say something. This is where you step up, right? A princess needs her loyal knight in these circumstances.”

Shaeula snorted loudly in amusement, and that broke the stillness. Yasu-san was next to speak, looking flabbergasted. “What the hell’s going on, Akio-kun? First I get a tearful call from Aimi-chan, saying something bad happened to Shiro. I tried getting more details, but she was totally hysterical. Then Hayato calls, calming the situation, saying we needed to free up our schedules for Saturday.” He shrugged, clearly irritated.

“Then I get a call from somebody I’ve never met, saying that 'transportation and the venue for Saturday has been arranged'…” He mimicked a snooty voice, and I could see Hinata was smiling broadly, as amused as Shaeula. “…and then what pulls up but a damn swanky limousine! And this restaurant… it’s top class, right? And why is there nobody here but a load of pretty girls?” He paused for a moment. “Well, pretty girls and you!”

“Aimi, take a seat. You can sit next to me.” Shiro pulled her down to an open seat on her other side. “Hina, you can sit there.” She nodded towards a pair of open seats, next to Motoko.

“Shiro… are you… really all right?” Hina-chan managed. Aimi-chan had sat down, overwhelmed, still looking at Shiro with teary eyes.

“Look, that’s why we are here. To talk.” Hayato-san said reasonably, guiding Hina-chan to the seat. Shugo-san had sat down at another open seat silently, face pensive, but Yasu-san was still standing there, pressing us for answers.

“What the hell happened, and why are you here with Akio-kun, Shiro? And who are all these girls?” he continued. As he looked around, he noticed Eri in her wheelchair, and paused for a moment. “She looks familiar. Wait, isn’t she the girl from the pictures you always show us when drunk? Eri-chan, right?”

There was a sudden scraping of a chair against the floor, and suddenly one of the girls over on my sister’s table stood up. “Stop embarrassing me, cousin Yasu-kun!” a voice dripping with shame cried, and we all looked over to see Takagi-san standing up, face flushed. “Why don’t you sit down and listen, rather than running your mouth for once!”

“I thought I recognised you over there, Hisano-chan, but I thought I was mistaken. Why would you be in such a place?” Yasu-san replied, his momentum derailed. “It’s not like you have any money. My uncle is poor as dirt.” He froze for a moment, brain working. Taking a look around at all the young girls, his eyes went wide. “No way, are you doing compensated dating, Hisano-chan? You’ll break uncle’s heart if he finds out.”

“What?” she exclaimed, stunned. There were some giggles from the girls around her, and Kana barely gasped out a comment in-between laughs.

“Takagi-san, doing that? That’s so hilarious…” She doubled over, grinning.

Takagi-san shot her a somewhat annoyed look, before turning back to Yasu-san. I suppose at least it’s distracted everyone from Shiro for a moment. “Seriously? You think I’m doing that sort of stuff? Here? Are you an idiot, Yasu-kun?” She seemed incredulous at his suggestion.

“Then, what the hell are you doing here? Why is it all just girls?” he persisted. “It seems suspicious to me. Does uncle and auntie know you’re here?”

“Of course they do. As for why I’m here, weren’t you supposed to be asking her and Oshiro-san?” She gestured towards me. “Maybe if you actually listened for a change you’d find out. It’s a team-building outing, or some such. I didn’t really get it, but it’s not very often I get to wear a nice dress and eat expensive food.”

“Team building?” Yasu-san paused. “So, you’ve got a job? And it’s not something dirty? Hang on, Oshiro-san…?” Realising she had addressed me by name, he turned his head mechanically to us. Shiro couldn’t help herself and burst out laughing, surprising the upset Aimi-chan and Hina-chan.

“I didn’t know you had a younger cousin.” I asked, surprised. “Weren’t you always complaining it wasn’t fair I had a cute sister? You’ve kept that hidden.”

“Well, yes, but…” Yasu-san began.

“He probably doesn’t think I’m cute.” Takagi-san spoke softly. “I mean, I’m not, just look around us.”

Oh yeah, this again. “Well, I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, you’re plenty cute enough, Takagi-san. I know it can be hard to have confidence, especially when you’re surrounded by very beautiful girls, but… have a little faith in yourself, all right?”

She let out a faint sigh, pushing her glasses up her nose to hide her embarrassment. “I don’t know about that, but…”

“Hang on. Akio-kun, are you hitting on my cousin, here in front of me?” Yasu-san seemed annoyed. “She’s way too young for you. Besides, don’t you have a fiancée?”

“I think we all need to take a breath and relax…” Hayato-san began, trying to calm the situation as he always did. Yasu-san had heated up though, and wasn’t listening.

“Hey, shut up. This is family we’re talking about here!” he complained. “I still want a good explanation about all this…”

“I don’t owe you an explanation. And if you want one, Oshiro-san will give you one. Like he’s been trying to!” Takagi-san retorted. “Besides, aren’t you here about your friend?”

“Yes, but…” Yasu-san was scowling at me, an unusual experience. “Hey, Akio-kun. You wouldn’t like it if I was messing with your sister, would you? It’s not cool, man! Besides, you’re already engaged!”

Yeah, this is getting tiresome. I started gathering my Charm and Majesty, but my sis spoke up first. “Wow, you’re more than welcome to try… Yasu-san, was it?” she offered, drawing his attention. “But I don’t think you’re my type. And look around. There’s a whole room full of girls you aren’t impressing. Damn, I remember when bro was this much of a loser with women. Such nostalgic days.” She smiled wryly. Yasu-san was thrown off his step by that, and Takagi-san threw the final nail in his coffin with her next words.

“You truly are a bother, cousin.” she sniffed. “You really think Oshiro-san would spare me a second glance when he’s so popular?” She gestured to the table. “Get a grip, please.”

“All right, I think we’ve heard enough about this.” I declared, and my voice drew all eyes to me, though Shaeula was able to resist my Charm, merely grinning sardonically. “Yasu-san, take a seat.”

“Uh… okay.” he managed, dropping down into the remaining empty seat, next to Hyacinth. “…is that a maid from Akiba? Why?” he asked, distracted, only for me to clap my hands together, silencing him.

“Look, I know there’s a lot going on. But that’s why Shiro and I called you here.” I met the gazes of my friends one after another. Yasu-san was a bit dazed after my concentrated Majesty, but his expression was sour. Shugo-san was composed and sympathetic, while Aimi-chan and Hinata-chan were worried and tearful. Lastly, I looked at Hayato-san, who nodded reassuringly, smiling at me. “So why don’t we all order some decent food, and we’ll talk. There’s already plenty of good wine here, but if you want anything else just ask. Then when we have some privacy, we’ll start…”
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A couple of minutes later, after taking all our orders, the waiting staff left, ready to be summoned again if we needed them, affording us the privacy we needed.

“All right then. First things first, I guess…” Shiro began. “Aimi already knows this, but… yeah, I’ve had a bit of an accident.” She tapped her eyepatch. “It looks worse than it is, really. So don’t get all distressed about it.”

“From what I can see, it looks dreadful.” Hayato-san commented. “Shiro, Aimi-chan called me, she was very upset. We were worried when we hadn’t heard from you in a while. All the university would tell us was that you were on a leave of absence. I tried asking some of the students in your special dorm, but all they’d say was that you’d eloped with a guy. That didn’t seem likely, so we were even more worried…” He looked at me then. “But Aimi-chan says otherwise.”

“Don’t leave us hanging, man!” Yasu-san had perked up after starting to drink the luxurious wine. “I mean, shit, it’s a tragedy that a face like yours got ruined, Shiro, but at least you still have a smoking hot body…”

“Aki, you want to hit him, or shall I?” Shiro quipped. “I know I’m gorgeous, but I can’t let you make those sort of jokes anymore, Yasu. I’m a taken girl now.” She looked down with her one eye, to the ring I’d crafted out of that silver spoon.

“Seriously?” he asked. “Even with that face… ouch, what the hell man?” Shugo-san had kicked him under the table.

“If I may, seniors?” Eri spoke up politely. At Hayato-san’s reassuring nod, she continued. “I am Mori Eri, Akio’s childhood friend and fiancée. I apologise for not getting up to greet you, but… I’m a little indisposed.” She gestured to her wheelchair, eliciting looks of sympathy. “I think it’s obvious, and some of you know…” She glanced at Aimi-chan, who frowned, her expression stricken. “…but Akio is actually engaged to more than one woman.”

“No way, that’s like, totally illegal!” Yasu-san protested.

“Not for much longer.” Shiro laughed. “If you want to try and build your own harem, Yasu, now’s the time. Didn’t you always used to joke around with Shugo and Aki about it? I remember you used to enjoy a good reverse harem as well, Aimi.”

“Yes, but… that’s just fantasy, fun. You…” she managed, struggling to maintain her emotions.

“Excuse me. I haven’t introduced myself. I am Fukumoto Hinata.” Hinata spoke up, a sly smile on her face. “I am the one who arranged for this tonight. I thought that if Akio was to win over his old friends, we would have to be dynamic. And…” She nodded to the other tables. “…a morale-boosting gathering for those who were shocked by the tragic events in Kyoto seemed in order.”

“Yes, I do-do believe introductions are in order.” Shaeula agreed. At her voice, Aimi-chan was startled.

“You! You were on the call as well!” she cried, her tone strident and stressed.

“Of course I was. After all, am I not-not one of Akio’s fiancées as well?” She flourished her own ring.

“In case you hadn’t guessed, which means you, Yasu, the others probably worked it out already…” Shiro giggled. “This table is Aki’s harem. He’s living your dream.” Her smile was wicked. “He’s got princesses, nobles, rich girls, childhood friends…”

“No way. This… this is all some sort of hidden-camera show, right?” Yasu-san protested. “The fact that Hisano-chan is here too, yeah, that’s it. I mean, come on! Shiro, you said there’s no way you’d ever date any of us, but if you had to, you’d consider Hayato-kun! Akio-kun, he’s engaged, he’s… shit, well, he’s Akio-kun, there’s just no way!”

“Do you think so?” Motoko asked, puzzled. “From my perspective, Akio is the perfect husband. I will be allowed to continue the Tsumura Arts without shaming my family, grow stronger and fight beside him, and never be separated from Natsumi.” She smiled gently, and Natsumi mirrored it. The cute atmosphere was causing Shugo-san embarrassment, and I chuckled gently at his expression.

“Look, we’ll never get anywhere like this.” I leant over and kissed Shiro in front of them. I intended to only take her lips, but with her good arm she pulled me in tight, her tongue swirling with mine. Aimi-chan looked on, shocked, while Hayato-san had a knowing expression on his face. Hina-chan was looking away, shy, face flushed, while Yasu-san and Shugo-san were staring, eyes wide with surprise, shocked expressions on their faces. After a long moment we pulled free, and Shiro grinned, her scars pale against her flushed face. Licking her lips, she giggled.

“Shit, I still can’t believe how much I enjoy kissing. It surprises me. Happy now, guys? Have I proved my point? Though my word should be enough. I’m Shirohime, I never tell lies.”

I felt a tug on my sleeve, and it was Eri, her eyes telling me what I needed to do. I exchanged a wet kiss with her, and Eri was even bolder, forcing my hand into her chest, so I gave her a little squeeze. When we separated, her eyes and mouth moist, Shaeula dropped onto my lap, arms around me, and I was kissed a third time, her technique different to Shiro and Eri, but equally sexy. Behind her I could see Hyacinth getting to her feet, giggling lasciviously, and as my gaze wandered, Hinata was already blushing. I see. Yeah, this is one way to prove a point…
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Yasu-san was sitting back in his chair, tipsy and lifeless, while Shugo-san was also drunk, too shocked to comment. The display of kissing all seven of my fiancées, even Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi doing their best to give me a passionate embrace, had completely shattered their preconceptions. All except Hayato-san, oddly enough.

“Well, Aimi-chan called me in tears, saying that you claimed you’d been really badly hurt… how did she put it, oh yeah, you were a 'gender-swapped Nagumo Hajime'.” He smiled reassuringly. “To be honest, I thought you were exaggerating. But then she said you were living with Akio-kun here. The funny thing is… you know, I’ve always thought the two of you would be good together.”

“Really?” Shiro asked, surprised. “That shocks me.”

“It shouldn’t.” He ran a hand through his blonde locks, looking handsome while doing it. Though I suppose I have no reason to be jealous now, do I? “You’ve always looked out for Shiro more than anyone, Akio-kun, even if you never made a big deal out of it, or drawn any attention to yourself. I mean, just how much help did you give her on her game?”

“Yeah, Aki’s always been a sucker… err, a kind person.” Shiro laughed, and Eri chimed in, agreeing.

“Yes, Akio’s always been weak to girls in trouble. Oh, excuse me for interrupting.” She looked embarrassed to have spoken ahead of her seniors.

“Don’t worry about it.” Hina-chan reassured her sympathetically. “I feel like I know you already, considering how much Akio-san used to mention you when we were out drinking. But…” Her gaze went to the wheelchair.

“Yes, well, putting aside my love life, the main thing to talk about is how Shiro got hurt. Eri too, I guess, and what that means.” This is hard to broach, but strangely enough, the stupid interruption when we found out Yasu-san was related to Takagi-san helped diffuse a little tension. It really is a small world.

“It should be obvious. I mean, come on.” Shiro sighed. “Look around. What does this remind you of?”

“It’s a harem life, the sort we’ve always dreamed of, you bastard!” Yasu-san complained. “I still can’t believe our ice queen Shiro is dating! Fuck, Akio-kun, I’m so jealous! Here’s me, the only single guy here, and you’ve got…”

“Missing the point a bit, Yasu.” Shiro interrupted him. “I mean, you’re not wrong, but…”

“It’s not normal.” Shugo-san grumbled, and Aimi-chan agreed.

“Your injuries. Eri-chan’s too…” Aimi-chan was as forthright and forward as ever, immediately calling all the girls at the table by -chan after their introductions, but I could tell she was doing it mostly to avoid thinking about Shiro’s scars. “…it seems like something out of a light novel. Next you’ll be telling us there’s some sort of secret world we don’t know about, and you’re some sort of…” She trailed off at the amused, knowing looks from my girls.

“I think that’s exactly what they are saying.” Hayato-san observed. “Akio-kun, Shiro didn’t get those injuries from an accident. I’m no doctor, but I have a keen eye. They’re not natural.”

“Your childhood friend too.” Hina-chan agreed. “The incident in Kyoto, to get caught up in that. It seems like the sort of plot from a game.”

“This restaurant is one Mayumi recommended to me. They are extremely discreet, dealing with nobility.” Hinata interrupted suddenly. “The cameras are off, the only connection is the service bell. So if you want to give a demonstration…”

“Yeah, probably for the best, Aki.” Shiro grinned. “You guys are in for a real treat.”

“I still think this is a prank.” Yasu-san complained, pouring another full glass of wine. “But would Shiro stoop to snogging Akio-kun for a joke? These girls too…”

“You know I damn well wouldn’t, Yasu, you prick.” Shiro cursed him. “I’ve only ever given my lips to one person. And that’s how it’ll always be. Princesses can’t be promiscuous, right Shaeula?”

“That is quite-quite correct.” She grinned. “Akio shall be my one-one and only as well.”

“Fuck, I’m so damn jealous.” Yasu-san looked close to tears. “This has to be a dream…”

Shugo-san patted him on the back consolingly. “Afraid not, Yasu-kun. On the bright side, at least the booze is good, right? And it’s not us who is paying!”

“Fucking hell, that’s right!” He suddenly laughed, downing his glass, burping noisily, before pouring another glass of vintage red. “I can punish Akio-kun by bankrupting him!”

“Not much chance of that.” Shiro sniffed. “He’s got deep pockets now. It’s good to marry into money!” She pulled my arm into her cleavage, further incensing Yasu-san.

“Sorry. Sorry.” Aimi-chan cried suddenly, her voice cracking, smiling tremulously. “I… I’m glad everyone is having fun, but… Shiro, your face, your arm! What…”

“Hush now, it’ll be all right.” Hayato-san calmed her. “Does Shiro look worried? But more importantly, Akio-kun looks composed. And we know Akio-kun, don’t we? If things were bad, he’d not be able to hide it. After all, he’s always looked out for Shiro. I noticed.”

“I did too.” Shiro agreed. “Though he had the opposite approach to you, Hayato. Seriously, he was such a pushover before, it was a real shock when he got all pushy and proposed to me, even prepared to… well, seeing is believing, I guess.” She and I exchanged glances, and I nodded. Showing her transformation into Tan would be convincing.

“Hey, I’ve been listening.” my sis said suddenly, standing and walking over to us. “It’s good to meet you all. Friends of my bro are friends of mine. I’m Oshiro Sapphire Aiko, but you can call me Aiko, I don’t stand on ceremony.”

“So, the middle name is real. I always wondered.” Hina-chan murmured, bringing a smile from Hayato-san.

“Damn, you really are as cute as the pictures. No way, you’re cuter!” Yasu-san complained, having already forgotten her put-down from earlier.

“Well, it isn’t like Hisano-chan doesn’t have her charms. Really, you’ll never get a girlfriend if you don’t learn to praise girls properly. Yasu-san, right? Even family appreciates compliments.” My sis smirked, and he slumped to the table, chastened.

“So, what does the mythical sister we’ve heard so much about want?” Hayato-san asked, speaking for everyone. “I’m sorry, but this is a serious talk, and as I’m sure you can understand, we’re all very worried about Shiro. Her injuries…”

“Pardon my interruption, but you think I don’t feel the same? Eri’s my best friend. To see her getting so hurt was horrible. So yeah, I get it. But… unless you see, you won’t understand. So…” She turned to me, smiling. “I’ve been practising bro, and now I can bring one out. It tires me out fast, but I think it’ll prove a point. Besides, I know you’re desperate to see how much your precious sister has grown, right?” She winked, puffing out her chest proudly. Don’t think I can’t see you looking, Yasu-san!

At that, Hayato-san paused, he glanced at the others, and then he spoke. “All right. It’s clear that there’s a lot going on. What do you want to show us?”

“This!” Aiko waved a hand, and there was a rainbow glow as aether condensed. Moments later a heavy golden statue appeared out of nowhere. Aimi-chan and Hina-chan gasped, open-mouthed, Shugo-san stumbled backwards from the table, shocked, Yasu-san gaped drunkenly, and Hayato-san was frozen, his mind working to process it. Over at my sister’s table, Yae and Rika-san were similarly stunned.

“What do you think?” my sis asked proudly, as she patted the shoulder of the Golden Warrior as it brandished a heavy-looking battle-axe. “If you think this is some sort of prank show, how do you think this works?” She winked at them cheerily, clearly enjoying their reactions.

“CGI?” Yasu-san muttered, only for Aimi-chan to shoot him down, surprising herself.

“No way, they used that excuse in the School Festival Arc in Negima. You said it was stupid when we discussed it, right, that nobody in their right mind could ever believe that? No… this, it has…” She stood slowly, reaching out gingerly. Her hand paused, withdrawing, before she swallowed, eyes glittering with tears, and touched the statue, surprised to feel genuine metal. “It’s not CGI. It’s real. It’s real.”

“It sure is. Nice demonstration there, Ai.” Shiro approved. Moments later her hair was blazing red, flaming sparks scattering, her single orb burning crimson. “I can do cool stuff too.” Shiro grinned. “So, I’m kind of possessed by a Goddess…”

All eyes went to me, and I nodded. “I’m not going to show off, but obviously, me too.”

“No. Bloody. Way!” Yasu-san was saying, and Shugo-san was nodding, similarly poleaxed.

“It’s… Hina-chan, Hayato-kun, it’s real!” Aimi-chan was repeating that like a broken record. Gingerly, Hina-chan also reached out, grabbing the golden metal skirt, running her fingers over it. Hayato-san was merely frowning, thinking about something weighty.

“Hey, Aiko…” Eri spoke then, her tone… rather strange.

“Yes?” she answered, and her face was a touch red, her eyes swimming.

“Do tell me. Why the hell does this Golden Warrior look just like me?”

“Uh, well… it’s a tribute? To my best friend and the cutest girl in the whole wide world?” she offered unconvincingly.

“I do not-not think Eri finds it pleasing. I believe she is embarrassed, and that excuse will not-not suffice!” Shaeula laughed, and Shiro agreed, flaming hair swaying as she chuckled.

“No shit. I’ve not exactly known her long, but Eri’s got a yandere soul. Best hope she doesn’t take her own axe to you…”

Golden Sister Army huh? Well, it makes sense now. I wonder, just what do they all look like together? As my old friends were shocked by the revelation of mysterious powers, Shiro met my gaze and grinned. “Well, this turned out pretty much like I expected, Aki.” Turning to Aimi-chan, she reached out, her hand brushing her cheek, wiping away tears. “See? I told you. Leave it to Aki. He’s got the best healer in Japan working on me. This… this is just temporary. But Aki and me, we’re forever now. So we might as well celebrate!”
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“Damn, this is bloody good!” a drunken Yasu-san was saying, tucking into a roasted duck, complete with a series of authentic Chinese sauces, glazes and side dishes. “I still don’t forgive you though, Akio-kun! Shit, your own harem!”

“Don’t be creepy, Yasu-kun.” Takagi-san declared. She had joined us at our table, since her cousin was here, and in exchange Eri had joined Aiko at her table, after grilling her about the Golden Warrior. “I’m surprised you are acquainted with Oshiro-san. If you’re smart, you won’t do anything stupid and upset him.”

“You hear that?” Yasu-san complained. “if only Hisano-chan was as cute and affectionate as your sister. When she was younger, she wasn’t so nagging. But when she started middle school, she changed. Must be at that age.”

“No, I think that’s just you being a disappointment, Yasu.” Shiro chuckled. Aimi-chan was clinging on to her, as if not wanting to let her get away, and I exchanged a knowing look with Shugo-san. Yeah, seeing two girls who are so hot clinging to each other is quite a sight. Though it hits different for me seeing as Shiro’s my woman now. Her hair was back to silver, and she was enjoying banter with the girls.

“Takagi-san’s a nice girl, she looks after her friends. Don’t be such a jerk.” I chided him, and he sniffed, annoyed.

“Oh come on, since when did you get to lecture me… oh, well shit.” He looked around at the girls around us.

“Yeah, he’s got you beat. So, uh, is that maid outfit like an affectation, or…?” Shugo-san was fascinated by Hyacinth.

“Nooo, I live tooo serve Akio, and the other mistresses. It is what I dooo.” she explained again. “Nothing brings Hyacinth greater joooy!”

“Yes, she is a Brownie, or at least-least she was. It is close enough.” Shaeula observed, drinking wine with great gusto, between bites of food. “So, as Akio was saying, this healer, she is most-most powerful. It shall be but-but a matter of time before her wounds are healed.” She grinned. “I do not-not wish you to think that we all love and cherish Akio for base, feeble reasons.”

“I want to know how it happened. I mean…” Hina-chan looked embarrassed as she glanced at Hayato-san. He’s been awfully quiet since the reveal. I wonder what he’s thinking. Hayato-san smiled back at Hina-chan, so she continued. “…when Hayato asked me out, I was shocked. I never thought a plain girl like me would catch the attention of Hayato. He was always popular. But the more time I spent with him, the more I liked him.” She was blushing, and it was damn cute. “So, how was it for you? I mean, you always said you wouldn’t go for anyone that doesn’t have a billion in the bank, and… oh.”

Shiro had the grace to blush. “Well, shit. That’s a low blow Hina. When did you get so bold? Everyone’s changing so fast. Not Yasu, he’s still the same old screwup. Now even his younger cousin is putting him down.” Takagi-san looked embarrassed at that. “Anyway…” Shiro continued. “…yeah, I have a good reason to want a rich husband. My hospital bills and healthcare needs drove my parents to pretty much cut me off. I still feel bitter about that, even if I understand it.” I reached out and took her hand, squeezing it gently. At that, Aimi-chan raised an eyebrow, making a quip about how smooth I was being.

“Of course he’s smooth. Aki’s been grinding those stats like a madman.” Shiro chuckled.

“Why do I get the feeling you mean that literally?” Hina-chan giggled.

“I guess I do. Anyway, I guess Aki’s always carried a torch for me, but I think he always thought I was out of his league. I mean, I definitely score ten out of ten for looks and personality…”

“Uh, looks, definitely.” I agreed, and she giggled.

“Don’t lie, you love my personality too. Well, Hina, Aimi, Aki’s the sort who likes to look after girls, right? All his stories about his sister Ai, and Eri, they show that, don’t they? Well, I can’t say I enjoy being treated like a burden, I had enough of that when I was younger. It’s why I decided to go to university, even if it might have shortened my life. I wanted to live for once.” Shiro let out a long sigh.

“Then, I met you guys, and I found uni was actually more fun that I thought. I was still bitter though. Why was I the one suffering like this? So then… well, I made a deal with a Goddess…” She smiled, loving the way her friends were listening to her with rapt attention. “…and everything seemed to be all right. But then, in comes Aki, having already mastered the path of a harem protagonist. Once he started two-timing Eri with Shaeula, well, the third is easier, and the fourth easier still, right?”

“I resent that remark.” I complained jokingly, but it was true. I don’t regret it. Who could? But… I just have to make sure I always have enough time, put in enough effort, to make sure they are all happy. If I do that, then nobody, not even myself, can complain. And I can’t say it won’t be fun. Even talking about such heavy subject matters, dinner with my girls and my friends was joyous, entertaining.

“Still true though, right?” She blinked at me slyly. “Aki took me out on a very nice date. I was going to turn him down gently as thanks for everything, but he won me over by being… well, surprisingly bold, and earnest. One thing Aki isn’t is a liar, right?” At their agreement, she finished. “…so when he proposed, making an engagement ring on the spot out of a spoon…” She showed if off, smirking.

“…you know, I thought… what the hell am I hesitating for? I realised that Aki had been one of my only friends, and he’d always been thinking of me. Besides, he’s hot and rich now. It helps. Sharing… well, it’s not so bad. Beats being lonely, right? Anyway, after that, stuff happened, I got hurt… but it’s in hand. So no more tears, unless they are tears of joy. Be happy for me, for us, okay?”

“I can’t say I approve.” Aimi-chan spoke up. “I know we love manga and anime, harems and everything like that. But that’s fiction. I just worry you’ll end up getting hurt. I mean… look at you!”

“Aimi, I’m not a child. You might be my senior, but I can make my own decisions. And I decided I love Aki, and he loves me. If in the end, I get hurt, well, right now I’m enjoying being in love. I’ll love it more when my scars finally heal and I can finally…” She flushed, and Aimi-chan gasped. “Oh come on. You’ve got a boyfriend, don’t tell me you haven’t been teasing him with that sexy body of yours.” She pulled her hand free from mine and grabbed Aimi-chan’s chest, giving it a squeeze. Aimi-chan squealed, darting away.

“That... that’s not something to talk about in company.” she retorted primly, face crimson.

“Well, I don’t mind talking about it. I know Aki’s been… fucking…” She said the word proudly, chest puffed out. “…Eri, Shaeula and Hyacinth. Sometimes all three at once, right?” She laughed like a dirty old man, and the old, familiar Shiro made my heart ache happily.

“It is quite-quite true. Nothing can beat combining both body and spirit, becoming one, and sharing that with sisters you love and trust…” Shaeula grinned wolfishly. “…well, I do indeed-indeed pity those who do not-not have such love in their lives. Shiro, I look forward to a long-long life, sharing joys and triumphs together.”

“I swear, this is the worst day of my life.” Yasu-san grunted, still determined to eat and drink as much as possible, while his exasperated cousin looked on. He turned to her. “So, why did you get mixed up in all this, you little minx? What does uncle and auntie know? Are you some sort of magician too? Or are you gunning for his harem? Ugh, no way! My little cousin, who used to be so innocent, making eyes at older men.”

“Come on Yasu-kun, there’s no need for that.” Shugo-san criticised him. “Jealousy is an ugly thing. There’s no need to take it out on a relative.”

“Shut it! You have a hot teacher girlfriend, don’t think I’ve forgotten. Anyway, you didn’t answer me!” he pressed Takagi-san.

“Of course I’m not powerful.” She sighed. “In fact, I don’t really know why I’m involved. I’m not special like Izumi-san or Maiko-san. All I wanted to do was make sure that Maiko-san wasn’t bullied.”

“Well, I do not-not regret it.” Shaeula grinned. “I confess, I thought it rather-rather amusing to grab Kana’s friends, and you happened to be there, Hisano. It is a chance few-few will have, and it comes with many benefits. As for seeking Akio’s favour, I suspect you have no interest in that, but…” she grinned. “Should you ever change your mind, come seek-seek me out.”

“So it was you? Corrupting my cousin?” Yasu-san howled, and Shaeula merely laughed in his face.

“This is all very well.” Hayato-san spoke, breaking his long silence, drawing all eyes to him. “Akio-kun, Shiro. If you are happy with each other, then who are we to say your relationship is wrong? I’m sure as your friends we’ll support you, and if it does end badly, we’ll help pick up the pieces, right?” He looked around, and everyone nodded, even Yasu-san, who stopped arguing with Shaeula and his cousin for a moment.

“Thanks Hayato. I appreciate it. Aki and I, we were rather worried you’d get upset and mad with us. We don’t want that.” Shiro was relieved.

“Upset? Mad?” His voice was hard. “You’re damn right I’m mad. Aimi-chan too. I didn’t tell Hina what was going on, because I knew it’d be too upsetting for her. Sorry darling.” He apologised, and she nodded in understanding.

Ugh, I thought Hayato-san would understand. I’m a bit shocked. Still, I had no right to complain, and taking their anger and frustration was the least we could do.

“You never told us anything.” he declared, surprising me. Wait, it’s about that? “Money, power, women, fame, whatever. I get that you seem to be in a different world now, Akio-kun, Shiro. I’m not greedy, I don’t care about money so long as Hina and I have enough to get by. Power, we don’t need it. Women… well, sorry to say this, but my darling Hina is enough for me.”

Way to make me feel bad… “I see.” I managed.

“But… friendship. That matters.” his words were unyielding.

“It does.” I agreed. “And I value ours.”

“So excuse me if I feel aggrieved that you put yourselves in danger without asking for help. Are we so unreliable?” He looked at the girls chatting and enjoying the Chinese food, including Daiyu, who was feasting with quite some relish.

“Yes, I hate this!” Aimi-chan agreed. “Why didn’t you say something Shiro? Anything? You disappeared without saying anything at all! Don’t you know how worried we were?”

“Yes, we’re your friends, Shiro.” Hina-chan joined in. “We may have graduated, and so we don’t get to spend as much time together as we’d like, but… weren’t our nights out in Akihabara fun, even for the short time you managed to stay awake? Yasu-san would make a crude joke, Aimi-chan would see hot guys and fantasise about them together, Akio-san would say something witty…”

“Damn right.” Yasu-san agreed. “Ugh, sorry man. I know you wouldn’t do anything to Hisano-chan. I think.” He immediately backpedalled, to an amused laugh from Shaeula. “Well, I never would have thought you’d be able to cheat on your childhood friend, with our princess of all girls.” he explained defensively. “So how can I be totally sure? Yeah I get it, I can read the mood just fine!” he withered under everyone’s glares. “Seriously, you’re like a brother to me. You and Shugo-kun and Hayato-kun. The girls are like sisters too. They have to be, they’re all taken now…” he sighed. “It hurts that the sort of world we used to dream of, you never let us know about.”

“Well, it’s not all fun and games. There’s danger everywhere, and…” I began, only for Shugo-san to interrupt.

“That would be more convincing if you didn’t bring us to a room full of schoolgirls. Come on, Akio-kun.” He shook his head, irritated. “If we were keeping secrets from you, wouldn’t you be pissed off?”

“They’ve got you there, Aki!” Shiro agreed, only to face the brunt of their anger next.

“Yeah, not this time Shiro.” Shugo-san declared. “I’m even more mad at you.”

“Me? Why?” she asked, and Aimi-chan reached out, gripping her good arm with a tight death-grip.

“Why, you ask? And here I was thinking you’re a genius, Shirohime.” The way she said it gave me chills. “Setting aside the injuries that make me want to cry just looking at them, since you both say it’ll be fine… it better be!” Her grip tightened.

“Uh, Aimi, that is kind of uncomfortable…” Shiro protested, but she was ignored.

“Forgetting how much you’ve worried us, you didn’t even confide in Akio-kun, did you? You tried to carry this all alone. You. Our fragile little princess. How many times have we carried you home, unable to move?” Hina-chan was nodding too, expression surprisingly stern.

“And you think you can handle it all alone, not relying on your friends?” Aimi-chan persisted.

“Yes. That’s what is so frustrating. I’m no fool. Even if we consider your injuries an accident, as you said, what about your childhood friend?” Hayato-san honed in on the weakness in our argument. “If the so-called terror cult incident all over the news was related to you, then… did you idiots even think?”

“It wasn’t as if…” I began, and Shiro was trying to look innocent.

“I wasn’t there, don’t blame me!” she deflected, only to be silenced by the piercing looks from our friends.

“I suppose I should have expected this.” Hayato-san sighed. “Akio-kun, you don’t like to bother other people, and you tend to watch out for Shiro. And as for you…” He looked at Shiro, who actually shrank under his gaze. “…I get it. You hate being weak, and always relying on us. But Shiro, Akio-kun, that’s just insulting. Friends are meant to be relied on. So from now on… no more secrets. If you two are going through something hard, we want to help, right?”

“Right!” everyone agreed, and I could hear Shaeula expressing her appreciation for their sentiments.

“See, Akio?” she smirked. “Have I not-not been telling you that more allies is a good thing? Besides, your friends, you do not-not wish them to be a weakness for you, do you?”

I couldn’t argue with that, and neither could Shiro. We glanced at each other, and then stood, bowing apologetically.

“Sorry guys. We should have been honest sooner. Though, at least cut us some slack, it’s pretty hard to talk about.”

“Yeah, there’s always the worry you would have thought we’d gone crazy.” Shiro sighed. “I’m not spending my remaining days locked up in an asylum, that’s not how the tale of this beautiful princess ends!”

“In that case, well, the night is still young, right?” Hayato-san took charge, just like old times. “You can fill us in on just what’s at stake, and what we can do. Well, the timing is bad at the moment, work was just taking off, but… friends come first, right darling?”

Hina-chan smiled back at him. “That’s right. After all, Shiro, Akio-san, I’d be sad if you suddenly disappeared.”

“Now that’s settled…” Yasu-san grumbled, glass of wine in hand. “When do I get my harem? Hey, ouch… when did you get so strong, Hisano-chan? I think you broke my arm…” As her slap sent Yasu-san tumbling to the floor, rubbing his shoulder, laughter broke the tension for a moment. All right then. Yes, there’s a lot to discuss. But I do feel like a weight has been lifted from my shoulders… and looking at Shiro, who smiled sweetly at me, I knew she felt the same…
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“Now that’s quite a story.” Hayato-san observed, hands under his chin, giving Shiro and I an ominous look. Beside him, Hina-chan looked down, seemingly content to pick at her dessert, though I knew she was listening intently. Aimi-chan still looked upset, casting glances at Shiro’s face and arm, but Shugo-san and Yasu-san were both contemplative, though Yasu-san had a sloppy grin on his face. “I even understand why you didn’t tell us anything.” At that Shiro looked relieved, but I knew it was too early to relax, and moments later I was proved right.

“But…” Hayato-san continued. “I think I speak for all of us, when I say considering that you’ve involved other people…” He glanced over at the group of girls. “…the fact you didn’t come to us in such a situation hurts. I get that you were doing it with the best of intentions, but… even so, we’re your friends. Do you really think we’d abandon you, even in such an impossible situation?”

“No, I didn’t think that. Of course not.” Shiro sighed. “But this isn’t fun and games. Look at me. Sure, it’s my own fault for trusting unwisely and then having bad luck. But imagine it was Aimi or Hina who paid the price for a mistake of mine. And don’t say it couldn’t happen. We know it can, all too suddenly, right Aki?”

I nodded, remembering Mine-san dying in my arms, and the dead shrine maidens and apprentice priests. Even Yamato. “Yes, originally I wasn’t going to tell anyone.”

“Not-not even his dear sister, or Eri.” Shaeula agreed. She was quite drunk, having emptied several bottles of wine, though I knew she could sober up instantly if she wished with her stats and Ether Healing. She let out a wicked laugh. “It is not-not in Akio’s nature to pass off a burden he can carry to someone else. Though he is-is slowly learning. We put much-much effort in, do we not-not?” She eyed my other girls around the table.

“I’m not an idiot.” I protested. “I can learn. Even so, there’s such a thing as being too willing to accommodate others. That’s dangerous too.” I glanced over at Eri, who was talking to my sis and Kana. “I let Eri talk me into letting her help, and she ended up in a wheelchair. She should be dead.” I saw the looks of annoyance on the faces of my fiancées and raised a hand to forestall them. “Look, I get it. I do. I’m reflecting, but I’m not letting it stop me from doing what I must. But see, Hayato-san, I never wanted people to get hurt, or die. And if it was one of you guys…”

“This is a war, a battle for the future of the world.” Shiro spoke softly. “I don’t think we have the luxury of asking for that, Aki. But I get it. That Raven and his spider fled, and Arisu killed Daizen. I mean yeah, Daizen wasn’t a nice guy, though I wouldn’t exactly call him evil. Ruthless and pragmatic, sure, but… well… uh.” She clutched at her head, expression pained. “Arisu isn’t bad either. She’s just… how to put it…”

“I think the strangest thing here is that Shiro managed to make other friends.” Yasu-san laughed. “Well, they sure must be a bunch of oddballs if that’s the case. But is this Arisu pretty?”

“Trust you to ask such a stupid question. You know, I’m almost grateful.” Shiro laughed. “That’s such a Yasu thing to say. To answer you, she’s gorgeous. Not as good as me at my best…” Shiro couldn’t resist getting a boast in. “…but enough I’m a little worried about having Aki meet her. And not just because of that either. Suzu is an airhead, I mean, she’s cute, but…” She looked at me and I nodded.

“True, when I met her in Kyoto, I had to admit she was very cute. Those blonde ringlets, and her Western looks… but there was definitely something a bit off about her when we talked.”

“Luckily, Suzu isn’t into guys right now, she wants to be an idol. No, she thinks she already is.” Shiro replied. “But Arisu… she’s very distrustful of both men and women, after… well. Things happened.”

“And you can trust her?” Aimi-chan asked, worried. “She won’t turn on you?”

Shiro shook her head. “No way. Arisu hates disloyalty. She… damn, she also hates cheating, so I’m quite worried about her first meeting with Aki. Ugh, it makes me sick thinking about it, but we’ll need her onside.”

“But Akio is not cheating.” Motoko disagreed, having mostly just listened quietly to our long conversation, her noble poise shining through, impressing both the girls and the guys here. “Our marriages were all agreed with consent. Surely she could have no complaints.”

“You see, that isn’t how it works for us commoners, Motoko-san.” Hina-chan spoke up, using her first name, which surprised me. That’s not like Hina-chan, it takes her a fair while to warm up to people. I guess maybe it’s because she’s braver now she’s with Hayato-san, or maybe because these girls are my fiancées? Both perhaps…

“I was surprised to find out that there’s really nobility in Japan still. I thought that all ended after the war.” she continued. “And to think they practise multiple marriages and concubines. I’m shocked.”

“In truth, there is usually only the lead, legal wife, of the highest standing.” Motoko clarified helpfully. “Ordinarily, that would have been myself, though…” She flushed a little, and that drew the eyes of Shugo-san and Yasu-san, admiring her charms. “…I was prepared to accept being a concubine, if it was to secure my happiness. I was selfish.” Natsumi nodded beside her.

“You were? Well, I was first.” Hinata sighed. “But it all worked out in the end. Akio even browbeat the Prime Minister and the Leader of the Opposition Parties in the Diet to change the law for us. It makes me happy he went that far. I know you all feel the same way.”

Shiro nodded, looking at her ring. “At first I thought Aki was crazy, but then, the world is crazy now. So I just went with it. And despite everything, I’m happy enough that I did.”

“So, Shiro…” Shugo-san asked. “This Arisu woman, from what you said, it sounds like she’s famous, and has trust issues. Do we know her? I wouldn’t be surprised at anything now.”

Shiro sighed again. “I’m not spilling any of her secrets. You just need to know she’s innocent. But if you remember the big scandal last year, when a famous actress was accused of cheating on her fiancé, as well as sabotaging her kouhai’s efforts in the industry, embezzlement and more…”

“No way? It’s that Arisu?” Shugo-san exclaimed, shocked, and everyone else was likewise stunned. Hell, even I’ve heard of that scandal. It was a big deal at the time. The poor girls that went on TV crying about the abuse they’d suffered at her hands. I mean, I hardly paid much attention, but they looked genuine…

“Yeah, it’s all bullshit though.” Shiro snarled, incensed, and I reached out to pat her arm gently, as she got angry for her friend’s sake. She smiled gratefully at my reassurance, before continuing. “It was her fiancé who was the cheat, and her agency did the embezzlement, and then they tried to blackmail her into… ugh, just imagine the plot of one of your doujins, guys. But Arisu isn’t an idiot, she told them to piss off. And in retaliation they ruined her. So yeah, she has a lot of anger and trust issues. So try not to trigger her, Aki? I don’t want to have to fight her, she’s scary.”

“That’s interesting. I feel terrible. I remember thinking at the time she must have been a bad person. I’m sorry.” Hina-chan said contritely and Shiro waved it away.

“What’s more interesting…” Aimi-chan suggested, speaking up about normal matters for the first time in a while. “...is that Akio-kun looks very natural with you there, Shiro.” She looked at my hand, resting on Shiro’s. “Very smooth. I’m shocked.” She managed a smile then, again the first since she had seen Shiro and her wounds. “I wasn’t as surprised when you kissed…”

“Aki has a long way to go, right girls?” Shiro glanced around, and they laughed. “Even so, when I‘m with him now, I feel my heart racing, and it feels good, exciting. Though I get enough excitement from the prospect of what we are up against.”

“Yes, I wondered when we would get back to the main point.” Hayato-san spoke mildly, but I could tell he was still angry. “What are we going to do about this situation? I get why you worry about us getting hurt, and I’m actually happy about that. After all, none of us want our friends wrapped up in something dangerous.” As I nodded, his gaze sharpened. “That doesn’t mean I agree with you. Just knowing, helping, doesn’t necessarily put us in danger, does it? It sounds like there’s a lot we could do to assist you both. You’re rather short-staffed, it sounds like.”

Hinata fielded that one. “Yes. Watanabe Karen-chan is undoubtedly loyal, as are the two she recruited, and Haru-san is not a concern. These mercenaries, I know Shaeula has used her winds, but I still worry a little. We can pull staff from Nichibotsu, or Fujiwara and Tsumura houses, but can we be certain they’ll be wholly committed to our interests? I have my concerns…”

“She’s a smart cookie, this one.” Yasu-san laughed. “Cute too. A bit young though, I think your sister is older even, right?”

“Well, as long as I’m old enough for marriage, I don’t see a problem.” Hinata replied impishly. “And I believe I’m cute enough that Akio won’t have any issues.”

“You sure are that.” Yasu-san agreed. “Though if he’s going after our Shiro too, he has quite the wide strike-zone.”

“The thing is, what can we do?” Hina-chan asked quietly. As everyone looked at her, she glanced down shyly for a moment, before gathering her strength and continuing. “I want to help too. Shiro, Akio-san, you were friends with me all these years. I know I’m a bit shy and gloomy, but you always made the effort to get me to open up. It’s thanks to you all I finally matured and found love.” She looked at Hayato-san, who copied my earlier moves and reassured her with his hand on hers. “But we are programmers, artists, game designers. We don’t have much to offer.”

“Yeah, I’m worried about that too.” Shugo-san agreed. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not going to come out and say ‘I’ll be a hero, power me up!’ because from your stories and Shiro’s injuries, it’s all too clear this isn’t some light novel. I don’t want to die, I’m not that brave…”

“No kidding man.” Yasu-san agreed, and Aimi-chan nodded too. Even Hayato-san agreed.

“When I think of my darling Hina in trouble, fighting, it makes me sick. So I get it.” He sighed at the thought. “But even so…if we bury our heads in the sand, trouble will come our way sooner or later. I’d rather be ready, and help out our precious friends in the process.”

“Yes, but what about your new job? Things were just coming together for you, right? You should probably focus on…” I began, but was soon cut off.

“Well, you were going to pay us, right?” Hayato-san smirked, for a moment back to the old, confident Hayato-san. “We aren’t greedy, enough to get by is fine. As for how we can help… there must be something we can do. I refuse to believe we can’t help out our friends in this situation.”

“I… I want to look after Shiro. At least until she’s better.” Aimi-chan insisted suddenly. “As for anything else… well, I can probably be a secretary. I know how to use computers. I’ll even make the tea if I must!”

“Oh Aimi…” Shiro sighed. “Will your boyfriend be happy if you abandon your career for this? I’m flattered, and happy, but you have your own life now…”

“He’ll be fine. He’s a pretty understanding guy, and he has a decent job himself. Besides…” She managed a smile, though it was a bit wan. “…which guy is going to give up on these?” She squeezed her arms under her chest.

“True.” Shiro laughed, though the joke was poor.

“Don’t worry about money. Akio has the capacity to earn as much as he wants.” Hinata chimed in. “Besides, I’m rather wealthy myself.”

“Dude, my life is boring as hell. I’d be up for this!” Yasu-san broke in. “Uh… well, again, not sure what I can do, but…”

“Why not-not think of it a different way?” Shaeula suggested, grinning. “We have willing helpers. We need all-all the assistance we can gather. Simply bring them on board, and see-see what needs doing.”

“I think that could work.” Hayato-san agreed. “I’m confident that together we can achieve great things, just like we did back in our club at uni.”

As we made a decision, I did wonder if I was doing the right thing, but Hayato-san was right. They don’t have to face danger, no more than Karen-chan does. And they would be safer in the know, and with proper Chirurgery…

“Now that’s settled, I have a question. So you two… you’re faeries, right?” Shugo-san asked Shaeula, who nodded.

“Indeed. I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, proud-proud weaselkin princess of the Seelie, Duchess of the Spring of Clear Reflections. Hyacinth here is a Brownie, or well-well, close enough.”

“Ooonce more, I am Hyacinth, servant to Akio and the ooother mistresses. I have the great honour of being loved myself, though Hyacinth is unwooorthy.”

“That’s just crazy.” Shugo-san shook his head. “But I guess it’s true enough, with golden statues appearing out of thin air and Shiro bursting into flame, I don’t see why you’d lie. Those verbal tics are cute too.”

“Tics?” Shaeula and Hyacinth both looked identically puzzled, and I laughed, having heard that for the first time in a while. I do feel lighter, now I’ve told my friends the truth. Now I don’t need to keep secrets from my friends and family anymore. Even my sis has told her friends too…

“In that case, I have a question!” Yasu-san called out. “So, you’re a weaselkin, you said? Does that mean like… weasel ears and tail, or… full furry?”

As Aimi-chan and Hina-chan took him to task, Shaeula answered the question naturally. “I am a weaselkin, of course I resemble a weasel. Akio tells me I look quite-quite adorable.”

“I see. So, uh… has he ever… well, in your weasel form… ouch, why the hell did you hit me? Why does everyone do that?” he protested, Aimi-chan having socked him a good one across the arm. As laughter passed around the table, I found myself grinning, reaching for one of the half-empty bottles of wine…

[image: image-placeholder]

“They sure are having a lot of fun over there.” I remarked, looking over at the table where my bro and most of his girls were, along with his old uni friends. “I guess I don’t begrudge him that. Keeping secrets is a pain. Bro sucks at it, anyway.”

“He sure does.” Rika-chan agreed, and Yae-chan nodded along with her.

“Yeah, we totally had pegged something was up. I never thought it was this though.”

Rika-chan and Yae-chan had smoothly fit in with the girls they didn’t know, which didn’t surprise me. After all, the most popular, outgoing girls in class were easy to get along with. They’d even managed to win Eri over, which was no mean feat. As if to prove my point, Eri spoke up.

“He’s doing it for what he thinks is a good reason though.” Eri defended him, before sighing. “Even if it’s foolish. Shaeula was right. We deserved to know, no, we needed to know. Akio is taking too much on his shoulders to do without our emotional support.”

“That’s not the only support you are giving him, is it Eri-chan?” Kana-chan snorted. I didn’t know quite what to make of this girl. She was quite similar to Eri in personality, oddly enough, though it manifested quite differently, Kana-chan being outgoing yet ultimately concerned mainly for herself and her image, while Eri was shy, but could be brutal when she had to defend what she wanted, and didn’t care at all about other people unless she was actually close to them. I like her though. Kana-chan's fun.

Before Eri could answer, Shaeula and the others, barring Shiro, had come over and joined us at our table. The silent Chinese girl and Kazumi-san were brought over as well, and after a brief bit of rearranging, we were all sitting together, enjoying excellent desserts. And I’ve sneaked some wine. It’s not bad. I doubt I’ll get hungover now I’m stronger, and even if I do, my bro or Shaeula will fix me. I really need to learn how to do it myself sooner or later…

“I feel we should leave Akio and his friends to their reunion.” Motoko explained, taking the lead, which was unusual. Sister-in-law Motoko is usually quiet and reserved, a perfect Yamato Nadeshiko, the ideal Japanese wife. My bro is such a lucky dog…

“Yes, they have much to discuss, and our role is done-done.” Shaeula agreed. “So, you were saying we offer Akio love as well-well, correct?” Shaeula grinned.

“I’m not ashamed to say so.” Eri agreed. “I said it at school, didn’t I? We’re in love, so we have sex. Is that so wrong? I’m happy I can give Akio comfort.”

“That’s not all, is it?” I pressed, as she flushed. Teasing Eri was fun, and I was honestly happy she’d grown up. Thinking about her dying, seeing her torn apart, I hated it. I wished it was me instead. But she’s alive. She says it was an impossible miracle, but I know it’s due to her efforts, and my bro’s. It’s why I’m so glad to have these powers now. I might still be weak, but if I put in the effort, I can stop my bro and Eri suffering again. The others too. I’ll do whatever it takes… “You enjoy it too, don’t you?”

“Of course.” She pouted, embarrassed despite her bold stance. “It’s wonderful. But only because it’s Akio!” She shuddered then. “I don’t want any other man touching me, that would be disgusting. But Akio’s so caring, and sexy, and your head goes blank, and you feel like you’re shooting into the sky…” She trailed off, realising everyone was grinning at her. Annoyed, she shot back at Kana-chan, who had asked the initial question. “What, jealous?”

“That’s a low blow, Eri-chan. You know I’m jealous.” Kana-chan lowered her voice, possibly so my bro couldn’t hear her, but that was a lost cause. I knew he had sharp ears, and from the way my senses had grown sharper over the last week, I could tell he’d be able to hear us all even over loud music from this distance, if he wanted.

“Really? I knew it.” one of Kana-chan’s friends, Mio-chan, exclaimed excitedly.

“Yeah, I mean, it’s totally clear to us, Kana-chan.” The other, Asami-chan, giggled. “No fooling us, how long have we been friends?”

“I mean, you loved that hairclip he bought you, then you started calling him big bro when you weren’t thinking. Besides…” The two of them exchanged glances. I barely knew them, but they were definitely the sort of girls it was easy to get on with, rather similar to Rika-chan and Yae-chan, who were looking on in rapt fascination.

“Yeah, you always used to be so pissed off with guys hitting on you, but you never seemed to mind spending time talking about Akio-san.”

“Ugh, stop making me sound so shallow. But I admit it! I am shallow. All I wanted was to be rich and pampered, treated right. Let’s be honest, I’m gorgeous. I’m not exactly a top student, but I’m not an idiot either. I think I’m a real catch.”

“Well, I did worry you’d bully Maiko-san.” the shy girl who turned out to know one of my bro’s friends said. She had returned to our table quite quickly, not being comfortable with so many adults. “You have a reputation of being unapproachable and arrogant.”

“Harsh.” Kana-chan sniffed. “I’ve never bullied anyone. I defend myself if people try to bully me, but… I don’t care enough about others to look down on them. We have that in common, right Eri-chan?”

Eri merely snorted, but didn’t disagree. Bingo. Eri’s happy to ignore the rest of the world. Before, it was just my bro, me and our families she let in, but now she can be friends with Rika-chan and Yae-chan, as well as Shaeula and the girls… I’m proud of her.

“What I do not-not understand is, why you held back?” Shaeula cocked her head, puzzled, looking adorable doing that. Yeah, my bro is a dog so lucky they should build him a shrine and worship him as the God of dating…

“After all…” Shaeula continued. “You like-like Akio, you freely admit it, and Akio likes you too.”

“He does?” Yae-chan asked, curious. “Now I feel ultra-lame. He promised he’d cheat with me first, and he never did…”

“Is that what you want?” Kana-chan asked, and Yae-chan shrugged.

“Well, honestly… probably not. I just got carried away. Aki is a bit of a hot topic back home right now, and that’s before people even know about all… this.” She gestured, spreading her arms wide. “A guy who left town and moved to Tokyo, making a life in the big city. Our place is so shitty that’s majorly cool.”

“I can sympathise.” Kana-chan sighed. “I hated my shrine. We have a ton of land that’s worth a lot, but we can’t sell or use it due to upholding Shirohebizumi. So I was resigned to being poor as dirt. Akio’s changed all that. If nothing else, I owe him for that. But that’s not all…”

“…yeah, I get you!” Yae-chan was heating up, Rika-chan watching on, a wry expression on her face. “He was always good looking. His mom’s a real cutie, and since she’s a Westerner, you notice her about the town. Ai-chan too.” I preened at her compliment. I knew I was gorgeous. Before, I compared myself to Eri unfavourably, but we were both done lying to ourselves.

“Sure, his dad’s a bit of a frightening man, but he’s also pretty handsome. But Aki came back… radiant, you know. And every time I see him, he’s got hotter.”

“He has-has been training.” Shaeula agreed. “And his Charm is most-most dazzling. Even many of the Fae can not-not compete.”

“Well, I don’t know about that. But… he was so damn cool, the way he put Kenji-kun in his place. And he won a date with me, and... honestly, he was the perfect date, except he wouldn’t kiss me. I guess I’m no match for you, Eri.” Yae-chan smiled sadly. “Even so, compared to the dates I’d been on before with horny, immature boys our age… it was great.” She sighed wistfully. “Worldly-wise adults with money and power are sexy as hell.”

“Of course you’re no match. I’m his childhood friend, I’ve loved him for ever.” Eri crowed.

“Yeah, but you have many rivals.” Rika-chan chuckled.

“So, back to what you think!” Mio-chan poked Kana-chan, who scowled at her, but she looked pretty even doing that. “Yae-chan here’s bared her soul. I want the gossip!”

“In fact, why not have everyone say what they think of him?” Asami-chan giggled wickedly. “I think that might be fun. No lying though! Only truth!”

“Uh, well, we could go to our room then? Maybe have some privacy?” I offered, but the girls shot me down, saying they wanted to continue eating and drinking here. Don’t say I didn’t warn you…

“Fine. Well, I don’t care!” Kana-chan threw up her hands. “Sure, I like Akio. A lot. At first when I saw him with you…” She smiled at Shaeula, remembering. “…I thought he was just a pervert messing with young girls. I wasn't entirely wrong. He is a pervert who does date schoolgirls. But as far as I can see, he does it from a place of love, right? Although it pisses me off he can be such a coward.” she swore, shocking everyone.

“That’s right.” Hinata-san agreed. “Really, I am more ashamed of my actions than anything else. When I first saw Akio, my heart was racing. I didn’t realise it, but it was love at first sight. Obviously, I knew nothing of love. I only cared about standing equal to the nobility, and whatever marriage that could aid with that would be my goal, rather than one of romance or passion. We both accept and fear our marriages.” She exchanged knowing looks with Motoko and Natsumi. “But I knew he could go far. And I knew I wanted him, though I wasn’t sure why. So I entrapped him, with help of my family. You feel you were underhanded, Motoko, Natsumi, but I was worse.” She sighed, rather ashamed, I felt.

“Oh, I want to hear about that…” one of the girls said. I noticed Shaeula was translating into Chinese, by the sounds of it. The Chinese girl looked largely uninterested, but she was listening. Hinata explained how she proposed to Akio, and correctly identified he would be hard-pressed to say no to a girl who needed him for her happiness. I felt a bit annoyed about the way she basically extorted my bro, and she could tell from my face.

“I’m sorry, Aiko. I know as his sister you might hate me for the way I was acting, but I assure you, I love him, I’ll support him as his wife, and I’ll never have him regret that day.”

“I know. You’re a hard girl to dislike, Hinata. Besides, a rich sister-in-law is a wonderful thing.” I diffused the tension. There’s no way I can hate her. She’s so sickeningly into my bro. But I guess Hinata and Kana-chan are right. My bro is a coward at heart. He can’t say no, but he also won’t make a move unless the girl in question is a needy damsel in distress.

“Obviously, since I liked him at first sight, his looks appeal to me. But more than that, his kindness, his strength, his willingness to see me the same way he sees Shaeula, or Eri, or Motoko. Noble, princess, non-human, childhood friend… he loves us all the same. And he isn’t just going through the motions. It’s like out of an old story. He would literally give his life for us. Not that I’d ever want that.” Hinata finished, face pink.

“Indeed.” Motoko agreed. “He is a true warrior. I always wanted my husband to be one, though I never thought my dream would come true.”

“Speaking of… you were so gung-ho about my bro in Nishimorioka, Motoko, Natsumi. What happened? Hinata beat you to the punch.” I teased them, smirking.

“They got cold feet.” Hinata laughed. “I get it. Tsumura house is massive, and the weight of honour they hold a shackle. And we know nothing of men. Like I said, we fear our marriages.”

“I have no complaints regarding Akio, none at all.” Motoko declared stoutly. “And yes, I confess Natsumi and I did have our sudden doubts. When we returned, I was eager to speak to grandfather, and move forwards the engagement. But when I remembered how sheltered and foolish you thought us all in your home…” She looked downcast, and I suddenly felt guilty.

“Wow, no, it was actually a little cute how lacking in knowledge you… uh, I phrased that badly.” I apologised.

“We are raised that way on purpose.” Natsumi offered sadly. “Girls have to remain chaste until marriage. Dalliances with a man would bring shame on our house and ancestors. So our knowledge is restricted.”

“That’s so unfair.” Eri protested, surprising me. “I admit, at the time I was jealous. I thought I had nothing to offer Akio than my love, and compared to your wealth and lineage… even so, I hardened my heart and said to Akio he could have you if he needed you. But thinking about it, you are rather pitiful…”

“That hurts, Eri.” Hinata giggled. “I thought myself worldly-wise compared to the other noble daughters, laughing at them. It turns out I knew little more than they did and my pride was misplaced. But… we’re learning, right?” At that she blushed, as did Motoko and Natsumi.

“There is a story here, I know it!” Yae-chan grinned.

“We have been studying. Nothing crude.” Motoko declared, still a little ashamed. “But when I asked grandfather, he permitted us certain knowledge.” She sighed then. “I confess to envying those of you who get to lie with Akio as a wife.” Natsumi nodded as well.

“All we know is that we have to obey our husbands and satisfy them. It made me furious.” Hinata declared. “But then, Eri, Shaeula, Hyacinth, you told us what joy it was, that Akio wants to make us happy, find pleasure, make love. So I realised. I don’t want to marry Akio just to climb to true nobility. In fact, I’d accept not even being nobility if I could be with him. But… Akio hates sacrifices. So he’ll see that my dream comes true. Which is why I want to support his dream. Besides, I really like it when he smiles at me, praises me and pats my head, telling me I’ve done a good job.” She was crimson now, and adorable.

“Yes, Akio gives the best head pats.” Eri agreed. “So, may I ask a serious question, Motoko, Natsumi?”

“Of course. Go ahead.”

“Well, I always wondered… did you two… well, do you like boys? You kind of feel like you are into … each other?”

“I do not understand?” Motoko asked, but Natsumi smiled gently, realising what Eri was asking.

“I see. Yes, there are lots like that, many bodyguards who love their masters, and I do love Motoko. Though I’ve never considered more. As long as I can be by her side, that’s enough for me.”

“I feel the same, Natsumi. Akio is strong and brave, a true warrior, and yet he does not seek to chain us to him as trophies or servants. Yes, he worries and protects, but he wishes us to grow. I can comfortably see myself at his side. But without you there, life would be so much more grey.”

“I get that too. I thought I’d be dismissed from my duties when Motoko married, and be sent for marriage myself to continue the Hori lineage. But Akio, he saw our pain, our longing, and made them vanish. I do worry he only agreed to take me for Motoko’s sake, and he doesn’t truly want me, humble as I am, but…”

“Bullshit.” I snapped, heading off that train of thought. “I know my bro better than anyone except maybe Eri, and I can tell you, pushover or not, cowardly and unwilling to face his own feelings honestly that he is, however it started, my bro is head over heels for the two of you. Both of you. Hinata as well. But if you don’t believe me…” I grinned wickedly. “…just go to my bro, and tell him your worries. But be prepared for the consequences. He’d go big to reassure you. I hope you learned enough about men and women’s relations.” I rolled my finger into a circle, and inserted another through it crudely, drawing some shocked laughter.

“So you’ve never wanted to kiss or hug Natsumi?” Eri asked again, and they exchanged looks.

“We have hugged many times. Kissing? That is for husband and wife to do.” Motoko seemed confused.

“Eri, do you want Akio’s girls to make out? That’s cheating isn’t it? I mean, some guys might be into it, but Akio’s rather tender-hearted, I think it’d upset him.” Kana-chan suggested, and I had to agree. I guess she has been watching my bro pretty closely. Silly girl. She’s too proud, and my bro’s too indecisive.

“No, but… well, if you did want to…” Eri then said something shocking. “…so, when the two of you make love with him together, that’s the time. if Akio joins in, he might find it fun.”

“Wow.” I asked, stunned. “Have you and Shaeula done that sort of thing? I’m shocked.”

“Not… exactly…” Eri whispered, casting a glance towards the table. Shiro was looking back at us, a wry expression on her face, her scars pale against the pink of her skin. Yep, I knew it. She and my bro can totally hear us. Great.

“We’ve uh… double… uh, well, used our mouths together. And we’ve swapped his… uh, well, his fluids. Touched each other a little as well.”

“Yeah, now I always knew you were a perverted one.” Kana-chan smirked. “But seriously, you all just spoke over me. Don’t get me wrong…” she sighed. “I was interested in what you thought of Akio and each other, but I was working up my confidence to be honest and you derailed me. But we might as well finish. Does that interest the two of you?” she asked.

Natsumi sighed. “I love Akio. I do. I don’t even know entirely why myself. At first it was just gain, and he was kind. But the more time I spend with him, the more I notice little things. The way he notices when I’m worried. His smile. How he listens to me when I have something to say. He’s always thinking of us. And yes… I do want my first time to be together with Motoko. Not… every time…” she admitted. “I think it would be nice being held in Akio’s arms, just the two of us. But Akio offered Motoko and I the chance of true happiness without sacrifice, and in my heart, it wouldn’t feel right unless we did it together.”

“I shall ask Akio, on the happy day we become one. A day I hope is not too far away.” Motoko agreed proudly. “If he wishes us to be intimate, I… I shall not hate it. But Natsumi is my dearest friend, not a lover, I would only ever do such in the presence of and with permission of Akio, my husband and love. For like Natsumi, he represents hope of a happy future. It started in selfishness from us and weakness from him, but as with Natsumi, the more time we spend together, I recognise more and more to love. His splendid form with sword and spear, his bravery, his respect for noble traditions, even if he does not understand them or agree with them all. His willingness to dare to change them, while keeping what should be kept…”

“I get that…” Hinata agreed. “It’s why I know I’ll reach my dreams.”

“Ugh…” Kana-chan groaned. “See? I can’t compete with that. All of you are so disgustingly in love with him. I get it, I do. He’s saved my life. Admittedly, maybe I was only in the situation because of him, but it was a stunning feeling. He’s made me proud to be myself, you know. My eyes, my gift, they matter to him. He doesn’t like me because I’m pretty, and he doesn’t hate me because I’m selfish and bitchy. He never talks down to me just because I’m younger. He treats everyone, even our little cutie Marika-chan here, as an equal. That’s rare.” She sighed mournfully. “If only he had the guts to snatch me up. I mean, I practically offered myself to him. All he had to do was reach out, say he wanted me…”

“Akio-sama is steadfast and kind.” Marika-chan agreed. “And… he saved my friend.” She looked at Keomi-chan, who was half-asleep, having absolutely stuffed herself with puddings. As she gave a snort of tired agreement, Marika-chan continued. “He has the favour of the Kami, and is not a bad person. He even forgave my mother, who has been most angry with him.”

“Shit, my bro will be getting a serious big head about now…” I muttered.

“So, what’s the problem?” Mio-chan asked Kana-chan. “If you like him, is it that you don’t want to share? It sounds like he’d accept you if you just pushed harder.”

“I get it.” Asami-chan agreed. “I mean, I’m not into him, so don’t try and kill me. I’d never have the confidence to go up against you girls anyway…”

“No kidding.” Rika-chan agreed. “I thought he was kind of cool when he came back to Nishimorioka, totally unlike the nerdy older brother type he was before, where he couldn’t do sports and wasn’t popular with girls, but I’m not up for a fight against other girls. I’ll just cheer you all on.”

“So, yeah, you said you wanted him to chase you, Kana-chan. But you know it’s not how Akio works. He doesn’t chase.” Eri explained. “As you’ve said, he can be surprisingly cowardly. I know why though.” Eri looked downcast at that. Oh Eri. It… well, maybe it was our fault. But that’s done now. Time to forgive ourselves.

“That’s not true. Hyacinth there…” Kana-chan pointed at the maid, who I did find a bit scary at times, but again, she was so into my bro that I knew she could be trusted. “…and also Shiro. And what about the Lady Diviner? He does chase. I guess I’m just not good enough.” She sighed again. “I do have my pride. At first, I thought I wanted no part of sharing, but then I realised you all seemed happy enough with it.”

“Actually, it is quite-quite delightful. Perhaps I see things differently, as I will live a long-long time. But so too will any of Akio’s females. Many friends, many-many sisters, sharing the endless nights together under the moon. Even in the times when we must by-by necessity be apart, so long as we have sisters, we are never-never alone.”

“See? I… I say it’s my pride, and it is. I believe I deserve to be wanted, chased. But… I also don’t have confidence. Shocking, I criticise Akio for being a coward, but I’m sure one too. I worry if I do confess and he accepts me, how can I compete? I don’t want to be the afterthought, the forgotten one.” Kana-chan grumbled bitterly. “I find myself dreaming of him at night, and I’m happy, but then I wake up, and…” She snorted self-deprecatingly. “If it was just you, Eri-chan, I’d fight. But Shaeula, Motoko-san, Natsumi-san, Shiro… I can’t win.”

She looked sad enough to cry, and surprisingly enough, the girl I thought didn’t like her, Takagi-chan, spoke up in her defence. “You can’t win? I never thought I’d see the queen of our school admit defeat like that. I thought you were much scarier. Look, I never knew he was a friend of my cousin. That surprised me. But I do know Oshiro-san is a good man. He’s even nice to me, and says to be confident in my looks…”

“Maybe he’s just flirtatious…” Mio-chan laughed, but I shook my head.

“Nope. I mean, come on, Takagi-chan, you might be a little plain… wow, sorry, that came out wrong… ordinary, might be better. But in that dress you look a hundred percent cuter. A change in hairstyle, a bit of makeup, and you could scrub up nice. My bro sees that. And here’s the thing. You’re one of bro’s priorities now. Once he starts to see you as someone to protect, he’ll look out for you no matter what.” Just like he did for Eri and I, for years.

“He saved my father.” Kikuchi-chan agreed. “And even though we can’t give much back, he paid off our debts and supports us. without asking for much in return.” She gave a troubled look to Kana-chan. “You know how things work. Normally, when receiving such grace, my father, he’d be pressed to offer me…”

“No way!” Kana-chan declared, angered. “Akio would never do that. When he thought I’d be hurt or abused, his anger was so intense I could physically feel it. Don’t insult him…”

“She wasn’t, calm down.” Eri soothed her, shaking her head. “She’s just saying that the help Akio offers normally comes at a cost. But Akio would never exploit his position to indulge. All of us… we chose willingly to love him. You… you did too, Kana-san. I… ugh, I was serious when I said I’d accept it. At first I couldn’t, as you seemed too selfish, but… well, you are reminding me of the Festival. If I hadn’t confessed that night, I would be regretting, like you.”

“Akio hates males who abuse and prey-prey on females. Kondou Kazuo did face-face his wrath, and was destroyed. Any of you here, you should know this. If you seek-seek him earnestly, he will reciprocate. But if you do not-not desire it, he will never force you. I am jealous of Shiro. She was truly the one-one he sought out. Eri and I had to force him greatly to accept me. It is not-not just you who laments his lack of boldness in that area, Kana.”

At that Shiro waved at them, and Shaeula made a charmingly rude gesture back, causing Shiro to giggle happily. I then had an idea. Putting an arm around the surprised Kana-chan, I spoke. “Seriously, I get it. The one that confesses first loses, right? But can’t you at least meet my bro halfway?”

“What do you mean?”

“Look, you’re like me. You want to learn Chirurgery and Ether Healing to a high Skill Rank, right?”

Kana-chan nodded.

“Well then…” I continued. “Simple. Go to my bro, push him for help. Learn, and when you can do it… well, that’s when you hit him with it.”

“Hit him with what?” she asked. I leaned in and whispered to her, and her eyes went wide. I patted her on the shoulder reassuringly as I pulled away, grinning.

“So, it’s as easy as that. Your pride is satisfied, and everyone wins. Except for Takagi-chan’s cousin, I think.” I laughed, and Takagi-chan managed a weak smile.

“So, those were some heavy words. Anyone else want to speak up?” I asked, and Shaeula laughed.

“I shall go next. Let me regale you with a tale-tale…” We listened as Shaeula told us all her first meetings with my bro. Eri and I had heard it a few times, but it was always amusing.

“…so yes, my bond with Akio has changed me. I am no-no longer the selfish fool I was. But I do believe I have changed-changed him as well. He has grown confident, resolute. I can not-not love a male who is timid or fearful. Yet I do not-not wish him to be arrogant, as I once was. it is a fine-fine line to walk. At first he was… rather frail, unsure. I am pleased he has grown.”

“Indeed. Akiooo is so very kind.” Hyacinth was next to speak. “When all I wanted was tooo die, to end my sorrows, Akio refused to accept it. It was selfish…” She pouted, but her violet eyes were sparkling. “But… it was ooout of love. Even then, Akio felt kindness for poor Hyacinth, monster nooobody cared for.”

“That’s rubbish.” Eri wheeled closer, and I was once again surprised by how close the two of them were. She pulled Hyacinth into a hug. “We care for you. After all, wasn’t I there when you loved Akio the first time?”

“Whoa, too much information.” Rika-chan giggled. “Sorry, Marika-chan, you shouldn’t hear these things at your age.”

“It is fine. I understand the idea. We studied it briefly in biology class. And Akio-sama does love you all, so I see no issue with it.”

“If only Keomi-chan was as grown up as you.” Kana-chan muttered. “I bet if she was to answer what she liked about Akio, it would be…”

“He buys me delicious cake and sweets all the time.” Keomi-chan actually said, still half asleep.

“See…?” Kana-chan began, but Keomi-chan wasn’t done.

“…and he saved my life. I was… so scared. So hurt. But he came charging. Stopped the pain… got the nice lady to shine that light, make me forget the nightmares.”

“Wow.” I managed, as some of the girls went to console her. “That’s kind of heavy stuff.”

Hyacinth bounded upright, past the girls, pulling Keomi-chan into her chest. She flailed, but Hyacinth soothed her. “Hush. Hyacinth knooows. We are alike. Akio saved us from pain. Then, nooow and always. So be not afraid. I am here. Rest now.” She looked at us all. “I looove master. Not as a servant, a Brownie. Nooot as a Boggart. Simply as Hyacinth. The name he gave me. I am Hyacinth, ooonly because he loves me. But I looove the mistresses too. And finally…” A single tear rolled from her eye and fell onto Keomi-chan below, who looked up at her, eyes wide. “…I can finally looove myself. That is what it is toooooo belong to Akio. No, to belong tooo each other. We bring out the best in each other. As mistress Hinata, Mistress Moootoko and mistress Natsumi say… nooo sacrifices.” Her expression changed. “It is why I hate that Akiooo hurts so, over the dead. It must never happen again. Never!”

“Damn right!” I agreed. “That’s why we have to get stronger. And why… if any girl loves my bro, I’ll never stand in her way. Sorry Eri. I continue being the worst best friend you can imagine.”

“No, I get it.” Eri shook her head. “I’m resigned to it. But I’ll never stop fighting for my share. And I wont take just anyone. I don’t want girls added for the sake of it, and I’ll never allow bad ones who will hurt Akio or those of us he has already. As first wife, I get final say!”

“Well said.” There was clapping, and we looked up to see Shiro had joined us. “I couldn’t help but hear all this interesting talk.” She sat down. “Aki is writhing in embarrassment, it’s hilarious. And if Yasu and Shugo could hear the outpouring of love for Aki, they’d die on the inside. Damn, I needed that after all the heavy talk.”

“He could hear us?” Yae-chan asked, blushing scarlet. Kana-chan looked pretty bad as well.

“He’ll pretend he didn’t. Aki does have tact, oddly enough. Who cares? It was all cute anyway. Well, let me say my piece. Aki was always… oddly reliable. He seemed flaky, but he could always turn a bad situation into a better one, sometimes by making a quip at his own expense, or by saying the right thing. I think he hates conflict, poor bastard. Going to be hell saving the world, when he hates to fight.”

“Akio is a warrior.” Motoko defended him, Natsumi agreeing, and Shiro sighed.

“Yeah, so was Kenshin Himura.” Shiro shook her head. “But that didn’t mean he didn’t step up when he had to fight, as much as he hated conflict, thought it wasteful.”

“I do not know that warrior. What house did he fight for?” Motoko asked, and I laughed to see Shiro flustered. Despite the hideous scars, her beauty was still incredibly oppressive, so seeing her lighter side made me like her more, made her more relatable.

“He was fictional, never mind.” She waved it away. “But those that don’t enjoy battle make the kindest warriors, right? He’s not doing it for the glory, but for those he loves. And he gets strength from that. I’m happy to be his strength. After all…” She grinned at Eri. “I’m the one he came after himself.”

After that, Shiro regaled us with some tales of my bro in his uni days, and then about how he had cried over Shiro as she was dying, and even forced a devilish Goddess to bargain for her life. “So yeah. I’d always really liked Aki as a friend, but I was too stupid to realise it went deeper, just like he was. We’re a perfect match. I’m like Eri in that I don’t overly like the idea of more competition, I want to spend time with Aki, play games together, go on dates, but as a latecomer, I’ll accept it. And I’ll make Aki want to spend time with me, rather than any new girl.” She looked at Kana-chan. “I heard the plan Ai here whispered to you. Well, so did Aki, but our eyes met, and I know he’d cave in. So its up to you. I get it. But I was chased, so I didn’t have that struggle. Though Tan did try and make me reject him by pointing out I wasn’t his first love, or his only one. In the end I accepted that.”

“Fine. Shut up!” Kana-chan went red and curled up into a ball. “It’s what I want anyway. As for Akio, I’ll decide later…”

“Great. Well, only two people haven’t spoken up.” Shiro looked at Kazumi-san and the Chinese Girl, Daiyu-san. Uh, I think bro called her Daiyu’er. Is that the right honorific?

“I certainly did worry when we first met. He seemed dangerous, and low-born.” Kazumi-san reminisced, and Hinata snorted. “I wasn’t wrong.” she continued. “He’s definitely dangerous. Just look at all you girls gushing over him.” She winked, at odds with her stern image. “I respect him though, honestly. He’s good for Hinata-sama, and he too told me I could stay as her guard as long as I wanted, even after the marriage.”

She nodded at Natsumi, who was smiling at that. “It’s not all good though. He’s bad with money, indiscreet, and too easily pushed around by women. Hinata-sama, Eri-sama… you’ll need to watch him so no bad gold-diggers or enemies get their claws in him. For a man who can be powerfully confident, arrogant and brash, forcing powerful men like Fujiwara-sama to yield, he can… well, cave in to pressure remarkably fast.”

“Yes, he is too kind and easily pushed around. He is working on it, with our help.” Hinata agreed.

“Yeah, my bro… too eager to compromise. I get it, a win-win is great, but I wish he’d be greedier.” I complained. “Although… ugh, he’s had an inferiority complex for years.” I exchanged a sad glance with Eri, guilt surging within me despite my best efforts to suppress it. Ever since the dog. Eri and I, our needs always pressured him, until he fled from us, not that he knew that was what he was doing. But he’s back now, and we’ve changed. That’s the past.

“You know, if he was too greedy, that’d be bad too.” Shiro laughed. “Every girl here would be in his harem, you included, Ai!”

“No way! Wow, creepy!” I denied that, to more laughter. It was then Daiyu’er said something, and Shiro translated.

“She said that Akio has made her promises, and she hopes he keeps them, but from seeing you all, she realises while he is inconstant and unfaithful, which she despises, from our smiles and laughter he is not cruel or overly lustful.”

“Well, he can be quite-quite the lustful beast on the bed.” Shaeula disagreed. “But he is never-never cruel. Even his enemies get the mercy they deserve. Though that is sometimes none. But yes, none of us claim him to be perfect. But… his faults, they are for us to help-help him with. We shall-shall be his strength, as he is ours.” Shaeula looked around. “Eri, as first-first wife, please sum it up.”

“Really? Why?” she asked, before sighing. “All right. So yes, Akio… everyone here, whether you love him or not, whether you want to be with him or not… he’ll defend us all, until his last breath and beyond. He’s kind but sometimes too weak, loving but has many loves, generous, sometimes too much so, weak to pressure but never when it counts, and for any of us, he would wade into the jaws of death… but for others too. Deep down he often felt inferior, not good enough, not able to protect. That was my fault really. As a child… I was so pathetic, I just took from him, drained his vitality, his strength. But not anymore. Now we give him strength, and he needs it.”

Eri sighed, grumbling. “If he was living a life just with me in Nishimorioka, working a modest job, raising a family, he’d do fine. But that’s not what life had in store for him or us. Maybe, just maybe, despite his fears, and naivety and cowardice…” She smiled at Kana-chan then. “…he’ll be the one to save the world. He already saved me. No, us. For me, Akio’s the only one, and his good qualities are precious, and his flaws, while annoying, are what make him who he is. The man I love.”

“Well said. There’s no point wishing for what can’t be. I tried that for years, and never got any better.” Shiro sighed. “The life Aki was destined for has dragged us all into it. And I don’t think we’ll regret it. I certainly don’t. Anyone who wants to be with Aki has to accept it. Accept him, flaws and all.”

“I’m glad we aren’t throwing our hats in the ring.” Mio-chan whispered to Asami-chan.

“No kidding. I wouldn’t feel confident going up against Kana-chan in love. Against all these…? Maybe I’ll make a move on your cousin, Takagi-san. Is he rich and cool?”

“No way! He’s lame and barely getting by!”

At that there was laughter, and I leaned back, satisfied, casting a glance at my brother. He met my gaze, looking embarrassed, and I stuck my tongue out at him. Serves you right, bro. A bit of embarrassment is the least you deserve…
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Turning away from my sister, who stuck her tongue out at me, I held in a sigh. Yeah, sure, it’s flattering to hear praise, but it’s also really painful as well. As for Kana… well, that’s for another day. I do rather like her, but… I understood her wish to be chased, for her pride. Being honest, I felt that if I asked Kana to be my girlfriend, that would be crossing the final line, and I’d have no excuse to reject any other girl I liked. Shiro was the exception, as I had known her before all this. Again though, I could put that aside for now. Ironically their criticisms hurt less than the praise. Maybe I am a coward…

“There’s a real garden of flowers over there.” Yasu-san observed, not for the first time tonight. “But… Akio-kun, seriously, is there anything going on between you and Hisano-chan? It’d be… a bit weird, you and my cousin, and considering what I’ve seen tonight, I’d feel a bit bad for her, but…” He sighed, one in a long line he'd been leaking the whole evening. “Man, I trust you. You’d not let her get hurt. We’re friends, I can trust you with that, right?”

Yasu-san, I’m touched. “No, I promise you, I’m merely sort of like a guardian to Takagi-san. Shaeula got her mixed up in this, but she’s a diligent girl, always does her training. You have nothing to worry about.”

“Okay. I trust you, man.” he agreed. “But… seriously, if something does happen, tell me. This surprise was bad for my heart. I don’t know what I’d tell uncle and auntie. I mean, maybe they’d be happy, uh… damn…”

“Poor Yasu-kun.” Aimi-chan laughed a little. Her mood had improved a bit as we talked, and while she was still pale and far more solemn than her normal, boisterous self, she was at least mostly back to normal. “Not only did you get knocked down by the fact Akio-kun and Shiro are in love, your precious younger cousin, the only solace for a lonely otaku like you, is going to be snatched away…”

“No way, Hisano-chan and I aren’t like that. Creepy!” he shuddered.

“Hey, how very normal of you…” Aimi-chan continued her teasing, while Hina-chan spoke to me then.

“I’m glad to see Shiro getting along with other people. I’m still worried though. I know you said you can heal her, and I don’t think you are lying, but… how long will it take?” She then smiled sweetly, and I looked at Hayato-san, who was looking at her happily, before winking. Yeah, you’re a lucky guy. Hina-chan is a real sweetie.

“It shouldn’t be a problem. We have a great healer. It’s only been a few days, and the scars have shrunk a little, and she has an eye under the patch now, even if it’s still blind. We are looking at weeks, not months, I believe.”

“Weeks, huh? Well… considering how sickly she’s always been, a few weeks is no hardship, I suppose.” She sighed. “The scale of this is a bit frightening.”

“It definitely is.” Shugo-san agreed. “I know I’m like Hayato-kun, pissed I didn’t know about this, but now I do, and we’ve calmed down… it might be the booze talking, but I’m starting to get scared. There’s an apocalypse coming, right? A lot of people are going to die. The world might end…”

“Shut up, idiot!” Aimi-chan complained. “You’re scaring Hina-chan!”

“I’m scaring myself!” he protested. “It doesn’t do us any good ignoring it, that’s what we got angry at Akio-kun for, right?”

Aimi-chan bit her lip at that, and I smiled reassuringly at her, only for Shiro to call over jovially.

“I told you, Aimi’s off limits. She’s got a boyfriend. If you start stealing from others, it’ll never end!”

“Ha. Ha. Ha.” I laughed in monotone. “Very funny. But I appreciate the comic relief. The table got a bit heated.” As Shiro waved in amusement, I spoke to them all. “I didn’t want to worry you. But yeah, we know that we have less than five years. Probably less than four. What’s coming, we don’t know… but we’ll be as prepared as we can be.”

“I see.” Hayato-san mused. “All the more reason to gather help. This Chirurgery, you’ll give it to us, right?”

I nodded. “Shaeula will do Aimi-chan and Hina-chan though. I’ll do you guys.”

“It hurts, right?” Hina-chan asked softly, and I nodded.

“Afraid so, but even girls like the young Marika-chan over there endured. Shaeula will be gentle.”

“Right, so, what’s the plan then? The night is young, maybe we should hit Akihabara for old times’ sake. We’d even have Shiro with us this late for once.” Yasu-san suggested. “We can hash out our plans for the future, like salaries, right?”

“Trust you to be greedy.” Aimi-chan complained.

“Well, a guy’s got to live, right?” he shrugged, and I actually agreed with him.

“Yeah, I pay pretty well, I like to think. Karen-chan has no complaints. Well, few complaints, anyway. Hey Shiro…” I called over. “You want to hit Akihabara? Then maybe onto Shinjuku or Shibuya?”

“What about us, bro? Ditching us? Lame.” my sis complained.

“Sorry, but none of you are old enough to get in the bars, well, I guess Shaeula can.”

“No, I shall stay here. I would not-not like to intrude in your touching reunion. But I shall-shall drink plenty of expensive alcohol, so be warned!”

“Sure.” I grinned. “Keep the… oh, hang on a second. My phone is ringing.” Which is odd, nearly everyone is… huh, it’s Tsumura-san, Motoko’s grandfather. Is it for her, or…

The moment I answered the phone, his urgent voice greeted me. “Oshiro-san, there is an emergency. A helicopter is on route, there is no time for delay. There has been an attack on a coastguard vessel off the northern coast, but we think it is surely a feint. We believe Chinese insurgents are already on Japanese soil. And their destination…”

“Kyoto?” I asked, Foresight suddenly blaring.

“Kyoto.” he agreed. “We are scrambling JSDF forces, but...”

“But against Chosen and potentially Sects, they might not be enough, or even able to combat them, if they take the Boundary.” I finished for him. A few more exchanges, and I had hung up. Turning to my concerned friends and the girls, I put on a brave face. Well, the girls might call me reluctant to fight, or cowardly, and maybe it’s true. No, who am I kidding? It is true. I don’t relish battle, especially against other humans, hypocritical though that is, knowing Shaeula, Hyacinth, Ulfuric and others. But to protect those I promised to protect… the girls had that right too.

“Sorry everyone. Looks like no Akihabara tonight. Instead… I have to do my job. The job only I can do…”


Side One Hundred And Thirteen – Luo Jiahao, Master of the Mountain Fang Sect / Japanese Coast Guard Vessel The Shikishima


“The time has come.” Luo Jiahao declared, running a hand down his cheek, fingers feeling the barely healed burn scars that streaked his face, disfiguring him. The robes he wore, the ceremonial dress that marked him as the Patriarch of a Sect second only to the Five Great Sects, was likewise burned around the hem and sleeves, and was stiff with dirt. Such an affront to my dignity. But what does that matter now? My son is dead, my daughter too. Our prodigy and the twins perished also, leading to this ruin. All that remans is the dregs and the regrets…

Showing none of that on his face, remaining expressionless, he spoke to the other man on the deck of the vessel with him, a man who had no history of Cultivation, no honourable legacy, but was now working a ward that would have left the lost Masters of Kunlun proud, most likely. “How long can you continue shrouding us in fog? You look exhausted, Wen Qiang. Your face is sallow and haggard.”

The man laughed bitterly. “Exhausted? I have gone beyond any reason. The mist blessed by Lóng Teng, Dragon of Obscuration, stealthy hunter, shields us from all detection, rendering both light and sound helpless. But…” The man grimaced, his once-handsome face hollow, eyes shadowed by dark rings of fatigue. “…outside the Otherworld, I can merely use it to hide myself and a handful of others. To use it here, on this scale…” He coughed, and a little blood ran down his chin. With one arm he swept out a gesture, revealing the shadows of smaller vessels in the fog surrounding them. “…well, it wouldn’t be possible without that.”

That indeed. A description befitting it. His gaze went to below decks, where the gift, no, a curse they had received was waiting below. I set the members of Diamond Mountain Sect to guard it, as they have a rare, usable Formation Plate that detects instability, chaos… but… “You’ve done grand work, Qiang.” He used his first name, feeling a little affection for the man, even though he wasn’t a Cultivator, and thus should have been beneath his notice. Alas, I am a Cultivator with barely a member of my Sect surviving. And there is no path to me joining another, even were I to consider lowering myself. May the Party copulate with dogs, and the Sects that betrayed us suffer eternally in the lowest depths of the Eighteen Hells. “Soon you can rest.”

“Soon.” the man agreed. “Though first I need to obscure the ground forces to reach our goal.” His face twisted into an expression of hatred. “Kyoto.” He spat, soiling the deck below. “I’d rather attack Tokyo, we could kill far more Japanese vermin that way.”

I don’t understand his hatred. But I suppose I will use it. “I would rather have died fighting to the last man against those who betrayed us. That would be a fitting vengeance. But that option was closed to us.”

Qiang shuddered, shaking his head, glazed eyes full of madness, the sort Luo Jiahao recognised, as it mirrored his own, as he fought against the inevitable, his son killed by that bitch from the Emerald Lotus, his daughter overwhelmed, dragged down and shot by the dogs of the government.

But now my rage has cooled, and only ashes and embers remain. Vengeance is all that I wish for, but the… creature… that held out the hand of salvation was far more vile than any Demon or Devil. Rather than be consumed, I would rather… “I understand the goal. Cause chaos in Japan and it will be seen as an act of Chinese aggression, perhaps even sparking war. If that was the case though, attacking a more powerful country, such as the United States of America, that would work better, no?”

“Perhaps. But many countless years of unavenged dead cry out for this.” Qiang laughed. “You in your hidden villages, knowing nothing of the world, you were untouched by the War of Resistance to Japan, the crimes that the Japanese perpetrated against our innocent people. Well, now the time has come for their pain to return to them a hundredfold, Karma always finds a way.” His madness diminished then, and he just looked tired.

“Besides, you know… we have no choice. I have no wish to die that way, like the others. It wants us to go to Kyoto. There are a number of souls it wishes for its own.” He shuddered. Even as he did so, shrinking in on himself, one of the ships peeled away from the shrouded flotilla, a small warship, a Renhai-class, Type 055 Destroyer, he had called it earlier. The silvery-blue fog still trailed it, but it was already starting to dissipate as it left the protection Qiang was radiating.

“Yes. I know that. To think we risked everything, joining with the Incorruptible Jade, to try and silence the eyes of the Party, only to have it replaced by a far crueller single eye that sees all, with far more reach and clarity. And what it sees, it wishes to eat.” Luo Jiahao shook his head, sickened by it all. Perhaps… no, I can’t end my life. Or else I’ll be… his hand went to his chest. “So, how long will the obscurement last on the ship?” He changed the subject, unwilling to dwell on the likely fate of them all.

“Long enough. An hour, maybe. With the power I have been wielding…”

One hour. That vessel is fast, far swifter than the hulking barge we wallow on here. We should be far enough apart for this to work… “We likely will never see them again.”

“It is not a suicide mission.” Qiang declared. “No more than ours. Yes, many of us could die, but we have the element of surprise, and many trump cards. And our power, fuelled by that…” He shuddered, a little more blood trickling down his chin. “We can cause havoc, draw the hated Japanese and the treacherous Party that rules our blessed homeland into battle, leading them to kill each other. When a dragon and a tiger fight, a monkey can then snatch the spoils.”

“Sadly, the spoils will go to our new master.” Luo Jiahao sighed. Yes, though we may survive this, if we return, what is there for us? I have no trust for that thing, it’s too greedy, too… eager. No, at best another mission, seeking out more food. At worst… we become food. He wasn’t blinded by hatred enough to look away from the truth. Even so, if I must perish, revenge will keep me warm in whatever cold oblivion I end in…

“I am going to see Yao Chun. It’s time for her to work soon. Can I leave this to you?”

Qiang nodded, eyes bloodshot. “Not much further now. Then it is up to the others, and you Cultivators.” He sneered, unimpressed, and Luo Jiahao had to swallow his anger. Well, compared to the Sects, these so-called Favoured of the Heavens exhibit great powers. Wei Feng was the same. A great loss… perhaps he could have reached Golden Core one day, or even the Realm of the Saints of Kunlun…

Passing by groups of soldiers who had rebelled with them, he noticed that many of them were nervous. As well they might be. After all… No, there was no use thinking about that black-hearted bastard who was with them, and his cursed power. Passing by the ordinance and vehicles stored on board, he found the woman Yao Chun, stuffing her face with what little rations they had on the ship, crumbs everywhere. When she saw him, she frowned for a moment, before standing and brushing the debris off her yellow dress, her flabby body straining at the cloth.

“Chun’er…” he managed, proud of himself by using an endearment with such a corpulent, greedy woman. “It’s time. We’ll be making landfall shortly.” I still can’t believe a woman as mercenary as her would rebel. No, I suppose it makes sense, considering she was being forced to labour for others, something the selfish woman would surely despise… well, now her greed has her trapped here with us. Greed. Lust. Wrath. Pride. Many sins bind us to this fate. However, vengeance is the purest of all motives.

“Oh. I see. Do pardon me.” she managed haughtily. “I was just… it takes a lot of power to channel the blessing of the legendary thief, you know. Ohohoho.” She laughed, but it was false, and painful to listen to.

“I can imagine.” he agreed. “Well, with the extra power you are granted, you can do it, yes?”

“Of course. Have you chosen the lucky few?” She smiled, her jowls and cheeks rippling.

“Ling’er is ready to take care of it. Without her, this wouldn’t be possible.”

As soon as he said Ling’er’s name, the woman frowned, her expression grim. “Really. Her again? How displeasing. She is nothing but a peasant-born. As a man of good breeding, you should understand that, no? Really, the Party has no idea what makes a country great. My family was wealthy and influential long before the Revolution. A sad state of affairs. Well, perhaps this will serve them right. They’ll never be able to explain away our acts here.” She grinned maliciously, like an overweight crocodile.

“Indeed.” Privately, his thoughts were full of contempt for the woman. Her bloodline was trivial, secular power was nothing compared to wresting power from the Heavens and the Earth. Still, we need her. Taking a deep breath, he looked out, seeing more of the vessels had peeled away, heading for their decoy destinations. The shoreline was approaching, barren and uninviting, and it would be landfall shortly. It should work now. Ling’er is capable, and her ability is a treasure. One my Sect would be more than happy to take. Even though she is not a Cultivator, I might have even proposed allowing my son to take her as a concubine. My son…

“It is time to show your true talents, just like always.” he cajoled her, and after some more transparent flattery that the stupid woman ate up, she began to work, and Luo Jiahao had to admit it was wonderful.

“Very well then. To the other side with you. What is yours is now mine, as it was always meant to be!” she declared, and with that, the box of rocket-propelled grenades she was sitting on shimmered with a rainbow glow, before vanishing.

“Oh, that is always so tiring.” she moaned, mopping at her brows. “And such a waste. With the extra strength I have been granted, I should be stealing vaults of gold, antiques, money.”

There are always some idiots who can’t see the danger below, only the treats above. Such a fool. But a needed one. “Kyoto is a land of much cultural heritage. Why, I hear they have a temple made of solid gold there.”

“Gold you say? Perhaps… well, I am sure a little detour couldn’t hurt.” Her face displaying her greed, she repeated her incantations, vanishing boxes of rifles, ammunition, and even a helicopter and some other heavy vehicles. “Now I need to rest. Stealing all of this away to that place is very exhausting. Oh, I need more food. The dining on this crude vessel is so unbecoming of me…”

Leaving her to her complaining, Luo Jiahao thanked her, before heading below decks, where the core of their forces waited, as well as it…
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“See anything yet?” the Captain asked for seemingly the hundredth time.

“Nothing yet, Captain.” The Officer answered, still hunched over the instruments. “Radar, sonar, optical, all clear. Though a little fog seems to have billowed up out of nowhere. I do have a few hits, but they are all offering IFF as friendly, and are vessels from the Coastguard or JSDF on their projected patrol routes.”

“I see.” The Captain sighed, clutching at his warm mug of coffee. At home, off duty, he preferred tea, but on long patrol schedules, the extra effects of the coffee was vital. “Damn, I can’t believe the whole Coastguard is out in force, as well as every ship the JSDF can muster.”

“About that, Captain…” another staffer asked. “…it seems a lot of fuss over nothing. If we were after some smugglers from North Korea like usual, or perhaps some Chinese spies, aren’t we in the wrong place?”

“Well, intelligence is that Kyoto is a likely destination. If I knew more, I’d share. Just… be wary, all right?” I do know more. Chinese deserters, in fully-armed ships. It’s unlikely they’d risk an international incident firing on Japanese vessels, but I wouldn’t put anything past those damn Chinese. The captain wasn’t very fond of the neighbouring countries, having seen too much in his time serving aboard the Shikishima. “The minute we get something not on the projections, broadcast on the designated frequencies and also send up flares.”

“Flares too. Man, this is really serious.” The officer on duty stifled a yawn. “Do you think we’ll get rotated out soon? I miss my fiancée.”

“Oh, you and your talk about Keiko-chan!” one man laughed, and several others joined in. “We’ve heard so much about her, we should get an invite to the wedding!”

“You’re all just jealous you don’t have an angel like Keiko to…” he began, before falling silent.

“What’s up?” the Captain asked, suddenly nervous. Probably another false alarm though. What are the chances of us being the ones to run into them?

“It’s probably nothing, but for a moment we got pings on the radar. A fairly big one… but it’s gone… no, wait, there it is again…”

“Holy shit!” one man cried, pointing out of the viewport. “Is that… a warship?”

“Pings indicate a vessel almost on top of us, at a size… length one hundred and eighty metres… no IFF match. It’s not one of ours…” the Officer shouted, panicked.

“Send the message, shoot the flares.” the Captain ordered. “If it’s a false alarm, better that than…” he began, only for the strange vessel that had appeared seemingly out of nowhere to turn towards them.

“Image match, sir.” One man ran up to him. “It’s a Renhai-class Destroyer, from the Chinese North Sea Fleet. Designation…” His words were drowned out as the ship rocked, explosions shuddering the smaller vessel. People were thrown about, and the Captain staggered to his feet, cap lost, blood running down his face where the impact on the console had sliced him open. “Fuck those Chinese dogs. Firing on us without an exchange of threats or greetings. Do they want to start a fucking war?”

“Captain, what should…” The ship rocked again, and plumes of orange flames were visible, the hull torn apart, the back section of the ship sliding clear, cold ocean water rushing in, where the Destroyer had fired a ship-to-ship missile, scoring a direct hit.

“Fire back you idiots! We have thirty-five mm Autocannons, don’t we?” he roared. “And get the ‘copters up. Radio, any contact with the JSDF or nearby vessels?”

“We had a brief acknowledgement, but I think that hit took out some of our comms array.” The Officer sighed. A ball of bright fire lit the sky as the first helicopter to take off was struck down by a ship-to-air missile, the pilot killed instantly. As everyone watched in horror, the Shikishima began to return fire.

“So, when can we expect reinforcements?” the Captain asked, retrieving his cap. “Unless it’s in the next few seconds… shit.”

“No sir. Soon, they promise, but apparently there are other sudden sightings too. That’s all I got.”

“Well, I feel sorry for Keiko-chan. At least she won’t be a widow, since you never made the wedding…” the Captain managed to joke, looking down to see that his uniform had been soiled by spilled coffee. How irritating. I wanted to go out impeccably dressed… his thoughts were silenced by a missile that tore through the command centre of the Shikishima, snuffing out the lives of the remaining crew in a flash…
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As Luo Jiahao walked through the dimly-lit bowels of the tanker they were using as a base, he bit down a sigh at some of the sights he saw. There were bodies stacked up, some in quite terrible disrepair, and the slow voyage at sea had done them no favours, rot starting to set in. On the heads of each body was a paper Talisman, making the corpses look like silent Jiāngshī.

That damn necromancer will want that greedy buffoon Yao Chun to move them to the other side for him. I don’t know what help they’ll be, but…

The Talismans were superficially similar to those from Cultivation, but while he wasn’t an expert in that particular one of the Six Great Noble Pursuits, he knew enough to know they were likely merely affectations, a play by the man that scared him most amongst the rebels. He is almost as terrifying as that creature… both promise that even death is no release from torment or slavery…

Putting that aside, he journeyed deeper into the vessel, passing groups of soldiers, Sect disciples, and even some of the Chosen of the Heavens that were forced to come on this mission, hounded by the Party, caught and… enslaved… by it. There were other beings there too, ones that were far from human, though they had forms that could easily pass for human now, barring a few superficial differences. One group, a huddled mob of perhaps twenty young men and women, only with deep blue and green hair and matching eyes, looked at him warily as he passed.

Sadly, I can do nothing for them. They act for saving others, not vengeance. Perhaps it is a nobler reason than mine, but even so… they must spill blood. None of us have any choices now.

Opening the door to the room where that was, Luo Jiahao could instantly feel the wrongness of it, the touch on his spirit that pained him. Even so, were I to Cultivate here, with it, I believe I might finally reach Foundation Realm at last. Not that I have such time… His eyes flickered over to the transparent blob of quivering jelly-like flesh, yellowing bones sticking out of it like swords.

It seemed almost to peer back at him, and he fought the urge to vomit. Turning away, he shook his head, moving to greet an old friend, the Patriarch of Diamond Mountain Sect, who was sitting cross-legged on the floor, a young woman, looking like the sort of average girl one could find anywhere, and a green-haired, handsome youth with shocking blue eyes, beside him, hunched over a plate of jade and obsidian, from which he could feel the Qi, even here.

“Old Jia, is it time then?” his friend, Lin Ming asked, his eyes too drawn to the pulsating mass.

“Any minute now.” he sighed. “We should be making landfall. Then it is work for the Chosen of the Heavens.”

“Such powers they wield, yet a sorry state they end up in.” Lin Ming stroked at his small, neatly trimmed moustache, his dark eyes sorrowful. “Were all these powers to have come to us, the Sects…” He trailed off, seeing the look his friend was giving him. “My apologies. That was unkind of me. I forgot your young prodigy was one so gifted.”

“Even the most prodigious can fail, when fate and the Heavens wills it.” Luo Jiahao intoned piously, mostly by rote. “So, the Formation Plate, has there been any change?”

“No, Old Jia. It is all as before.” He sighed then. “To think that the treasured Plate that one of our forebears was carrying the day Kunlun vanished, a secret that Diamond Mountain has kept hidden all these many centuries, lest other more powerful Sects rob us, would be usable now.” He nodded at the two who were placing their hands upon the dish-sized circular Plate, channelling Qi. “With yin from the Chosen of the Heavens here…” He nodded at the girl. “And yang from our… friend…” He gestured to the green-haired creature, who was only in the guise of a human.

“As chief of the Renyu of the Eastern Seas…” the creature began, and for a moment one could almost see silvery scales and a fish-tail, but it was merely an illusion. “…I …we have no choice but to fight.” Hands still on the Plate, he glared at the quivering flesh-lump, eyes blazing with hatred, as wrathful as the stormy oceans. “Our children, our youths, our elderly… all are in its hands. If we do not serve it, our race will end, devoured. Many creatures of the deeps have yielded. With its power, we can walk this world as we used to, but…”

“In the end, you are relying on the mercy of a creature that has none.” Lin Ming answered for them. “Not that we have any choice. But the Yin-Yang Karmic Desolation Measure Formation makes grim viewing.” He sighed again, pointing to the ring of small, almost unseen stones of clear crystal that dotted the obsidian inlay. “Most are lit. That signifies the world around us is becoming more corrupt, weaker.”

“Obviously it is responsible.” Luo Jiahao glowered at the lump of fleshy slime. “But what choice do we have? It was die then, or perhaps postpone our deaths a little longer, hoping for a miracle. Besides, many of us do hunger for revenge, or harbour great grudges. Dying with those unfulfilled would harm our chances of a satisfactory reincarnation in the next life.”

As he finished, the ship rocked, likely beached, making crude landfall, as the ship tilted alarmingly.

“You think here will be a next life for us, Old Jia? I think that unlikely. But we have to struggle until the end, I agree. Pack up the Plate. We need to go. So, who will carry it?”

“I shall.” Luo Jiahao declared, steeling himself and carrying the sickening lump of flesh, which weighed almost nothing, despite its size, as if it wasn’t entirely there, a shadow or an illusion. “After all, we cannot let the one who so arrogantly calls himself the Judge of Death take this.”

So many bad choices up until this point. What is one more? I myself hold no hatred for these Japanese, but I will do what I must to stay alive, and embroil the bastard sons and daughters of pigs that betrayed me and mine in a storm they cannot survive. Only then will I look to my own survival, slim though the chances of that are…
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“Take one.” Luo Jiahao declared to the assembled group of Cultivators, Soldiers, Renyu and Heaven’s Chosen. He himself had reached in and pulled out one of the yellowing bones from the goop, only to see it shudder, another bone forming quickly to replace it. The bone sword quivered in his off-hand, pointing to the distance, and from it he could feel a disturbing hunger, and the very world around him screaming. My Qi sense may not be as strong as those who reached Foundation Realm, but I know evil when I touch it.

One by one the group reached in and took a bone. The first was the bald monk who was chosen by a Goddess of the Earth, and was in charge of creating a hidden tomb where their bodies would slumber, in hopes of surviving this foray into an enemy country. Blade in hand, he strode to a patch of bare earth and gestured, the ground bubbling and rippling, a hole forming, soil pouring out.

One by one they came, and a group separated out, led by Wen Qiang. It was mostly fleeing PLA soldiers, and they were packed into trucks and armoured vehicles, a pair of helicopters hovering overhead. Your task is the hardest one, and your deaths almost certain. Though Wen Qiang may be able to escape through the Spiritual World, at least…

As he thought that, the fat woman Yao Chun took a blade, quivering almost as much as the blob of transparent flesh, and nearly as disgusting. She was followed by a young girl, and he smiled at her reassuringly. “Ling’er, can you do it?”

“With this strength, I can.” The young woman replied, her hair pulled up into a bun, her face pale. With her dark brown eyes she looked at the bone in her hand, suppressing her feelings of disgust and urge to hurl it aside. “I shall usher everyone into the embrace of Zhōu Gōng, the Duke of Dreams, and even those unblessed shall be able to walk the world unseen for a while.”

“Good. We’re counting on you, Ling’er.” She reminds me of my poor daughter, if not in looks, in bravery and temperament. His thoughts returned to when his daughter was killed, bullet piercing her skull, slain helplessly while he could do nothing. “If…” he began. “…when we have secured and offered the lives of the targets with these hungry blades, you should see a chance, you should…”

“What should she do?” a cold voice intoned, and Ling’er skipped away, frightened, as the black-cloaked figure of the arrogant man who called himself the Judge of Death approached, seizing a bone blade with his pale, long hand, not even flinching as cold slime scattered. “She should do what she must. In the end all yield to death. She will make a pretty corpse. Perhaps a Jiāngshī is too unworthy a fate for her.” His cowled head turned, and Ling’er trembled. “Perhaps I shall have you as a corpse bride. Your looks are not normally to my standard, but your gift is great.”

“Enough of that.” Luo Jiahao interjected, putting himself between them. “Ling’er is an important part of the mission. She needs to be focussed, not riled and frightened by your ill-chosen words.”

“My apologies. I confess to being too pleased at the prospect of adding to my forces. I have never been stronger.” His voice was quiet but powerful, cold as the grave. “Those fools tried to control me, as the foolish one-eyed eater thinks it can. But I rule death, and just as I wrested power from the CCP, I shall defeat it too. And then take from the God that gave me this gift as well. I am no puppet. I am a law over death!”

Yes, he’s completely insane. But he is strong. Even the tales of Kunlun had no feats of necromancy such as he wields now. And if we are to triumph, we might need his powers. Though I pray we don’t… “All right then.” Luo Jiahao declared. “Everyone has taken a bone, so we need to enter the bunker, where our Earthly bodies will be hidden, while Ling’er sends us to the Spiritual World. Then… well, may those of you who seek vengeance find it, and I pray we meet again when we wake…”

Is this the dream of a butterfly, or a man? If so, when I wake, will I be alone, or will my children and I, my Sect members taken from me, be flying on painted wings… Entering the dark cave that had been excavated, Wen Qiang leading his own force away above, Luo Jiahao glanced at the few members of Mountain Fang who remained alive, grasping firmly to the memory of his children, and of the twins, and the prodigy that fell, as well as the other faces of the dead. If a butterfly flaps its wings, can it raise a typhoon elsewhere? If so, I pray that typhoon destroys the corrupt new rulers of my country, and sweeps that vile creature out far, far away, to the Hells it belongs in…

Closing his eyes, he felt a touch of Qi upon him, gentle and wistful, and then he opened his eyes to a world of shimmering silver skies and glittering stone, the blob in his hand now opening a number of orifices, lined with sharp yellowing fangs, mewling hungrily, tongues of transparent slime forming, leaking vile drool. The gentle Qi was replaced with a surge of dark, dirty Qi, fuelling his anger, his hunger, and with that, he gave the order.

“Advance. Feed our new master, feed it until even that is sated!”


Three Hundred And Twenty-One / Side One Hundred And Fourteen – Suzuki Haru


“What’s going on?” Hayato-san asked, worried. “It sounded serious. What’s this about Sects and combat? Akio-kun, are you mixed up in something dangerous right now? And I heard Kyoto…” He glanced over at Eri in her wheelchair. The girls over there were looking at me too, troubled.

“Yeah. Unfortunately it’s a bit of an offshoot of that. I don’t really have time to explain, but as soon as the helicopter gets here, I have to go.” Time is of the essence, I learned that in Kyoto, but also, rushing in unprepared can cost more than delay. This time, we have laid the groundwork as best we can, but we can’t plan for everything…

“I’m going too.” Shiro declared, standing, and as we exchanged looks she shrugged. “Shit, Aki. I may not be the strongest, but Tan here is, if I use Divine Possession, I can be of use. Besides…” Her hair and eye flared red, sparks flying and cascading.

“I believe I shall be able to satisfy my hunger there, while defeating your enemies. I believe you call this a… win-win.” She licked Shiro’s lips seductively. “You promised me compensation, did you not? What better time for my thirst to be quenched, and your debts to be paid?”

With that her hair began streaking back to white, a mix of crimson and silver, stunningly fetching yet coldly terrible. “Aki, you can’t do this alone.” Shiro spoke earnestly, and I found myself unable to argue.

“He shall not-not be alone. I will go, of course. Hyacinth as well.” Shaeula declared, after translating for Daiyu.

“If they wish tooo harm those Akio chooses to proootect, Hyacinth shall show them no mercy!” She stood, silver-violet eyes flashing angrily. “Besides, I feel rather sad for the poor woooman. Her life has been lonely. Hyacinth knooows lonely and does not care for it.”

“Me too bro. I’m raring to go!” my sis declared, a moment before Eri stoutly stated she would come as well, but I shook my head.

“No way. Eri, you’re not on top form after Kyoto. I’m not letting you push yourself again, this time you might not be so lucky.” As she started to protest, my stern gaze quietened her down, and she nodded, her expression upset but understanding. “As for you sis, you’re not ready for this.”

“But I’ve been pushing myself to get stronger, just so I can stand alongside you all…”

“I thought you said you were taking things sensibly?” I questioned her, and she had the grace to look away, flushed and embarrassed.

“Well, I was. But you know, bro, my Golden Sister Army could be helpful, and…”

“Ai, Eri…” Shiro spoke up then, her voice kind. “I don’t think it’s entirely that you’re not strong enough. Aki… he doesn’t want you to face this. Not yet. It’s not monsters this time. It’s people. Other living people. Aki… he doesn’t want you to have to kill or be killed. He cherishes your innocence.”

She’s right. That’s the heart of it. Though I definitely do believe they are still too weak for this. But… Kondou Kazuo, Yamato, the US operatives… killing, it’s not something easy to bear. Even with my Resilience I think about it often… I don’t want that for my sister, for Eri. Not yet. Not until they are fully prepared for the consequences. If I could, I’d shield them forever, but the world isn’t that kind…

“But Eri’s killed other sentient creatures, like that Kijo who hurt her, right?” my sis protested, unwilling to back down. “I think you’re being a hypocrite here bro.”

“Maybe so. but trust me… I’m one who knows.” I explained, everyone focused on me and my confession. “I’ve killed.” There were gasps from Hina-chan, Aimi-chan and even the guys at that. “For good reasons, to save others, and… well, for a reason perhaps not so good, but necessary. And yes, I’ve also killed other non-humans, with hopes and dreams, snuffing them out. But trust me, it hits different. I don’t want you both to face that yet. It might be selfish of me, but I’ve always wanted to protect you both. I can’t shield you from this forever… but now isn’t the time.”

“Aww, bro…” My sis gave in, looking down.

“When you say it like that, I can’t refuse.” Eri sighed. “I admit the idea scares me, taking my axe to another person. But… they chose to come and kill others. Live by the sword, die by it, right?”

“Eri, you’re certainly a cold one.” Shiro laughed. “But… I’ve killed as well.” Her single eye glittered darkly, still a dull sooty red. She turned to Hayato-san and the others, who were looking at her with even more shock than they had at me. “Well, you could argue that Tan did it for me, if you want to split hairs. But really, there’s no difference. I have blood on my hands too, and probably for less reason than Aki. And yeah, it’s not a good feeling. I… I try not to think about it. But I accepted it when I made a deal with the devil, you know? To be honest, I was prepared to sacrifice a lot more, just to get what I wanted, until Aki showed me I didn’t have to.” She sighed. “Poor Daizen. I didn’t like him all that much, but… hey, that reminds me… the situation is going to be bad, right? And you need all the hands you can get?”

I nodded. “Yeah, more than twenty Chosen candidates, and who knows how many Sect warriors. It’s going to be a bloodbath if things go wrong.”

“I see, well then… not how I wanted this to go down, but…” Shiro muttered.

“Shiro…” Aimi-chan asked suddenly. “You’ve… you’ve really killed someone? You? It seems impossible…”

“There’s more to this, I think.” Hayato-san soothed her. “We don’t know what’s been happening. We’re out of the loop. At least, we were…”

“Yeah man.” Yasu-san agreed. “In stories, this always happens. Bad guys get power and the heroes have to step up. But… this isn’t a story.” He looked shaken, and I couldn’t say I blamed him.

“No, it isn’t.” I patted him on the shoulder, surprising him. “And good and evil are relative. Maybe they have a good reason for coming to kill Tsukiko-san, maybe they have no choice. But I promised Tsukiko-san I’d protect her, and I don’t want any more innocent people to die in Kyoto.” I looked at everyone then. “Sorry guys, the party got interrupted. But the night isn’t over. Eri, Aiko…” I used my sister’s name, showing how serious I was. “Stay here and keep everyone calm, protect everyone, all right? Just because I believe the threat is heading for Kyoto, I don’t want to be careless.” My ears could pick up the thrumming of a distant helicopter coming closer.

“Well, we’ve paid for this, we might as well finish up.” Hinata agreed, expression worried, before she smoothed it out, putting on a confident smile. “At times like these, your fiancées should say 'good luck', and 'come back safely', I guess?”

“Indeed. Fortunes of war.” Motoko gave us her blessing. “I wish I could go with you. I dreamed of going to battle alongside my husband ever since I was a child, but in this world, under its rules, I believed it impossible. But… despite my Arts, I am too weak, just a flower to be protected. For now.” She looked at my sis. “Perhaps we should talk. Just how did you gain the power to create that Golden Warrior?”

Natsumi agreed. “Akio, Shiro, Shaeula, Hyacinth. Promise us you’ll come back safely. And promise us… one day we won’t have to sit here alone and afraid, worrying about your return. I too took up the sword, spear and bow, because I wanted to be strong!”

“I thought this before, but… they really like you, right Akio-san?” Hina-chan managed, surprising me, as I would have expected the shy girl to be the most worried.

“Well, we shall miss out on our heartfelt and most-most touching parting words, will we not-not?” Shaeula looked at Shiro and Hyacinth with amusement. “But Eri, you still-still have your chance.”

Eri nodded. “I won’t ask you to come back safely. To me you’re my hero, I know you will come back to me, like always. Just look after the others, and… don’t let Matsumuro-san suffer anymore. Knowing you are destined to die, it must be awful.”

“Right. Hayato-san, we’ve booked rooms and it’s all on us, so… can you stay here? If you want to know more about what’s going on, the girls can tell you. I’d feel better with some adults about to keep things nice and calm. Tonight… the world might change forever.”

“Hey, are you sure…” Yasu-san began, before I pointed to Takagi-san, who was pale and trembling, perhaps remembering the fate of her fellow trainees in Kyoto.

“Time to step up. You’re an older cousin, right? That’s not far off being a big brother. So calm Takagi-san down, and the others too. Who knows, you might even impress some of them?”

“He’s right.” Shugo-san agreed. “Man, I hate this. It seems so unreal, but to think Shiro and Akio-kun are off to fight…”

“Akio, please be well, stay safe. When you get back… I want to learn how to use my vision properly, and master Chirurgery. That way I can free up more time for you to do the things you need to do!” Kana cried out suddenly, eyes looking down at the floor, cheeks flushed.

“Way to go Kana-chan!” Mio-san cheered, and Asami-san agreed with her.

“Yes, stake your claim now, get in on the touching farewells when the others are doing it!”

“Aimi, don’t look so scared.” Shiro assured her. “Aki’s many things, but when it comes to his girls, to me… there’s no way he’ll let me die. So… I’ll see you on my return. We’ll talk, go shopping… that dress is nice on you, but it isn’t your usual style. Your boyfriend will miss your assets on show.” She smirked crudely.

“Hey, you are dressed differently too!” she shot back. “But… yeah, if you are going to keep Akio-kun hot and heavy for you, you need to refresh your wardrobe!” She had relaxed at the banter, so I said my final words to Hayato-san. The helicopter is here, up above.

“Hayato-san, you’ve always been a bit of a leader for the group. Well, in matters of emergency, please defer to Eri and my sis, but other than that… keep everyone calm, okay? Get to know everyone. After all, if you plan to work with me, these are all your colleagues. Anyway, we have to go.”

“Yeah, I’ve got this. Just like always.” Hayato-san promised, as reliable as ever. “Go do what you need to.”

With that, I started for the stairs to the roof, only for Daiyu fall in behind us. At my puzzled look, she shrugged, a barest movement of her shoulders. “Is it not obvious I must be there? I need to find out if any from the Incorruptible Jade are with this misguided invasion. Even if they are not, I may perhaps be able to turn aside those from allied Sects. Besides, I too am blessed by the Heavens, the power of Chang’e courses within me. I am not easy to kill.”

She sighed, remembering her near-death experience in the sea. “I will follow your orders, as I vowed. And perhaps afterwards, we can discuss Techniques. I am still very interested in the Spiritually Pure Physique. In exchange…” she whispered. “... the laws of the Sect lie now with me. I will share my own knowledge, despite that being forbidden for outsiders.”

“Fine then.” Taking a girl younger than Eri to battle doesn’t please me, but she’s right. She needs to be there. And she has the aura of a warrior, and one unafraid to do what needs to be done.

With one last wave to everyone, I threw open the doors to the roof access, racing up the stairs, Daiyu, Hyacinth, Shiro and Shaeula behind me. Pulling out my phone, I tried to call Tsukiko-san, as I had made sure she had a phone before I left Kyoto, but it was just ringing out. Leaping across the rooftop into the waiting helicopter, which was drawing curious glances from passers-by below, I looked at the pilot. Once everyone else was in, we headed for the destination, towards Shirohebizumi shrine.

“Orders from above.” the pilot shouted over the din of the blades. “The Fleet has engaged and destroyed the Chinese warships. There were some casualties, a Coastguard vessel destroyed, but all in all, a fair result. But we found their tanker-ship beached north of Kyoto, with no signs of life anywhere.”

“I see. Well, we had a lot of JSDF units stationed around Kyoto, and the Major and Lieutenant are there. They should hopefully be able to handle any Chosen that go towards Kyoto here in the Material.” The phone was still ringing out, so I switched numbers, calling Kudou-san. After a few rings, he answered.

“Kudou-san, thank the Gods.” I muttered. “Can you tell me what’s going on there? Where’s Tsukiko-san? She’s not answering!”

“She’s at her shrine. As a woman of faith, where else would she be in such times, Akio-kun? Don’t worry, she has Chosen with her. That rascal Gin and I are coordinating the defence, along with old Bankei. The Chosen we have are working with those from the JSDF, though we don’t know whether they’ll be needed in the spiritual Kyoto yet.”

“I’m on route with my allies, I’ll be there shortly.” I promised. “But if we sent Tsukiko-san away, that might end this… no, I guess it isn’t that easy.” Thinking about it, my Foresight, which was a bit more sensitive since it increased and I gained Tsukuyomi’s blessing, told me that would barely lessen the danger. “Damn. Has fighting started yet?”

“Apparently the JSDF are engaging on the outskirts of Kyoto. It’s a real mess, Akio-kun.” He half-laughed, half-sighed, a sound of despair. “And as for the spiritual world, Gin says one of his returned with tidings the battle had started. Out here… well, the J-Alert Emergency Warning System was triggered, so everybody is staying in their homes, but…” He sighed audibly.

“Kyoto is full of tourists, even this time of year, and at this time of night. The JSDF is clearing them off the streets to hotels, ryokans and even our shrines and temples, as well as civilian homes, and we have our shrine maidens and priests helping, but… there’s no covering this up, and we are bound to miss one or two. If a Japanese civilian dies, well, that is tragic enough, Akio-kun, but foreign visitors wrapped up in this…”

“Yeah, it’ll be a shitstorm.” I cursed. Below us, we were passing rapidly over central Tokyo, the distant Shirohebizumi drawing ever closer. “If only the Black Wolf Company was fully trained, they could help us deal with this. I should come to Kyoto myself…”

“You can’t.” Shiro shook your head. “Well, yes, you could take a helicopter to Kyoto with your sleeping Material body, and when you return to the Material, you’d be on site, but if you get attacked while helplessly asleep… no way, Aki. It’s too risky!”

“She is quite-quite right.” Shaeula agreed. “I know you know it too, do you not-not?”

“Yes.” I clenched my fist. “I do think we’ll be needed more in the Boundary, which we can reach far quicker from the Ring Gate. But… if the situation turns for the worst in Material Kyoto, that’s why we have the helicopter on standby at the shrine, right?”

As Shaeula shrugged, I returned to my conversation. “We’ll make our stand at Haru-san’s new Territory. Reinforcements from mine should be arriving as we speak. We’ll try and defend Tsukuyomi-jinja, but if they have other objectives, we’ll need to push out. But consider that our centre of operations, and a place for entry. That last thing we want is Chosen entering in the middle of a warzone…” I had learned that lesson. Entry points to the Boundary had to be chosen carefully, otherwise it could be very dangerous.

“Very well. I’ll update the boy Gin and Bankei, they can spread the word. Oh, and Akio-kun…”

“Yes?”

“Good luck. May Tsukuyomi keep you safe. And … may you keep the Lady Diviner, no, Tsukiko, safe as well. And even if not… don’t let her be alone, not at the end.”

Feeling a heavy pang of worry, I nodded, though he couldn’t see it, being on the other side of the call. “I know. I’ll do my best to overturn her fate. As for now… I have to go.” Hanging up, I dialled Tsukiko-san once more, before tossing down the unanswered phone. “Right. In a few minutes we’ll be in Kyoto. Are you all ready?”

The girls nodded. Good. Everyone’s prepared. I’m glad I kept my sis and Eri out of this. This isn’t going to be pleasant. This will be the first true war between us and other Chosen candidates, making the battle against Kondou Kazuo, or the prick from Las Vegas, look like a child’s argument…
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“Well, it looks like it’s started.” Suzuki Haru observed sadly, watching the explosions in the distance, fireballs soaring up into the heavens, a natural red and orange, rather than the vivid citrine yellow of flame element. She glanced at her own forces, the degraded Orcs led by her far cuter Hunting Cats. The sounds of gunfire were echoing in the distant streets, and Haru realised her own forces would do little more than buy a few seconds of time. Although, that might be all I need to do.

“Fascinating.” The ratkin, Ixitt, was jumping with joy beside her, tail lashing frantically like a whip. He had pulled down several of the lenses on his weird goggle-like contraption he wore over his forehead, and was looking at an impossible sight, that of an attack helicopter, soaring through the distant skies. Even as we watched, the sleek, grey helicopter opened fire on some distant target, air-to-surface missiles streaking down and detonating explosively, silver sparks scattering, followed by vivid flames. “I never believed I would see such a sight here, my research will be advanced by leaps and bounds. If only I could recover it. Sadly, I suppose the wreckage will have to do.”

A little bit put off by his eagerness, Haru sighed. “Setting aside how it got here, how does it even function? I mean, there’s no air here, is there? Not really. How does it stay aloft? I was more a humanities girl than sciences, but unlike me, who doesn’t need air anymore, being as I’m a ghost, the rotors won’t be able to generate lift without it, right? It shouldn’t be able to get off the ground.” She paused. “Well, I suppose Akio-san and the others do tend to still breathe here, out of habit. Maybe it works because it thinks it works? No, that can’t be right, machines don’t think.”

“Indeed, that is the issue she was struggling with, until I… well, never mind that.” Ixitt coughed, changing the subject, behind him, weaselkin and ratkin were streaming through the Ring Gate, directed by the intimidating badgerkin, Ulfuric. I get that he seems a nice… man? But he’s still rather intimidating.

“Set the long range weapons up there and over there…” The Elf, Moira was also directing them. “We built these fortifications for a reason. As for those flamethrowers, and the other ones…” I feel rather useless. My only purpose here is to hold Territory as a bridgehead… Shaking her head, she almost missed the answer from Ixitt.

“I can see lingering aether around the craft. It seems however it got here, it is being sustained and enhanced by some art.” He tapped one of his lenses pensively. “The value of this continues to surprise me.” He turned to some of his ratkin, who were carrying the long-barreled firearm imitations he had made. “It seems almost a shame to destroy it, but… Akio will be rather unhappy if those he has chosen to protect die while we marvel at the delights of your human sciences. This way…” He led the ratkin up onto one of the constructed towers, giving them greater elevation.

“Grul is here.” The Troll rumbled, having also arrived with his own forces. His massive, misshapen mace was clutched in one meaty hand, and he was wearing armour that looked so thick and heavy that Haru felt tired just looking at him. Thankfully, I don’t need armour. I’m a ghost, so physical attacks pass right through me…

“Great, it’s reassuring to have to have you with us.” Haru smiled professionally, drawing on her expertise from her days as a bureaucrat. Well, I believe I still am one, though it’s rather amazing my work consists of this sort of thing as well as pushing paperwork now… “Have you checked your role with Ulfuric and Moira?” she asked, expecting he would just be ready to rampage, but he surprised her.

“Grulgor has.” He nodded his massive head. “Scouting in force, unlucky Elf said.” He chuckled, the sound like rocks clashing against each other. “Grul good at that. Find enemy, report back, then Grul gets his pick of strong enemies to crush.” His laughter continued. “Grulgor has never had so much fun, so many battles, until he lost to Akio. This is just more of the same.”

“All right then…” Ixitt was calling. “Firing angles look good, range… three kilometres, as the mortals measure it. Pushing the limits a bit, but…” He grinned, excited. “Time for my two-step combination.”

Several Kamaitachi were there as well, two of the smaller ones, and one of the bigger newcomers. That one was looking rather aggrieved at having to follow orders from such a small, weak-looking ratkin, but it was obeying. Jade energies started to gust, and the barrels were lengthened by green cylinders. Is that an extended barrel for extra range? Clever. But will it work?

“Loading!” Ixitt declared, and heavy bullets of bluesteel, each of a fairly impressive calibre, were slotted in. Ixitt then began to glow, a brilliant yellow. On seeing Haru’s surprised gaze, he grinned.

“Oh, come now, how long has it been since I have been Chief Mortal Engineer here? With Akio and the princess providing me with bluesteel batteries full of fire element when they can, and the princess’ wonderful example to follow, an inquisitive Fae like me would be a fool if he could not master a new element. It is a strange feeling, being aspected, one us ratkin seldom know. As for why … fire… well, that is obvious. After all, was not all mortal science built on the flames?” His grin was now wicked, sharp teeth showing. “Though next, perhaps wind would be helpful. But then, earth is useful for many crafts… well… that is for later.” His tail lashed once, like a conductors baton. “Is it in sight?” he called, and the gunners nodded.

“Well then. Fire!” he roared, and several heavy projectiles were released with a deafening sound, accelerating through the swirling winds, picking up speed, propelled by tails of flaming yellow energy.

“Uh, are those bullets, or rockets?” Haru asked, bemused, as the projectiles soared into the silver skies.

“They are whatever they need to be.” Ixitt chuckled. “The downside is the barrels break quite easily when using the heaviest shells. Well, these are merely advanced proto…” His words were drowned out by an explosion, followed by a second. The helicopter had burst into flames as the first bullet had torn through the main body before exploding within, while the second ripped the roof off, sending rotor blades flying. As the stricken craft hammered into the ground, secondary explosions kicking off, Ixitt shrugged. “A shame. Well, the wreckage may still yield insights, if we can recover it.”

“You can worry about that later…” she sighed, as a second helicopter was seen in the far distance, followed by a series of four contrails from another point of Kyoto, missiles streaking from some hidden launcher to explode violently to the north. “There’s plenty more to go around…”

“Yes, so there is.” he agreed, nodding. “Though perhaps we should think about defeating them first. Akio and the princess will be rather angry if they arrive to find us defeated.”

“That he will.” Haru agreed, watching Grulgor leading his Trolls out. As they headed east towards Nijo Castle at the centre of Kyoto, a group of people were suddenly pushing through the strangely lit streets of Boundary Kyoto. No, not people. Haru realised, seeing the jerky way they moved, a strange, hopping gait.

Their skin was also a deathly white, and their uniforms, which looked like military clothes of some sort, were torn, dirty and stained with long-dried blood. They’re dead, like me. No, not like me… they had talismans on their faces, covering the eyes, but Haru could tell that these had no sentience, were not thinking, only hungering to kill.

Grulgor's mace swept through several, the heavy shaft knocking them aside, before he swung it down, absolutely pulverising one, fragments of bone and decaying guts scattering everywhere. He laughed uproariously, only to frown in annoyance as the couple he had knocked down hopped to their feet, despite broken bones and ropey guts hanging out, still capable of fighting.

“Ugh, Grul hates dead things. No fun!” he roared, his massive fist destroying the entire torso of one. His Trolls were likewise rampaging, but they were being slowed by the need to completely destroy the undead before they would cease their attacks.

Being dead is a hardship. I… I have it better than most. Haru thought, the bustle of forces behind her ignored. I can leave the planning and defence to the experts, and Akio-san will be here soon. No, I can spare a little mercy for the dead, as one of their fellows…

Raising one hand, she conjured light, a brilliant inky blue glow, suffused with whites and gold, before the light spread out, bathing Grulgor, his Trolls, and the shambling, hopping corpses. For a moment Grulgor looked around, puzzled, but as the enemies began to dissolve, their talismans bursting into sticky black flames as they crumbled, Grulgor locked eyes with Haru and grinned, giving her a thumbs-up with one mighty hand.

Haru returned the gesture, feeling surprisingly abashed. Just where did he learn that? Oh well. At least I’m helping. It feels good to be useful. And as their senior in death, the least I can do is grant them peace…


Three Hundred And Twenty-Two / Side One Hundred And Fifteen – Shiratori Himeko, Shirohime


Entering the Boundary as soon as I raced into the home Aki had built on the grounds of the modest shrine, barely having time to do more than throw myself onto the nearest bed, not caring about the mess or disarray of my hair and clothes, I found myself wondering if what I was about to do was the right call.

It is not like you to doubt yourself, princess. Though I do understand. The darkness in her is deep, and you would open…

Enough of that, Tan. It’ll be fine. And if not… putting my doubts aside I saw the form of Hyacinth, that strange maid who was always giggling to herself, her expression set with the sort of resolve I needed. She’s not laughing now. Her eyes are cold, and her expression is murderous.

“It’ll be all right.” I was broken out of my thoughts by Aki slapping me on the back, something I could barely feel due to the strange outfit I wore. It’s not exactly cute, but… it is strong. Modelled on the outfit he had supposedly given the one called the Diviner, this Tsukiko… I’m not jealous he’s giving other girls clothes, I’m not. Besides, this is simply a protective gift, one Aki worked hard on, with help from the Dwarves. Shit, I should be grateful…

If so, why are your cheeks so puffed? Are you jealous that he risks so much to save a girl that is not you, princess? After all, while he has protected many, the frantic sorrows he radiated, his cries of misery and loss when he feared you would die, you were secretly happy and proud, were you not? After all, is that not proof of his love?

All right, enough of that. I hate to think you’re right Tan, but yeah… I did feel special. But then… Swallowing down her nerves and doubts, I turned, giving Aki a bright smile, making sure to appear as beautiful as possible, still difficult with these scars, but as my single eye met his, once more admiring what a beautiful grey they were, I realised again his gaze held no revulsion, no pity, only love and a certainty I would heal.

“Yeah, it will. However, the situation is still pretty grave, right?” I looked at Shaeula and Hyacinth, who were also donning the black, military-style combat suits made from strange metals and the dangerous vibrating feathers of some native birds of Kyoto. “If those two are changing out of their beloved outfits, it’s going to be brutal.”

“It is.” he agreed. “And I think you could sit this one out, if you wanted. It isn’t your…” I shut him up by pressing my lips against his. His eyes widened in shock, which made me happy, but happier was the way he couldn’t help but twine his tongue with mine, kissing me deeply. Damn, I feel hot, my head is going blank. And this is just kissing. Shit, I unfairly maligned all those lovestruck girls I called idiots for all these years. Who knew…

Focus. This is not the time to be distracted. You have a request, foolish though it is. And I shall not be left out. I thirst, and of the abilities he has traced with this Book Of Providence… oh how I wish I could drink deep of that one… there are some that I desire greatly, and one that would aid you. I shall have them all.

Pulling free, mouth still wet with his saliva, I put my good hand on my waist, adopting a stern pose. “It is my fight. Putting aside you promised Tan compensation, which now is the perfect time to pay up, you asked me to marry you, Aki. I don’t take that lightly. I said yes, despite knowing you were already with another girl. I’m not an idiot, am I? And neither are you. You should know what that means.”

“I do.” he sighed. Shaeula was talking to several of the Kamaitachi, who were filling her in on the current situation through the gate. Some of them are kind of cute. But that pair of bigger, angrier-looking ones are a bit frightening. No, I need to keep my focus.

“I guess we did agree to share our lives and everything we hold dear together.” he agreed. “It’s just… well, after what happened to the trainees, and Eri… I have faith I can fight, and…” He glanced at Shaeula and Hyacinth, which pissed me off.

“Hey, you’re talking to me!” I grabbed his face, turned it around and kissed him again, quickly this time, as I knew every second was precious. Even so, as a woman, there are some things more important than anything else. “I get that Shaeula is strong, and you’ve fought side by side for a long time now. And Hyacinth… well, she’s like a walking war crime. So you don’t worry as much for them.” My lips quirked into a sly smile as Shaeula reacted at that, pouting much as I did earlier. I guess being too competent has its drawbacks.

How foolish. Ask him already. Time marches on. I would not have our food and drink stolen from us by such delays. After all, once there, I should be able to sense our targets, using the Favour we consumed before…

“I do still worry, of course I do.” Aki said the right thing, surprising me, and Shaeula’s pout turned into a smile. “But… well, never mind.” He gave in. “Tan, keep her safe. My warning from before still applies. If Shiro dies, you’ll regret it, even if I have to take on your entire Pantheon!”

“How bold. But rest assured, I have no wish for defeat. My plans may have changed…” Tan stole my mouth, twisting it into a grin somehow both sly and lascivious. Ugh, I bet I look strange now. I’m embarrassed.

“…but my wish to protect her has not. Now, she has something to ask you. I know time is short, so listen carefully, and choose wisely.” With that Tan relinquished me, and I took a deep breath.

“Aki. Quickly. Do you trust me?”

“I do.” he answered, and his lack of hesitation thrilled me.

“Great. Then… I’ll follow after you. You need to get there and take control of the battle as soon as you can, right? But first… can you give me permission to bring someone inside your Territory?” This one’s what he calls Rank three, and I can feel the strength of it. It would keep her out, I’m sure…

He glanced over at the important facilities near the Ring Gate, silver spires rising into the sky, glittering prettily. He then looked back at me. Before he could speak, I offered more reassurance. “Don’t worry Aki. Nothing I do will disadvantage you, I’m sure. And… if I’m wrong, and something bad happens. I promise, I’ll endure whatever you suffer, just the same. Even…” I could barely say it. It was flippant, but true. If she does turn on us here, I will fight, even to the death, before I let her hurt Aki’s Territory…

Ah, love. I must admit, experiencing it through your thoughts is quite the strange emotion. My other sisters took our rejection by the Buddha strangely. One drowns herself in pleasure with any she takes a fancy to, whilst the other shut herself away, playing only with other women. I, who kept aloof, have taken the wisest path, so I believed. But feeling your emotions, it is quite the entertaining, enlightening spectacle. Perhaps the reason I could not Allure the Buddha as he passed by, was because I did not know love? Well, enough on that…

My thoughts with Tan were much faster than speech, so only a moment had passed as she reminisced, and I caught glimpses of mental pictures of her sisters. Putting those aside, I continued. “…we share the same fate, right? Isn’t that what marriage is? I don’t take it lightly, and I’m sure you didn’t ask me to marry you without the confidence to shoulder that, Aki.”

More troops were forming up at the ring of mushrooms shrouded by ruby light. They were carrying strange objects and large barrels, but I paid that no mind, merely waited for Aki’s answer.

“I trust you Shiro.” he promised again, and once more his lack of hesitation made my heart ache, though the feeling was pleasant. “But…” his tone changed. “...you think I’d ask you to share any cruel fate I suffered, no matter who’s fault it was? Idiot…” he grumbled fondly, grabbing my cheeks and squishing them. I struggled, protesting, but I was too weak to break out of his grip. Damn Aki, nerdy you turned into a beast…

He then released me. “Do what you need to. Now, I have to go. Our base is in Haru-san’s Territory, someone there should be able to tell you where we’ve gone. I’ll see you soon.” He kissed my forehead, and then called out to Shaeula and Hyacinth, as well as the young Chinese girl.

“Shaeula, Daiyu’er, Hyacinth, let’s go.” And with that they vanished through the portal, leaving me touching my forehead idly. Aki, I already like you, there’s no need to be all cool and make my heart race. It’s annoying.

You are quite the fool, princess. But I do not hate it. Now, he is right, time is pressing. Do what you need to do.

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” I muttered, taking out the token I possessed. Aether trickled into it, and I felt a distant connection. Hey, with my better Aether Manipulation Skills, as Aki called it, these things make a lot more sense to me. Now I’m curious just how far I can go…

“Hey, Arisu. This is a damn emergency! Get over here now! I need everyone in the Room!” Here’s hoping she can get in…

Moments later I felt the flow of aether change in the token I held. The air around me shuddered, as if something was trying to force its way through. Clenching the token hard in my fist, I hoped it would be fine. Aki said I could let her in. Though we still don’t fully understand how these Territories work…

Moments later space warped, a black slash forming a doorway, and Arisu stepped out, her long black hair unbound and flowing, her gown a deep wine-red. Her expression was cold, her usual mask, but as she looked at me, then around to where she was, the massive Trees hanging over us, the constant stream of strange, animalistic troops coming and going, her eyes widened, some emotion showing for the first time in a while, before her usual angry mask reasserted itself.

“So, White… where is this? I feel oppressed. The very air presses down on me.” Arisu searched around. The moving forces were looking at her, wary, and I could see that Dryad peering at us from behind her Tree.

“Uh, no time for lengthy explanations. This… well, this is Aki’s territory.” I explained, and at that Arisu narrowed her eyes. No way. I know what you are thinking! As Tan’s laughter echoed in my mind, I puffed myself up as much as I could, trying to look stern. “Don’t even think about it, Arisu. We’re friends, and I like you, but if you try and damage anything that belongs to Aki…” My hair glittered red, flames cascading down like a waterfall. “…then we are going to have to fight.”

As our black eyes looked into each other's, testing our resolve, I delivered my trump card, the reason why I trusted Arisu to come here, even if I was extremely worried about her meeting Aki, for a number of reasons. “Besides, you hate treachery, yeah? I promised Aki that you could be trusted. Don’t make a liar out of me, Arisu. Please.”

For a moment she contemplated, looking around, seeing the silver needles and the magnificent shrine building covered in snakes that was obviously key infrastructure, and I felt my heart clench, before she managed a small nod, and I relaxed, breathing out, relieved.

“Fine. Well, White, what possessed you to take such a risk to bring me here of all places? And why did the fool allow it? Taking a potential enemy into the heart of a Territory is madness. Betrayal can come in a heartbeat, from those you once called friends and colleagues. I know this better than anyone.”

“Obviously because I said you were trustworthy, and Aki trusts me. He’s a great guy, I promise! He got me a healer, the best there is, my scars have shrunk, and I even have an eye now.” I pulled down the patch proudly. “Sure, it’s still utterly useless, but progress, right?” I smiled, trying to win her over.

“Aki didn’t hesitate. I offered to take responsibility if you screwed him over, but he doesn’t even want that. Aki’s a soft touch, but I love him.” Ignoring more of Tan’s snickering, I made my position clear. “However… what Aki wants or not, if you try to do anything bad, I will stop you. Even if we have to fight to the death. And for Aki, I’ll win!”

“Well, White. Your resolve is… oddly irritating. Men are betrayers. This one is not even faithful.”

“Wrong!” I declared. “Aki is utterly faithful. Just to… more than one woman. Look, there’s not much time. Get Suzu and Bunta and bring them here through the Room. There’s a war on!”

“A war?” she asked, puzzled, and before I could answer, Asha came over, having relaxed seeing Arisu make no hostile moves.

“Who is this?” Arisu asked, adopting a wary stance. Yes, she isn’t good with refined women anymore, too many of her fellow actresses betrayed her.

“She’s Asha. She manages the Trees here. Speaking of, impressive, isn’t it? There’s even a café on top, and you can get some awesome booze.” Shiro grinned proudly.

Why are you so pleased? It is not your Territory.

Wrong! What’s Aki’s is mine too, right? Besides, I admit, I kind of want to boast to Arisu what a cool guy I fell for. Aki, a cool guy… never thought I’d ever see him that way. He was funny and kind, but never really cool before. But now… hell, he’s leading the charge in a war…

I have wondered this before, but you are quite… reckless, princess. You do not treasure your life. Things that should leave you fearful merely excite you.

Rude! Though I guess, when you’ve lived with the knowledge you could die at any time like I did, mortality just hits differently, right?

“A café? Who cares about such things?” Arisu complained, eyeing the newcomer, only to be startled as another woman followed her, this one with long, curved horns on her head.

“Oh, hey there, Bintara.” I greeted the healer Aki had got for me. “You not joining the battle?”

“Hardly.” Bintara scoffed. “This fight is not my fight. Why would I care if the Kami are slain, their temples razed? Though perhaps I shall witness it. Many shall require healing afterwards.”

“What battle, what war?” Arisu repeated, frustrated by the lack of clarity.

“Oh, yeah. So… uh, looks like a load of others like us are invading from China. Aki and his forces are trying to stop them. I thought… well, I thought we could use all the help we could get, and you’re pretty awesome, Arisu. Besides… I thought this might be a good time to introduce you two. I kind of don’t want you to meet him in your Room.” I giggled, nerves getting the best of me. “After all, you can be a bit short-tempered, Arisu.”

“I see. What does that have to do with me? If the competition kill each other, our value increases.” She crossed her arms coldly.

“Oh come on, I know you don’t mean that. After all, if that was the case, why even group up like we did?” I chided her. “Anyway, look around. Even with all of us working together, we haven’t reached these heights. Wouldn’t it be good to be friends? Aki is damn generous to his friends. Besides…” I know what you really want, Arisu. “…I know that you want to clear your name, and drop the bastard ex-fiancé of yours and the bitches that betrayed you into Hell, ruining them like they did to you.”

I smiled, and within me Tan laughed, ever one to appreciate righteous fury, and a thirst for vengeance. “Aki can do it. I promise you.” Well, if not him and all his contacts, I bet if I ask Hinata, she might be able to put me in touch with the right people. She’s from Nichibotsu, that world-leading electronics company. They supply a lot of equipment to the film and music industry, right? I’m sure she mentioned her family gets a lot of tickets to premieres and other events…

Arisu froze. “A bold claim. You know what I am up against, White. I hate liars more than anything. You wouldn't lie to me, would you?” Her perfect pronunciation slipped, and I felt a chill, but I held my ground.

“Me? Lie to you? Come on, Arisu. I’m hurt. I even told you the truth about Aki and his other women, even knowing you’d hate him for it. Which you definitely shouldn’t!” I declared. “Aki will do it, I won’t even need to ask, he’s got a soft-spot for women who have problems.” I snorted sourly. “Besides, there are other benefits here too. Aki’s genius at teaching people how to get stronger. And I know you want that.” I grinned triumphantly. “Seriously, I’m not saying this won’t be risky. I’m worried myself. But that’s why I want your help, Suzu and Bunta as well. Together we can make a difference.”

“Strength, you say?” Arisu muttered.

Got her. “Yeah, strength and vindication.” I grinned, knowing I was close to victory. “Look, we’re friends, right? I’m not going to cheat you, not like they did. Just… promise me one thing.”

She cocked her head, curious.

“Just don’t fall for Aki, all right? I know he’s cool, but he’s mine!”

“You must be insane, White.” Arisu spluttered. “Me? Fall for an inconstant man such as…” I broke out laughing, my prank diffusing the tension as I had hoped, and her mask shattered, eyes wide and lips in a pout for a second, before her practised acting forced her to stillness once more.

“Look, just fetch them, all right? I know Suzu met him in Kyoto before, so she’ll be interested at least. As for Bunta, well, it’s about time he puts his ability to decent use.”

“I am not willing to suffer losses for this.” Arisu declared, but her door started forming once more, an inky black and purple void in space. “We have been friends, White. But if you betray me, especially over a man…”

“Don’t worry. I treasure my few friendships. In fact, I’m finally making more friends. Maybe you’ll even like them too…” I grinned, watching as Arisu vanished. Turning to Bintara, I spoke.

“So, you said you wanted to witness this war? Well, you can come with me. I’d feel better having a healer on site, especially one as skilled as you.”

Bintara shrugged. “I abhor needless injury. And your healing is immensely taxing, what with that filthy parasite…” Her lips curled into a scowl. “…inside you. Do try not to suffer further injury, making my task harder.”

As I promised I would not, Tan complained inside me. That mewling sea-cow. Her words anger me. I am no parasite. If we did not need her skills, I would devour her, horns and all…

As the door of Arisu opened behind us, an excited Suzu hopping out, looking around with wonder, a quiet, withdrawn Bunta following behind, hunched over to make himself appear small, I grinned. No, you can’t eat her, Tan. She’s doing us a favour, thanks to Aki. Besides… won’t you get to eat your fill now, anyway?

My fill? My thirst is seldom quenched. But… yes, for once I shall be able to drink deep. Come. Our prey awaits!
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I emerged through the Ring Gate into Kyoto, Daiyu, Shaeula and Hyacinth following us. The first thing I saw was Moira and Ulfuric coordinating our forces, dispatching runners and messengers to various fronts, while looking over a map of Kyoto that Moira was poring over.

“Ah, princess, Akio.” Ulfuric rumbled, seeing us arrive. “Excellent timing. Your presence will be welcome here.”

“From a risk standpoint, using the Duchess and Akio as war potential is foolish. Generals should lead from the rear, lest the chain of command and morale shatter with their defeat, but…” Moira pursed her lips, looking distinctly like a frosty secretary. “…we need to use what strength we have. This is not the Seelie Court, this is a foreign land.”

Haru-san floated over, followed by an excited Ixitt. I was about to speak when my eyes went wide. “What the hell? Is that a helicopter?” I muttered.

“Yes. Looks like they have a way of bringing people into the Boundary, as well as equipment, and making it all work somehow.” Haru-san observed. “I didn’t believe it myself at first.”

“Damn, abilities like that are a total cheat, I can't believe it can operate on this scale. Of the sixteen we know, most of them are quite orthodox. Enhanced physical abilities, elemental attacks. There are a few troubling ones, I admit, but…” The unknown seven. They are what make this dangerous.

“So, the Sects have come?” Daiyu wondered, her gaze intense. I asked for her, and Ulfuric agreed.

“I believe we have engaged them at various points.” He gestured to the map. “So far we have been pushing them back, but the weapons from the mortal world are giving them an edge. We have attempted to combat them with our own Mortal Engineers, and have had some successes.”

Even as we talked, Kyoto in the Boundary was burning, and rockets streaked out from the distance, detonating violently, though one appeared to strike a Territory barrier, which held, if barely.

“Indeed we have.” Ixitt crowed, tail lashing happily. “We managed to destroy one of the helicopters. If the others approach within our range, we can snipe them. But alas, they seem to be concentrating on the eastern and northern parts first.”

Hmm. My Eye glowed, as I watched the helicopter turn in a lazy arc, autocannons raking the streets below, a missile-pod launching another pair of air-to-ground rockets which finally collapsed the barrier of a Territory. Sharpening my gaze, I could see armed men and women carrying what looked like assault rifles and rocket-propelled grenades surging forwards, followed by… what, are those some sort of zombies?

“Yes.” Haru-san replied, seemingly reading my mind. I guess she might be! “Zombies. I purified some earlier, but it seems someone has no respect for the dead. We should be allowed to rest in peace. Or come back with dignity, like me.” She smiled sadly.

False Jiāngshī [Dead Construct] – These constructs are crafted from the bodies of humans, fragments of spirit and memory used to animate and control the dead flesh. Ordinary wounds will not stop them, only significant damage will render them still once more. Their speed and strength have been enhanced by the Favour of ??????????, and also further ???????? by ?????????.


“Damn.” I muttered. “Question marks again. Well, I got enough.” Turning my gaze to the helicopter in the distance, I focussed on the shimmering glow of aether that glittered around the helicopter.

Stolen From Earth, Treasured In Heaven [????????] – the grace and favour of the thieving Laverna has brought this treasure to the Boundary, and since a treasure broken is a treasure most worthless, allows it to function as it would in the Material, so long as the aether of the ??????????? blessing lasts.


“That makes sense, I think.” I sighed. “Damn, that’s one hell of a Divine Favour. Not Chinese either, I’d say.” I didn’t recognise the name, so it couldn’t have been a major God or Goddess, but that didn’t matter. “Well then, we need to get cracking. Is there any word of Tsukiko-san?”

Moira frowned, nodding. “The woman is in her shrine, under the protection of Prince Shōtoku and several others with abilities such as yours.” She pursed her lips, irritated. “Even though the shrine at …” She checked the map briefly. “…Tsukuyomi-jinja is well protected, as we planned, having her there when she is likely a target is too much of a risk.”

I agree, but she’s stubborn. And it isn’t like there’s no risk in the Material. “All right. Well, give me the latest picture of where our allies and enemies are, and we’ll head out. Best thing we can do is thin down their numbers and reinforce our allies.”

“Very well.” Ulfuric agreed. “Grulgor and his Trolls were last dispatched here, and we have deployed a line of ratkin and weaselkin here to ambush this force moving…”

I absorbed all the information and nodded. “Right. We’ll split into two groups. I’ll head north with Daiyu’er, and Shaeula, you take Hyacinth and sweep east.” I turned to Haru-san. “When Shiro gets here, can you cause some type of recognisable firework with your light element, so we can see?”

“I think I can do that.” Haru-san promised. “Don’t worry, I’ll hold here. After all, I’m your Vassal, and I’m key to the defence.”

“You are. But don’t… well, I was going to say don’t die, but that would be in poor taste, right?” I smiled wryly. “How about, don’t get hurt, okay?”

“I’m an Onryō, of course I can’t get hurt. Now hurry, time is wasting!” Haru-san made shooing gestures with her palms, so with that, I started racing to the north, skirting towards Koryu-ji temple, one of the former Amaterasu sites. Almost immediately as we passed through the twisting streets of Boundary Kyoto, we ran into trouble. Silvery ether was pooling, and since there was no point wasting it, Daiyu and I swept it up. I could hear the sounds of gunfire and shouts in Chinese, and at that Daiyu’s expression tensed.

“It’ll be all right.” I reassured her. “If any of your Sect is here, you can talk them down.”

“Unless they are slain before I can reach them.” she retorted, face expressionless, but her dark eyes were glimmering with moisture.

“There is that.” I admitted. “But… we’ll try our best to not let that happen.” Turning another corner, we ran into a dozen men, wearing uniforms and carrying weapons.

“Ah, an enemy!” one declared, and I felt a sudden wave of… wrongness… off him, as though he had a stink of something putrid and slimy. My Eye flared, and I could see that his Chakra network was that of a normal person, only a shimmering trace of aether circling through his body unnaturally keeping him here. It seems to be similar to the way I can charge up the trainees, allowing them to enter the Boundary easily, but far more advanced. Even with no functioning network, here they are…

“Kill them!” another shouted, cutting off my thoughts. “Kill the Japanese scum!”

“Hold, fools!” Daiyu tried to stop them. “I am Zhao Daiyu, from the Incorruptible Jade Sect. We are not enemies. Our true enemies are the Party and…” Her words were cut off as the soldiers opened fire. They were carrying QBZ-191 automatic rifles, so a storm of rounds was discharged towards the stunned Daiyu. Even so, she was a warrior, and not easily cowed. Hurling herself to the side, she winced as her leg was gouged out by a bullet, and two more struck her in the ribs.

“Jade Yang Stance. Crushing Palms!” she declared, rolling with the impacts and using her enhanced speed to close in. Her opened palm struck a soldier in the face, and powered by her Qi, which surged through her arms, his neck shattered with an audible crack. She then spun, elegantly, like a dancer, and another soldier tumbled, followed by a third.

“Shit, the bitch is killing us…” one called.

“Use the RPGs!”

“But what about…”

“Fuck it! If we don’t we’ll…” the leader declared, as his subordinate started to aim his weapon hesitantly.

“Too late.” I growled, angry at his disregard for the lives of his comrades. Bones shattered as I disarmed them roughly, not caring about breaking the limbs that held guns. As they fell, howling, Daiyu glanced at me, blood soaking her robes.

“Sorry, I should have made you a set of these as well.” I tapped my own body armour.

She shook her head. “Such is a crutch.” She put a little weight on her leg, wincing, though a faint steam was starting to rise from her wounds as she began to heal, regenerating slowly but visibly to the naked eye. “And without proper time to train and meditate, an armour containing Qi could interfere with my own Techniques. Now, why did you spare these…” she began, only to freeze at the look of anger on my face. Her mouth snapped open, shocked as I lunged.

“What are…”

My blade flashed, and the man behind her, no, not a man, a Jiāngshī, who was rearing up ready to unload the remaining bullets into the back of Daiyu’s head, was split clean in two.

“Zombies!” I shouted, and Daiyu turned, seeing the ones she had defeated rising with broken necks.

“Hah, you stupid fools. Even in death…” the leader whose arm I had shattered coughed, pulling out a pistol with his good arm. “…we have no escape.” He squeezed the trigger wildly, and I felt a series of dull impacts as the shells bounced off my skin, unable to penetrate, before he turned the last one to his own temple. “But they’ll suffer. War is coming! May the Party that betrayed us all know what it is to be dragged into their own quagmire!” He pulled the trigger, and as he fell, he spasmed, before rising once more, arms reaching out for me, ignoring the broken bones.

“It is no use. They are all dead men, cursed.” Daiyu declared, striking blow after blow, though it took many strikes for her to leave one broken enough to cease moving. “Harden your heart! Enemies exist to be defeated!”

She’s right. Sorry. But… My blade danced, and soon only a dozen destroyed corpses littered the area. Grabbing one of the rifles, I slung it over my back. It might come in handy. If not, Ixitt would enjoy it as a souvenir.

“Much better.” Daiyu approved. “An enemy you show mercy can stab you in the back, or worse, stab those you care about.”

“Are you trying to comfort me?” I forced a smile. “That’s cute.”

“No, I am just… it would do me no good to have the one I swore an oath to be too cowardly and forgiving.” She looked away, taking a deep breath. “Enough of this. Come. We must go.”
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“The bastards are swarming everyone.” I grumbled, aggrieved. There were numerous groups of zombies roaming, most of them soldiers, though other bodies were men, women and children, and putting them all down was wearing on my nerves. Soldiers were mixed in, and we had been caught in a number of smaller firefights. “Just like wasps… or ants.” Remembering the dreams Tsukiko-san and I had, it all seemed so very familiar.

“If all this is being done by one Divine Favour, it seems unfairly powerful. Though I suppose…” Looking down on the half-dozen soldiers escorting a mobile missile battery, which had just launched a volley against the north, the skyline of Boundary Kyoto filled with smoke and flames, I grimaced. “This blessing of Laverna seems rather cheaty too. I can see maybe moving one or two vehicles, but all of these, as well as numerous guns, ammunition and more…” I sighed. “There has to be more to this we aren’t seeing. Well, I guess I’ve learned my lesson.”

Flames roared, and Foehn left my hands, raining down. The soldiers screamed as they were set ablaze, and then they were blown apart as their remaining missiles and grenades cooked off and detonated. Stepping in front of Daiyu to shield her from the shower of shrapnel from the blasts, I watched as a gust of jade wind soared up from the east, and one of the remaining helicopters spun out of control, smashing into the tall, lantern-hung spire of a shrine archway before crumpling like a tin-can.

I guess Shaeula’s getting involved…

“We should go too. So you haven’t seen any Cultivators yet?” I asked, and Daiyu shook her head.

“No, and it is quite troubling. Even as remnants fleeing persecution, we learn to fight from a young age. We would be far more a threat than this… rabble.” She gazed expressionlessly at the crater strewn with pieces of flesh and metal.

“I guess we just need to press on. Koryu-ji is just up ahead. From there, we can cross north and link up with the defenders there. After all, Kinkaku-ji is to the north, and there’s no way Saionji-san will let that fall.”

Rushing into the tree-lined grounds of the temple, we came across a number of small, child-like figures running the other way, wearing festival masks such as foxes, oni, butterflies and more. They seemed panicked, and as one stumbled and fell, the others turned and looked back, chittering and crying in fear, their Japanese old and archaic. Wait, are these… Kami?

“Too slow!” a loud voice roared, as a man leapt out of the shrine grounds, blood and silver mist smearing his face and fists, bloody handprints daubed over his bare arms and chest. With a swift motion he reached out and grabbed the squirming little masked creature, lifting it by the scruff of the neck while it dangled, thrashing, like some kitten. “Vile little pests. You filthy heathen spirits should just die. Your holiest city shall burn, and the flames of war shall… oho. What do we have here?” He paused, spotting me, his dark eyes going wide.

“You’re a big one, aren’t you?” I said in Mandarin, angered by his display.

“Chinese?” He glanced at Daiyu, in her bloody traditional robes, before shrugging. “I don’t recognise either of you. Well, no matter, catch those shitty brats for me. We can feed them to the blades. The more carnage the better. Fucking Japanese.” He laughed, reaching for his belt, where a long sword made of yellowish-white metal sat… no, not metal, is that… bone?

My Eye flared, and even looking at the sword caused me pain, needles stabbing in my eye. A storm of question marks flooded my vision, but in the end I managed to filter out a few words.

????????? hungry bone ??????? of ??????????.


A thick mist of indigo energy was rising from it, as well as something darker. Beside me, Daiyu shivered, looking scared.

“That is a blasphemy.” she muttered. “It is thick with the stench of hunger and greed.”

“You sound surprised. It isn’t like you don’t have… huh?” He was surprised as the bone jerked his arm, pointing it at me, and the blade wept, some sort of transparent slime, violet sparks shimmering within. “Now isn’t this strange. Just what’s your name? And where’s your blade?”

“I am Zhao Daiyu, of the Incorruptible Jade…” she began to distract him, as the child-like spiritual beings ran behind us. Seeing us make no move to stop them, the massive bear of a man became even more suspicious.

“One of those witless Cultivators, huh? Running like cowardly dogs from their homes, despite their boasts of fifteen hundred years of history? Well, I’m hardly better. Once I refused to heed the Ministry, I was done. But… I don’t remember that Sect being talked about… as for you…” He glowered at me.

“As for me?” I asked, slowly moving closer, so as not to startle him.

“As for you… I think you’re not one of us at all!” he roared, tossing me the being he held. I reacted instinctively, grabbing for it, and he ran at me rapidly, the sudden motion blasting small craters in the ground underfoot.

Shit, he’s fast. Must be the one on the list focussed on speed…

“it looks like this wants you!” he cried. “Die, knowing that Xuanwu’s Disciple has ended you. It is an honour!”

Split Thoughts and Body Enhancement activated, and I was able to react. I tossed the burden I was carrying gently to Daiyu, who caught the squirming masked creature, and the blade passed by my face. The stench was palpable, and I could see it drawing in aether from the world around us. It even started pulling from my network, wisps of silver and various elemental energies leaving my Chakras, until I clamped my will down, resisting it.

“Dodged, huh? Try this!” the man roared, his foot suddenly swinging at me. I parried, and I felt my bones creak, as I slid backwards, ripping furrows in the floor.

So he’s Xuanwu’s Chosen candidate huh? He was on the list, but for strength, not speed. And he is stronger than me, if only purely in numbers… his League is nothing special though. I shook my numb arms casually.

“Still standing? Looks like I found a big…” He darted at me, blade stabbing at me in a storm of thrusts, while his off hand tried to grapple me, and he kicked out like lightning. As I heightened my concentration, light energy surging through me, boosting my nerves and brain, it was as if time slowed a little, and I was able to keep up, then even surpass his speed. “…catch!” He swept the blade towards me.

“If all you have is strength, you won’t win.” I shot back, taunting him, as I drew on one of the many abilities I’d worked for over the last few months, proof of my struggles.

“Oh? Well, how about…” He leapt, blade raised high, and I moved, only to see him flying past me, aiming for Daiyu. She was not his match, but even so, she flowed into her Jade Yang stance, ready to fight.

“Too predictable.” I answered, as threads of wind I had tossed out pulled him back. “Wow, you’re a durable one.” I aped my sister, as the threads had only sliced through his flesh, stopping at his steely muscles. “I’m jealous of that blessing. You make Grulgor look like a clown.”

“Let me fucking go!” he howled, but as he struggled he was just inflicting more damage on himself, and I noticed he didn’t seem to have any sort of healing ability, as blood continued to stain the ground below him.

“Not until you answer a few questions for me.” I demanded. “So, just why have you come to Kyoto? What’s your objective? And what are those blades you talked about?”

“Oh, you want to know?” he grinned. “Well, these blades…” He suddenly tensed, somehow managing to pull his arm free from the wind that held him, though it stripped flesh and muscle almost to the bone. He then sliced the blade through the remaining threads, and to my surprise the winds were severed, the green energies being drawn into the sword. “…are going to devour you, sending your essence to…” He accelerated, blade aimed directly at my heart, only to halt for a moment, as if he slammed into a solid wall.

“What… no, I don’t want to… be… food…” he managed, head leaving his body, my Cutting Twilight ripping through space, and the wall of solid air I had conjured, which had halted him momentarily. As the head bounced on the floor, the headless body toppling over, the yellowing blade quivered ominously...


Three Hundred And Twenty-Three / Side One Hundred And Sixteen - Lieutenant Nakano Banri


Ihad felt almost no resistance as my blade had severed the head of the crazed Chinese Chosen, Cutting Twilight discharging a burst of spatial element, slicing through the barrier of wind and his neck in a surge of violet energies. For a brief moment I felt sick as I watched his head part ways with his body, the headless corpse standing there motionless before starting to collapse, red and silver spraying from his neck. Damn. I knew this was going to happen, that there’d be no way to get through this without killing. Even so, I can’t say I like the feeling…

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from One Hundred Six to One Hundred Eight. All of your Material Statistics have increased by Twenty-two. Aether has increased by Fifty-four.


Two Levels for another life, huh? Wait, I wonder what will happen to the Divine Favour… before I could activate my Eye, and before the aether was fully absorbed, the bone blade the corpse had dropped shuddered, as though it was alive, and the aether I was pulling in started leaving my body, and the message became disarrayed, question marks overwriting a lot of the words.

You have ??????? in stre???h. Your Level has ?????? to One Hundred ??????. All of your ???? ????? have incr????? by El??en. Aether ????????? …


Is it… sucking back the aether? As my Eye flared amber, glowing brilliantly, Daiyu was watching on, worried, the little masked creatures hiding behind her, peering through her legs.

“I don’t think so…” I had the urge to destroy the blade, but considering how greedily it was sucking in the aether around us, I didn’t want to act recklessly. Besides, this is an opportunity. I owe it to the dead man, even if he was an enemy, to glean every last bit of knowledge from his death, give it meaning.

My Eye could see the aether being pulled from me. Some had already integrated within me, and as the mess of question marks vanished again, I had instead only gained a single Level, ending up at one hundred and seven. The most startling thing was the Divine Favour that the corpse held. I could see it shining, looking a little like a turtle resting under the Chakra network in his left foot, but it was beginning to fade, sparks of powerful adherence drifting off it, vanishing into the upper Astral. No, it’s not managing to escape…

My Eye could observe some adherence now, so I was able to discern the blade pulsing, as if it was alive, and sparks of the collapsing Favour were being absorbed. A shimmering ripple of violet energies coursed down the blade, and for a moment my Eye could see an overlay of dozens of these bones, and something fleshy and disgusting, a blob with many mouths, tongues licking greedily at drained energies, before the image was gone.

“Shit.” I didn’t like the implications of this, so I called on Foehn, and flames coursed out, washing over the blade. It fought, the flame energy of the Foehn being leeched away, dimming it, but I fed in more flame energy to the greedy fires, as well as pouring in a verdant wind, boosting it further. The bone sword quivered and screamed, blackening and charring, oozing a pestilent clear slime, which too sizzled and boiled, before the bone suddenly turned to ash, vanishing in a scatter of purple mist.

That was surprisingly difficult to destroy… As I did so, the suction stopped, and I was able to reabsorb the remaining aether, pushing me back to Level one hundred and eight, though I was probably just barely at that Level, rather than progressing well into it like I was before the bone blade had interfered.

“Are you well?” Daiyu asked with some concern, having seen me unleash flames against the fallen sword and burn it to ashes.

“Yeah, just… well, whatever that weapon was, it was alive.” No aether came out of it when I destroyed it, but there were what appeared to be remnants of spatial element… I wonder if it was transported away somewhere…

Behind us, a brilliant flare of red, green and gold exploded in the sky, and I smiled. “I guess that’s the fireworks to say Shiro’s arrived. I really want to link up with her, but…” I looked down at the corpse, Eye probing the decaying Favour. It was rapidly vanishing, showing no indication of allowing me to take it, such as when I shattered Kondou Kazuo’s Anchor. “Whether that’s because it was damaged by the blade, or…” I muttered, making a decision. I don’t regret experimenting on him, but I wish I’d tried to remove his Favour via Chirurgery first. It should be possible, but… shit, there’s not much time.

Gunfire, shouts and screams, explosions… all could be heard in the distance. Every minute of delay was potentially a disaster, but allowing this chance to pass me by was equally foolish. “Daiyu, keep watch. I want to try something…”

She nodded, and I accelerated my mind to its maximum, Split Thoughts enabling me to wield numerous blades of aether to try and carve apart the network around the Divine Favour, lifting it free. I quickly discovered a problem. The network was rotten and tore easily, being as the holder was dead, and that caused further damage to the dissolving Favour, adherence leaking. “Yeah, this isn’t going to be enough. I don’t have a lot, but…” Using my own stocks of adherence, my Skills far inferior to my grasp on aether, I started severing the connections that held it, though my clumsy Skills wreaked further damage.

Wait a minute… I’m doing it wrong, I think. If my Skills with aether are better, why not use the adherence to fortify the aether? As soon as I had that thought, I acted on it, merging aether and adherence, and soon I had managed to lift free the Favour, the shining turtle, now faded in places and leaking a mist only visible to my Eye, sitting on my palm.

Severely Damaged Xuanwu’s Turtle Blessing Of Might [Class: ???????] [Type: ????????]
This Divine Favour was made of concentrated Adherence, refined Ether and ??????????, though due to several sources of severe damage, it is barely functional, and strives to return to Xuanwu. The ability to wield strength far in excess of one’s limits can no longer be used. As did all foes of Xuanwu perish under the mighty blows of sword and fist, so shall the wielder find the strength to crush all they find unrighteous.


Returning to Xuanwu? Does that mean that the Favours of the dead that aren’t taken via Conqueror go back to the God that granted them? That seems… wildly problematic. My gaze strayed to the silvery skies, lightning flashing and dark aurorae shimmering over Boundary Kyoto. I’d hope that doesn’t cause additional strain to the Boundary, but… “Looks like this experiment was a failure, anyway…”

I clenched my fist, exerting all my energy, and the Divine Favour shattered. I felt strength enter me, and though I didn’t Level again, I did feel stronger. The adherence from the destroyed turtle topped up my supplies, and in addition I had a couple more messages. Significantly less potent than Kondou’s Favour, but considering how much more of it was damaged and absorbed by that damn bone sword… I’ll take it.

Your Might has increased by Fifty. Your Fortitude has increased by Twenty.
Your Skill, Might Of The Furious Earth, has increased from Rank 1 to Rank 2. As long as you possess Earth Elemental energy, you can further strengthen either Might or Fortitude significantly, based on a percentage of your base Statistics, as well as the amount of Earth Elemental energy you currently contain. Your affinity for Earth Element has slightly increased, and your ability to recover Earth Elemental energies and their composites has also increased slightly.


“At least that wasn’t a complete waste of effort.” I muttered, feeling a noticeable increase in my strength provided by the Skill. Turning to Daiyu, I gestured to the north. “It’s time to go. But first…” I looked at the little masked beings. “It isn’t safe here, you should seek shelter where the firework bloomed earlier. In the worst case scenario, you can flee to my Territory through the Gate. Though if you have the power to fight, I’d be happy if you joined the defences.”

They shook their heads, and while they were speaking in extremely archaic Japanese, the intent came through.

“No, we shall not abandon the sacred shrine.” they insisted, in a variety of ways that all meant the same thing. A refusal, huh?

“Look. Shrines and temples can be rebuilt. If you die, it’s over. Surely you see that? And I won’t be here to bail you out again. We have to press on.”

Daiyu nodded, reaching down to touch the little head of one of the childlike figures. “Indeed, he speaks the truth.” She could understand them as well, perhaps due to their Divine nature. “When this battle is over, rebuilding will surely come.” She paused. “Just like the Incorruptible Jade. I long to throw myself into the jaws of death, defeating my enemies, not caring whether I perish or not. But alas, such is not merely folly, but a betrayal of the hopes and dreams of not only myself, but of those who perished before me.” She looked at me then, understanding. “While I live, their dreams live on, no?”

“That’s right.” I approved. “And just like Koryu-ji, or any shrine that suffers destruction, we can rebuild it, bigger, better, nobler, just so long as we’re still alive to do it. Dying solves nothing.” My smile was sad. “We have to live, so that we can ensure what we care about, who we care about, is safe.”

At our words, the masked figures paused, looking at each other and chittering softly, before they all bowed once more and trooped off in a small column towards Haru-san’s Territory. Watching them go, I was reminded a little of the fairy tale my mom used to tell my sister and I as kids. Though there’s not seven of them… and Dwarves do love mining, but they love making stuff more it seems…

“Come on. We have to go.”

“I have been ready for some time.” Daiyu sniffed. “I am right behind you…”

[image: image-placeholder]

“This is madness.” The Major shook his head, and Lieutenant Nakano Banri had to agree. As gunfire was exchanged, the JSDF and Special Forces making great pains to keep things as quiet as possible, the invading Chinese forces seeming to delight in causing as much noisy chaos as possible, he spoke to his superior officer.

“No damn kidding.” His Type-89 assault rifle was light as a feather in his hands, but simultaneously seemed to weigh him down like it was made out of lead. Squeezing the trigger, which almost seemed to burn his finger, though he knew it was merely a psychological response, he unleashed a three-round burst, and the howling, wide-eyed Chinese soldier staggered and fell, bright spots of blood blooming on his dirty combat fatigues. Around them more were falling, but even as they were cut down, they were returning fire, a rocket-propelled grenade streaking towards a group of soldiers hiding in cover.

“Shit.” he cursed, but the Major was faster. Manifesting a spear, he hurled it, and it flew like a bullet, striking the incoming projectile. It detonated, shattering the hastily created lance, but it was enough to knock the surge of debris off-target, merely setting alight several parked vehicles nearby.

“Not bad,” Banri aimed and fired, and the shooter fell, bullets riddling his upper body and throat. “You’ve really got better at that, Sasaki-san.”

“Call me Major. We are in the middle of a mission.” He sighed, firing his gun, which was actually another manifestation of his ability. “But of course I got stronger. You think I can hear stories of little girls who can fight better than us, proud soldiers of the JSDF…” He paused to duck into cover, bullets spraying off the nearby vehicle, and Banri idly wondered how the citizens would explain the damage to their insurance company. He doubted there would be a clause for an invasion.

“…and not be ashamed? I joined the army to protect people like them, not to cower behind their skirts! Didn’t you do the same, Lieutenant? Besides, I know you’ve been training hard too.”

As several armoured vehicles rumbled into view, one exploded, a JSDF Type-10 Battle Tank, which had been hiding in a side street, opening up with its main armament, a fairly impressive 120mm cannon, and scoring a direct hit. The other vehicles scattered, but one more was taken out, several anti-armour rockets fired by the Special Forces striking with unerring accuracy. Banri smiled at that, knowing that they had Chirurgery to thank for their impeccable accuracy and speed.

“Though it’s still below ours!” Banri boasted.

“What are you talking about?” the Major asked, puzzled, as the last Infantry Fighting Vehicle opened up with its main 25mm assault cannon, as well as hosing down the area with its coaxial machine guns, bullets ricocheting off pavements and walls, some piercing windows and other points of vulnerability. “Damn those bastards.” The Major cursed, quite unlike him. “I hope we successfully evacuated everyone from the surrounding houses. They don’t care if they kill innocent civilians! Bastards!”

“Time for the inferno…” Banri shouted, before realising they were supposed to be keeping quiet. Flushed, golden flames that lit up the darkness exposing his shame, he unleashed the torrent of burning energy. The IFV tried to turn, but a well-placed shot from the Major blew one tyre, and it skidded into the inferno.

“Yeah, I have been training. You don’t remember the wisecracks from the girls before? 'My bro has flames hotter than that'.” he mimicked sarcastically. “Well, I joined the military to get chicks who liked guys in uniform, you know that. No noble intentions here.” He clenched his fist, flames dying off. The IFV was largely intact, though the armour had melted somewhat, but he knew there would be no survivors, those within either roasted or suffocated, if they were lucky. “Anyway, don’t be sexist. Girls can fight just fine. Some of the broads in the Rangers are pretty bad bitches, right?”

“I didn’t mean it like that, Lieutenant, and you know it. Shit, here comes another wave…” He brought his gun up, only to pause. “What the hell?”

Banri froze as well. “Uh… we’re definitely not in the Boundary right now, are we?” he asked, likewise stunned.

“No, we aren’t. Shit. How is this possible? You think even Akio-san can do this?”

“I wouldn’t put anything past him, but… I sure hope not. This is sick, man. These Chinese, how far are they going to go? I mean, it’s not like they can win, can they? We outnumber and outgun them dozens of times over.” His assault rifle fired, bullets piercing the oncoming Chinese troops, but after they stopped, blood bursting from new wounds, or fell to the floor, they quickly scrambled into motion again, surging in a tide that seemed unstoppable.

“They aren’t trying to win. Their victory is when the morning comes and we have to try and explain all this. I pray no civilians are harmed, but…” The Major shuddered, gun sniping the zombie soldiers. One finally lay still, head completely destroyed, and with that, Banri hurled flames, incinerating several more, though the effort of conjuring them here rather than the Boundary was making him sweat and tremble, his stocks of aether and elemental fire diminishing alarmingly fast.

“…remember the rocket assault? Several buildings were hit before our air superiority could take them out.” He glanced to the distance, where thick black smoke was pouring into the sky, and military fire crews were on the scene, civilians off limits. “And there could be another goal. Tsumura-sama says that they are aiming for powerful people like us. Shit…” He morphed his gun into a long spear, and carved apart several of the rushing corpses. “…it might be worth losing a few hundred troops just to take out one Chosen now.”

“No shit.” Banri conjured more flames, only to let them die down as a volley of rounds from Special Forces snipers, more suited to taking out vehicles than people, slammed into the corpses, completely demolishing their torsos. Giving a thumbs-up to the hidden allies, he sighed, reloading his rifle. “Though if that’s their plan, I wonder how they’ll fare again Akio-san? Poor bastards…”

“I’d like to see that.” Major Sasaki agreed. “But not everyone is as combat capable. We should be all right, but there are a lot of key figures in Kyoto. National power is going to be determined not just by money and military might, but by people like us. We can’t let foreign powers deplete ours!”

The Type-10 fired again, and while several parked vehicles were destroyed, the tide of the fallen that were rising again were slaughtered with them, unable to cling to their false semblance of life as their bodies were obliterated.

“Hey, aren’t the Type-10’s made by Ichijou Heavy Industries?” Banri spoke suddenly. “Wasn’t the head of that company and his granddaughter at that big meeting? Isn’t Akio-san going into business with them?”

“If you have time to talk, you have time to fight.” the Major sighed. “Come on, we have to clean this up before the dawn, otherwise there’s no way the top brass can spin this…”

Banri sighed too. “Got it. I’ll keep quiet. Shit, who’d be a soldier? I know that there was always the possibility of conflict, of having to fight and kill other people, but…” He let out another bitter sigh, sighting on one of the few remaining walking corpses, before squeezing off another well-aimed three rounds. “…I never thought I’d be fighting on home soil. Even though we are the Self-Defence Force…”

As the remaining zombies fell, Banri breathed a sigh of relief, until a gunshot cracked, and blood splattered, the Major staggering. Turning around, Banri noticed that a fog was rising, starting to obscure everything, the lights on their vehicles and even his night-vision goggles suddenly useless. “What now? Major, you okay?”

“Shit, I got careless. My shoulder is wrecked. Lucky my instincts made me move my head.” Major Sasaki called back, though his voice was shrinking, as if the fog was absorbing it. “Guess we… might … targets… as…”

“Shit, shit, shit!” Banri ignited his flames, the light it cast pale and wan, the fog almost seeming to be stealing it away. “This is bad, really bad!” Readying himself, he charged into the fog, from the direction he thought he heard the shot coming from…
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Continuing north, we were heading towards the old Tsukuyomi-aligned shrines and temples. Ahead and beyond that was Saionji-san’s Territory at Kinkaku-ji, where we were going to link up with him, as judging by the sounds of explosions and the flashes of baleful lightning in the distance, it was a major focus of the fighting.

First though was the impressive edifice that was Myoshin-ji, the temple grounds here in the Boundary a resplendent series of gold, ruby and silver buildings, towering torii gates of scarlet and black everywhere, twenty metre high cherry trees casting a storm of blossoms into the air, a wonderful sight in happier times.

Now though, such things were a mere distraction, as when we approached we immediately came under fire from a group of PLA troops armed with rifles, and several had set up machine guns. A storm of bullets was raining down, as well as some grenades, so I drew on my recently fortified earth energies, and a wall of mud and stone rippled into existence, stopping the onslaught.

“My thanks. Qi cannot stop steel. Not yet.” Daiyu muttered, looking at me inquisitively. “Though when you were shot earlier, I noticed that you barely reacted. Is that part of the Spiritually Pure Physique?”

“Not really.” I shrugged. “It’s simply a matter of numbers.” Vaulting up onto the mud wall I hurled blasts of wind outwards, breaking bones. A hidden sniper fired, and I staggered, blood blooming, but the heavy round had deformed and bounced off, gouging flesh but not breaking my bones. There. “This ability to move items to the Boundary and have them work is such a damn cheat.” I muttered. “Ixitt would kill for it, I’m sure.”

I quickly spotted the sniper, who was perched in a tree, and hardening my heart, I swept him with blades of wind, the body sliced apart, branches and blossoms falling severed. Clapping my hands together to pray for forgiveness for defiling shrine grounds, I turned my attention back to the soldiers I had attempted to incapacitate, but they were shambling to their feet, eyes and skin pale.

“When will you learn?” Daiyu criticised me mildly, reaching out to touch my shoulder. “Huh, this does not look so bad.” she sniffed, relieved. “Every group we have engaged has risen from their deaths. Why would this be any different?”

“You’re right.” I agreed wryly. “Even so, I don’t want to casually massacre them if I can help it. Though that seems a forlorn hope about now.” Flames flared, and the zombies burned, the quickest way I had found to deal with them. As they perished, only a few dull moans heard over the sizzling of the yellow flames, I noticed that the temperature was dropping, an icy mist forming up.

“Careful. This could well be one of the ones on our list.” I warned, and moments later a hail of icicles started raining down from the silvery skies, each a cold blueish-white and hard as steel, the trees around us collapsing, the lances of frost piercing deep into the ground. More and more were falling down, and I grabbed the protesting Daiyu under my arm, making a break for it.

As she squawked indignantly I apologised. “Sorry Daiyu’er, but if those hit us, we’re in for a lot of pain.” The ground suddenly froze, flowers and trees instantly frosty, and I stumbled, before regaining my balance and racing clear, only to run into a group of figures wearing similar robes to Daiyu, accompanied by a woman carrying a strange mirror as if it was a shield, her expression cold. There’s one of those blades hanging at her side. Some of those robed people have them too.

Daiyu squirmed out of my grip, landing on her feet. Brushing herself down, her skin mottled with frost, she looked at the oncoming troops, her expression tense. “Unconquered Heights and Brilliant Dawn Shield.” she declared, softly, but loud enough for everyone to hear. “What madness is this? Why are you here?”

The woman with the shield snorted, and looking at the strange reflection in the polished, glassy surface, I had a bad feeling. If she’s the power of reflections on the list, that’s probably the most troublesome power of all… “You want to speak?” she asked the Cultivators she was accompanying. “If so, make it quick. These two… the blade hungers.” She caressed the hilt of her bone sword with her free hand, her expression both tender and revolted.

“I will speak. I recognise you, Black Jade the Ever Beautiful.” one older man said, his age perhaps in his forties, his robes an earthy brown, with gold highlights on his sleeves and shoulders. He gazed at her with his cold brown eyes, his face covered in fading scars, and Daiyu's lip curled in disdain, possibly at the nickname she had told me she hated.

“Why are we here? Because of your failures! How could you let yourself be caught out by the Sects who betrayed us? Thanks to you, the Party has gone mad, rooting out any and all who refuse to bow to them. No, not merely bow.” he spat, incensed. “Unless we kiss their feet, give away all our treasured secrets, labour as slaves, we are cast out, exiled. And then… worse…”

He paused, his gaze flickering up for a moment before he opened his mouth, and I saw a brief flash of glee. Immediately, I grabbed Daiyu and leapt, as more icicles hammered down where we were standing, these exploding into glittering, diamond dust shrapnel. Landing a few dozen metres away, I spun, Daiyu still in my arms, to see the figure of a man coming, bone blade in hand, his white beard and moustache not the sign of age, but an affectation, as he was quite youthful.

“You dodged that, huh? Such a pain.” The young man, his hair dyed a pale white, grinned. His body was covered in blue ice, like armour, and I once more wondered why all of the Chosen here seemed to be so strong. It doesn’t make sense. And these are the losers of a struggle as well…

“Careful, they seem powerful.” the mirror-carrying woman warned, her expression bored. “The blade is craving them.” She looked down at the slimy stain spreading on her clothes, tutting. “But more importantly… here we have one of the main reasons we ended up trapped in this misery.” She fixed her sight on Daiyu. “You shouldn’t have disturbed the hunger of that thing. It was sleeping off a feast, the dogs of the Ministry, and your antics, you foolish Cultivators…” she snorted contemptuously. “You woke it up!”

Daiyu stared at her, clearly not understanding what she was talking about. “Woke what? All I did was discover that the target we were after, for the good of us all, was already dead, along with his guards, their spirits drained dry of Qi…” She trailed off, her expression suddenly horrified, and I winced. I see. Yeah, I’m starting to get the picture now…

As the cold mist rose around us, Cultivators fanning out to cut off any escape, clearly unwilling to entertain more dialogue, I put down Daiyu. “Damn, I wish Shaeula or Hyacinth was here now, even Shiro. Well, I suppose I should be glad that the mirror-wielder ran into us. Yasaka-san freaked out when he heard just what she could do…”

“Heard of me? I won’t ask how. I don’t care.” She grinned, though her eyes were still sullen and bored. “Well, by this shard of the Mirror Of Retribution, face your sins!” With that, she angled her shield, until Daiyu and I were reflected in it, and the strange, repulsive reflections we cast were as disturbing as they were ugly…

Behind us, the temperature was dropping further, and with that I drew Cutting Twilight once more. “Daiyu’er, we have to fight. Whatever they say, whatever you did… right now, we have to fight!”

With that she nodded, and together, we faced off against two other Chosen candidates, the scattered Sect remnants with them taking up fighting stances and retrieving what treasured Talismans and weapons they had escaped with, ready to crush us…


Side One Hundred And Seventeen – Mori Eri / Luo Jiahao, Master of the Mountain Fang Sect


“Well, this is a little awkward, isn’t it?” Hayato-san remarked, his expression wry. I found it strange thinking of Akio’s friends by their first names, especially since they were older, but they said they didn’t mind, and were so relaxed with Akio and therefore us, they only introduced themselves by their first names so I had no choice. I wonder if that’s because of Shiro? She seems to have a very… quirky… way of speaking, never using normal honorifics or polite speech. Maybe it has rubbed off on them?

“No kidding.” Yasu-san agreed. He was quite drunk, but he was still drinking more. Sneaking a glance at Aiko, I could see she was as well. I don’t really enjoy alcohol that much. But as an adult I guess I’ll need to get used to it. “Fancy Akio-kun and Shiro dashing off like that. Battle, war… it’s crazy.” he finished, taking another gulp of wine.

“Hey, you might want to be careful about what you say.” Aiko spoke up, her expression irritated. I knew she was upset about not getting to go with Akio, but also relieved. I understood that well. “Takagi-chan here is looking shaken. You’re her cousin, right? Step up! My bro wouldn’t let a girl he knows tremble in fear like that.”

“I’m… I’m fine.” Takagi-san promised stoutly, trying to control her fears. The other shy girl, Kikuchi-san, was holding her hand, trying to reassure her, and I remembered the times in the past when Aiko had done that for me. But those days are long gone. I clenched the arm I was able to control, hating that my body wouldn’t respond to my will.

“It’s just… I never was involved in the mess at Kyoto, I was watching Red and White…”

“Red and White, huh? The idols? Cool…” Shugo-san managed quietly.

“… but when people I knew died, so horribly, when that girl was blinded, when poor Keomi-chan was hurt…”

The young-looking Keomi-san shuddered at that, before plastering a bright, idiotic smile on her face, but I knew enough about fake smiles to know how false it was. The scars from Kyoto were still fresh, and now Akio, Shaeula and the others were confronting that open wound again… gritting my teeth, I listened.

“… well, it just brings it back to me.”

“Cheer up, Hisano-chan.” Yasu-san finally stepped up. “Whatever happens… you’re safe here, right? Everything will be all right. Listen to me, your beloved cousin!” He drunkenly punched his own chest, proudly. “If Akio-kun tries to get you wrapped up in any danger again, I’ll slug him good!”

“Like you could.” she shot back, but her smile was warmer. “Don’t be a fool, Yasu-kun. Oshiro-san could break you into pieces with just one hand.”

“Yeah, my bro is badass. Shaeula too!” Aiko insisted, and Hinata was nodding her agreement, Motoko and Natsumi as well. “They’ve fought and beaten many powerful foes. They faced down the Night Parade for Eri, the damn Night Parade!” She sighed then. “I don’t know that much about how strong Shiro is, but with my bro and Shaeula, Hyacinth too, she’ll be fine. I don’t worry about that… what I worry about is… shit.” She cursed in an unladylike manner. “Why do these bastards have to come and mess things up? My bro’s got a tender heart. If he has to fight and kill other people, he’ll take it really hard.”

“Yes, I can see that.” Hina-san, the modest-looking girl who was apparently Hayato-san’s fiancée, agreed softly. She was a quiet one, a little like I used to be, but I could tell she watched and observed carefully before speaking her mind. “So, why did you want to go as well?” she asked Aiko and me, her eyes serious behind her cute glasses. “After all, if you know how hard it is to take a life, why would you want to put yourself in a position where that is a necessity? This isn’t a game, is it? Isn’t Eri-san here already grievously hurt from last time?”

“Isn’t that obvious?” Aiko spat, annoyed. Careful, Aiko. These are Akio’s precious friends. We can’t be too rude with them. Not that I didn’t understand her annoyance. Being questioned over something so stupid was definitely annoying.

“Why do you think I wanted to be strong? Just because it’s cool? Do you think I’m so shallow?” Aiko continued, all eyes on her. “No, my bro has always protected me, looked out for me. Eri too. Now he’s looking out for you girls, isn’t he?” she addressed Akio’s other fiancées, who agreed. “But who will look out for my bro? I hate being powerless.” she complained. “Back in Nishimorioka, Eri and I, we just took from my bro. I mean, we tried to give back, but you know what a pain my bro can be…” She sighed, exasperated.

“He can be that, all right.” Yasu-san muttered.

“Well, then Shaeula came into our lives, and told us the truth bro was trying to hide, to protect us again. He was trying to carry it all alone, just like always!” She clenched her fists, face pale. “The idiot was doing it all again! Fortunately there was Shaeula to help carry it with him. I’m glad she’s there. And now there’s Hyacinth too, and others as well. But bro never learns, does he, Eri?”

“He does. But maybe you mean he’ll never change his core, no matter how many girls he loves, how much wealth and power he has, or even if he has to fight Demons and Gods.” I chuckled rustily, my heart aching a little. I’m scared. I got torn apart, I almost died. I don’t want to fight again. But I’m more scared of sitting here, waiting for Akio to return. I do trust him, and believe in him, but… if he dies where I can’t see him… why am I even still alive?

“That’s my point! And once more, he’s carrying the burden again!” Aiko snapped. “I get it. Matsumuro-san is basically the sort of woman my bro goes all googly-eyed over. Really, I almost wish he’d go for a normal girl without any troubles for once…” She paused, suddenly frowning. “…well, maybe it’s best he doesn’t. If he starts hitting on normal girls, he’ll have a hundred in his harem before the year is out.”

“Yes, I don’t object to others joining us.” Hinata giggled. “It’s inevitable. But they have to be the right sort of woman, with things to offer. Just being pretty and nice isn’t good enough. After all, we’re disgustingly cute, yes?”

The mood lightened a little by that well-timed quip, I nodded, and Aiko continued.

“I get it. I hate it, but I’m not stupid. Hey, no laughing you pair!” She scowled at Rika-san and Yae-san, who reacted to that. “My bro… there’s no one better for this. But even so… Eri and I, we want to help. Death is frightening, I want to live a long happy life, I don’t want to die. But not being there when my bro is in danger, despite all the times I’ve promised myself I’d do better, I’d be there for him next time… that’s worse.” She finished with a bitter pout, and Hina-san smiled gently.

“I see. You are definitely Akio-san’s sister.” she agreed. “As much as he’s very fond of you, you’re equally in love with him, right Aiko-san?”

“Love? Well… of course I love my bro. But I do get tired of the jokes. Shaeula’s really annoying in that regard.” Aiko pouted. “But of course we love our family. That’s family, right? Don’t you like Takagi-chan, Yasu-san?”

“Of course I like Hisano-chan. Though she could definitely do with being nicer and cuter…” he began, only for Aiko to throw an empty glass at him, causing him to squawk in panic.

“Damn, you make my bro look good with women. Never say things like that, even if it’s true. Girls hate that shit.”

“She’s right.” Aimi-san agreed, speaking up. She had been withdrawn since Shiro left, and I wondered what was on her mind. “The best way to say that would have been 'of course I like my cute cousin, but I wish we were closer.'”

“True. Eri and I, we know we need to be stronger. Strength is everything now. And I thank my bro for giving me the chance. But… well, damn it all. Next time I’ll be there, and I’ll be strong enough so nobody can stop me! Right Eri?”

I nodded. “Yes. Bintara has given me exercises to do, strengthening my control over my Astral body. I’ll fix myself soon enough. And then…”

“You two are quite brave, aren’t you?” Hina-san exclaimed, surprised.

“Hardly. It’s fear of losing what we care about. That’s more real to us than anything.” I shook my head.

“I’m surprised and pleased you talked to us about this.” Hayato-san shot us a welcoming grin, and I idly imagined that yes, he would be very popular with girls. Not that I cared. “After all, it must be hard sharing such feelings and personal secrets with older people you don’t know that well, especially guys.”

“Hey, you’re the friends of my bro we’ve never met.” Aiko shrugged. “If bro cherishes you, well, we need to get on as well, right?”

“Right.” Hinata spoke up. “After all, if you are going to come on board, we’ll be working together, for a long time.” Her smile turned impish. “Although first… Chirurgery. Though that will have to wait.”

“Chirurgery, that hurts, right?” Yasu-san asked, nervous.

“Don’t be a big baby, Yasu-kun.” Takagi-san teased, having cheered up a little from our talk. “I managed, so a big strong man like you shouldn’t even scream!”

As they bantered, Hina-san finished her point. “So I finally understand. I guess all that talk from Akio-san about his sister and childhood friend was true. You are very close. I think that’s nice. So… just be careful. I don’t really understand what’s going on here, but… you might fear him dying, but he fears the same for you, I promise you. And having seen Eri-san here be injured, it’s no wonder he’s reluctant. So yes, work hard.”

“It’s the world of adults.” Hayato-san agreed, hugging his fiancée, who flushed in embarrassment. “Hard work is what matters. That and results. So yeah, show Akio-kun your results, and he’ll be reassured.”

“Wow, yeah, that’s totally my thing!” Aiko grinned. “That’s why I’ve been grinding the hell out of Nishimorioka non-stop… I’ll depopulate the entire mountain range if I have to!”

“I do believe Akio told you to be cautious…” Motoko warned, and there was more laughter, the tension dispersing. Talk turned to what had happened and what might be happening now in Kyoto, but Keomi-san was looking troubled, as if unsure of whether to speak. In the end, she sighed and opened her mouth gingerly.

“Uh, Aiko-chan…” she asked hesitantly.

“Yeah, what is it?”

“…that golden Eri-chan you summoned… that seems awfully like what Yamato-sama could do, doesn’t it?” She winced at the sudden frost in Aiko’s sapphire eyes. “…hey, I… uh… I’m sorry?” she managed.

“No, I’m sorry.” Aiko apologised after a moment, gaze softening. “I just hate that guy so much. His idiocy is why my bro’s heart is scarred.”

“So, there’s a story there.” Hayato-san suggested, and we nodded.

“Yeah, there is. Not a happy one. But first… yeah. It is pretty much the same. When… when that moron Yamato was taken by the Night Parade, my bro tried to save him, but not even he could fight Nurarihyon and all the Hundred Demons… so he told me he managed to get the blessing somehow before the Night Parade could steal it or something…?” Akio explained.

I don’t think it was exactly like that, considering how depressed Akio was, but… it’s true enough.

“He can do that?” Kana-san piped up, interested.

“It’s not something that’s likely to happen much, so… don’t get your hopes up, Kana-chan.” Aiko smiled, though she was still tense. “But yes, apparently I’m compatible, so here we are. I’ll use it better than he ever did. But… it’s a secret, all right? At least for now. Bro doesn’t want people to fight each other for their powers, considering it’s a miracle this was even salvageable.”

“All right. I get it…” Keomi-san said at last. “But… maybe cake would seal my mouth?”

“You never change, Keomi-chan.” Kana-san laughed. Her expression then turned serious. “So, Aiko-chan, you wanted to go to university, and be the first of a new series of coaches and scientists combining Chirurgery and modern sports science, right?”

Aiko nodded. “Yeah, that’s right. I’ll be the greatest coach ever, helping both athletes and warriors to hone their bodies and minds to perfection. I think it’ll be kind of awesome!” she boasted.

“But… are you still going for that? If you… well, if you are like Akio now, you don’t need to worry about that, you can just fight and grow stronger, can't you?”

“True. But why can’t I do both?” Aiko turned to everyone, especially the newcomers, Akio’s friends. “Here’s the thing. Chirurgery was never meant to turn girls like us into fighters. No, there’s lots of roles we can fulfil, working in my bro’s Territory in safety, doing jobs here on Earth. Look, and this is important, right? My bro always makes time for his family, friends and his lovers…” She grinned at that, and I blushed. “…because he says, if you can’t appreciate what you are trying to save, you’ll never be able to protect it.”

“Yes.” I agreed. “He worries that as time goes on and more and more troubles pop up, he’ll end up so busy he doesn’t have time for us anymore. That’s why we need to be strong enough to share his burdens.”

“It’s why I’m so pissed off at that moron Yamato.” Aiko followed up. “He took unprepared trainees into danger, completely disregarding their strengths. It made my bro wonder if he was making the right decisions. Stupid bastard, if he wasn’t in a coma, I’d beat the shit out of him.” she fumed. “But anyway, my point is, we have to do more than simply fighting and training. We have to have fun too. So yeah, I’m going to pass my exams, get into the best sports college in Tokyo, and live life to the fullest. Plus I get to stay with my bro and you, Eri. A win-win, right?”

“I envy you.” Kana-san sighed. “I want to learn Chirurgery and Ether Healing too. Akio said my eyes and my gifts were precious, but really… compared to Shaeula’s eyes, mine are worthless, and my gift of sensing emotions and thoughts is just a cheap, useless knock-off of the twins or Suzuki-san.”

On seeing Kana-san’s depressed expression I felt a bit guilty. After all, I didn’t like her to start with. I still don’t agree with Aiko that’s because the two of us are alike, but… I admit, she’s changed. She’s still arrogant and self-absorbed, but at least she’s honest.

As her friends tried to console her, I spoke up, surprising Aiko, who was grinning at me. You know why I’m doing this. Don’t be so smug… “Your gifts may be weak, but you have them, don’t you?” I pointed out. “And look at how useful the twins and Suzuki-san were when we were learning light element and Ether Healing. If you think they’re no good, train them. Akio is great at helping others reach their potential. I think… I think if there’s a reason why Akio is going to be the hero that saves Earth, it’s because he knows how to bring out the best in others.”

“Eri-chan…” Kana-san muttered, surprised at my support. “You think I can do it?”

“I know you can. After all, a selfish girl like you always gets what you want in the end, right?”

“Selfish, huh?” She looked at me, her dark eyes pensive. “Yeah, I admit it. I’m shallow and selfish. I just wanted a boy to pamper me. A hot, rich guy, one who can dedicate himself to me. Don’t get me wrong, I’d have given back. Being seen with a girlfriend like me is status, right?”

“Young girls sure are scary nowadays.” Shugo-san observed, and Yasu-san laughed.

“Yeah, no kidding, man.”

“I admit to being vain too. I’m beautiful. As beautiful as you, Eri-chan, or you, Aiko-chan. Or you nobles.” She smiled then. “Sure, only having looks is a bit pitiful, but… well, now I want to have more. You’re right. Sorry, I get downhearted easily, especially when you show off, Aiko-chan.”

“Yeah, I’m sorry too. Wow, I know just how you feel.” Aiko apologised. “When Eri was so far ahead of me, and I couldn’t use Lovers’ Link to catch up… it was eating away at my soul, you know? I mean, wow, I was even considering some drastic measures, until bro came through for me.” Her smile turned wicked. “You have it easier. But… yeah, bro’s never going to dote on you alone.”

“I know that. I don’t even know why I like him as much as I do. I guess it’s that I’m a shallow girl, liking his looks and his money, and the fact he keeps saving me. And the fact that he made me proud of my gifts, proud of something that I hated until now, something other than my looks. I wish they were better, but…” She smiled more genuinely then, and I shook my head, defeated.

I’m not going to stand in her way. If she can win Akio over… so be it. I don’t hate her anywhere near as much as I did when we first met, and things have changed. It won’t be easy though. Because while I won’t stand in her way, I’m nowhere near nice enough to help her, other than a few consoling words…

“…well, like you said, Eri-chan, I can train them, Akio helping me.” She giggled charmingly, and I could see that despite being older, Yasu-san and Shugo-san were blushing at her expression. “He can’t always be mine, but… I have friends to spend time with when he’s not with me, right? Although first, I need to be so useful he’s just dying to ask me to be his. I said I wouldn’t beg him, and I won’t. I’ll make my appeal by being someone he can’t afford to leave alone!”

“Yeah, bro said that you girls will gradually get more like the Fae, so you’ll live a lot longer than ordinary people.” She smiled at the other trainees. “And even the Chirurgery will have a bit of an effect. Lucky you! But anyway…” she continued. “What do you think of that, girls? Kana-chan’s not deterred, even though my bro pretty much shot her down before.” she addressed Motoko and the others.

“We look at things differently.” Hinata laughed. “Nobles often have concubines. And even the main wife is little more than a servant, even if there’s love. Really, the more I think about it, the more I learn…” She sighed self-deprecatingly. “…I wonder why I was obsessed with getting that sort of life. Well, now I want it, but only because we’ll change what it means to be the wives of the highest nobility. Right, Motoko, Natsumi?”

“That is true.” Motoko agreed. “I do not worry that Akio will have time for others. Indeed, I welcome it, for I would never be parted from Natsumi. I also have great respect and liking for you, Hinata, brave enough to challenge convention. And Eri, I thank you for your kindness in supporting us, though you did not wish to. I hope that we can love happily together, supporting Akio and each other.”

“I too never wanted to be parted from Motoko. And now I never have to. As for Akio…” Natsumi flushed. “I find myself thinking of him often, wanting to spend time with him. But even so, time with Motoko is joyous, and I find it fun to be here with Eri, Aiko and you others. There’s so much we don’t know about the world, right Motoko? But together, we’ll find all manner of fun things, without having to give up anything we feared we’d lose.”

“See?” I explained to Kana-san. “I get it. I dreamed of being Akio’s girlfriend for years. When I got it I was so happy. But Shaeula was like a looming dagger in my heart. In the end, we worked it out, then… then these girls came along. But… we’ll live a long time. So if today, tomorrow, the day after, Akio is busy… well, the day after that, I know I’ll have so much happiness and joy with him. And the days we’re apart… well, before, I just had Aiko as a sister to me, even not bound by blood I’ve always seen her as my best friend and true sister. Now… now I have others. And it is sometimes frightening, sometimes frustrating, but always fun. So colourful, compared to the drab grey my life was back in Nishimorioka.”

“Well, you can’t compete with that, can you, Yae-chan?” Rika-san giggled.

“No, guess not. Damn, maybe if I’d have pushed harder on our date… no, Aki is a gentleman, right Ri-Ri? Despite everything.”

“That was enlightening.” Hayato-san remarked mildly. “I’m happy you trusted us enough to bare your feelings to us.”

“Well, you’re my bro’s best friends. Why not?” Aiko laughed.

“If you’ll take some advice from an older man…” he continued. “…and bear in mind, while I’m not an expert, I too have a gorgeous fiancée.” Hina-san blushed again at that. “…I think that people don’t change easily. It sounds like even with all these new powers, Akio-kun is still the same man he was before. I know they say power corrupts, but… well, I think if you let Akio-kun love you, it’ll all work out. After all…” His smile turned wry. “He has a lot of love to give, it seems. He even roped in Shiro. And nobody seems too unhappy. I’m shocked, but… results matter, in the adult world. As long as you are prepared to take responsibility for your choices, nobody can tell you you’re not entitled to choose.”

“Yeah, never thought I’d see the day he melted our ice queen.” Yasu-san agreed.

“This calls for a toast!” Shugo-san declared. “To Akio-kun, cheat harem bastard extraordinaire!”

As Yasu-san agreed, Takagi-san started telling him he’d had enough, but Hinata interrupted.

”It’s fine. Akio can use Ether Healing on his return, and this evening was supposed to explain everything and help us get to know each other. We might as well… huh?”

Aimi-san was looking down, frightened. She had her phone out, and a livestream was playing. I suddenly get a bad feeling about this…

“Just what is this?” Aimi-san was saying, and as we all crowded round, Shugo-san and Hina-san also pulling out their phones to search, we could see the images of a pitch-black city, lit only by flames rising from a number of buildings, and the sounds of gunfire and desperate explosions could be heard. “This is Kyoto? Akio-kun, Shiro, they went here?”

“This is available for anyone to see? Not good…” Hinata frowned.

“Yes, grandfather and father should be working to keep everything covered up.” Motoko agreed, pensive. “Besides, I believe Akio expected the battle to be largely within the Boundary?”

Even as we watched, a bright flash flared, a surge of yellow flame appearing from nowhere, only for a dark fog to roll in, obscuring the image. Someone was commentating, their voice shrill, but I didn’t hear it, merely clenching my fist once more. Come on, Akio. Be safe. Shaeula, Hyacinth, Shiro… you as well, Suzuki-san…
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The blob of slime squealed, a mental blaring that sent knives of pain through Luo Jiahao’s mind, disrupting his Qi unpleasantly, forcing him to centre himself, quelling the churning waves of energy. As he did so the blob squirmed and struggled, tongues that hung from the many mouth-like orifices twitching angrily, a faint haze of purple energies rising from them. It howled once more, and then was still, as if sulking.

“It almost seems… upset? Frustrated?” his companion observed, the girl Ling’er beside him. He had kept her close, for hers was a truly integral role, and one he was not eager to push on her. Perhaps she reminds me of my own daughter, slain in cold blood, so cruelly, unable to resist. No, if that was the case, then my need for vengeance should overrule such petty feelings. I am the master of the Mountain Fang, the Patriarch, I have no time for weak sentiments. Even so… hardening his heart, he looked at Ling’er, the young woman also shaken by the wave of corrupted Qi that had been scattered by the complaining blob.

“Whatever is wrong with it, it didn’t have to hurt us.” she pouted, rubbing at her temples. As a Chosen of the Heavens, she was certainly strong, but had no grounding in the skills Cultivators had learned and perfected over the years, so the petulant discharges had struck her hard. “But then, I suppose…” She sighed, and her next words showed she had a good head on her shoulders, for a young girl, a mortal, not one on the path of Cultivation. “…considering what a monster it is, it doesn’t care if we get hurt, so long as it gets to eat in the end.” Her dark eyes wavered, and Luo Jiahao could see fear in them. He was not ashamed to admit, he felt the same fear too. No, there is no time for that. This is the time for revenge. Though… where is Wen Qiang? He should be here now…

“Perhaps he got distracted.” Jiahao muttered. “After all, he does seem to hate the Japanese as much, if not more so, than the traitors who betrayed us. He is probably indulging in his anger.”

“What about you?” Ling’er pressed. “I know you are doing this for revenge, but… do you think it’ll satisfy your family? Would they want you to go this far?”

“My family? They were Cultivators, proud members of Mountain Fang. Yes, they would wish me to destroy their betrayers, show them the same end we faced. And if not… they would be satisfied if I can ruin their plans. No matter how many innocents suffer. Do not mistake me, Ling’er…” his tone softened, as he had no wish to scare the girl, especially with what she needed to do next. “…the days of Kunlun, where Cultivators could snatch a pretty girl off the streets and have their way with her, merely for sport, or a boy with backing could beat or even kill a commoner he claimed offended him, without anyone batting an eye, those days are gone. Likely never to return, until Kunlun does, if ever.” If they do return, I think they will find the world a rather changed place.

“As for now… well, the Five Great Sects, they are more powerful and arrogant… four Great Sects now.” He grieved for the Incorruptible Jade, a long-time friend to the Mountain Fang. Alas, when our forces failed to escape without notice, our end was written. But who would have thought that we would have drawn the attention of this creature in our futile struggles. Oh, would that we had left well enough alone, allowed the Ministry to chart their ruinous course. It would have been them who toil under the yoke of… he glanced down at the mass of jelly in his arms. …this vile creature of realms far beyond our own.

“…yes, they could be arrogant, and have little time for those who do not Cultivate. But such excesses are not hatred. Even we treat our servants as lesser beings. But actively harming them for sport… no.” He left unsaid that if harming them could aid one’s Cultivation, many wouldn’t think twice about it. “…but for revenge… I have no disdain for the people of this foreign land, but all we can do is embroil our enemies in a war that might bring them down, will certainly cause them sorrow. Besides… it might buy us a little time before our own deaths. No, not just death. Oblivion.” He sighed. “I would see my family again in the next life, but if we are devoured…”

“I understand.” Ling'er whispered. “But I never wanted to fight. It’s why I’m called a rebel. Really… why must we use our powers to kill and hurt others? There has to be a better way.”

“Maybe there was, until we were ensnared.” he agreed softly. His bone blade was tugging at him, urging him towards the food that the creature had marked out. “And that is our sin. I am sorry, Ling’er. But the die is cast. Think of yourself, not others. If it was merely death… but our hope of the next life hangs on delay. And to that end, we need to feed it other prey. That I can serve my needs for revenge at the same time is surely Karma, Fate.”

“I don’t know if I believe in reincarnation, or the afterlife. Heaven seems such an unscientific concept. But…” She sighed, both frightened and resigned. “Looking around, how can I doubt any longer? Especially when I am supposedly blessed by a God. But, why has everyone split up? We should have stayed together. It would have made it easier…”

“Maybe so.” he agreed. “But everyone has their own need to prove themselves. After all, who knows when the beast will grow ravenous, and devour more of us?” Luo Jiahao frowned. “Best prove more useful than others, so that those others become food first. Besides, we have the element of surprise. With all our powers combined, and greatly strengthened…” His thoughts turned to his old friend from Diamond Mountain, a traditionally close Sect to his own, said to be an offshoot created by a brother of Mountain Fang’s Patriarch many long years ago. “The Yin-Yang Karmic Desolation Measure Formation shows the corruption spreading, the walls between Spiritual and Earthly breaking down. Time… is not on our side. Everyone is hurrying, praying to the Heavens and Fate for solutions. We are no different. Now, Ling’er, are you ready?”

Tears in her eyes, she nodded. “I can do it. The great flow of power that circulates to us through that thing…” She eyed the quiescent blob, a faint violet mist rising, before seeing the same mist leaking from the bone blade she carried, and indeed, her own lower body. “…it allows me to do things I never could before. But it’s so… abhorrent.” She shuddered, and did start crying. “Nothing is a gift, nothing is free, is it? I can feel the energy it gives us eating away at me. I find it hard to sleep, the niggling pain burns at me. It will claim everything back it gave us, and more. We’re going to die, aren’t we?”

Yes, we are, Ling’er. But if fate approves we can find a death free from the beast. And secure vengeance for our dead. In time, our enemies will fall under its growing hunger, become food for its recovery. But right now, I need you stronger. The final step of our plan to embroil the traitorous Party and the Sects into a war, depends on it.

“Nothing is set in stone. Even Fate can be changed, the Heavens challenged. That is what it is to be a Cultivator. We seize our own path with our own power. What we need most is time. Without that, no opportunity presents itself to us. We should be grateful it found those here it wished to eat more than us, though I will not lie…” he warned, unable to completely mask the truth. “…when our use is no more, it will devour us. It has no mercy, no clemency, only greed.”

“I don’t want that. I never wanted any of this. If there is reincarnation or an afterlife, I’ll be going to a Hell when I do this!” she cried, broken-hearted.

“I think the Heavens will judge you had no choice.” he soothed her. “Now… it is time. Use your gift, usher the flittering butterflies into the world of dreams, let them awake as men and women, seeing the true world for the first time.”

“It’s difficult. My gift from Zhōu Gōng, it was to help others see this new world, or help the stranded traveller in dreams return to the safety of their home. Using it this way… it’s too difficult and cruel. They’ll… how many will die?” Ling'er cried.

“Less than the lives you might save, if somehow we can find a way free of this cursed creature.” He looked down at the blob with hatred, the tongues lolling out, drooling acidic slime, making a series of chittering noises that could have been mocking laughter. Does it know we plot against it? Well, how could it not? It barely even tries to hide our ultimate fate…

“You have the strength, and I trust in your skill. Do it, Ling’er. We will shoulder the crime with you. Now draw deep and let the dreams begin, or end. Butterfly, man, can we ever know?”

“Very well.” The intensity of the indigo glow around her increased, and she shuddered, blood trickling from her ears, nose, mouth and eye-sockets, as well as elsewhere, her clothes stained red, black and silver. “Zhōu Gōng, find those who know not the embrace of sleep!” she cried, and the surge of Qi… no, not Qi, a less refined, yet somehow also purer, form of spiritual energy… spread from her, vanishing into a realm beyond their sight.

“I feel them… it’s too hard. There are tens of thousands here, but… unwilling, distant, I can’t grasp them.”

“Just do what you can.” Luo Jiahao soothed her once more. “Fix on the closest. How many can you touch?”

“A few hundred, no, more.” Her eyes were thick with blood, black and red dripping down, silver mist rising, giving her a terrible, ghoulish cast. “I have them. All I can. If I don’t do it now, I shall break. The energy within me, it eats at me. I’ll be hollowed out, a husk!”

“Then do it. Pull them into our dream!” he demanded, and with a scream, Ling’er vomited blood down her front. The flow of her strange Qi that the Chosen of the Heavens shared surged, before dying off, glimmering stars of light shining around them, forming into dozens, hundreds, more… very confused people, men, women, children, the elderly.

As they looked around, yammering in surprise in a language he didn’t understand, likely Japanese, his lips curled in bitter amusement as some of them simply lay down where they stood, eyes sliding shut, perhaps thinking they were still dreaming. Others were looking excited, glancing about with wonder.

“You did well, Ling’er.” He patted the staggering woman on her back gently. “Now rest. Your role is over for the moment. Now it is our turn.” He looked at the remaining few members of Mountain Fang, who had been waiting quietly and respectfully while the two of them had talked. “Now it is our turn.” He hardened his heart. “We cannot afford to be merciful. Although...” he paused, before giving one last order. “Do not use the blades of bone. Let these innocents find their way to the afterlife. The beast has claimed other food, he can pass on these morsels…”

Gripping his own bone blade, feeling it squirm hungrily, he watched as his Sect rushed towards the helpless civilians, and then, as they adopted combat stances, preparing their Arts, the screaming began, and Luo Jiahao squeezed shut his eyes. No. This is my vengeance. I shall not be a coward and close my eyes to it. My family, see how far I will go to secure vengeance for you. I hope, wherever you are, you know I am still thinking of you. Drawing on his Qi, his eyes opened, and with that he charged, fist swinging down on a stunned elderly man, and blood splattered…


Side One Hundred And Eighteen, Shiratori Himeko, Shirohime


“That getup is crazy, boss.” Suzu was saying, and Shiro had to bite her lip not to respond. “I mean, your usual hooded white mask and robe is a real shame, if you’ve got it, flaunt it, right? Idols don’t get to be famous for wearing clothes that cover up their looks. But this…” she snickered, and Shiro felt a surge of annoyance.

Hey, Aki made me this. Besides, I’m not one who wears items for the looks in games, I want the stats, the numbers, the power. Flicking the black, feathery armoured robe with one finger, she smiled coldly as it vibrated softly, giving off a gentle hum like a tuning fork. She lacked the wind energy to make it vibrate properly, unlike Shaeula, so Aki had also given her several small bluesteel batteries loaded with wind, for emergencies.

“Well, I think this is more suitable than a goth-loli dress.” she sniffed at last, as they prepared to enter the Ring Gate to Kyoto, Bunta following like a shy little animal, Arisu striding imperiously through like a queen, her head held high, eyes cold.

“It isn’t like you are going to need to impress anyone there with your looks, Suzu. Least of all Aki. He’s mine, remember. I’m bringing you here to fight, understand?”

“I get it.” Suzu giggled, producing another lollipop and sucking on it happily, twirling around the purple and black parasol that matched her dress. “Seriously, boss, I always knew you were scary, but to think you were this cute too. I’m an idol, if I had a scandal like stealing another woman’s man, well, that’d be career suicide, right?” She cocked her head adorably, blonde drill-tails bouncing, and Shiro idly wondered whether changing her own hairstyle might be worthwhile. “Besides…” Suzu continued, scattering her idle thoughts. “…big sis Arisu-chan wouldn’t like that at all.”

“Enough of this. We have work to do. Work I am unconvinced we need to risk.” Arisu declared, and Bunta quailed at her frosty tone.

“I told you, it’s beneficial in lots of ways.” Shiro promised. “Right, through we go.” I’ll feel better having Arisu in Haru’s Territory. If that suffers damage it’d be a blow, sure, but Aki could live with it and help her rebuild. Here… Her gaze strayed to the silver spires.

You are quite the worrier, princess. After all, was it not your intention to bring her here? Now you second-guess yourself? There is no time for doubt. This is the time for deeds.

I agree. Not that I’m worried about Aki or… no, I promised I’d never be tsundere. I just want to help. And if… if we profit a bit as well, all the better, right Tan?

An amused snort was the only thought Shiro received in return, and the world shuddered for a moment, her consciousness distorting, and then she stepped out into Kyoto, followed by her comrades. On seeing their arrival, Haru floated over, looking relieved, sending up a brilliant burst of light into the sky, which scattered into an array of colours before fading away.

Fireworks huh? Pretty. “Hey, I’m here.” Shiro declared proudly. “And I’ve brought help. Where’s Aki and the others? What’s the situation?”

Before Haru could answer, the stone-faced Arisu spoke. “So, are you one more of his women?” Her tone was ice cold. For a moment Haru looked confused, before letting out a small, slightly bitter laugh.

“Me? And Akio-san? Perish the thought. After all, what would he want with an already perished woman such as I?” She laughed again at her own pun. “No, I am merely a grateful ally, his Vassal, and here to lead the defence of Kyoto. I assure you, I am not one of his lovers, not like this one here.” She looked at Shiro, who shrugged.

“Besides…” Haru continued. “...and I’ll make this quick, as the situation is desperate, and your aid will be most welcome…” She glanced behind her, to where Ixitt was orchestrating a fiery defence of the Territory, ratkin and weaselkin firing long-barreled weapons, and a forward squad unleashing clouds of what looked like a miniature version of Aki’s Foehn, burning some shambling corpses to ashes.

“…but you may have seen me in the news. I was murdered. Worse than murdered. So I don’t think I have much interest in men right now.” She paused. “You… I recognise you too.” At her words Shiro froze. Oh no, if she says anything to upset Arisu, it could be a bloodbath. I’ll have to step in, if Haru is destroyed, Aki will be furious and heartbroken…

“…it seemed a shame. I can’t say that I pay much attention to celebrity scandals, but… it sounds like you had a hard time. I get why you don’t trust men.”

Shiro sighed in relief, as Haru didn’t blame Arisu, like so many who had believed the lies that had been spread about her did.

“I do not like betrayers, cheats. Liars.” She enunciated clearly, but her frost had melted a little, Haru’s fate causing her to be sympathetic.

“Well, Akio-san is no liar, and betrayal…” She laughed then, clearly amused. “…he doesn’t have it in him. As for cheating… well, surely the girls are just as much at fault? There’s no secrecy, everyone knows what they are getting into, except perhaps poor Mori-san, and she admitted to allowing Shaeula in. Is it really cheating then?” She shook her head. “Seriously, we don’t have time for this. Akio-san went northwards towards Kinkaku-ji and the defences there, while Shaeula headed east. They could use the help…”

It is time for me to step in. I have used the Favour we took long ago to find our prey. Three that I want, one that you need. Now… there shall be some… discomfort, princess. But for our strength, and your man, you can surely endure, can you not?

Hey, Tan, wait a second… Shiro squirmed as her hair flared into fiery red, her eye turning crimson. That was not the end though, as even her facial structure shifted, her body shape changing a little. As the Divine Possession activated fully, rather than the partial control Tan had exerted before, Shiro cursed inside her head, her scars burning painfully. Shit, this bloody well hurts, Tan! My scars are agony… can’t we go more gently?

“I am afraid … not.” Tan spoke out loud, now fully in control, though Shiro realised that since the Divine Possession was her own Skill, so Aki had said anyway, if she struggled, she could exert a measure of control over Tan. “…my own adherence is clashing with the remnant adherence from the broken Contract. Fortunately… that healer creature has done well. Even though the scars have diminished little, the adherence polluting them from within has noticeably lessened, making the resonance less of a torment.” Even her tone was different, with a faint accent, and her manner of speech was sultry, seductive.

This is less? Well, that damn well doesn’t make me feel any better! Shit, I should be grateful, I suppose…

Bunta was looking at Tan strangely, and Shiro felt a little ill at the adoring, almost fervent gleam in his eyes. On hearing her thoughts, Tan glared at him, and the timid man looked away.

“Wow, boss, you look so different. Sexy too. There’s just an aura about you, right? Dangerous and hot!” Suzu giggled. “Well, I’m sad to say it’s not an idol look, too… too lewd?” She giggled again, fishing out another lollipop to suck. “So, shouldn’t we be off? I have to say though…” she finished with a happy whistle. “…your guy, Akio, he’s certainly got some things going on. Two Territories, ghost women, whatever those animal people have going on over there. Guns, flamethrowers. So cool!” she continued to gush. “I thought this in Kyoto, but you sure can pick them, boss! I totally ship the two of you together, promise!”

“Be quiet, Suzanne-san.” Arisu warned sternly, and she grimaced, nodding. “We have no time for such ramblings. You even said it yourself, we must make haste.”

Tan nodded. “Indeed.” I can exert only a fraction of my power, as your body is too fragile to withstand my aether and adherence. Besides, destroying the Boundary would not be wise. Although… “There is a dark, filthy evil here. A hunger. It is not… pure… like my own.”

“Yes.” Bintara spoke then. She had followed Shiro’s group through the Gate silently, and had even ignored it when Tan had called her a 'healer creature', though she had frowned balefully. “These little humans, the dead things, those others… they spread a filth wherever they go, like burrowing beetles, or voracious ants. Their power is not wholly their own, but borrowed.” She fixed her dark eyes on Tan. “Much like you and this parasite here, human woman. So foolish, selling yourself to a Divine creature. You will regret that, before the end.” She sniffed, tossing her head, horns nearly striking Bunta, who scurried away. “But for now, Lord Nurarihyon wishes you healed. So I shall do it. Besides, I hate illness, sickness and injury. It should all be gone from the world.”

I guess good Yōkai do exist then.

Not good, as you call it. Merely different. Spiritual beings are neither good nor evil, Divine beings neither. Each type of being must act according to its own whims and beliefs.

“This is all very well, but time is passing…” Haru interjected, and Tan nodded.

“Yes. It would not do to let our food vanish. One has been disposed of already.” She laughed cruelly, but Shiro thought Tan sounded alluring even doing that. “Fortunately it was not one we desired.” She turned to Bunta and the others. “Come. We go. One is this way.” She licked her lips seductively. “It burns hot. I would add it to our own flames.”

With that Tan leapt forwards, moving rapidly, far faster than Shiro ever could, the others trying to keep pace. Seeing them struggle, Tan slowed a little. “Up ahead. I believe I can handle this foolish mortal myself. But if there is support, I am counting on you.”

“Well, Bunta’s power is pretty good, but…” Suzu looked up, a touch breathless, face pink from their exertions running through the streets of Boundary Kyoto, seeing rubble and faint sparkles of ether from killed denizens everywhere. “…it’s a strange one that works better in the Real World than here.” she suggested as she took in the silvery skies above and the glittering metallic light they cast over everything.

At her words, Bunta hunched in on himself, and Arisu frowned.

“Suzanne-san, I’ve asked you before not to antagonise Bunta-san. Yes, with this light driving away most shadows, he is much diminished, but…” She made a gesture, drawing a finger across her throat. “…in the right moment, few can survive Bunta-san’s strike. It may prove useful. As for you… you did not bring your puppets, did you?”

“Don’t call them puppets! They’re backup dancers!” she insisted, pouting. “And no, I’m leaving them to manage my Territory. Buuuuuuuuut…” she drew out the word comically. “I’ve built up enough strength for another. If we can find a suitable candidate… oh, scouting for idol talent is the best! I’ll be the world’s first and best idol slash producer combination! All Japan, no, the world will know my name!” she gushed, looking around eagerly, not even flinching at the numerous displays of destruction and carnage around them.

Yeah, Suzu sure is cute, but she’s totally insane. What’s so good about idols anyway, I don’t get it? Tan, do you think there’s something wrong with everyone the Gods chose? I mean, I was ill and … well, bitter. Aki is a total hero-complex harem protag, Daizen was … well, Daizen. Bunta is a pathological coward, Arisu is… again, Arisu…

A good question, and one that deserves an answer. But not now. The Favour I consumed, that now dwells within me, it tells me that we are close to the first of our thirst-quenching delights. As for combat, we have Daizen’s Favour too. Though I do not believe it should be needed for… this one.

Emerging out into a temple plaza, Shiro was relieved she wasn’t in control of her own body, despite the pain the Divine Possession was causing her. Ugh, that smell. Burned wood, stone… and worse. And what’s with that grave-stink?

“Oh wow, zombies! That’s totally disgusting. But…” Suzu paused, suddenly brightening up. “Zombie idols are a thing nowadays. I don’t have a zombie in my group yet. Arisu, you’ve got your Room, help me find a cute one and capture it?” She twirled her parasol gleefully.

“This is not a game.” Arisu warned. “See?” As they watched, detached, as the mob of tattered zombies was roaming about, a mixture of what looked like soldiers in military uniform, as well as ordinary men, women and children, attacking any fleeing creatures they could see, as well as the great towers of crimson and yellow flames that were consuming the once-beautiful torii archways, large ropes and fine buildings, Shiro wondered if they were all too callous. Aki would be pretty enraged at this, I bet. Well, I’m sad, don’t get me wrong, but… it’s not happening to those I care about so…

Some distance is wise, princess. The human heart is fragile. Too much empathy can destroy you. But being too unfeeling leads to a different end. The Buddha… I suppose I do not envy him, and even though he scared me… in the end, he did miss out.

Still got your pride, huh? Well… at least we’ll be avenging the dead here, right?

“We shall indeed.” Tan declared proudly. “Here he comes.” She licked her lips again, before spitting. “It is a shame that the taste is tainted.” She stared at the newcomer, who had rolled in faster than a car, a human, monk-like figure, bald-headed and dressed in Buddhist robes. Blood was staining him, a thick layer solidifying and smoking in the heat of his Favour, a pair of massive, burning chariot wheels. Even as they watched, he rolled over several of his own zombies, setting them ablaze, before crashing into a giant tree, shaking loose a number of small monkey-like beings, which he then breathed out on, a cloud of shimmering flames torching the fleeing creatures alive.

“Halt!” Tan called, drawing his attention.

“What’s this?” the man asked, whirling around his flaming conveyance. “Oh, new victims? Amitabha, Amitabha, what a fortuitous meeting.” He clasped his hands in a Buddhist prayer gesture, clutching a necklace of charred prayer-beads. “I grow weary of destroying heathen temples. Though I confess, there are many delightful Buddhist shrines here. It will be a great sin to destroy them. I would curse and wail and spit at the damnation my soul will receive, Karma no doubt leading to losing my humanity, never to see Nirvana.” His expression turned crazed, flames leaking from his mouth as he breathed. “But fortunately, there will be no rebirth for this humble monk, sinner and murderer. So, I may as well sin until the very end!”

“He is crazed. His sanity has gone.” Tan declared. The monk breathed out a torrent of flames, and Tan raised a hand, only for a vivid slash of violet to appear in front of her, and the flames vanished within.

“Be more careful, White. No, I suppose right now you are Red.” Arisu declared, a swift use of a fraction of her Room swallowing up the flames, sending them elsewhere. “I would not be pleased were that body to accumulate further scars.”

“There is no cause for concern.” Tan scoffed, and with a gesture her own flames surged, surrounding her. “I am hardly so feeble as to fall to such a being. I am indeed offended…” she snarled. “…the Buddha, he walked on by. Now one of his adherents, following the hateful yet noble man, is reduced to this? I shall not stand for it!”

“Yeah, the boss has some serious split personality going on.” Suzu laughed. “Well, with all this light around, I doubt you’ll get your time to shine with this one, Bunta. Going to help me find my zombie idol? There’s some female ones over there. As long as she’s passable, I can do some touch-ups…”

Ugh, well, I suppose them handling the zombies will help us. Tan, what’s the plan?

Simple. His flames, while fierce, are nothing compared to our thirst, are they? Tan’s expression changed, to a ferocious snarl. “Fool, prepare to be devoured!”

“You too? It seems that the world is full of greedy creatures nowadays. Ah, such a shame. Perhaps evil is the natural state of being?” the monk mused piously. “Well…” He suddenly exploded into movement, flames intensifying, as he roared towards Tan. “…this humble monk will not go quietly into oblivion. Not alone!”

“Careful!” Arisu warned, readying her Room, but Tan shook her head, blazing hair rippling like a fiery waterfall.

“Of this corrupted fool? Even vastly limited by this body and the Boundary, I have more than enough to deal with a fallen, capitulating fool!”

“Capitulating? I would see you resist the golden-eyed brute! Some did and were consumed. Those of us who submitted will end up devoured too, but…” he roared, slamming into Tan with a flaming wheel, momentum great. “…in the end, life is precious, it is not? Why should this humble monk not extend it even a moment longer?”

Ouch, that’s damn hot…

“No, it is merely lukewarm.” Tan disagreed, her arms blocking the flaming wheel the size of a small building. Flexing, silently apologising for the additional pain that caused Shiro’s scars, she laughed. “Lukewarm and filthy. But also… enticing.” The monk howled in rage, spitting down great clouds of flame, but most of it vanished into Arisu’s Room, and the little that didn’t ran down Tan like water in a shower, doing little but leave faint red marks on her skin between the scars, and trickling from the faintly vibrating armoured robe she wore.

“All will end in fire!” the monk ranted, fondling his charred prayer beads so hard the string broke, sending them scattering. “You cannot resist me! Not with the cursed power…”

“Yes, you have been strengthened. First, by the power of the one I seek for the princess. Do not fear, he will join you next.” She licked her lips despite the strain of holding the wheel at bay. “And also… by that.” She observed the fitfully pulsing bone blade at his side, leaking violet vapour. “…it is part of something vile. Something that I am shamed to admit likely matches me in power. My true power.”

Really? That strong? Wait, golden-eyed? That’s… that’s the reason we were offered a healer by the Night Parade, right? To face that? Shiro was worried, but Tan showed no fear, only annoyance. More flames were raining down, and Arisu was sweating, her perfect, icy composure starting to thaw, as she continued to use her Room as a shield.

We should consider this a mere skirmish against this foe. Since this poor deluded man is drawing on a huge reservoir of aether from it, it is why he is so powerful. It is too much for the Boundary to easily bear, I fear. All over this land, it is starting to suffer damage. Minor at first, but if not stopped…

“… no matter, I suppose. We shall stop it.” Tan declared. “Using borrowed power, such will never defeat me.”

Uh, isn’t that a bit, no a lot hypocritical, Tan? After all, aren’t I borrowing your power?

No, now part of it resides in you, truly. Your man has seen it, with that clever Eye of his.

“This is vexing, so frustrating. I must calm down.” He reached for his beads, realised they were missing, and the monk then grabbed the sword and started rubbing it, heedless of the way it cut into his flesh and sucked on his blood. “I hate being ignored. And as for you, stop stealing my flames. They were given to me by the noble…” He suddenly roared triumphantly, face twisted with glee. “Die, complacent fool!”

The second wheel detached from him, spinning free and slamming towards Tan from the side while she was still holding his other wheel back. Arisu panicked, her Room trying to intercept it, but the wheel crashed through, scattering her efforts in a spray of violet and yellow sparks.

Watch out… huh? Shiro looked on in wonder as Tan slipped one arm free from her burden, catching the other wheel. Her scars burned, but Tan merely laughed, trapped between the two blazing wheels. “You believe I can not hold you back? I, Taṇhā, She Who Thirsts? I am true Divinity, ruler of a realm above this. My father would weep were I to fall to such as you, even limited as I am. Besides…”

She licked her lips, eye blazing balefully, the flames in her hair rising, forming a glowing crest of what looked like pale yellow feathers, a pair of wings of flame and hair trailing behind her, a strange almost beak-like mask of white-yellow fire covering her smiling mouth. “…even her man could do this much, as could that Fae creature. Poor deluded Raven, thinking them weak, suitable targets for vengeance. Well…”

As the monk ranted and raged, trying to retrieve his wheels, Tan finished, proclaiming “...I never did get to eat a Fae, and that looks unlikely now. But as for you… I shall drink deep! Flames of my Thirst, quench my Famine! Consume, take out what you were given and make it mine!”

“Never, this humble monk will live on…” he roared, as his flaming wheels were wrapped in the blazing tide of her elongated hair. Flame met flame, an impure, purple-tinged one coming up against a yellow so ferocious it was almost white. The wheels began to collapse, and the monk sagged down.

“…even a second longer, a minute! I am not ready for oblivion!” he howled, suddenly dismissing his flaming conveyance. Tan was caught by surprise, and Arisu shouted a warning, her Room opening. Seeing that, the monk threw himself aside. Even so, his trailing leg touched the door to the Room and Arisu closed it with her own rage-filled snarl, severing it. Blood gouted, and the monk frowned, vile blade in his hand shifting to the side, no longer aimed at Tan’s head.

“I see. How careless of me. That wicked fragment could likely wound me badly. But alas…” Caught in the wings of Tan's burning hair like a bug in a net, the monk screamed. Taking no chances, Arisu severed the arm, not used to using the Room so many times in succession, falling to her knees. As the bone blade hit the floor, it tried to squirm away, a tide of purple rising, but Arisu narrowed her tired eyes, recognising the similarities to her own ability.

“No. I think not.” A wave of violet struck the purple, and moments later the monk perished, becoming a bleached skeleton wreathed in white flame, then a silhouette of ash, before soon even that was gone.

“The creature that empowered the fool was trying to claim the prize at the end instead of us. But…” She eyed the blade coldly. “Well done, Arisu. Now…” Flame flared, and the blade screamed, a psychic screech that hurt their heads, tears in Arisu’s eyes, Shiro unable to clutch her own head, forced to endure. Damn, this sucks. You’re not going to eat that shitty thing are you, Tan?

Of course not. This vile slime will hardly quench my thirst. No, I shall merely destroy it. Intensifying her flames, the bone finally melted, the goop remaining behind burning away, stinking and putrid.

Well then, I have my prize. Now, next is one for you.

For me? Shiro thought, puzzled.

Indeed. I know you best, do I not? After all, as that healer creature says so rudely, am I not part of you now? Even when we separate in the future, as is inevitable, a part of me shall be with you, and a part of you with me. So I know… there is a Favour here you can use.

Really? Shiro was surprised. I thought that I wasn’t strong enough to survive a Divine Favour, which was one reason you decided to host within me?

Yes. Tan thought wryly, as she watched Suzu and Bunta taking out the zombies. Suzu was doing most of the work, using brute force rather than any skill, her parasol functioning as a fairly effective bludgeon, easily crushing skulls. Moments later she cried out in joy, instead swinging her makeshift club at the leg of one zombie, and as it collapsed she browbeat Bunta into restraining it, dragging it into one of the few shadows under the silver sky.

You were too weak, too fragile, your body adapted for a world long past, where the ether density was far higher than now. Though such times will soon come again. But… you have grown, strengthened. This Lovers’ Link… Shiro felt Tan’s amusement, and wondered what she really thought, considering how she had failed to win over the Buddha, and had then abandoned all interest in such matters. …it is quite the ability. Rather clever indeed. It connects on a deeper level, and affords you the ability to grow, as he does. And you have worked hard. Your strengths, your Skills… you have been augmented enough to bear it, I believe. Ordinarily you would not be able to take a gift from another without claiming the embodiment of it, their Divine Anchor, the root of what it is to become an Astral Emperor. But… I have my means. And I am not the only one, it seems.

Wait, you mean… I’m going to be a true Chosen, no more Level cap, real abilities? Uh, not that I’m not grateful for the ones I got from you… Shiro's thoughts were racing, and she found her lips quirking into a grin, not sure if she or Tan was the one smiling.

Indeed. This Favour is quite compatible with you, though you may be surprised as to why. Now… let us go. I would not have such a morsel snatched from you, dashing your hopes, and besides, there are a couple more that I wish to consume myself. Your man made me promises, so he will be unable to complain. Besides… A pair of flaming wheels, this time wreathed in white-yellow flames, appeared, as did a burning platform. Tan held out a hand, helping Arisu up, where she stood, primly adjusting her dress, curious that the flames didn’t burn her or her clothes.

“Whoa, neat!” Suzu snickered, as she leapt aboard, Bunta following, an immobilised female zombie with a shattered leg, wrapped in dark, inky blue shadows, over his small shoulder, his expression downcast. “So you got him then? Never had any doubt, boss. You sure like fire though, huh?”

“Of course I do.” Tan declared. “My thirst is an ever-raging flame. So this suits me perfectly. It was wasted on this coward.” She spat, and the saliva sizzled in the flames. “To think one following the Buddha would fall so low. Even my father would be gravely offended. Now, we need to make haste.” The wheels turned, and they were propelled through the battlefield of Kyoto at a speed greater than a sportscar, flaming wheels crushing obstacles and zombies alike under their flaming rims. Suzu was cheering at the spectacle, while Arisu and Bunta were silent.

Besides… Tan finished her earlier thought, Shiro waiting eagerly for it. I dare say he will even thank me for it. He does cherish you greatly, princess. And he is a man who wants those he loves to be strong. It is the one quality of his I admire. After all, weak women are pitiful, are they not?

Why does that feel like an insult? But I get it, I do. Aki does want to protect me, protect us. But he knows that if he does that without us being able to protect ourselves… She looked back at the distance, and imagined she could see ashes drifting despite the lack of breeze. … no, I don’t want to end up like that. Besides, I’m not weak. Not mentally. After all… She laughed inside her own mind. I was prepared to sacrifice everything, even the fate of the world, to get what I wanted. I’m a bad girl, I suppose. But I’m not a pitiful caged bird. Not anymore.

No, and now you shall be able to soar. And the fate of the world still lies in your hands, those of you and the others. A different fate, but perhaps…

Perhaps…?

Enough of this. Quenching my thirst has momentarily made me contemplative. No, we have more still to do. We shall make haste… and with that she sped up still further, smashing through several debris-filled streets, reaching a park near Nijo castle, where their next opponent waited…


Three Hundred And Twenty-Four / Side One Hundred And Nineteen – Matsumuro Tsukiko, The Diviner


Daiyu surged into a new combat stance, one that looked strange to my eyes, after my training in the fundamentals with Ulfuric. Her body was quite open, flexible, and looked as if it wouldn’t be well balanced or grounded, hardly able to take an attack.

“You should be paying attention to me!” the ice-wielding, white-haired man shouted, seeing my attention was distracted, and a hail of large blue-white ice spears flew at me.

Oh I am. With Split Thoughts, Body Enhancement and my vision widened by use of aether, something I was doing almost constantly in battle nowadays, my vulnerable back was no longer an issue, and I dodged smoothly, using the opportunity to counterattack, my lure complete. Light formed into a series of shimmering beams, aimed for his vulnerable points, hoping to disarm him.

“Whoa, that was close.” Light reflected from him in a shimmering rainbow of colour, which would have been beautiful, if it wasn’t so frustrating. Holes had been pierced in his icy armour at the knees, wrists, ankles and elbows, but the light had rapidly been attenuated, and had done little more than scorch his flesh with its remaining energies.

“You have a few tricks. Fire and light, huh? Well, this works for me!” he grinned. “The bigger the meal, the more satisfied it will be.”

Daiyu was having a similar issue. The first Cultivator hurled a paper Talisman at her, making some strange hand-sign, and calling out a Technique. “Five Element Talisman: Earth. Grasping Quagmire!”

Daiyu’s face hardened, but she reacted swiftly as the ground underneath her was infused with a surge of ruby energies from the vanishing Talisman, becoming a sudden quicksand bog, hands of stone reaching from them. One grasped her ankle as she leapt, but it shattered, and my Eye picked up her Chakra network, such as it was, was emitting the processed aether she was calling Qi from the smaller capillaries around her lower leg.

“Five Element Talisman: Fire. Salamander Breath.”

“Five Element Talisman: Wood. Weeping Thorns.”

Daiyu, still in the air, seemed a little panicked at the third declaration, and as a gust of flame left one talisman, a rolling red and yellow tide, she braced herself, Qi emitted in precise ways within her, and she spun, arms deflecting as much of the fire as she could, while avoiding the more dangerous long thorns. Regardless, despite her elegant and practised movements, which I now realised were some sort of combat style, she was burned down the side of her face, the flesh raw, her hair smouldering.

“Hey, just freeze, will you?” the white-haired man was crying, and the temperature around me continued to drop, my underfooting treacherous as the ice spread. Worse, spikes were coming from the icy ground, cones like reverse icicles and as deadly as spears constantly harassing me. He’s not just got a lot of power, he’s got good Skills too. He uses an element better than I do. Perhaps it’s because I’m a generalist, while he specialises? Well, it’s giving me some ideas though…

My expanded vision was picking up a greater danger though, and I launched more attacks at the mirror-wielder, blades of jade air and explosions of earth showering her. Blood was running down her cheek, a rock narrowly missing her eyes, and my blades of wind had also gouged her body, one leg hanging limp, barely bearing her weight. Even so, her will hadn’t faltered, and her mirror shone, whatever ritual she was working complete.

Shit. My hand tightened on the hilt of Cutting Twilight. I had considered rushing her, but if I did so, then Daiyu would be killed by the ice-wielder. He was focused mostly on me at the moment, but that was only because I was constantly harassing him, and moving myself into positions to cover Daiyu. We have an idea of the power the mirror wields. It creates clones based on our sins, supposedly, but Yasaka-san couldn’t get much more than that, coughing up blood and complaining of a massive migraine.

“Jade Yang Stance. Light Flowing Blossoms!” Daiyu declared, and the small reserves of a type of elemental light, different to what I or any of the others I knew possessed, were expelled from her, magnified by her Qi, pulling in the surrounding aether. A number of the Sect disciples who were preparing to attack her were caught unawares, and her ruthless petal-like blades pierced heads, throats and hearts, dropping them.

She landed, springing into Crushing Palms despite her injuries, and the one who had spoken to her, the Patriarch of the Unconquered Heights, was forced onto the defensive, accumulating injuries by her ferocious, reckless attacks.

“Bitch! This is all your fault, you and those failures from Mountain Fang!” he grinned balefully, before spitting at her, a mist fortified by Qi forcing her to tilt her head to avoid suffering grave injury to her already vulnerable eyes. “You may be a Heaven-sent prodigy, but this old man has many tricks. Now, suffer!” He hefted his bone blade, only to fall into pieces, an invisible sweeping of strings of fine vibrating air slicing him apart, and nicking the blade, which tumbled to the floor, whining.

“My thanks.” Daiyu muttered, ignoring the blood that splattered on her, red and silver dripping down her face and arms as she attacked another Cultivator, who was wielding a long rod with a bell on the end carved from a yellow jade. Hey, that looks a bit like… My thoughts were interrupted by gleeful laughter from the woman, her mirror lowered, two new figures standing in front of her.

“I can hardly keep up.” She wiped blood that was leaking from where I had nearly taken her eye. “You’ve killed most of them already, so much for their boasting…” She watched as Daiyu powered through the rippling tide of spikes that erupted from the ground, ignoring her increasing injuries to crush the skull of the foe in front of her, snatching the bell, and repeating the incantation that her victim had used,

“Turn, Earth, respond to your disciple. Huánglóng, hear the plea of those who venerate the land!” The bell rang, a rumbling chime, and most of the remaining Cultivators were pierced, the Brilliant Dawn Shield Sect Elders far enough away from the epicentre of the tide of earthen fangs to avoid death. Daiyu staggered, releasing the bell, her reserves of Qi running low, and then she was thrown backwards, an impact breaking many of her ribs.

“But… the tortoise wins while the hare thinks it has triumphed.” the woman barked. “King Yama has judged your sins. Now you have to face them.” Her dull smile was mocking. “Just know that you’ll never face that great being in person. No. Your fate is to be devoured by these hungry blades.”

“Shit, Daiyu’er!” I cried as she tumbled. Even so, her fluid stance allowed her to get to her feet, and her wounds were healing, the Divine Favour of Chang’e working, though as she suffered more injuries, the rate slowed significantly, its strength exhausting.

The thing that struck her, it was… I leapt aside as a blade mirroring Cutting Twilight swept past me, the speed of the strike vicious. ...the same as this. My feet slid along the ground, digging deep furrows into the frozen soil. My body was starting to slow from the ever-increasing chill, so I let the warmth of flame energy flow through me, counteracting that. Raising my own blade, I parried the strike, muscles aching under the blow.

“Yeah, I do not look like that…” I muttered, disgusted and sickened by what was opposing me. It was me, but different. The figure had a lascivious expression on his face, licking his lips relentlessly, and he was thinner, less muscled, and looked rather foppish, with an open shirt and tight jeans, an attire completely unsuited to battle. The sword he carried was very real though. And though the blade was clean, his arms were red to the elbows, his hands and sleeves covered in gore. Worse, a number of shrunken heads were hanging from his belt, and while I didn’t recognise many of them, I did recognise Yamato, Kondou Kazuo, and the Chosen I had recently beheaded.

Yeah, I see. My sins, huh? Daiyu was likewise facing her duplicate, though this one was far more wild and animated, her lips pulled back in a snarl, revealing bony fangs, and her own bloodied hands were wielding an ornate fan. Following behind her was a trail of bleached, dead skeletons, crying and wailing, gnashing their teeth, all dressed in robes of identical colouration. Daiyu shook her head, as if unwilling to look at what confronted her, before letting out a shrill, pained scream and charging her twisted reflection.

“I’m exhausted.” The woman slumped to her knees, still holding her mirror. “He was strong. Without the boost from that other guy, and the energy that greedy beast gives us… no way I could have reflected him. The girl’s hardly weak either. Still, they’re done now. The weight of their sins will crush them. But if you want, feel free to kill them. I’m so over this. The outcome is so boring, and I hurt so much.” she complained to the young, white-haired man.

“I think I will.” he agreed sardonically. “Not that I don’t trust you, but I’m not a fool. I kill my enemies.” He let out a bitter sigh. “After all, it was killing that uppity Party boot-kisser that got me into this mess. I mean, fancy making a powerful, blessed Chosen of Tengliu, beautiful Goddess of Snow, Ice and Winter, labour for a pathetic clown like that? It’s not just an insult to me, but the very Gods of China, no, the entire World, themselves…”

As he ranted on, I took my opportunity to attack my doppelgänger. He was already a pain to handle by himself, I can’t take on both at once, and Daiyu… she staggered, beset by a Talisman cast by one of the few surviving Cultivators. This one was a metal element Talisman, and her body was pierced by needles, damaging some of her lesser Chakra nodes, lowering her speed and strength. The twisted twin didn’t hesitate to use that to her advantage, and she unleashed her own version of Crushing Palms. Daiyu kicked out, and they clashed, but it was Daiyu who was pushed back, and the sound of cracking bone echoed throughout the Boundary.

A dull giggling rang in my ears as our blades clashed, and worse, I could see the train of figures behind my own opponent. These weren’t skeletons, no, but ghostly, transparent women, with shifting features, but I recognised Eri, Shaeula, Hinata, Motoko and even some I wasn’t involved with, like Tsukiko-san, Haru-san, Kana, and many more. They were whispering unintelligibly, but I could vaguely understand them, and they were wailing with sorrow and jealousy, tormented by my faithlessness.

“Fuck!” I roared, understanding why Daiyu was so angry at her own foe. “You don’t think I know my sins, you piece of shit?” My Resilience was struggling, and focussing my mind, I forced myself to remain, if not calm, somewhat composed. “Well, no fake me is going to beat me!” Cutting Twilight activated, and Foehn roared. Though not at my foe, no, I need to help…

Hollow-point bullets of earth, filled with Foehn, flashed out. The remaining Sect members were helplessly pierced, flames boiling from their bleeding bodies. As they perished, more heads appeared on the belt of my opponent, and the kneeling woman clapped her hands sarcastically. “Smart move there. Add more weight to your sins, why don’t you?”

“Sins? You came here to… you know what, never mind, fuck off.” I snapped, rattled and angry, despite my efforts to calm myself. My Foehn bullets had also hit Daiyu’s opponent, and while I had feared it would have no effect, several of the skeletons following her suffered some damage. Capitalising on this, I dodged a burst of flame from my mirror, and started rushing towards Daiyu to support her. If we can take out hers, then team up on mine… no, that won’t work…

“Forgetting me?” the man laughed, a wall of ice rippling into existence in front of me, protruding spikes ready to pierce my flesh. Not a chance. Switching Might Of The Furious Earth to increase my Fortitude, I slammed through the ice. As the wall shattered, glittering spears rained down on me, but I deflected them with air.

“So aggravating.” As the man rushed towards me, sliding over the frozen ground, I ducked aside as threads of wind nearly wrapped around me, my giggling double chasing me down. Shit, the last bastard was so easy, why are we having so much trouble with this pair?
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“You seem troubled, Tsukiko-sama. Why not speak your thoughts to me over some tea?” Prince Shōtoku, the Kami that dwelt within her shrine at Tsukuyomi-jinja offered her a steaming cup, which she took, her hands trembling, just a little.

“Troubled? How can I not be?” She took a sip, calming herself, though she felt naked without her veil. But if today was the day she perished, her duty to Tsukuyomi and Japan finally finished, she wished to face it as herself, Matsumuro Tsukiko, not as the Diviner. Besides, that is what he wished for. As my successor, I can surely grant him one final boon. “Look around us. The Spiritual Realm of Kyoto burns.”

Outside the protective shell of her Territory, such as it was, the power of it greatly diminished when she transferred her Divine Favour, was the Territory of another of the old Tsukuyomi faction, and beyond that, a new one, that of Akio-san’s Vassal, the poor dead ghost girl, who she felt a great deal of sympathy with. It must be cruel, death. I have seen many futures, turned aside times of Destined ruin, only to weep at the Definite that could not be changed. Now the hour is upon me, I find my calm shattered, my fear growing. To… no longer exist. What will it be like?

“Yes, it does.” Prince Shōtoku agreed. “It has before, many times, and it will again. New joys sprout from the ashes, and others take them into the future. Life and worship will continue, so long as those of you who venerate the Divine endure. I do grieve, however. Many will be lost, much destroyed.” He sighed, pensive. “But is it not because things are impermanent, fleeting, that they are beautiful?”

Looking around at the defenders who had been arrayed here, she marvelled at them. A giant badger-like man was directing a number of armoured animal-creatures, as well as a force of them in robes, while strange contraptions were being hauled about by others. A group of animal-person musicians were playing a relaxing tune, and with her keen spiritual senses, she could feel the flow of energy within herself and those nearby increase, the surrounding spiritual energy, the ether, stimulated.

That wasn’t all, either. There were Kamaitachi too, standing and waiting, and she found it a little comforting to see Yōkai, beings she understood. To think I welcome the presence of Yōkai, those who traditionally oppose all that I stood for. Here at the end, nothing makes sense. She shivered, taking another sip of the tea, as cherry blossoms fell down around her, perhaps mocking her, telling her that she too would be gone, after living just a mere moment.

“Perhaps so.” she conceded. “Perhaps my beauty is all the more, for it having been seen only by the few, at the end. Even so…” She let out a long sigh, trying not to pity herself. I made my resolve. I will accept the Definite, but… I will also pray for a miracle unprecedented, one that can change it. I am such a fool. “…I think that defiance, trying to fight for even a sliver more happiness, that is beautiful too. I see that now. Poor Yukiko. She was my friend. She would have wished to be here at the end, but…”

“She cannot be risked.” Prince Shōtoku soothed her, watching the great badger as he prepared a flawless defensive line. “The Priestess of Ise, blessed by Amaterasu, she has another purpose. The Princess cannot fall here.”

“I agree. Though my heart aches.” Tsukiko whispered, the barest exhalation of breath. “But…” Her rare crimson eyes narrowed. “A Princess… no, two are being risked to save me. It is dangerous folly. Akio-san knows that they must be safeguarded, yet he brings them here?” She was annoyed, outraged even, at the risk, yet also found her lips quirking up into a rare smile, a warm feeling lying heavy in her chest, one she found unfamiliar.

“Of course he does. Tsukiko-chan, noble Prince Shōtoku.” a familiar voice sounded, and she turned to see Yasuhide, her long-time confidant, former head of the Tsukuyomi faction. The old man was smiling like a child pulling a prank, and for a moment she felt relieved, before her nerves returned. Crossing her arms under her chest, she frowned.

“If you are here to talk to me about returning to the mortal Kyoto again, I shall not. I will not budge on this.” she declared stubbornly. “Here I will stand, at the shrine of Tsukuyomi, and should the Definite future I saw come to pass, as it must, well… I will face it bravely. I wish to end as I have lived. With pride in myself and my gifts.”

“No, I’m done with that.” He flapped his hand dismissively. As the Prince started pouring another cup of tea, Yasuhide sat down beside her. “The situation in the Material is complicated. The Chinese forces have all been neutralised…” he frowned, grin vanishing. “They had zombies! From what we know, from what Akio-kun and the others have told us, to bring forth such in the Material should take an immense amount of effort and aether… well, no matter. Hey, this is good, just like always. That’s another reason Tsukuyomi-jinja can’t fall. How will I get your tea then, Prince?”

As Prince Shōtoku inclined his head in amused acknowledgement, Yasuhide continued. “Well, forget the walking dead. The Special Forces and our own Chosen handled them. But… there’s some sort of assassin out there. We’ve managed to avoid deaths so far, but there’s been a lot of injuries. And if you were back in Kyoto… well…” His gaze strayed to the forces Akio-san had provided. “…here at least we have more exotic defenders. To answer my question from before…” His eyes gleamed and his grin returned. “…didn’t Akio-kun declare in front of everyone that he would not let you die? To him, this Princess of the Six Paths matter is simply a nuisance to him. After all, hasn’t he changed the destiny of the so-called Hungry Ghost? Who even now is fighting on your behalf?”

“Yes, many fight for me.” she agreed, pouting. “But only because they are compelled to, and I fear the weight of the needless deaths on my…” She trailed off, her pout growing fiercer, as Yasuhide burst out laughing, stroking his long beard with his free hand.

“Oh my, I needed that. Tonight has been grim. I hope Taishakama-san and the others are still fine. Well…” When his laughter was under control, he teased Tsukiko gently. “…fancy you admitting you wished they fought for love of you, rather than because Akio-kun asked them to. But… why does he fight? I hear…”

No, do not say it, I beg of you. She felt her face heating up, another unusual feeling. Her prayers went unanswered. “…that Akio-kun asked you to marry him. Damn, what a playboy. My Shiori had better watch out. Though I guess as a grandson, he’s acceptable, other than the womanising!”

“That was simply so he could use one of his Skills! He assured me of that! He said we would not have to consummate any wedding, and that we could divorce…” Tsukiko trailed off, realising how foolish she sounded, and she covered her face with her hands, wishing for her veil to hide her crimson cheeks and expression of shame.

“Yeah, sure. And knowing the kid, you’re probably right that he meant it. But if you seriously think he’d be happy to let a beauty like you go when he gets his claws into you… well, no man would.” He chuckled like a dirty old man. “Tsukiko-chan… calling you that seems very fresh to me. But today, you’re my granddaughter too, so forgive an old man his informality. That aside… you never asked to be saved, but you suffered. I heard what you said, Prince. I disagree. I think what is more beautiful is that which endures, despite all the slings and arrows of fate and destiny.”

“A novel idea, but one that appeals. Perhaps there are many kinds of beauty in this world.” the Prince agreed. “I confess, Tsukiko-sama, your soul will remain beautiful, whether you vanish like a fallen blossom, or remain, like a growing cherry tree. I would prefer the latter, but…”

“But nothing has changed.” Tsukiko sighed. “I know I am to die here, and I will be devoured, by the golden-eyed monster and his ants. Even now they crawl over Kyoto…” A massive plume of fire erupted in the distance, forming a thin towering tree-like pillar, which spread into branches which rained down like fallen leaves, vanishing, yet the glow remained, visible even at this distance.

“Well, even if you die, you die knowing that at least one person here is fighting purely for your sake. That’s some solace for the journey. But…” Yasuhide put down his empty mug. “…imagine it. Imagine what it would be like to go beyond this point. What would you do, being free from all this?” His smile was kind, and she paused, seriously considering it.

What would I do? I… I would still serve Tsukuyomi, I know that. Else I would not be myself. Even without the Divine Favour, I still have my gifts. I can guide, save… but… her hands went to her bare face. No longer the Diviner, but plain Matsumuro Tsukiko once more. No, for the first time. And as such a Tsukiko, I can have time for my friend. Yukiko. No, friends. A face came into her mind, surrounded by laughing, smiling people, before their expression changed, becoming stern and powerful, unwilling to back down. Her ruby eyes watered, tears obscuring her vision, yet even so, she could picture that person, declaring to her that she would live.

Well… all will be answered soon. I put my faith in you, despite my doubts that you were the one who can save the Princesses, save Yukiko. But… just do not die here, not for me. Whether you are he or not, you matter to so many others. I… do not wish you to throw your life away for mine, at the end. Even so, that strange feeling she felt in her chest wouldn’t go away, even as her cheeks grew damp, Yasuhide and the Prince tactfully looking away, pretending not to see as she sobbed, rising fear of her inevitable demise warring with the flickering embers of hope she had struggled to cultivate, the flaming pillar in the distance a mirror to the ignited coals in her heart…
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“Five Element Talisman: Water. Fog Serpent!” The exhausted Daiyu, her strength rapidly running out as her injuries accumulated, dived for the paper Talisman dropped by one of the slain Cultivators, and on snatching it, she unleashed the power inside, an orange, misty snake springing into being as the Talisman disintegrated. It charged out, flying through the air towards the mirror-wielding woman, who let out a surprised yelp, rolling away. The serpent pursued her, and it was only moments later when it froze solid, falling to the floor to shatter into orange smoke, that she breathed a sigh of relief.

“That was too close. Why do I have to suffer like this? They should just roll over and die. They can’t win.” she drawled, her words languid. “Even if I die, the Mirror Of Retribution won’t stop. You think killing the judge eliminates the crime?”

Well, I damn well hope so, but it seems like it’s not to be. The woman was taunting us, but it wasn’t as if we hadn’t tried to take her out, but each time we were stymied by our doppelgängers, and the ice-wielder, who was driving us into a corner. If I didn’t find a way to win soon, Daiyu was finished.

I ducked my twin’s Cutting Twilight, only to dart aside as water cutters and bolts of light flashed down. Blood scattered, another layer of injuries carved into my skin, but I retaliated with my own water, Moonlight Spirit Water bullets hammering into him, throwing the giggling clown back into the spectral arms of the ever-shifting women behind him. They caught him somehow, steadying him, but in the moments of time that bought me I drew on Foehn and hurled it out at the enemy Chosen. Flame met ice once more, and for a moment Foehn had the upper hand, before it was locked within a frozen sphere and tossed aside.

“Don’t you get bored of this?” the white-haired foe laughed, unwilling to come closer to use his bone blade, as last time he tried I managed to use Cutting Twilight to slash through his icy armour, wounding him. He had sealed his own wound with ice, a brave move, but even now, his blue-white ice was turning pink and silver from the seeping blood. I got him deep. Damn, a little to the left and he’d have lost his heart, and that would surely have killed him.

“I did not kill my Sect!” Daiyu screamed, fists and feet smashing skeletons, her body moving by sheer willpower, despite the grinding pain of her broken bones. “I did my best! We were too late! Father, could I have done more? Should I?” Her wailing cries for her father’s forgiveness touched a nerve within me, since I too had a challenging relationship with my own father, though it was much better recently. It seems the more we face our sins, the more it erodes our spirit, preys on our emotions. But…

Blades clashed, and I conjured earth reflexively, a shield of rock forming as icicles hammered into it. They pierced through, but by then had no force to break my skin. Flame, water, earth, multiple elements were coming at me, the severed heads cackling, the ghostly women whispering to me, reaching out with nebulous arms to caress me. My eyes met the face of one, Eri’s, looking at me with sadness, and then it turned into Shaeula’s scowling with pain.

That’s not how it was at all. Not at all! Angry at the desecration of my memories, I staggered as more icy spikes slammed into me. Eri had asked me to accept Shaeula, and she meant it! How is that a sin, making them both happy? Sure, I only accepted Eri at first to please her, stop her pain, I… well, I definitely loved her, but it wasn’t romantic love. But in time, well, no time at all, she won me over.

Frozen rain fell, soaking me, trying to immobilise me, but it was weak, unable to match my flames. I’ve noticed something. Your ice is powerful, versatile, and you seem to have an endless supply of aether… my Eye could see energy leaking through the purple mist the bone blade exuded. … but you do have a flaw. A fatal one. Your League. It’s weak. Borrowed power isn’t power you can wield to its fullest.

My thoughts snapped back to Eri and Shaeula, even as a heavy block of ice slammed into my left leg. It hurt and inflicted some injury, proving that even with my far higher League, I could still be overwhelmed by enough sheer strength. Blood bloomed as my shoulder was laid open to the bone by a slash from my mirrored twin, taking advantage of my momentary lack of balance.

Putting aside Eri, Shaeula… why would my sin be making Shaeula sad? Cheating on her? That’s crap. She’s always pushing new girls on me, though she’s a bit better recently, I admit! No, I can safely say Shaeula isn’t my sin! For a moment the twin staggered, and I found that two ghostly arms had wrapped around its throat, slowing it.

Wait a minute. Is this… a curse? I had noticed that when it used water, it wasn’t my Spirit Water. Likewise, light and darkness were simply ordinary, not my mutated elements. My Spirit Water bullets also seemed to hurt it a lot. I unleashed another round of them, and the doppelgänger stumbled, ghostly arms, now two pairs, trying to choke it.

Eri. Even in my head, you’re yandere. But… I’m grateful. If you hadn’t confessed to me, I’d never have realised I was able to genuinely love someone romantically. And I do… love you all. All of you. I’ll do anything to make you happy. And that’s no sin!

More water bullets, and this time the ice-wielder panicked, freezing them solid, but I still retained a measure of control, and so Spiritual Ice slammed into the doppelgänger, restraining one arm with a coat of glimmering frost. Now!

Cutting Twilight sang, and space shivered. The frozen arm shattered, and now I was the only one holding a blade. Dozens of ghosts were wrapped around my foe, and I surged forwards. “If King Yama… no, this wouldn’t be his doing. The ultimate judge of our sins in death wouldn’t make up these lies…” I slammed my foot into the heads on the belt of my opponent. I heard frantic screams and shouts from both of the Chosen, but I paid them no mind as Kondou Kazuo’s shrunken skull shattered. “…Sorry Haru-san, even if you’re a fake, you shouldn’t have to look at that fucker. A sin? His end is justice. If that’s sin…”

I poured Spirit Water into Cutting Twilight, the bluesteel within soaking it up, and the blade glowed orange and silver. A sweeping cut, and all the heads but one shattered, my twin falling in half. As it fell, the ghostly women piled on it, and it shrieked. Bending down, idly using walls of stone and flame to defend myself from the ice coming my way, I bent down to pick up the skull of Yamato.

“You. The others, they were here to kill, so… those who are willing to kill should be prepared to die. I won’t grieve for them any longer. But you, Yamato. My only sin I’ll accept. I have every reason to hate you. Your carelessness and envy got so many killed, crippled Eri. But you never intended such malice. You needed to face up to what you did, and I was too weak to make that happen. But…”

I placed the skull down on the face of my pinned opponent. “…I don’t regret taking your Favour from you. My sis needed it. And she’ll never make the mistakes you did. And nor will I. I’ll do what I must…” My blade pierced downwards, and the skull shattered, my blade tearing through the leering face of the copy of me, the fake me, turning my achievements into sins through twisted logic. For a moment there was silence, and then it shattered, breaking apart like a mirror, followed by more splintering sounds, and a hideous shrieking.

“…and what I must do is save Tsukiko-san. And anyone else I can. I’m not a God, hell, even Gods can’t do anything, else Taṇhā would have slain me, and Shiro would still be lonely. But… I won’t stop getting stronger, so I can do more. And… those I care about come first. If it’s you or them…” I didn’t finish, merely watching as a surprised Daiyu saw her mirrored, distorted twin break into a myriad of pieces. As the debris fell to the ground like glittering shards of rain, she fell to her knees, breathing heavily, her body trembling from lack of both Qi and physical strength.

“How… that… I hate this. In the end…” the enemy woman was babbling. Her mirror had cracked down the middle, the bottom half shattering, and both of her legs were impaled by the shards, and her fingers on one hand were gone too. “No, I don’t want to be devoured. I had … so much to… live for…”

“Shit, you useless bitch! I thought you said your mirror was unbeatable? Pathetic!” the white-haired young man roared, but she ignored him, a violet energy starting to rise from her body as she wept. I’ll have to do something about that. But first…

Foehn sparked into life, hungry and greedy. At the same time I called upon my water, forming a barrier of mist around me. Seeing that, the man laughed. “Don’t get cocky, bastard! You may have broken her, but I’m still going strong! You’ll run out of energy sooner or later. You don’t have what it gives out! Besides, water against ice? There’s only going to be a single winner!”

“True.” The battle has been pretty damn tiring, and worse, there’s a lot more fighting left to do. That’s why I need to finish this, now. I was fortunate I had Classes and a lunar Chakra that allowed me to possess and recover a great deal more elemental energy than my raw Skills would allow. Though it’s still far from enough. Well, this bastard with his ice is a bad matchup for me…

As the water around me froze, I could almost see his grin, more and more ice was piled on top of me, sealing me in. Fine. This should work. I called upon earth element, feeding it into the water element I was conjuring, which I then fed to the air, and finally to fire, which I poured into my Foehn. The four primary elements make a circuit, strengthening each other. This way I can create one hell of a fire. Foehn spread inside my frozen tomb, clinging to the ice. It tried to devour it, but the ice fought it, freezing the tongues in place.

“Fire doesn’t much like water, does it? And what is ice but another state of water? Well, that’s not the point.” My Foehn had devoured water before, and had also devoured air, the other part of this ice. And with its new strength… Just as I manipulated the frozen Spirit Water bullets, I did the same, preventing the frigid prison from crushing me under its sheer mass. Foehn surged, desperately devouring the ice while being stilled in turn, when suddenly more messages scrolled across my vision in amber letters, just as some had earlier. I’ll take full stock over everything later. Now, the only one that matters right now is…

Your Skill, Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze has advanced from Rank 5 to Rank 6, having conquered and devoured its one true nemesis, the frozen silence of Ice, the stillness able to stop the ever-burning fires, breaking through the first wall. Your Flames burn ever-hotter, and the fire now possesses the ability to draw in heat from the surroundings, effectively becoming a Flame of Cold if so desired. Foehn finds it easier to flow as a liquid, and can also congeal into structured shapes, becoming a flaming sculpture akin to works of icy wonder.


As soon as the Foehn grew stronger I could feel it. My Flame Manipulation, as well as my other Elemental Manipulations, all combined into a surge of power, and the Foehn explosively devoured the ice above and around me. As it did so, the ice vaporised instantly, my Foehn, fuelled by my superior League, easily outclassing the foe it once struggled with. The explosion carried the torrent of Foehn high into the sky, and I heard a hideous scream, as I looked up inside the hollow cylinder, peering at the silver sky above, the walls around me radiating a fierce heat. Wrapping myself in insulating air and water, I watched as the fire cascaded upwards, spraying out like a fountain, forming a plume that split, almost like branches.

Damn, that’s pretty. It’s a shame though… There was no way I was reclaiming the Divine Favour of Ice, as the message had scrolled across my vision announcing I had gained more Levels, so he must have been entirely incinerated. I guess that’s what happens when you don’t understand your science. Ice can explode if your fire is hot enough to instantly vaporise it, and Foehn just leapt over that hurdle…

The flaming branches drooped, millions of droplets falling like little meteorites, and the walls of flame around me collapsed, gushing out like a tidal wave. For a moment I panicked, worrying that Daiyu would be caught in the deluge, only to relax as I saw her well away from the fires, a maimed and still screaming woman in her grasp.

“It burns, it burns!” she was crying incoherently, and I noticed a disgusting, stinking smoke rising from the Foehn near her, and with my Eye, I could see a bone sword beginning to break apart, consumed.

Okay, well now I’m a bit stuck… no, wait… with some concentration, part of the Foehn began to draw in the heat, and moments later a bridge of cool flames was winding through the otherwise searing fires. Crossing it quickly, still nervous as the Foehn licked and lapped at the ground around me, I landed beside the very battered and beaten Daiyu.

“Daiyu’er, are you all right?” I asked, and she gave me quite the complicated look, before shaking her head.

“I fear I am not. My reserves are dry. And I have pushed my body beyond its limits. It will take time to recover.” She looked over at where the corpses of the Cultivators and the treasures they had left behind were being consumed, reduced to slag and ashes. “How wasteful. But we are alive. That must count for something.” She then kicked out, and the bloody, sobbing woman she was holding captive squealed, her words an incoherent stream.

“This one was trying to flee back to the Earthly Realm, your Material.” Daiyu sneered. “But after what she has done…” She shivered, her dark eyes filled with pain, anger and regret. “…well, I had enough Qi left for one final act. I have disrupted her meridians. It will take her some time to be able to control herself enough for any escape.” Her sudden slight smile was menacing. “Akio, I thank you for your efforts. That… that shadow of me… it was not…”

Her words were cut off as I placed my hand on her head comfortingly. No more hesitation. Kindness is no sin, and as long as everyone who deserves to be happy is happy in the end… as she looked at me, surprised, I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. You aren’t to blame, I promise. You simply did what you thought was right, and bad things happened. That’s all. It can happen to anyone.” Yamato too, the idiot. I don’t think Daiyu acted for as foolish a reason as he did, even if the end result might have been the same. Even so, mistakes can happen. It’s how we move on from them…

“But…” she muttered, lost.

“Then make amends. That’s what you are planning to do, right? Those sins we saw… most of them were just our fears, packaged up with plausible-sounding excuses. We should never forget what mistakes we made, but so long as we do our best to rise above them, make up for them… do better next time…” I looked down at the cracked mirror. “If this is a mirror that reflects us…” I kicked out, sending it flying into the Foehn, where it sank, melting away. “…then it’s a funhouse one. Nothing it shows is true, only distorted fakes. Now then…” I turned to our captive. “…as for you…”

No more hesitation. This woman came here to do us harm. Maybe she has mitigating reasons, but she seemed to enjoy causing pain and distress far too much. I’ll listen, and then… I’ll judge. I’m not King Yama, I have no mirror, but… There was little time. And if I hesitated, others would pay the price. It was a lesson I had learned over and over, little by little.

Kondou Kazuo. The yakuza. The US agents. The zombie soldiers here. Now these two… Hardening my heart, telling myself I was doing it for those I wanted to protect, I glared down at her. “…I think we need to have a quick talk…”

My Eye flared, and she shrieked, shrinking back from me as best she could on legs torn and shredded by glass…


Side One Hundred And Twenty – Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan


Iglanced at the twitching, disintegrating corpse of the fool who had rushed at us with speed rivalling Akio’s, watching as mushrooms and fungus sprouted from the flesh visible between his torn clothes. Rather vile. A pitiful way to die. But I do not care, the fool brought it upon himself…

Instead, I looked at Hyacinth, who was grinning, her powerful nature energy dying down as she pulled herself to her feet. She coughed, a trickle of blood running down her face, and I absently reached over, wiping it from her mouth. Hyacinth paused, frozen, eyes wide, before she shook her head rapidly, displeased.

“Yooou must nooot, mistress!” she insisted. “Hyacinth is but a maid, you should nooot dirty your hands with…”

My tender wiping changed, and my fingers dug into her cheek and chin. She squealed a little, tears in her eyes, but I was resolute. No, this will not do, not at all. I will not tolerate backsliding. “Do you not-not understand why I am upset, Hyacinth?” I asked, my amber eyes no doubt glittering with anger.

“Soooooorry…” she managed, and I released her, still frustrated.

“I understand you enjoy serving. Boggart, Brownie or something else, I would not-not rob you of joys. But you are not-not just a maid. You are also my equal, one of the wives of Akio. Use-use my name, not-not merely mistress. As for dirtying my hands…” I scowled. “...how-how is wiping the blood from the precious face of one-one of my fellow sisters dirty, especially when you have just-just slain a foe that Akio wishes dead, taking a wound in the process?”

Hyacinth looked down at that. “I understand. Sooometimes Hyacinth forgets. It is… it is easier when Akio is here with me.”

My scowl changed to a gentle smile. That is quite true. “Indeed. That I understand. I wish-wish we were with him now. But alas, we are not-not. We have more work to do. Then…” I licked my lips, eager. “We shall celebrate. With poor Eri unable, wifely duties will fall to us, will they not-not?”

“Hyacinth will warm the bed!” she agreed, also brightening up, coughing a little more blood, which I again wiped away, no more protests this time. Hyacinth is powerful, yes, and has grown more so, but compared to me she is still fragile.

“Are-are you injured badly?” I asked, concerned. After destroying a helicopter and disposing of a number of mortal soldiers, who had the ill-grace to rise again as disgusting dead creatures, we had headed deeper into Kyoto, searching for places where the heavy ordinance the enemy had somehow brought to the Boundary lurked. Even now, we could see trails streaking across the silvery sky, smoking and hot, followed by a series of distant, deafening explosions, as more of the architecture of this city was destroyed with reckless disregard and abandon.

It was then we chanced on… that. I sniffed, the smell of fungus and mould unpleasant. The wretched fool had raced at us, waving some equally wretched blade of what looked like bone, which radiated a debauched kind of wrongness. Even seeing it now, where it lay on the floor, quivering and drooling, was enough to make me feel ill. Fungus and mould was growing on it, slowly eating into it, but it fought back, dirty violet energies trying to expunge the tainted parts. Not that it will succeed against Hyacinth’s spores. She is now as dangerous as the Myconids ever were, perhaps more so.

Hyacinth had reflexively released a cloud of spores. They were harmless to me, for I had already assimilated with such using Ether Healing, a most painful process, but one most satisfying in that when the agony was done, Akio would praise me and rub my head, perhaps even kiss me, telling me I had grown stronger, more skilled. Holding in a happy giggle, I stepped over the rotting husk, eyeing the screaming blade cautiously. “When that brute struck you, I was quite-quite concerned.” I chided, using tendrils of wind to probe the blade, frowning as it started to draw the jade energies in, drinking them.

“Hyacinth is fine, dooo not worry, mistress Shaeula. Though… I am happy fooor your concern.” She giggled, good humour restored. The fool had pounced through the cloud of spores, sealing his inevitable fate, and had struck a mighty blow against Hyacinth, knocking her down. “Fortunately, the gift frooom Akio protected me well enough.” She tapped her fist on the armour of dark feathers she wore, much as I did. Several bluesteel batteries glowing with olivine energies were attached to the back, and the feathers were humming softly. “I dooo wish it was cuter though, this is nooot proper for a maid.”

“I do-do agree. I am rather taken with the manner of dress-dress I use normally.” I muttered absently, probing the filthy sword with fire, light and water. The Spirit Water seemed to aggravate it, accelerating the speed the spores and fungi were consuming it, so with a grin I trickled more in, and soon the cursed blade was little more than decaying slime, a seedbed for new spores. “It is a great-great relief to me that you were not-not cut by this. I fear it would cause grave harm.”

“Hyacinth thinks sooo too.” She nodded. “I knooow bad when I see it.” She shuddered. “Well, shall we gooo? There are more enemies Akio wishes for us tooo defeat!”

I nodded, turning away from the destroyed blade. “Yes, we shall-shall. The trails came from over there. I do not-not approve of them destroying a city my mother seems to have-have fondness for, much less one Akio wishes to protect. We shall-shall advance!” The Hyakki Yagyō must have moved on from here, else these invaders would hardly be having such an easy time. Well, their leisure ends here. I am quite sure Akio is also reaping a toll of his enemies.

It would be good to fight such intruders. Akio was too kind, and I loved that about him, but enemies… while some could be made friends, and even I had to accept and forgive Duke Formor, for the sake of the Seelie Court, others… others had to be put down, and I would like Akio to learn the difference. “He will need-need to, if he is to be the King of the Seelie Court…” I murmured.

“What was that, mistress Shaeula?” Hyacinth asked, as we headed through the chaos, seeing monsters, Yōkai and more alike scattering in all directions, trying to escape the catastrophe happening around them.

“Nothing. I was-was merely thinking out loud.” I demurred. It is far too soon to think of such things, though the Oath I swore when we first met… it still binds my heart, even though it was a shameful one, Akio has turned it into a true promise.

“There.” I gestured, and I saw another group of these soldiers, this group accompanying a long vehicle, somewhat like a truck, only with a series of large tubes on the back. While I had no interest in make or model, not being like that eccentric ratkin Ixitt, I did recognise it as a mobile missile battery, having seen them on the news, or depicted in anime.

“We shall-shall destroy it!” I cried, and at my words the interlopers turned, panicking. They drew guns and started firing, and I swirled wind around us, as well as infused my armour. Most projectiles were deflected, and the few that struck us deformed and bounced away harmlessly, no more than annoying stings. “Farewell!” I declared, fine threads of wind lopping them to pieces, blood scattering silver and red.

“Crush, twist, tear!” Hyacinth caused vines to sprout around the vehicle, digging into the tubes, and moments later it exploded in a bright flash of flames, something inside detonating violently. The vines cushioned most of the force of the blast, though our hair still streamed behind us in the sudden breeze.

“Mortal devices truly are impressive. Such an explosion would-would require a talented Fae of flames to create. And here talentless mortals can-can replicate it, and launch it continuously. Were the Seelie Court and a mortal army to come-come to blows, I can not-not see it ending well for us. Perhaps-perhaps the Lords of the Fae, and the eldest, with their powerful Leagues, would weather the storm, but-but others…”

“Doooes it matter, mistress Shaeula?” Hyacinth cocked her head, wiping debris from her clothing. “If Akio wishes the Fae destroyed, we shooould happily help him. If he wants to kill mooortals, then we should do so. And if…” She smiled then, a genuine one, and despite her callous, almost cruel pronouncements, I could see she was lucid. As she grew stronger, her mind settled. Though this is likely more due to the care and love Akio shows her. I do as well, and Eri. “…Akio wishes fooor them to all get along, then we should make it sooo!”

“Indeed.” I agreed, laughing regally. “And these scum threaten the peace-peace Akio seeks. Therefore, we shall show them no-no mercy.” I eyed the distance, where the remaining helicopter had ducked below the horizon. “First, we shall-shall bring down their final helicopter. I am a Fae of wind first-first of all, the sky belongs to me!”
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“Well, what do we have here?”

I was thrown backwards by a shuddering impact, blood in my mouth. I spat silver, and looked up balefully at the helicopter hovering overhead. Beside me, Hyacinth was twitching, smoke rising from her armour and skin, and her expression was oddly… ecstatic. Never mind that. What matters is…

“Most of the rest of the rabble here died to that. Impressive.” There was a man in the helicopter, the side door open. He was a little plain, dark hair and eyes commonplace in the land Akio called home, but the skin-tone and facial features were a little different, foreign. As he raised one hand, I saw gleaming sparks cascade around it, a vivid chartreuse shine glowing. Seeing that, my eyes lit up, and I found myself smiling. To think I resemble Hyacinth now. How ironic.

“I would thank you not-not to lump me in with such-such weaklings.” I retorted, clambering to my feet. I then channelled wind into my armour, the feathers vibrating rapidly, while gathering wind and water element, ready for use. “Still, I do not-not think that is the way a male should great a female such-such as myself.”

He barked a laugh, seeming genuinely amused. “I apologise. You’re quite right. But alas… the situation makes fools of us all. After all, when one starts riding a tiger, even if forced on at gunpoint, one can’t simply get off, he has to go where the tiger takes him.”

“I see.” Hyacinth had risen to her feet as well, scowling at the man. She was preparing to cast her spores, but I raised a hand, stopping her. “Well, you seem-seem a male we can talk to. The last… he merely rushed at us without any-any preamble, and was thus destroyed.”

“Someone’s gone to the belly of that thing already then, huh? Well, we knew that not all of us would get off the tiger alive.” He shrugged. “So, excuse my rudeness, but are you a Kami, as they call them here?”

“Kami? No, I am merely reinforcements called here-here to protect this place. So I fear your schemes will surely-surely fail. The female Tsukiko, who Akio wishes to protect, she will-will remain safe, without fail.” Beside me, Hyacinth nodded frantically in agreement.

“Reinforcements, huh? So our attack was foreseen, was it? Considering how I ended up on this tiger, I shouldn’t be surprised at anything. Tsukiko, is it? I wonder…” He glanced at his waist, where another of the bone blades was belted, leaking thick violet haze, and through my eyes I could see a vast wealth of polluted aether being drawn into him, far more than his body could handle. It even exceeds Akio’s in terms of amount. Alas, this male…

“My condolences.” I intoned regally, offering my sympathies. “Even should you triumph here, which I assure you shall not-not happen, your Astral body is being torn-torn apart by the excessive aether you have no-no right to wield. Continuing surely means your death.”

“I thought so.” he agreed. “I’d be happy enough with just death now, taking my chances with what lies beyond, rather than end up in the belly of the beast, but… first. My name is Ma Quon. A pleasure.” He bowed politely.

“A male of manners. I do-do approve.” I declared haughtily. “I am Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, Duchess and Princess of the Seelie Court. This-this here is Hyacinth. I say one final time, surrender, and perhaps I can-can persuade my husband to be lenient. We have many-many Skills, perhaps we can fix your ravaged body.”

“So a fine lady such as yourself is married, huh? A shame.” He grinned cheerfully, but his eyes were shadowed. “Well, much as I’d love to take up your offer, if I try, I’ll just end up devoured all the sooner. If I’d have known this would be how it turned out, I’d have listened to the Ministry, but my father was treated so badly by the Party and… well, you don’t want to hear my life story, do you? Suffice to say, I made mistakes, driven by emotion and now… now it comes down to this. So, don’t hate me, Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan, Hyacinth. At least you’ll die quickly! Reflecting Lightning Mirrors!” With that shout, two crackling silvery masses of lightning formed on either side of his hands, yellow and green energies mixing.

“Hyacinth. I wish-wish to face him. Support me, but do not-not slay him!”

“As yooou wish. But…” Hyacinth surprised me by not fully obeying. “If it looooooks like you will die, Hyacinth will nooot stand by. Akio would grieve if you fall.”

“Very well…” I agreed, only for silver and yellow-green lightning to slam down onto me in a torrent as thick as my waist. Air heated and exploded outwards in a crack of thunder, whipping at our hair once more.

“You talk too much, a common failing of women. By Diànmǔ, She Who Calls The Lightning, be struck down!” He was taking no chances, as more lightning fell. I swatted Hyacinth aside with wind as I was engulfed in another torrent.

Annoying. Up there I can not reach you… as a third wave came down, I focussed my light energy. I did not have a great deal, nor the control that Akio had, but I understood the attack he favoured, the laser. A flash of light pierced the lightning, and moments later I heard a curse, my vision still obscured by the continual rain of bolts that was crashing down on me.

“Shit, the ‘copter…” As my vision cleared, my Mystic Eyes working hard to penetrate the lightning, I could see the helicopter spinning out of control, the central axis of the blades pierced and melted, the blades no longer in position.

“Yes, come down here.” I coughed, staggering heavily. “I do not-not approve of you looking down on me!” The helicopter crashed, exploding, and I was satisfied I had achieved my aim of freeing the skies, only to pause, as the man was standing on another disk of crackling silver, still airborne.

“I guess you still have a few tricks.” he applauded me. “And you’re a tough one. The silver lightning of Diànmǔ is potent, it can melt through tank armour. And here’s you, still standing.” He arched an eyebrow at me sardonically, and I felt a surge of annoyance. “Though barely it seems. Try this!” More silvery lightning mirrors appeared, until he was surrounded by five of them, and standing on the sixth. “Sixfold Lightning Blitz!”

Blasted from all directions, I was tossed about like a rag-doll, landing heavily, more lightning falling down on top of me. When the rain finally subsided, the ground was shimmering silver, vitrified and glassy. Rolling onto my back in a crater, I looked up at him, still standing smugly in the sky.

“My-my turn.” I declared, and I unleashed a volley of fireballs. He looked a little panicked, before leaping to another of his lightning mirrors, dodging. But I am hardly done, Try this… the fireballs reversed course, and he was taken unawares, explosions filling the sky. When the smoke cleared, he was standing there, rather burned but still intact. With a grimace, he touched his charred face gingerly.

“I was careless. I admit it. But not this time. Farewell!” The streams of lightning merged, forming a blazing silver lance that pierced the heavens before slamming down into the crater I was in. The thunder unleashed made my bones creak, and I coughed up more blood, smearing my grin red and silver.

“Is that-that it? Disappointing.” I muttered, and he must have heard me, as another wave came down, answering my mockery, followed by a third, somehow even more massive. Thunder roared, and I felt my internal injuries piling up. Although… Aether churned, Ether Healing working to restore me, and I blinked, my sensitive eyes showing brilliant afterimages.

“Why… how?” he asked, frustrated. “My lightning is Divine. There should be no way you can withstand it!”

“Indeed. While I have never-never seen it, it surely rivals the Queen’s. I am most-most impressed.” I clapped my hands together gleefully. “Lightning, so much residue.” My eyes could see the leftover elemental lightning from the blast. It was rather impure, mixed with something else, but it was still a welcome sight. Standing, I watched as he unleashed more lightning towards me.

“I have-have tested this enough.” I grinned, flipping a hand dismissively, and the lightning halted, unable to penetrate the shimmering layer of thick water energy I had conjured, lightning forking around me. The secondary impact from the thunder still rocked me, but I merely laughed as blood trickled from my nose, elated.

“How? Why?” he asked again.

“Really now, how can-can I know more than a mortal about lightning? Well, I confess to have studied it in my free-free time. After all…” I smirked happily, pleased at my conjecture being proven. “…the Queen must-must wield Lightning, it is known.” I threw out some more fireballs, scaring him. “I can control water, the purest Spirit Water. And pure water, it is a perfect insulator, is it not-not? I merely covered myself in a thin-thin layer of it.”

“Of course I know that, I’m not an idiot!” he snapped. “But a thin layer like that can’t protect against my silver lightning! That’s unscientific! It would just boil away or scatter!”

“Yes. But where your science meets-meets the power of an element, many things are possible. This is no ordinary water, it is most-most powerful. It is surely not-not a stretch to imagine that I can-can strengthen the properties it holds, is it?”

“I see.” The man laughed. “Even so, the thunder…”

“Yes, that hurt a lot, but I was not-not in danger of defeat.” I patted my chest proudly. “After all, what is thunder but the pressure of the air? I can-can create a vacuum with wind element, and shield myself, though I confess to not-not needing to. Your thunder is strong, but it is not-not enough.”

“I see. Well, I guess I’m beaten.” The man laughed bitterly. “But there’s still no way you can stop me escaping, is there?”

Hyacinth, who was watching from below, suddenly smirked. “Really? Hyacinth thinks she can stooop you and already has.”

I looked as puzzled as he must have felt, as Hyacinth giggled, explaining. “Mistress Shaeula said nooot to kill him, so all I did was make him sleepy.” At her explanation I narrowed my eyes, and I could indeed see a haze of microscopic, invisible spores.

“I wondered why I was so tired.” He sighed weakly. “I thought it was overuse of its poisonous gifts. Well, nice try but…” He put a hand to his own chest, and silver lightning surged out. His skin burned, worse than when I did it, and he shuddered, before grinning bitterly. “That woke me up. Ugh, this has been a bad day. Well, I’d best kill you at least, Hyacinth, since I can’t seem to take out your companion.”

“I think not-not.” I unleashed my pinwheels, which had been wrapped around my waist, and they darted out towards him.

“Bad move. They look like excellent conductors.” He grinned, lightning flashing down. My pinwheels blazed silver, the cords lit up brilliantly, and indeed, I screamed as lightning poured into me. Hyacinth cried out, panicked, but I reassured her with my eyes, even as smoke rose from my skin, wafted away by the vibrations of my armour.

“They are. I am not-not a fool.” I smirked, smoke leaking from my open mouth, and with a faint clicking, the wires hidden in the heads of my pinwheels erupted out, and both of his hands were sliced off by the wind-infused strings. He screamed, losing control of his elemental mirrors, and as they vanished, he plummeted.

“Hyacinth, catch him!” I called out, and she unleashed vines, grabbing him none-too-gently, making me wince as I heard bones crunch and snap. Even so, he hit the ground alive. Striding over, my insides agony, but Ether Healing slowly restoring me, I stood over him.

“Well, you got me.” he managed weakly, barely able to move, one leg grotesquely broken, his arms missing. “Damn, I didn’t want to end up like this. But…” He coughed more blood. “A question. Didn’t you have other ways to kill me, ones… less risky? She could have fatally poisoned me at any time, right?” He nodded at Hyacinth, who giggled back.

“Indeed, you are not-not a fool, Ma Quon.” I declared, and he chuckled bitterly.

“So you do remember my name. Ah well, there are worse fates than being killed by beautiful women.”

“That sounds like something rather-rather foolish Akio would say.” I sniffed. “Well, it is only natural to remember the name of someone I wish-wish a favour from.”

“A favour? I’m dying. Even now… I can feel it reclaiming what it thinks belongs to it. We were only sent to find it some meals it wanted. In the end… we are its prey…” The bone sword was squirming, and I could see with my Mystic Eyes his Chakra network was crumbling, being eaten away, the energy drawn into the sword, sent elsewhere.

“Be destroyed!” I enveloped the blade in Moonlight Spirit Water. It resisted, screaming and trying to absorb it, but my will was resolute, and soon it shattered. Hyacinth spread her spores over the wreckage, but the man merely shrugged.

“I appreciate it, but that won’t stop it. It touched us all, changed us. There’s some of it in us too. Filthy one-eyed piece of shit.” He swore for the first time. Indeed, I could see that while the rate of damage had slowed, he was still breaking apart.

“My condolences then. But… while I can not-not save your life, I believe I can send you to death painlessly, without becoming food. You fought well, and I can-can grant you that much at least.”

“You can?” Hope flared in his eyes, and I nodded.

“Though first, a favour. And a little revenge.” I smirked nastily. Akio often told me he loved all my smiles, even this wicked one.

“Revenge?” he asked, and I nodded.

“Hyacinth, keep watch, and when-when I remove it, destroy it with your spores. I have no-no wish to be disturbed, this is most-most delicate work. And I must-must be swift. Akio will not-not be pleased if I tarry, but he will understand and forgive me. He is quite-quite sweet to us, no?”

As Hyacinth laughingly agreed, I explained to the man what I wished. His eyes opened in surprise, but he laughed, pained. “Very well. Yes, it is fitting. I’ll do it…” He then started pulling in a huge amount of aether from the distant source that was consuming him, converting it all to lightning. Meanwhile, I started working Chirurgery, rummaging around in his ruined body, tearing out what seemed to be some sort of transparent, faintly yellowish slime, heedless of the surrounding damage.

The man howled in pain, but he continued to pull in further lightning, his very body beginning to burn. I caught a glimpse of the Divine Favour within him, surrounded by most of the slime, being devoured, and I tore into it. My body was wracked by lightning, my skin burning, the pain rather excruciating, but I had little time or leisure to care. It would not kill me, and what could be endured was nothing to fear.

“I dooo hate this icky goo.” Hyacinth declared as it was consumed by her ravenous spores, which had adapted to it, becoming more able to feast on it, though even as her spores went through generation after generation, the slime too fought back, eating it more rapidly. Even so, it was a battle that Hyacinth was destined to win, and soon all the foreign matter was removed, the air around us full of shimmering chartreuse energies, the man broken, dying, but at peace.

“I thank you.” he manged. “At least… I won’t end up as food. Perhaps I can find peace in the afterlife. Well, we killed many, so perhaps… not.” His eyes slid shut.

“Not yet, Ma Quon.” I warned, and his eyes cracked open a little. “Your connection is severed, so you can not-not draw on more aether, but… the Divine Favour is close to breaking. Draw deep, and pass with it.”

“Slavedriver.” he muttered, and as his eyes slid shut a brilliant silver glow surrounded him, driving us back. Then lightning flashed, and his body exploded, reduced to a faint mist of silvery ash.

“Farewell, Ma Quon.” I spoke quietly. “He was not-not an evil man. A shame. Perhaps he could have been an ally for Akio. Well, that is another foe slain. One each, I would-would say.”

Hyacinth nodded. “Are yooou well, Mistress Shaeula? You suffered many burns.”

”Of course I did. After all, did not-not Aiko boast that she truly understood the flames when she burned her hand?” I looked around the area, which was saturated with elemental lightning energies. “I have-have studied. I know what it represents to the Fae. Swift retribution, the power to purify evil. I know what it represents to mortals, of electricity, and more. I know-know what it means to me.” I grinned, my teeth bloody.

“I was born-born with wind, I mastered flame. Lightning is created by cold and warm air colliding, well I do-do know it is more complicated, but… wind…” I started to pull in the lightning element that Ma Quon had given his life to create, scattering it to the surroundings peacefully at my request. “…wind I know like few-few others. And flame… well, lightning burns.” I giggled madly. There was little resistance, as I had no opposing or complementary elements to lightning, and my solar plexus and heart Chakras, as well as my lunar one, were well accustomed to the elements that made up lightning.

“Yes, but Akio was very angry at her, was he nooot?” she pointed out, and my grin faltered for a moment. How could I forget that? Am I such a fool?

“Well, perhaps we will not-not tell him.” I snickered, shame-faced. Energy was pouring into me, and though there were traces of contamination still present, with the purity of my body powered by the Spirit Water, I could filter them out. “I wish for this-this to be a happy event, where he praises me!”

I remembered the powerful thunder buffeting me, the feel of electricity coursing through me, burning my spiritual self. I remembered the wonderful technology of the mortal world, mostly powered by the same phenomenon, if on smaller scale. As the energy rapidly diminished around me, I finally felt it, energy settling around my three relevant Chakras. So… so powerful. I grinned, flicking my wrist, and a bolt of lightning coursed out, flashing through the air, thunder trailing behind it.

“You have dooone it!” Hyacinth clapped excitedly. “Mistress Shaeula has mastered a Roooyal Element, that of the Queen!”

“I have.” I preened, proud, before narrowing my eyes. “Though do you not-not know Nature Element, the one of the King? So I suppose I should not-not be too proud. Even so…” I could hardly wait to face my father and siblings again, resplendent with such rare and royal energy. As I thought of that, I felt Hyacinth patting my head, confused, I looked up to see her tutting at me, expression stern.

“Your hair, it is such a mess nooow! All sticking up! You can nooot see Akio like this!” she fussed, and I felt myself flush with embarrassment.

“Fine. But-but we have tarried here long…” I paused, a column of flame rising like a majestic tree to the north. “…enough.” I finished, as it died down. “That was Akio. I recognise Foehn, since I was there-there when he acquired it.” My own half of Foehn recognised its fiery twin too. It seems Akio has grown stronger too.

“I dare-dare say Akio is dealing with others, much-much as we are. Now, let us proceed.” And with that, we continued eastwards, towards the distant sounds of battle…
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“So, what will you do with her?” Daiyu asked me, as we looked down on the gibbering, injured woman. Her eyes wide and her mouth in a rictus grin of madness, she spat at me, but I easily stepped aside from the bloody, silvery spittle. “I trust you are aware being merciful is folly? She attempted to kill us, and her ability is dangerous.”

“I know.” I let out a long sigh. I get it now. “No, while finishing her off quickly is important…” As I mentioned finishing her off the woman flinched, and her angry expression changed, becoming more wheedling. The blood flowing from the stumps of her arms was starting to slow, but her body was beginning to burn with purple energies, which definitely felt spatial in nature.

“Please, I was… I was wrong.” she gasped out, somehow managing to roll onto her stomach. It was strange how quickly she changed her tune, from cold, bored hatred, to insane chittering, and now to what she likely assumed was seductive begging. “I don’t want to die. I never did. That’s why I had no choice. I’m being eaten alive, if you kill me… ugh, it would be such a drag being food. A fate really worse than death. I’ve seen it…” Her eyes were mad, and I wondered if her crazed behaviour might have something to do with what she’d endured. Seeing my eyes softening a little, Daiyu elbowed me tiredly in the side, reminding me not to fall for it, but the woman clung to any shard of hope.

“Want me to kiss and lick your feet? I’ll do it if you somehow save me from being eaten!” She stuck out her tongue, trying to squirm towards me with her bleeding stumps. “I’ll lick anything else you want! My arms… I’ll even forgive you for taking them. If you get me servants and keep me in comfort, I’ll let you use me however you want. However you want.” Her tongue was moving lasciviously, and there was a dark shadow in her eyes, even as her body was burning away. She screamed, spitting blood.

“This woman is beyond saving. Her mind has gone. Best to end her suffering. That is the only mercy you should afford her. You must make haste, no? While you delay, others are fighting.” Daiyu insisted.

The woman changed again, back to bitter madness, and she started screaming abuse at Daiyu, calling her a whore and worse, intermixed with screaming wails and sobs. Ignoring that, I bent down over her, my Eye glowing. The chance was too important to pass up. “I’ll try and save you from being devoured…” I whispered. “…but first. Shut. Up.”

At my cold tone the woman froze. “Daiyu’er is no loose woman, she’s a proud Cultivator, a warrior. A seeker of vengeance. Don’t tar her with your brush. Now, choose quickly. I doubt you’ll live, but… I want to remove your Divine Favour. Doing so, I’ll also clear the poison that’s devouring you.”

“You can… do that? Wait, I’ll die?” she muttered, back to her languid, depressed state, her moods mercurial.

“Probably. You’re in bad shape, and I’m about to do radical surgery. But at least you won’t be food.”

“Wait, wait!” she cried. ”If I live, I’m dead anyway! My body will be bleeding out, all alone underground!”

“Underground, huh?” I asked, intrigued. For a moment she looked pained she had spoken, before physical agony once more overwhelmed her.

“Yes, I’ll tell you where we are hiding! I will!” she sobbed. “But… in exchange, if I survive, you have to look after me for the rest of my life! Asylum! From China, and that… that hideous beast!” she begged. “Servants so I can live my life without arms, prosthetics, whatever… you can keep me as a mistress, a slave! Just… don’t leave me to die!” Tears were dropping from her eyes, and despite her obvious malice, I was a little moved by her cries. But I didn’t even need the elbow from Daiyu again to know what I had to do.

“All right. Tell Daiyu’er while I work. If you live through this, we’ll come and get you.” Though you’ll still have to answer to Japanese law. If you make it through that, then I’ll set you up with a modest life. But…

Hope flared in her eyes, warring with pain and madness. She began to gasp out words to the disapproving Daiyu, as I began to form multiple blades of aether, tinged with adherence. I see. They buried themselves underground, and used several abilities together to get both people and weapons to the Boundary. It’s really ingenious. These bone blades though…

The woman, who I realised I had never even asked her name, screamed. The slime within was fighting me, horrible transparent jelly, flecked with dirty yellow fragments of the same sort of bone that was comprising the blades we had destroyed. Of course, my Skills with Chirurgery were quite good, so soon I was pulling out chunks of it, burning it with Foehn. I even applied a little Ether Healing, just enough to keep her alive.

I see, it seems that most of the slime is concentrated around the heart and crown Chakras, as well as even more around the Divine Favour. The Divine Favour was located below her third eye Chakra, and it was starting to crumble apart at the edges, adherence, aether and something else even my Eye couldn’t discern pulled from it and ferried away by the spatial element the goo was leaking. Well, we can’t be having that, can we?

“Wait, Luo Jiahao?” Daiyu cried, surprised. “The Patriarch of the Mountain Fang? He is in charge?”

It seemed Daiyu knew one of the people involved quite well, but even with my Split Thoughts, this was difficult work. I had cleared out most of the goo, though the additional damage it had inflicted on the woman would have been fatal without some Ether Healing. As I worked, the last lifted free, and as Foehn burned it, her eyes went wide.

“Wait, the devouring… it’s… it’s stopped?” she muttered, incredulous.

“Yes. It was some sort of parasite, consuming you and sending your energy somewhere. It almost felt like some sort of colony or hive mind…” I had a little experience with that, thanks to Duke Myrcolaxriath and his Myconid puppets.

“Then the creature of slime Master Luo holds is…” Daiyu realised it as well.

“Also the creature. It seems that its body is one organism, even when separated. Ingenious.” I admired. “If still disgusting.”

“So, I’ve survived then?” the maimed woman asked hopefully. “I worried I…”

Don’t look at me like that, Daiyu. I know. “The first part. Now…” I looked down with some sympathy, but also resolve. “You have to give up your Divine Favour. You used it for ill, coerced or not, and you have to pay for your sins. Shouldn’t you know that, considering what your ability was?”

“I… wait, we can talk about…” she began, only to shudder as I began to carve away at the Favour within her. It resisted fiercely, strings of adherence, aether and a third substance fighting me, and when I cut them carelessly, the Favour suffered further damage. My concentration was exerted to its peak, the world around me fading away, as I tried to unlock this fiendish puzzle. I need to practice. If I ever need to remove the Favour from someone safely, then this experience will be valuable…

With a final wrench I pulled free the Divine Favour, an amber message scrolling across my vision. My focus diminishing, I looked down at the object I held, shimmering and crackling, a mist of aether and adherence rising. I glanced at the woman, but she had died, her maimed and partially devoured body unable to take the shock of separation. Seeing where I was looking, Daiyu put her hand on my shoulder awkwardly.

“It was for the best. She died as herself, that is a better end than she could have hoped for. If you had time to spend, then perhaps she could have been saved, but there are victims here who deserve your aid, not the perpetrators. After all, have you not someone to protect?”

I agreed, touched that she was trying to comfort me, rather clumsily, but I appreciated the sentiments. Placing my hand over hers, I grinned, and it was genuine. Yeah, it doesn’t feel good, knowing she died, just so I could take her Favour, but… Tsukiko-san is right. Some things are meant to be. And for Tsukiko-san, or any of the Chosen in Kyoto, a hundred of her wouldn’t be a fair trade… if I want to prevent having to make such trades in future, then more strength is what I need, which is why I did this…

“I shall return to the Territory of your ghost woman.” Daiyu declared, her wounds slowly healing. “I will be a liability for you now.” She looked down, aggrieved, but not pulling her hand away. “It pains me that I am so weak, but…” Her dark eyes were resolute. “...I shall obtain strength.”

“I know you will. Perhaps we can talk about Spiritually Pure Physique when this is all over?”

“When this is over, yes…” She gazed at me then, eye to eye. “…when this is over, I will strive to become a worthy Matriarch of the Incorruptible Jade. Perhaps I will even find some suitable disciples in this land, amongst your colleagues. And there are… secrets… to share. Which should remain secret no longer. Techniques, Arts…”

“I’ll support you with anything you need.” I promised. “Now, I have to hurry, this has already taken too long.”

“Anything? I see. I appreciate it.” She smiled then, the first natural one I had seen on her face since we had met. Pulling her hand from my grip, she bowed deeply. “I will be in your care then, Akio. For now, I shall share the information we extracted from this woman…” she eyed the slowly disintegrating corpse. “…and help in the defence when I have recovered enough Qi. I am the Black Jade that Remains Unbroken. Yes, I prefer that title.”

With that she left, heading back towards safer Territory, leaving me with my prize. All right, time to wrap this up quick.

Damaged Idlurugu’s Mirror Of Ordeals [Class: Legendary] [Type: Law] This Divine Favour was made of concentrated Adherence, refined Ether and ??????????, though due to several sources of damage, it is partially functional, and if left unattended, will return to Idlurugu. The ability to reflect sins both real and imagined and force an ordeal of combat upon the reflected can no longer be used. To face one’s sins by an ordeal is to overcome them and be set free, but not all that is reflected in the Mirror of the Waters is as it seems.


“So it wasn’t King Yama after all…” I muttered. “… trial by ordeal, huh? It was certainly that. But 'not all that is reflected is as it seems', huh? No kidding…”

I really need to do more research on Gods and Goddesses. I’ve never heard of Idlurugu. This time though, I had gathered more information. This Favour was merely damaged, whether that was because it had suffered less erosion, or whether I pulled it out of a live person… even so, it wasn’t useable in its current state, though I had more information regarding its Class and Type. It could probably be repaired, using aether, adherence and whatever the third ingredient is… but for now, that isn’t viable. Next time though… I closed my fist, concentrating, and the Favour shattered, pouring strength into me. Next time, I’ll find it easier to extract, I hope…

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from One Hundred Twelve to One Hundred Fourteen. All of your Material Statistics have increased by Twenty-two. Aether has increased by Fifty-four.


I immediately gained a pair of Levels as the aether and adherence surged into me. I had previously Levelled on three occasions, once after beating the mirror version of myself, twice after burning the ice wielder to death, and once again after the woman died as I extracted her Divine Favour, which I had now absorbed the remnants of. Killing other Chosen candidates seems awfully profitable. If this is a giant Gu Vessel, as I expect, then I’m the poisonous insect that’s been devouring several others, my venom growing stronger. But what choice did I have?

Concerns over whether other Chosen around the world had realised the same and were killing each other off for such gains flickered through my mind, but I dismissed those thoughts. It wasn’t the time for it. After all, that’s why I am working with the government, to stop Japan going down such a hellish route. If it comes to Levelling, there are other, better ways.

Your Skill, Sacral Chakra Of High Moonlight Spirit Water has advanced from Rank 3 to Rank 4. Your Sacral Chakra now generates significantly more Water energy and creates High Moonlight Spirit Water with improved efficiency.


Absorbing the energy from the Divine Favour had pushed it over the limit, and I immediately noticed the difference. Prior to this, my Flame Manipulation and Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame had both broken the first bottleneck and reached Rank 6, along with Foehn, and my Root Chakra Of Earth had reached Rank 5. I felt I was close to my Lunar Chakra growing as well, and my abilities to manipulate wind, water and earth were also starting to come together, my understanding greatly increased by using the four primary elements all at once, interchangeably.

“I’ve tarried here long enough. I need to reach the defensive line at Kinkaku-ji…” With that I raced off, looking over my updated status sheet as I went.

[Material Statistics]
Might              1179 1339
Fortitude         1181 1311
Intellect          1295 1405
Resilience      1459 1569
Alacrity          1230 1340
Precision        1279 1390
Aether            4999 5317
[Intangible Statistics]
Fortune                    32
Majesty                    24 
Charm                      38
League                     20
Determination    16 18
Foresight                 29
Fate                         18
[Skills] [Rank] [Class] [Type] 
[Aetheric Skills]
Silver Cord Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Eight Moons Chakra Network Rank 5 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aether Manipulation Rank 7 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Aether Combat Technique Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Adherence Manipulation Rank 2 Noble (5) Law (8)
Body Enhancement Rank 4 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Ether Healing Rank 7 Noble (5) Rule (5)
Aetheric Chirurgery Rank 8 Noble (5) Principle (7)
Spiritually Pure Physique Rank 1 Noble (5) Principle (7)
Split Thoughts Rank 3 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
[Elemental Skills]
Light Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Third Eye Chakra Of Full Moon Light – Mangetsu Rank 4 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Darkness Manipulation Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Throat Chakra Of New Moon Darkness - Shingetsu Rank 3 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Wind Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Heart Chakra Of Wind Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Flame Manipulation Rank 5 Rank 6 Powerful (4) Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Solar Plexus Chakra Of Flame Rank 5 Rank 6 Powerful (4) Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Wood Manipulation Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Root And Sacral Chakras Of Wood Rank 1 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Water Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Sacral Chakra Of High Moonlight Spirit Water Rank 3 Rank 4 Noble (5) Foundation (4)
Earth Manipulation Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Root Chakra Of Earth Rank 4 Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Lunar Chakra Of Four Elements, Light And Darkness Rank 3 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
[Physical Combat Skills]
Spear Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Sword Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Combat Technique Rank 5 Cantrip (1) Simple (1)
Elemental Weapon Technique Rank 3 Sufficient (3) Foundation (4)
[Practical Skills]
Ether Crafting Rank 5 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
Dvergr Techniques Rank 1 Noble (5) Rule (5)
[Unique Skills]
Mystic Eye Of The Tree Of Knowledge Rank 3 Legendary (7) Law (8)
Kin Bonding And Restoration Rank 5 Imperious (6) Principle (7)
Foehn, Inextinguishable Blaze Rank 5 Rank 6 Imperious (6) Rule (5)
Might Of The Furious Earth Rank 1 Rank 2 Powerful (4) Foundation (4)
The Future Reflected By The Moon Rank 3 Legendary (7) Fate (9)
[Level] 104 114
[Classes]
Kami-Blessed 10/20
Conqueror 13/50 14/50
Wielder Of A Mutated Element 5/10 6/10
Wielder Of Elements, Classic Western 2/10 5/10
[Mastered Classes]
Fae-Souled 30/30
[Territory Rank] 3


With the gain in Levels in Wielder Of A Mutated Element, and Wielder Of Elements, Classic Western, my ability to produce and wield elemental energies has further grown. I still have lagging areas, my weapon Skills have stagnated, as have my crafting ones, though I’m hopeful of breakthroughs in those when we get some peace and quiet, but…

It was then I sensed movement, and I readied Cutting Twilight, only to pause dumbfounded as several weak-looking people were rushing towards me, one of them a young kid, the other an old woman. On seeing me they started screaming, turning around to run the other way. I quickly moved and grabbed them, and the old woman covered her head, screaming for me not to kill her.

“Kill you? What do you mean? I won’t kill you! How did you even get here?” I asked.

“I don’t even know where here is! I thought I might be dreaming, but…” She bit her lip, scared, and the boy had wailed himself to silence.

“Are there others?” I asked, having a terrible feeling, and she nodded.

“There were, so many. I thought it strange, but then…” Her teeth were chattering, she was so terrified. “…they started attacking us. There was blood everywhere. Strange silver blood. We ran… wait, who are you?” she asked, and I shook my head, releasing her.

“I’m working with the Government.” I assured them. “There’s a lot of us about, trying to solve the situation.” I’d love to take them to safety, but there’s simply no time. Luckily the path back should be clear… before I could tell them where to go, a figure ran our way, wearing Cultivator-style robes. On seeing the civilians, his expression tensed, before he noticed me and froze.

His fists and his robe are soaked with blood. “So, and who might you be?” I motioned to the terrified people to get behind me. “And more importantly… you’re awfully bloody, friend.” I spoke in Mandarin.

“You speak our language?” he paused. “Well, no matter. It’s too late. There is no turning back now!” He rushed at me, and I tried to get further information.

“You’re a Cultivator, right? Which Sect? Mountain Fang, or…” The first Sect I mentioned must have been a hit, as he stumbled, pausing.

“How do you know my Sect?” he asked warily. “You are not one of us. Are you reinforcements? No…” He eyed the two sheltered behind me. “If you were, you would have killed those poor wretches we dragged to this place like the others, just like the plan called for. There is no room for any conscience, not when…”

I moved, my speed far in excess of the man. He was unable to react, and coughed blood, a silver and crimson spray scattering from his mouth. The moment he had admitted to bringing innocent people to the Boundary to kill them, my mind was made up. Though… as the amber light of my Eye dimmed down, the shimmering blades of aether I was wielding dispersing, I poured a little Foehn into the vile slime I had removed from the Cultivator. As it burned I watched him die, as I had no time nor inclination to be merciful. “…you should be thankful I removed the corrupting slime before you died…”

Behind me the old woman gasped, holding the weeping child close. Her face was pale, seeing me casually killing a person, but drawing in innocent unrelated people was too much for me to forgive. My Eye flared back to life, and I nodded calmly. “I see. Dragged to this place… it makes sense now.” As I approached, the woman shrank back, but I shook my head gently. “It’s all right. I mean you no harm. Like I said, I’m with the government. I’m going to send the two of you back to the ordinary world now.”

“Ordinary world?” the old woman asked, and I nodded.

“When you wake up, stay put. If there are any injured…” I rattled off a phone number for them to call. It took a few tries for her to remember it, so panicked she was, but in the end she memorised it. “All right then, this might sting a little…” Their bodies contained a shimmering energy that was functioning similarly to a fake Chakra network, keeping them here in the Boundary.

Using Chirurgery I delicately removed it, as swiftly as I could without causing them noticeable harm, although they would likely be in some discomfort for a while. Moments later the two of them vanished, and I sighed bitterly.

What the hell are these idiots thinking? Part of the plan? I quickly headed in the direction that the two had fled from, and soon wished I hadn’t. The ground was soaked with silver and red blood, slowly turning to mist and vanishing, and shapeless, indistinct corpses were lying in the puddles, slowly fading away. Some of them are so small…

Clenching my fist, I remembered the corpses of my trainees, and a surge of anger welled up in me. It’s happening again. Though this time, there truly was nothing I could have done to prevent it, but…

Seeing the Cultivators hunting for any survivors, bone blades at the waists of some, I growled, before leaping forwards, furious. A Cultivator spotted me, but before he could raise a cry I had already struck him down. Blood scattered from Cutting Twilight, and behind me purple smoke was rising from the corpse. Shit. I’m such a soft touch… flames burst into being, and Foehn consumed the corpse, slime and all, Foehn being much easier to wield and more potent now.

Seeing the flames, other Cultivators responded, and some even pulled their bone swords. Those I dealt with mercilessly, my speed outmatching them, leaving them looking as if they were wading through treacle, unable to respond to my fatal blows. Those that engaged me without wielding their swords, I ended mercifully, ripping out and burning the slime and bone blades to ashes.

A few of the Cultivators who I had purged of the slime started rising to their feet, but I expected that, and flame blazed, reducing their cursed bodies to ash. When I was done, I looked around dully at the massacred Sect. I really hope none of them were Daiyu’s comrades… no, even if they were, I can’t forgive this…

“Aren’t… you going to kill me too?” a quiet voice asked, and surprised, I realised I had missed someone. There was a young woman kneeling there, her dark hair pulled into a tight bun, a bone blade beside her. Though the blade is clean. I don’t think it’s been used. There’s a lot of old blood on her clothes though. Her front was soaked with gore, and purple smoke was rising faintly from her, her face set in an expression of pain.

“And you are?” I asked, my hands tight on Cutting Twilight. She must have noticed that, as her pained expression became calmer.

“I am Nie Ling, and this atrocity is my doing.” she admitted. “I…” She vomited, mostly empty pink-tinged bile, before rubbing at her chapped lips, her pale skin now a paper white. “I…” she began again. “I have the blessings of the Duke of Dreams. Though all my dreams, they are merely nightmares now.” She coughed, her throat hoarse. “This… this is what I was tasked to do. I never wanted this, but…”

As I stepped closer, she flinched, before relaxing. “What do you mean?” I asked, conscious time was short.

“I pulled these poor people into this world of dreams. Then… then they were murdered.” Her expression twisted into one of fear and self-loathing.

“By you?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“I couldn’t do it. I know the others wanted to. They want revenge on the Ministry and on China. I… I just wanted to survive.” Her waxy cheeks glittered with a scattering of tears. “I didn’t want to die. I was selfish. And that led to… a worse fate. Ah, I can feel it eating away at me. The creature knows my role here is done. Won’t… won’t you kill me?” She looked at me hopefully. “I considered it, but I was too scared to do the deed myself, and I can’t use that…” She glanced down at the bone blade. Suddenly she squealed, as Foehn erupted, flames consuming the blade, reducing the squirming thing to ashes.

“…so how many died here?” I asked, and she looked down again, unwilling to meet my eyes.

“Hundreds, certainly. Some fled, but this place is dangerous. Few will endure until the dream wears off. Not so strengthened by the poisonous breath of it.”

I focused my senses, using aether to enhance them, allowing me to see great distances in all directions. My brain ached fiercely, eyes throbbing, but moments later I let out a bitter sigh. “Yes, I… I don’t see anyone. Just dissolving corpses. Hundreds and hundreds. Are you satisfied then, Nie Ling?”

“Of course I'm not!” she declared. “But what would you have done?” she accused me. “It isn’t merely death that scares me… though I’m afraid of dying.” she admitted. “But what waits for us is worse than death. At best, total oblivion, no hope of rebirth or any afterlife…” her lips quirked. “The afterlife. I never believed in such a thing up until I was visited by a messenger from Zhōu Gōng in my dreams…” She wiped at her face, cleaning off bile and sweat. “…and if not that, then torture as its food.”

“I don’t know. But I know I’d never have done this!” I insisted, my Eye shining, seeing her Divine Favour and the mess of slime surrounding it. I see, it’s largely untouched, looks like the devouring has only just started.

“I saw what you did.” she pressed, a trace of hope in her eyes. “I… could you please remove the beast from me before you kill me?” She lay down in front of me, grinding her head into my feet. “It is shameful to ask, my hands are so soaked with innocent blood. I never cared about revenge, not like many of the others. I just wanted to go far, far away, live in peace. But now… I shall settle for peace in death. Just… it may be selfish, but you allowed some of the others to be free in death, I saw.”

My hand twitched on the hilt of Cutting Twilight. Yes, you may not have killed them with your own hands, but you’ve killed nonetheless. Even those who fled successfully will likely die, slain by the dwellers of Kyoto, never understanding where the dangers lay… seeing that, she sighed. “I expected it was too much to ask. At least… make it quick. Being consumed is frighteningly painful. I pray you never have to face it.”

“So you met the golden-eyed creature then?” I asked, and she looked startled.

“You… you know of it?”

“I do. Let me ask you this. I want three things. Your Divine Favour. Information. And for you to face Japanese justice for what you’ve done. I can’t see any outcome but death for you, being honest. But if you face it, at least you’ll die with some pride and dignity.”

“My Divine Favour? The gift? You can take it?” she asked.

“I can. Now choose quickly, I have others to pursue.”

“I can tell you of the others, some of them at least.” she offered. “But if I am to survive, you will have to… argh!” She screamed as I wrenched out the slime polluting her Astral body. I was not gentle, though I made sure to be delicate around her Divine Favour. I don’t want to take it now, I’d just end up breaking it down. If we can transplant it later…

She dry-heaved and sobbed from the pain once more, as flames scattered, burning slime reduced to ash. “Now, I know you are hidden underground. We’ll find your bodies soon, but…” She nodded as I asked her various things. “…oh, and don’t even think of running.” I warned her. “Or when I find you, and I will, you’ll wish I left the slime in you…”

She nodded. “I will do as you have asked. I am so tired… so tired.” She was barely able to raise her head. “I… do you think I can ever be forgiven for this?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I’m no saint myself, I can’t judge. But…”

“But?”

“In the end, you have a chance to give something back. If you try to make amends yourself, then perhaps the Gods will understand.” I finished, and she sighed.

“I see. So unscientific. Well, I pray for your victory, and… beware the one who calls himself the Judge of Death. He is dangerous.” She shuddered, remembering his threats to her. “And should… you come across Luo Jiahao… please remember, he is not an evil man, just… just a desperate, grieving one.”

With that she vanished, returning to the Material, to make contact with the JSDF, guiding them to the hiding spot. “Not an evil man, huh?” I looked around, his slain Cultivators mingled in with the dead, the man himself apparently having moved on to the next stage of the plan. “No, this looks plenty evil enough for me…”

My gaze strayed North, to where the remaining Cultivators and apparently more Chosen had gone. “…it doesn’t matter. I have to finish this…”


Three Hundred And Twenty-Six


“Keep up the assault, kill the Japanese pigs!” a soldier was shouting, as he ordered the Infantry Fighting Vehicle beside him to open fire, the machine guns rattling out a stream of tracer rounds towards the defences arrayed around Kinkaku-ji. The golden temple was truly magnificent in the Boundary, towering high into the sky, golden horns the height of skyscrapers glittering, their weight truly impossible to be supported in the Material.

Other soldiers were opening fire with their own weapons, including rocket-propelled grenades, which were impacting on the shrinking barrier around the Territory. Flashes of golden energy were launched back from a number of Emplacements, and all around us cries, shouts and explosions were echoing.

Okay, I get it. My mom made sure Aiko and I, Eri too, we had a more balanced view of history than Japanese schools taught, as we studied from some English textbooks at home as well as our Japanese schoolbooks, so I understand that Japan wasn’t exactly… pleasant… during the war. We were hardly alone in that, but still, there’s a lot of justified resentment between us and other Asian countries. Even so, that hardly excuses that sort of hatred. Very few people living now were even born during the War…

I was worried that the advent of the Divine Favours was only going to spark further conflict and hatred. Already we had this mess, and the USA kidnapping citizens of other countries for nefarious purposes. That’s why I need power… a lot of power. I have to be in a position to deter war. Surely we have other enemies to fight. Like this golden-eyed creature. And it won’t be the last. Six Princesses. Six events or enemies that threaten the whole world…

My Eye glowed as I observed the vehicles and weapons. In addition to several IFV’s, there were also a few artillery pieces, and as they fired, the barrier around Kinkaku-ji finally collapsed, a spray of rainbow energies cascading everywhere. It was pretty, but ominously so. A shell fell inside the perimeter, gouging out a crater in the ground, shredding a Defensive Emplacement, scattering ether.

Moments later, a circular hole in space appeared above the troops, and through it I could see a million glimmering stars of energy. Seconds later, the area under the rift was smote by a shining wave of light element. The Chinese soldiers dissolved to ashes, and the artillery pieces shattered, melted metal flying and causing further casualties, before the rift winked out, leaving traces of violet spatial element behind.

I don’t think that Gaze of Avalokiteśvara was a benevolent one… Ignoring the deaths, I continued to observe. It seemed that the ability, the surge of aether, that was attached to the vehicles and modern weapons of the troops was starting to fade, so it was only a matter of time before the items returned to whence they came. At that point, the soldiers would be largely useless. Other than zombies, that is…

As if understanding that, the leader of the troops was exhorting his men forwards, even as they were taking fire from inside Kinkaku-ji, the Defensive Emplacements accurately targeting them with orbs of aether.

Looks like it’s being handled, but… Three Chosen were making their own way into Kinkaku-ji, bone blades in hand. They would be my targets. But first… I moved, reaching the IFV’s in a blink of an eye. Having switched Might Of The Furious Earth back to enhancing my physical strength, my power was incredible, so I simply slammed one vehicle, metal shearing under the impact.

As the side caved in, I channelled flame inside, and it exploded. I leapt onto the second, wrenching off the machine gun, and opened fire with it. Cries went out from the soldiers, but I hardened my heart and cut them all down. As expected, their bodies twitched, despite their many wounds, beginning to zombify, so I called out a blanket of flame, incinerating them all.

This is what I don’t want Eri and my sis to face. Being honest, my sis… with her Golden Warriors, she probably could have been useful, especially in the defence of Tsukuyomi-jinja, but… even with my sky-high Resilience, I’m going to have nightmares about this. It may be selfish, and I know I can’t protect them from this forever, but… let me have this now, as a big brother and as a lover. I want them both to stay clean as long as they can. Hinata, Motoko and Natsumi, they shouldn’t face this either. Not yet…

Seeing my sudden attack from the rear, the three Chosen panicked. Two turned to face me, a pair of men, while the third, a rather large woman, her gaudy clothing accentuated with a number of tasteless accessories such as chunky rings, thick necklaces and more, let out a dull squawk and ran, deeper into the Territory of Kinkaku-ji, vanishing from view with surprising speed. Maybe I should have taken these out first, but… the soldiers seemed largely unaffected by the devouring slime, unlike the Cultivators and these Chosen candidates, so sending them to their deaths was one thing, but having them be devoured was quite another.

“Whoa, the blade, it wants to taste this guy bad.” one of them observed, turning to his companion.

The other, a fairly tall man for an Asian, even overtopping my height, nodded, holding his own bone blade, which was starting to drool clear slime and purple energies. “Yeah. I thought it wanted some food in this gaudy golden shithole, but it seems this guy is the tastiest of all.”

“Guess he must be powerful then? You think we can take him?” the first man asked, his non-descript features hard to describe. He looks so ordinary, like someone you might pass in the street. To think he’s a Chosen…

“With the cursed power we have? I think…” The tall man didn’t finish his sentence, merely letting out a dull roar, an emerald shockwave striking me at the speed of sound. For a moment I was stunned, the pressure intense, my mind aching, but it quickly cleared. Only a moment had passed, but the second Chosen had rushed at me, covering the distance quickly, materialising an ornate suit of crystalline armour, the bone sword in his hand being enlarged, now rather than a single-handed blade, a massive, two-handed, pulsating chunk of bone and crystal nearly seven feet long.

“Too slow.” I warned, Body Enhancement thrumming within me, my muscles pounding with energy, and I ducked aside as the bone blade swung down, ripping a great furrow into the ground. Sharp blasts of wind were flying at me, the other Chosen flanking me, and I was forced to deflect them with my own wind.

“You’re fast, bastard. That your blessing?” the armoured swordsman asked, wrenching the blade free and swinging at me again.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Cutting Twilight met the bone sword, and spatial elements clashed violently, nearly jarring the sword from my opponent’s grasp. As he gasped, a typhoon of green surrounded me, trying to hem me in. The insides were sharp and humming quietly, much like Shaeula’s Emerald Wind Prison, but against my tough body the gusts were doing little damage, and I transferred Might Of The Furious Earth back to improving my toughness, reducing the cutting gale to nothing.

“Fire beats wind.” I declared, and suddenly I was surrounded by an inferno, the wind consumed. I then hurled the flame out, and the sword-wielder staggered backwards, his armour smouldering, his face burned through the slits of his transparent, glassy helm. This one wasn’t on the list that Yasaka-san gathered. The other must be the wind user that was…

“Shit! My eyes…” he snarled, half-blinded, blade swinging to and fro. I ignored him though, racing towards the taller wind-wielder.

“Fuck! Snake bindings!” he hissed, verdant air energies cloaking him, forming a jade serpent of wind that darted out towards me. I could feel a large amount of aether invested into it, bolstering the winds, but it was useless. Foehn exploded outwards, and the wind burned. Time to use its new tricks.

“Vibration horns!” he screeched out shrilly as Foehn turned itself into a fiery snake, creeping towards him. Two green horns erupted from his brow, and the Foehn scattered, torn apart by intense shockwaves. I was nearly splattered with my own flames, which would have been a very foolish way to get hurt.

Time to end this. Light flashed, and the foe toppled, screaming in pain. Bolts of light energy pierced his knees, and he dropped to the ground, rolling around in agony. Yeah, these two aren’t anywhere near as strong as the last pair Daiyu and I fought. “Stay down.” I advised. “I’ve already removed that damn slime from a few others. I…” Darting to the side, I was glad I continued to use aether to widen my vision, as the armoured man rushed at me, blade bisecting the air where my head was just moments before.

“The bastard did something to my legs!” the fallen wind-user cried, before dragging himself to his knees and summoning a massive mass of wind. “Cut him! If we feed him to it, we might live a little longer!”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got this! We don’t even need that useless pig to help us!” the sword-wielder cried. He charged, and I threw out bolts of light to stop him too, but the ornate, crystal armour diffused the bolts in a shower of silver and indigo light. Switching to bullets of rock and water, I pelted him, driving him back, transparent chips scattering, his armour dented.

Wind slammed down behind me like a dozen mighty fists, and the ground exploded. My own winds formed a shield around me, and I powered through, clashing my sword against that of my enemy. The blade squealed, acidic slime scattering, but I burned it all to ashes with Foehn before it could reach me, the droplets of Foehn hitting the ground, coalescing, and starting to climb the legs of my foe.

“Fuck, I’m on fire…” he snarled. His armour shattered around his burning legs, scattering the Foehn, before reforming near instantly. He used that moment to rush me again, his speed and strength far in excess of any normal person. But compared to Chosen specialising in such abilities, he might as well be in slow motion. His stats are what… three hundred, maybe? Four hundred tops…

The ground exploded under him, earth element creating a massive crater. As he fell into it, suddenly all sound stopped, and I could see a shimmering green haze around me. For a moment my breathing stopped, chest burning, before I shook my head to clear my mind. I shouldn’t need to breathe here, it’s clearly psychological.

Of course, the urge to breathe was such a deep-rooted biological impulse that happened automatically, so my brain was telling me that I was suffocating, a most unpleasant feeling. Separating off one of my Split Thoughts to manage that reflex, I turned away from the fallen knight and headed back towards the wind-wielder.

With my own wind I shattered his vacuum bubble, before more focussed lasers plunged into his body, inflicting numerous deep wounds, blood scattering. “You know, if I just wanted to kill you two, this would be easy…” I complained, surprising myself. I guess I’m becoming desensitised to the slaughter. Damn it, no, I need to feel every death. I can’t shy away from doing what needs to be done, but if I ever get too numb to it, I’ll grow callous.

“You bastard…” He thrashed and writhed in agony. “I’ll…”

“You’ll what?” I asked, deciding to extract his Divine Favour quickly, before the other opponent could get out of the crater. “Don’t forget you are the invader here…”

“Fine.” He slumped to the ground. “You win. But don’t blame me, I had no choice. You don’t know what it’s like, feeling yourself being eaten away, at the mercy of a cruel monster…”

“No, but I’ve heard from others. If you surrender, I’ll at least remove the…” I leapt to the side, Foehn flaring, as the bone sword the man held was catapulted towards me with a massive blast of wind.

“How did that…” I landed on top of him, my feet shattering his ribs, and he vomited blood, the burning sword crashing to the ground behind us. “… miss?” he finished, despondent, eyes squeezed shut.

“Because you just don’t have the skills.” I shook my head. “The ice wielder was far more talented. Besides, I’ve learned to be less careless.” I sighed, my Eye scanning him.

“Have you?” he managed, face a mask of blood.

“Yes.” I agreed, the ground exploding again, this time into a shower of hollow bullets shaped from the earth, propelled by wind and full of Foehn. Crystal shattered, flame scattering, and the armoured Chosen who rushed at me was thrown back, his defences once more shattering. This time, before it could reform, light pierced him, inflicting deep burned holes in his flesh. “I have. I haven’t forgotten I’m up against the two of you.”

“Shit.” the man under my trampling feet spat. “How can you be so strong?”

“Hard work and a lot of luck.” I grinned sourly. “So, care to surrender?”

“Surrender? Surrendering just means I get eaten.”

“I can remove the risk of that.” I offered, and he brightened.

“If you can do that, then I‘ll surrender.” he promised. I eyed him warily, before glancing back at the fallen armoured Chosen, who was rolling around in agony. Looks like I have time…

With my Eye, I identified the areas of slime within his body, and it was again largely clustered around the heart and crown Chakras, as well as the Divine Favour. I started cutting it away, burning it to ashes, and the man groaned. Even so, his eyes widened as the corruption within him was excised. “You… you can do it!” he muttered, still pained from the many wounds I had blasted into his body.

“Yes, though…” As I was working on him, my Eye picked up a surge of wind element gathering within him. The man continued to praise me greasily, even as he built up his energy. It didn’t look like an attack, but regardless, he wasn’t to be trusted. I continued to purge the slime, though now mostly around his Divine Favour, leaving his crown Chakra untouched. It was then an almost invisible surge of wind element left him, and for a moment I couldn’t tell what had happened, before realising the wind wasn’t an attack, but merely revealing something.

“Japanese dog!” The man laughed crazily beneath me, gurgling and spitting blood. “You think I’d keep my word to you? Vengeance… it shall be ours! When you die, Japan will be enraged and war will surely follow…”

I ignored his ramblings, panicked, as what had been revealed was my Silver Cord, running from me and into the distance. Wind was clinging to it, shimmering, and the fallen Chosen had grabbed his enhanced bone blade and was staggering towards my Cord, a few dozen metres distant.

“Feed the beast!” the bastard roared, bringing down the blade, only to cry out as Cutting Twilight pierced through his armour, space tearing. I had hurled it like a javelin, speeding it with wind energies, and the blade was shimmering with my newly-strengthened citrine flame energy. The sword had pierced his heart, flames consuming him, and he dropped to his knees, his own sword falling to the ground near my revealed Silver Cord. It shrank, the effect of his ability failing as he was dying, his armour shattering like glass.

“You… I… don’t want to… be eaten...” were his last words, as the amber letters signifying I had gained a Level scrolled across my vision, a surge of purple mist rising from the body and the blade, eating into it. The blade itself was still crawling towards my Silver Cord, so I grabbed it with air, pulling it away, ignoring the way it was drinking the energies in, before more Foehn bathed it, reducing it to quivering ashes.

Shit, the Divine Favour has crumbled, devoured. Another one lost… well, I couldn’t take any chances. Turning back to the stunned Chosen I had been working on, I shook my head. “Why? Didn’t you see the difference between us? There was no way that was going to work. Your Divine Favours aren’t a good matchup, and you don’t use them that well…” I gave up trying to save him, instead protecting his Favour by clearing the slime around it very carefully, using Chirurgery and Ether Healing to prevent as much damage to the structure as possible.

“What would you know?” he spat at me. “I hate you. Almost as much as I hate those who betrayed us, and the beast that enslaved us!” He gathered wind element, forming the snake tail and horns again, only for me to easily shatter his efforts with my own attack, blades of aether dragging through his network, doing significant damage to his heart Chakra and the connections to the Divine Favour, collapsing his workings, the horns and serpent dissipating, his whole body spasming, sending further cascades of wild elemental wind through his network, inflicting terrible damage.

It’s been a while since I‘ve seen that happen. That takes me back… I cracked a smile, remembering when Shaeula had tried to teach me wind element initially, and the damage it did to my Chakras.

“You think… this is funny?” the man howled, and I answered him honestly, gently cutting away the ties that bound the Favour to him. The slime around his heart and crown was exuding purple energy, and he screamed, his body starting to erode, but the Divine Favour was protected by me, gradually slipping free, causing further injury to him.

“Funny? There’s nothing funny about this.” I sighed. “Ironic? Surely. Pitiful. Definitely. You would have had to face your crimes, but I’d have prevented you being devoured. Instead, you broke your word and tried to kill me not once, but twice after surrendering. Now you have to reap what you’ve… ah, got it.”

The man screamed curses at me as the damage of the forcible removal further ruined his body. He was clearly dying, his Astral body collapsing. Ignoring the racial slurs and other equally unflattering howls of the defeated loser, I examined the prize I had obtained.

Fengbo’s Chimeric Winds [Class: Imperious] [Type Principle]
This Divine Favour is made of concentrated Adherence, refined Ether and ??????????. The Chimeric Winds allow one to assume a form representing Fengbo, a God of the Winds, and control Wind Elemental energies. Horns that disrupt, tail that binds, body that hides, breath that reveals, legs that leap, the Winds of Fengbo offer many abilities to hunt the unworthy, for who can escape the very winds themselves?


“I see. Wind-based, huh?” That was interesting, as breaking it down would likely push my wind abilities past the first bottleneck as well, but since I had actually managed to get it out functionally intact, it could be passed to someone else instead. It was continually trickling adherence from me, a slow but steady drain, so I wouldn’t be able to wait too long to find a host for it. Well, there are other abilities I want more, but I can hold onto this for now, I guess.

Luckily the woman Nie Ling was still within my grasp, assuming she hadn’t ran away, but she didn’t seem the sort for that. Casting a glance to the now-silent man, I could see he had died. I didn’t receive any Levels, perhaps because he was too weak, or more likely… I stretched out a hand, and Foehn consumed the withered husk and the slime leaking from the corpse.

“All right then. Time to go. Another two down.”
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“Good to see you, Akio-san.” Saionji-san greeted me, exhaling wearily. “Thanks for your help earlier.”

“You saw, huh?” I shrugged, as Yasaka-san brought me some tea. I quickly swigged it, feeling a little refreshed.

“Of course, the compassionate gaze of Avalokiteśvara sees all.” he intoned piously. “The wrathful gaze too, alas.” He paused. “I did manage to slay an enemy Chosen earlier, before we were forced back to Kinkaku-ji by weight of numbers. I’ve been using my blessing, despite your warnings…”

I waved that away. “I said it was fine in life-or-death situations. And this certainly is that. Besides, I think just the presence of these Chinese Chosen and Cultivators is already damaging the Boundary. So anyway, you got one too, huh?”

“I expect you’ve done better.” He grinned slyly, and I nodded.

“I’ve been involved with six. Strength, Ice, Mirror Reflection…” Yasaka-san shuddered at that, remembering the rather baleful description of her powers, which to be honest, didn’t do her justice. “…and the two outside, wind, and one we didn’t know about, some sort of summoned armour and weapon enhancement. They’re all dead now.” I sighed.

“You didn’t set out looking for violence, Akio-san, did you? You were merely defending our citizens. Wait, that’s only five, you said six.”

I nodded, allowing him to console me. “Yes, I also ran into one who could pull or send ordinary people to the Boundary…” I told him the story of Nie Ling, and at the end he was horrified.

“So many innocent people dead. These bastards…” Saionji-san cursed, enraged. “Death is too good for them, even if they were forced by this golden-eyed creature. Are you sure you should have let her go?”

“No.” I admitted. “It’s a gamble, but a calculated one. Her Divine Favour, I’d very much like to find someone compatible, and taking it then and there was too risky.”

“I can’t believe you can remove and transplant those abilities. I’d keep that a secret known only to a select few.” he warned, and I agreed.

“Yes, that’s the plan. Only the upper echelons of the Ministry, and those that receive the abilities, should know. The last thing we want is a worldwide hunt for Chosen candidates. It’ll be bad enough without that, there’s still too much incentive for us to prey on each other for strength…” It’s why I haven’t told you about taking Yamato’s Favour, or that my sister has it now. Gu Vessel or not, I’ll not allow it to end up like a ‘there can only be one’ situation. Too many people I care about would have to die.

“So, what’s next? The area here seems stable, thanks to your aid.” Saionji-san mused.

“Not exactly. There’s one issue left…” I warned, remembering that large woman who scurried off deeper into the Territory. “I think a rat has crept in.”

“Really?” Saionji-san asked, and I nodded, smiling at Yasaka-san.

“So, time to get out the Book Of Providence. I’d like to know how many of our enemies remain, anyway.” I grinned at his expression, patting him on the back. “Don’t worry, after all this is sorted, you can join me back in my Territory for more hard grinding. Maybe we’ll even have time for a trip to the lands of the Fae.”

“Fine.” He sighed. “Let me ask…”
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“So, there’s already ten of them dead. The five you killed, the one I killed, and four others.” Saionji-san mused. “If you count out the girl who retreated after meeting you, that leaves twelve. We’re still on the back foot here.”

I nodded. “Yes, but we also know that Haru-san’s Territory is currently safe, as is Tsukuyomi-jinja. It’s a shame some of them seem to be untraceable, and I’m worried by this Judge of Death… but fancy finding out our infiltrating rat has the ability to move items between the Boundary and the Material.” I found myself excited, clenching my fist. What could Ixitt do with access to that? It would advance our plans by weeks, maybe even months.

“Right. But if she’s in here, where could she be? And what’s her objective?”

“Well, if I had to guess, maybe she’s after your Anchor? Destroying that might give her the chance to steal your Favour, and even if it doesn’t, it’ll destroy the Territory. But aren’t your Defensive Emplacements triggering?” That had been brothering me. Kinkaku-ji was one of the stronger Territories in Kyoto, and Saionji-san had not been lax in prioritising defences, as I had seen briefly during my earlier engagement with the Chinese soldiers.

“No, they haven’t been, it’s strange. Fortunately, the Anchor is here…” He looked at the golden column behind us, shimmering with iridescent energies. “…so if she comes for it, then she’s done for, right?”

I agreed. “Yes. So, just what is she up to?” I looked at Yasaka-san again, who groaned.

“Fine.” He wiped a little blood from his nose. “But I want a holiday after this.”

“If I get that Divine Favour, I’ll make sure you are given enough rewards to enjoy a fantastic break.” I laughed. “Now, ask your Book, where is this woman, and what the hell is she up to?”


Side One Hundred And Twenty-One – Shiratori Himeko, Shirohime


“Boss, he’s making a break for it!” Suzu called, waving her parasol frantically like a flag, as the scrawny Chinese dissident ran down one of the many side alleyways that made up this tangled part of Boundary Kyoto, overlapping walls and roofs of ornate design, festooned with streamers and prettily-burning paper lanterns, making a stunning backdrop ill-suited to the frenetic pursuit.

“I see him. He shall not escape us.” Tan insisted, still in charge of Shiro’s body by Divine Possession, and as Tan strode through the myriad alcoves, Shiro winced inwardly.

Hey, Tan, I’ve been thinking this for a while, but should you really be so rough with my arm? I mean, it’s damn near ruined already, yet you’ve been doing quite a lot of hard effort with it, like when you caught that fiery wheel…

Do not worry, princess. With my great adherence, forcing your damaged arm to work is a simple matter. Yes, it is suffering some backlash and further injury, but that will simply give that healer creature… the tone of her thoughts was cynical, unpleasant… …something further to test her skills.

I know you don’t like her, Tan, but don’t break me to prove a point! Shiro would have been pouting if she was in control of her face right now, and instead had to settle for indignant thoughts. You know how important it is for me to get back into good shape!

I do. Tan’s thoughts now contained amusement. I must say, I find your emotions rather charming. Even if I would rather devour your man whole. He grows ever tastier. But alas…

Alas my ass, Tan! There’ll be no eating Aki, or any of the others! I know you know that…

“I do indeed.” Tan said out loud, drawing a quizzical look from the silently following Arisu, who had recovered from her overuse of her Room. As Tan gestured it was nothing, her thoughts continued. I am resigned to such. Though it seems that my goals can still be met, even on this newer path. He has no attachment to the Pantheon that has blessed him, so there is still hope he can be swayed to my faction. But you care little about that, no?

As they stalked their prey, Suzu constantly calling out his location, on him like a very pretty bloodhound, Shiro caught a glimpse of Bunta ahead of them, hunched down, moving rather quickly. Damn right I don’t care. That’s for the future. Now I’m just worried about my body and scars…

When we catch our prey, you will see that the little additional injury the Divine Possession is causing will be more than worth it in the end. After all, pain is merely temporary, is it not?

Yeah, but it still damn well sucks. Hey, is that him again? Shiro asked, spotting their target. Suzu leapt down from the rooftop she was on, scaring their opponent, who scattered to the left, passing under a shadowed archway, frantically trying to shake our pursuit.

A bad move.

Indeed.

Moments later the shadows moved, coils stretching out, and suddenly the fleeing man was bound, tendrils of solid shadow creeping up, twisting around his limbs, holding him in place. Bunta stepped out of his hiding spot, looking nervous but pleased, small eyes glittering darkly, and the shadows constricted painfully, causing the man to howl in pain.

Shit, I’ve often thought this, but Bunta’s powers are damn perverted. I bet Aki, Yasu and Shugo would love them… I’d not feel safe going near them. Well, I guess I can trust Aki… wait, can I? No, I’m pretty certain Aki wants to ravish me…

“Enough foolishness.” Tan proclaimed, her good eye blazing red, as she lifted their scarred face to sniff the air. “I smell a second. Excellent, this is one I wish to devour.”

A rain of brilliant white arrows of light started pouring down, and the bound prisoner tried to escape, his efforts futile, as several arrows grazed him, scattering blood which then steamed and smoked, the heat from the arrows of light intense. Bunta was still under cover, but the building around him was pockmarked and shredded, full of holes like a colander.

More arrows were aimed at Suzu, and she flung herself backwards, barely escaping the savage deluge. “Hey, watch out, if I get scarred or my legs get hurt, I’ll not be able to perform!” she squawked, indignant. The rain of arrows then marched towards Tan and Arisu. The later opened her Room and ducked aside, shooting a glance at the flame-wreathed form of Tan as she did so.

“I shall be fine.” Tan promised as Arisu vanished. Flames expanded in a halo around her, and Shiro marvelled at how much greater her control was. I feel a bit pathetic, you know. Maybe I shouldn’t have left everything to you?

Flames Of Thirst And Famine clashed with the shining arrows, and the explosion as they fought each other shattered the hanging chains of charms and scattered the lanterns, now burning in their entirety. A nearby wall collapsed inwards, and the ground below their feet bubbled and boiled. Ouch, that’s hot. My poor feet…

Better that than being pierced by these arrows… “Show yourself, little fool.” Tan taunted, casting flames in the direction the arrows had come from. “I can smell you. You shall not escape my flames!”

“Help me! Please! I’m not a fighter!” the man trapped in the shadowy coils was pleading. ”Without me, you couldn’t be this strong!” Shiro felt bad as Tan translated his squeals for her.

“Pathetic.” Tan sneered, as the man was blubbering, his eyes streaming and his nose leaking snot. “They come here to kill, yet when the tables are turned…” More arrows of light interrupted her words, followed by a blinding flash of brilliant white light. Shiro felt pain as her body was pierced by several arrows, though due to Tan being in full control, they didn’t inflict fatal wounds, as they would have to her.

Hey, don’t let me get all beat up!

“I do not intend to.” Tan leapt, adherence and aether powering her leap, and as she cleared the nearby buildings, the opponent was visible, an old, wrinkled woman, wearing a shimmering white robe, which seemed to reflect the surrounding light into a prism of various hues. Her face was twisted into a scowl, and at her waist was another of the horrible bone blades. As Tan came into her view, she darted to the side with surprising grace, pointing her fingers, which called forth another torrent of the gleaming white bolts.

“So insolent.” Tan sneered, her flames once more overwhelming the projectiles, sending smaller fireballs raining down around their opponent. They could hear Suzu cheering from her new vantage-point, her black dress torn and ripped, her face smeared with dirt.

“You’ve got this, boss! That old hag isn’t a match for you!”

“Old hag?” the woman repeated coldly, seeming to recognise the Japanese. She quickly shouted out something in Chinese, which Tan responded to, though she didn’t feel the need to translate it for Shiro. As Tan landed, she raced forwards, and the old woman leapt backwards as two tails of flame surged, striking the ground where she stood, a hungry inferno rising.

“She is quite skilled. I wager that she has fought before, in a mortal war or two.” Tan observed, as the woman was evading her flames skilfully, retaliating with volleys of brilliant bolts, using flashes of light to blind and distract, as well as leaving traps. As Tan advanced, the ground exploded upwards, light pouring free, and only swift reflexes prevented further injury.

I don’t care about that! We’re on the back foot here! Come on Tan, you’re supposed to be a Goddess, aren't you?

I do not approve of your worry. The situation… it is well in hand. Tan breathed out, her flames tinged with adherence, and soon the woman was driven into a corner. See… she is… now, that is unexpected…

As the woman was surrounded by a blazing wall of thirsty flames she took to the skies, her light forming the shape of a phoenix underneath her, lasting only a few moments, but enough to carry her to safety. Arrows of light formed in the sky, pouring down once again, and Tan was forced to use her flames as a makeshift shield. “Yes, she is definitely used to battle. Talent is often more valuable than raw power.” Tan muttered.

The old woman shouted something again, pulling the bone sword free, and Tan grimaced.

What did she say? Translate for me!

As Tan shouted back, she relayed the translation. She says that the accursed blade she carries quivers in anticipation of devouring me. She wishes us no ill will, but says that it is a war, and that she will send our friends with us into oblivion.

How… generous… of her. No thanks. I’m not having my body stabbed with that!

My sentiments exactly. Besides… it is we… “…who are here to feast!” Tan roared, and flames formed a ring behind her, before splitting into a number of blazing wheels, which were launched into the sky. As the woman dodged expertly, a violet slash in space opened without warning, and her momentum carried her in. She tried to arrest herself, only for the doorway to close instantly, a severed, outstretched arm, finger shooting bolts of glowing energy which quickly faded, falling to the earth.

“A most excellent performance.” Tan called out, as Arisu appeared from another rooftop. Opening up her Room again with a cold expression on her face, she pointed and the old woman fell out, now having her remaining arm and her legs crushed, much like what had happened to Daizen. Yeah, once in Arisu’s room, she’s in complete control. It’d take real skill to escape from there, like that tricky bastard the Raven…

“…though you look extremely displeased.” Tan continued, and Arisu tossed her head, clearly furious, her long dark hair swaying like a mourning shroud.

“That sword…” she spat. “It was able to damage my Room. Ugh, I feel…” A thin trickle of blood leaked from her mouth, down her perfect pale skin. Eyeing the fallen bone blade which had landed some distance away, drooling vile sludge and emitting a thick purple mist of energy, snaking its way towards Arisu like some sort of bone slug, she snorted angrily. “I could feel the hunger of it. It maybe even exceeds yours, Red.”

“I see. I am quite… insulted.” Tan declared, her eye narrowing. “Though I do confess, in the myriad domains and Territories of the higher Astral, there are many creatures who grow stronger by devouring others. After all, do not mortals grow the same way? Flesh and blood begets strength.”

“Hey, not quite the same.” Suzu shuddered, approaching, parasol in a sorry state now, a lollipop in her mouth. “We need to eat food or we’ll die. And us idols, we have it hard, we have to diet brutally to keep in shape, you know. These lollipops help suppress my appetite. I don’t only suck on them because it makes me look cuter.”

“This should certainly be destroyed.” Tan paused. “Bunta… the one you have bound, it has a sword too. Bring it here. Carefully.”

“Do… do I have to?” he whined, but Tan once again reiterated her command, and gingerly he started moving the captive over, careful to keep them in shadow so that his bindings wouldn’t break. Soon the two swords were together, the purple mist they were exuding intensifying.

“Yes, these are merely fragments of a whole. But an abomination. One it seems we are destined to face. So until then…” Tan’s fires darkened, the yellow turning a deep crimson, almost black. There was a surge of flame, and then the two swords were screaming, bathed in the cleansing fires. “…we should destroy what we can. These I would not eat, even were I starving.”

Speaking of eating… Shiro was starting to feel a bit ill. The guy bound in Bunta’s shadows was nearly hysterical, and judging by the smell had soiled himself. The old woman was silent, face white from exertion, holding in the agony of her shattered limbs, and she wasn’t even attempting to attack anymore, merely watching as the blades burned. As the bone corroded, a savage purple mist started to rise from the two prisoners, their bodies beginning to be consumed, devoured.

The woman spoke, and Tan laughed, the sound grating. “Have no fear, I shall give you peace. And your spirit shall live on, for I have no interest in that.” A surge of yellow blazed, and the woman was engulfed in the Flames Of Thirst And Famine. For a moment their eyes met, the old woman resigned, and Shiro wished she could cover her ears, to blot out the pitiful screams of the man who was thrashing at the unbreakable bonds of shadow. The woman mouthed something, and Tan cocked her head, her smile turning genuine for a second.

She thanks us. For granting her a merciful death. How… sentimental. An old warrior indeed. No wonder she was chosen by the Dark Lady. A suitable Favour for me, indeed. I can feel my strength surging. Sadly, I am still limited by my vessel…

Well excuse me for being weak and pathetic. If I wasn’t, you wouldn’t even be able to use me as your host, Tan! So don’t be a bitch!

A bitch? You are growing bold indeed, princess. I suppose love changes a person.

It’s nothing to do with that!

As they bickered, the corpse was reduced to ash, only some slime remaining, which Tan destroyed with different flames, unwilling to devour it. With that, Tan turned, satisfied, eyeing the remaining prisoner.

“Excellent work.” she praised Bunta, who looked down, flushing. “I did not wish this one to escape. After all, it is perfect for our needs.”

“Now I’m super curious.” Suzu giggled. “Just what would be perfect for the boss?”

“I believe… a giver of gifts.” Tan smirked, and even though the captive couldn’t understand her words, he must have been scared by her tone, as he soiled himself again, squealing in fear.

You know, Tan… I wonder… are we the bad guys here? I mean, fair enough, that woman, we were fighting in battle, so it seemed a reasonable conclusion, but this… I’m getting a guilty conscience. I don’t know why. After all, I was going to give you the world, right? So why does this make me feel so damn awful?

As I admitted, I did Allure you a little, soothing your conscience. Not forcing you to obey, never that, I would not be so crass. Merely… softening the pain. Now that is absent, for your man, he made it very clear I was to allow you your own freedom. But I believe there is another reason…

Shit, yeah. I’ve always been cold and selfish. Who could blame me? But Aki… well, he shines the most when he’s out to save others, just like he saved my heart. I… I don’t want him to hate me. But then, I don’t want to lose either. Not to the other girls. I want to be the number one!

And to do that, you need your own power. Besides… this one may not have fought, but… The prisoner squirmed under her piercing crimson gaze. He empowered others to kill, and I am sure his hands are not clean. None of those who came here are. They came to feed many lives to their blades. Besides…

Besides? Shiro was conflicted. The man was so obviously terrified of death, and had only fled, unlike the others Tan and her had killed, who had raged or fought until the end, or worse, betrayed her first.

Your man, did he not secure a Favour for his sister? That will have come from somewhere. From someone. He will not blame you for this. Yes, he may be saddened by the necessity of staining your hands with blood, he is soft like that. But it is I who am doing it. I have killed many over my endless lifetime, and some for less cause. Such is the path of power. You… you shall simply have the reward. And if you shed tears, show sorrow… he will hold you and soothe those tears away.

Tan! Shiro protested, mortified. That isn’t the point and you know it! Though that does sound pretty nice… ugh. Fine. I know Aki is prepared to kill to protect Kyoto, and that Tsukiko woman. I’m a bit frustrated. She’s as beautiful as I was, which I find hard to believe, even having seen it myself. You’re right. I need… I need to stand out, to be special to Aki. He doesn’t want his sister, or Eri, or his little noble girls, to do things like this. So I can stand alongside Shaeula and Hyacinth. By his side, where the battle is thickest, and in his heart, where he has to comfort me. Do it. Before I change my mind.

Of course. “Flames Of Thirst And Famine!” Tan declared, and a few moments later it was over, slime burning into ashes, the shadow bindings of Bunta crumbling.

“Whoa, that was brutal.” Suzu observed, as Tan released her Divine Possession, Shiro’s hair and eyes returning to their natural colours. She immediately cried out in pain, as her body felt the hard use of her ruined arm, and the new gouges in her flesh.

“Shit, Tan, this damn well hurts!” Shiro cried, before shuddering. “Hey, wait, what’s that? I can feel it inside me… Hmm…” She squeezed shut her eye, concentrating.

Suzu began to ask a question, but Arisu silenced her with a curt warning to be quiet, and Suzu shrank back, apologising silently.

“It feels strange, but… so this is what it’s like to be truly Chosen, like Aki, or Arisu?” Shiro muttered to herself, surprised. “I see, so that’s how it works. Uh… you said this one is well suited to me, but really, I don’t get it…”

Oh, I believe you do. You think yourself a selfish, uncaring creature, only interested in your own wants and needs, but really… were you not always longing, wishing to be loved, needed by your parents? You believe they abandoned you as worthless, too much trouble. It is the same for your friends. You believe you exploited them to make them work on your game, your dream, but really, all you wanted was for them to spend time with you, on you, care about you. Need you.

Need me? I... Shiro shook her head, tears running down her cheek. I always wanted to give advice to Aimi and Hina, about love, about life, but what did I know about either? It was they who advised me, looked after me, when I was weak, they carried me home, when I was in trouble, they were there. The only advice I could give them was a pathetic sop to Hina, telling her to go for it, praying it would work out. False confidence, desperately hoping my reckless advice wouldn’t backfire. Shiro felt a pain in her heart. The boys too. Well, mostly Hayato and Aki, anyway. But yes… I wanted to be more than just be a burden. When… when my game was finished, I was going to ask…

I know. But now, things have changed. Your game, it is in the past. Now this is the arena you wish to be needed in.

“But…” Shiro cried, the heavy emotions working their way out, the shock of what effectively was an execution getting to her a little. “…I still want to finish it. Together with Aki. Together with everyone. I will!”

If you wish that, then you need to survive. Not just you, but your man, your friends, your rivals. Only should you all survive, will there be a time for peace. And to obtain peace, one must have unshakeable strength. That role… it is not for you. Do you believe you can ever match the strength of that Fae, or of your man?

Maybe… but, it’d be hard… Shiro admitted, saddened. “After all…” More words came out, and the girls were tactfully pretending they couldn’t hear, while Bunta scurried off. “…I’m starting with quite the disadvantage.”

So your very spirt cries out for a way to be needed, be useful, be able to protect, the opposite of the needy, useless girl who required everyone’s constant care and protection. You wish to shine, for he and the others to praise you. And so your spirit is a perfect match for this.

Anesidora, She Who Brings Gifts. Uh, isn’t that just Pandora, from the Box myth?

Perhaps. I care little for Pantheons other than my own. But… a gift that strengthens the abilities of others. Is that simply not what you have longed for? Not your own strength, but the strength to help those few you care for, princess?

Shiro wiped her tears, clenching her fist. “Yes, I think… I think it is. I worry so much now, that Aki is going to get hurt, die. And I can’t be with him all the time. There are dangers I can’t face. But this way… my love can always go with him.”

Ignoring the muttered choked laughter from Suzu, Shiro slapped her scarred cheek with her good hand, wincing. “Fine then. I think… well, can we go find Aki now? After all, I need to tell him I’m like him now. Besides, I want to try this out, and it has to be on Aki first.”

There is still one more that I want. But… the remainder are gathering. Two large groups, one straggler. Yes, we should return. I believe the battle is about to enter a brutal climax…


Three Hundred And Twenty-Seven / Side One Hundred And Twenty-Two – Suzuki Haru


“Akio-san, several of the Buildings in the Territory have just been… destroyed, I think?” Saionji-san seemed a little puzzled.

“You think?” I asked, and he nodded.

“It doesn’t feel like they were destroyed, really, but they’ve definitely vanished. Fortunately they weren’t too important.”

“Vanished, huh? Well, what matters is that we can narrow down where that woman has run to. Lead the way.” At my words, Saionji-san took off at superhuman pace, though it still felt rather slow to me. For the first time I had the opportunity to really observe Kinkaku-ji, and it was quite the impressive sight. For a Rank 2 Territory it had a lot of Buildings constructed, and quite decently upgraded ones at that, with some Rank 3 Ether Spires pulling in energy, golden and ornate, ringed with diamond-like crystals that resembled staring eyes.

“Quite gaudy for such a compassionate Deity.” I grinned.

“Perhaps it is because the shrine here is Kinkaku-ji, the Temple of the Golden Pavilion. Besides, gold is a symbol of purity. Here it isn’t used for wealth, but as a display of piety.” he countered.

“I see. You’re good.” I laughed, extending out my senses as far as my brain would allow, feeling the stirrings of a migraine from the stress of processing a massive amount of information. “If I’m going to be dealing with important people all the time, I’ll need to learn your way with words.”

Saionji-san shook his head, a wry chuckle escaping him. “I’ve been head of Amaterasu for many years. Of course I speak like a politician. I’ve had to contend with that old fox Kudou, as well as the fierce Uchida… well…” He trailed off, remembering that one of his rivals was now a broken man, even in Kyoto’s time of great need unable to respond, merely shutting himself away with his comatose son.

“I’ll appreciate your help with the Ministry.” I spoke, changing the subject a little. It was then that I ordered him to stop, and as he ground to a halt, breathing heavily, he looked at me quizzically.

“There.” I pointed, my expanded senses picking up the near-invisible tripwires that were even harder to see under the strangely-hued silver light of the Boundary, than they would have been under the sun in the Material world. “Tripwires. Linked to… yeah, mines. Nasty”

“I didn’t see them.” Saionji-san admitted. “It really is strange, having to worry about such contrivances here in the spiritual realm.”

I nodded. With a slash of air, I cut the threads, and the mines detonated, but they too were wrapped in air, muffling the blast and preventing damage, leaving them whisper-quiet. “Hopefully this won’t alert our running prey that we’ve been this way.”

“I have to say, your versatility never fails to impress.” Saionji-san laughed. “Though I contend my Eye Of Avalokiteśvara doesn’t lose in terms of power.”

“Well, sooner or later the Boundary won’t be an issue and you can use it as much as you please then.” I promised, as we picked up the chase again, passing through a glade of trees with golden-yellow blossoms, falling around us in a gilded blizzard. The golden horns of the main temple loomed overhead, soaring into the sky, casting great shadows, but there were many smaller golden pavilions dotted around the grounds, each with their own golden edifices. Really, it’s all a bit too much for me. I like tastefully understated, not this… tacky display of wealth. Not that I’d tell Saionji-san that. It’s probably sacrilegious thinking that way too…

“I still can’t see her.” I muttered, despite having extended my senses. “Wait, something’s different.” I noticed that one of the gaudy decorations had vanished at a nearby shrine. As I watched closely, a large golden bell vanished as well, a flare of aether all that remained.

Moments later, Saionji-san spotted it as well, as more and more precious metal and gemstone-encrusted items disappeared. “You think it’s her?” he asked quietly, and I nodded, pouring power into my Eye, as it glowed a vivid amber, searching for her.

“It has to be. Is she sending chunks of your Territory back to the Material? I don’t get why these hunks of gold though. If she destroyed your constructed Buildings that way it makes sense, but these are just, well… ornamental, right?”

As he agreed I continued to scan the area. I couldn’t see her, whatever she was doing was blocking even my Eye, which was impressive, but then I noticed a faint haze of what looked like Qi, rather than unrefined aether. It was tiny, nearly entirely obscured by the force of whatever ability was snatching pieces of the Territory, but my Eye was perceptive enough to pick it out. Got you.

“I think I have her. She must be using some sort of Art that obscures vision. It’s good, whatever it is. If it wasn’t for a faint leakage through the cracks in it, I’d not have noticed.”

“So, how do we proceed? I can use my abilities to destroy the area…”

“No, I want to take her alive if I can help it.” I shook my head, and Saionji-san shrugged.

“That seems risky. It isn’t because she’s a woman, is it, Akio-san?” he smirked, and I fought down the urge to snap back.

“Of course not. I’m not that much of a lecher. No, I have my reasons.” The only issue is, if she tries to flee back to the Material. That could be a problem, although I did watch what Daiyu did before…

“Well, considering the number of innocent dead, I hope you’re not planning to be lenient.” Saionji-san warned.

“No, don’t worry. That ship has long sailed.” I’ve killed plenty this day. I… I don’t regret it exactly, but it still stings. Saionji-san is right. Too much innocent blood has been shed, and for what? Petty revenge… Ignoring the treacherous thought that I had made it clear I would seek revenge on anyone if those I cared about were hurt, I at least consoled myself by knowing I wouldn’t target innocents.

“Right, here we go. I’ll rush in, as I’m faster.” Without waiting for his agreement, I pushed my Body Enhancement to the maximum and dashed forwards. Several more traps were strung up, but I powered through, too fast for the explosions to be effective.

The faint traces of Qi began to move away from me, almost imperceptible, but as they retreated I saw faint shimmering in the air, little distortions that were there for a moment, and then everything was normal again. So that’s how she’s doing it… my Intellect allowed me to make the calculations, so it seemed like the strange ripples were the effect of bending light into a spherical shape, and the Qi leakage must have been coming from the axis where the two halves were joined. Now that I knew what to look for, I channelled earth, forming a series of rocky barriers, and wind, trying to snare her.

“How dare you, insolent wretch!” a booming voice called out in Mandarin, as the illusion protecting her shattered, a Talisman in her hands burning away to ashes, the Qi dispersing. She was quite impressive, in one sense, being greatly overweight, her body wrapped in a straining yellow ballgown, which made me giggle, as it reminded me of the dress Takagi-san was wearing.

Damn, I’ll have to apologise to her for even comparing them. The woman was covered in jewellery, her hands packed with tasteless yet likely expensive rings, sometimes three to a finger, and her neck was hung with a vast number of golden chains.

“Stop now and surrender!” I declared, closing the distance. I had Cutting Twilight sheathed, as I believed I could handle her without too much trouble, and wanted to appear less threatening.

“Surrender? Me? Your barbarism is simply so trying. Not that I should expect much from foreigners. No class at all!” she declared, pulling out what looked like an assault rifle from her back. “To think…” she sighed, forcing a thick finger in to pull the trigger, seesawing the gun wildly, bullets arcing in all directions. “…that I would have to dirty my own delicate, elegant hands with bloodshed. This whole mess has been most disconcerting.”

I snorted, amused. Delicate? I’ve seen more delicate bears at the zoo. Most of the bullets missed me, and those few that struck home did little more than sting. On seeing that the woman panicked, dropping the gun and producing a rocket-propelled grenade. That can definitely hurt me…

“Such disrespect!” she cried as the projectile discharged, a tail of flame pushing it towards me in less than a second. I twisted my body in the air, and it sailed past, detonating as it struck a golden wall, and she clicked her tongue, rubbing at her bruised shoulder where the counterweight had flung off and struck her.

“My dress, it is ruined.” she muttered, seeing the dirt mark and torn cloth. She then remembered I was mere moments away and her eyes went wide in panic, and my Eye could see she was purging aether, trying to return to the Material. I won’t allow that. Nie Ling will be there too, and I can’t afford to lose both abilities…

The woman was saying something about missing out on more gold, but I ignored her, concentrating aether into a series of strikes that hammered into her body, scattering. Ironically, the attack worked much like Chirurgery, the ability to heal also quite capable of inflicting targeted damage. She squealed, her chins jiggling, and fell to the floor as through she was a puppet with cut strings. Her hand stretched to grab the bone blade she carried, but blood scattered as sharp threads of wind whirled from my outstretched hand, dragging the blade free, heedless of the damage to her fingers, several rings reduced to cut shards.

“My hand. My precious rings!” she cried, sucking on her stumps, rolling around in exaggerated agony. I channelled Foehn, and the bone sword burned, a familiar process to me now. As the remaining slime it exuded blackened, shrivelling up with a piercing howl of torment, I looked down at the woman in front of me as Saionji-san caught up. Really? She’s a Chosen? Even… even Kondou Kazuo makes more sense than her… Shaking my head, I spoke coldly. “There’s no escape here. Now, I’d like some information…”
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“It looks like the situation is under control.” Haru observed, as the final wave of pitiful zombies were engulfed in the brilliant yellow flames the ratkin and weaselkin were shooting out of their contraptions. “Really, it’s a bit anticlimactic. From what I understood, it was going to be a devastating battle here in Kyoto.” Besides, I feel a little sorry for the dead. Although… they have no sapience. Not even as much as my poor sisters retain…

“It is not over yet, is it?” Ixitt asked, his whirring eyepieces and monocles observing the battlefield, making notes on some parchment. “Carelessness is a great danger. I learned that when I was so horribly burned when an experiment went rather… wrong.” He grinned cheekily, taking a deep breath. “Well, such matters are in the past. Moira, what do you think?” he asked the rather stern, taciturn Elf with the midnight black hair and pale skin.

I find her looks rather fascinating. Though she has the pale skin and dark hair of an Asian woman, her features are anything but. They don’t even look entirely Western. She let out a giggle, thinking of all the trouble Akio-san was likely to get into in the future, though she was paying attention, as Moira had more than proved herself a capable tactician and logistician.

“I think it is still too early to say.” She pursed her lips, examining the smouldering ruins of their enemies. “After the initial skirmishes, where they attempted to breach the Territory with human firepower, only to be repelled by the Mortal Engineers we have here…” She nodded approvingly, and Ixitt cackled at the praise. “…it seems to me they were merely going through the motions. I do not seriously believe that these dead things were to have any chance of breaking our defences. At best, they were a distraction, at worst…” she frowned. “…there must be some other purpose.”

“At least on the bright side, I’ve gathered a fair bit of ether.” Haru explained happily. I feel a bit bad taking Etherites from Akio-san to build this Territory, although it’s only here because he wants it to protect Tsukuyomi-jinja. Well, more to the point, he wants to protect Matsumuro-san. He’s so sinful! A real lady-killer. It’s lucky I’m already dead, so I can’t be killed! “I can probably rush a cheap Building or two in an emergency.”

“That should not be necessary.” Moira shook her head. “No. Think of what we know. Matsumuro Tsukiko is fated to perish. We know where she is right now. Here.” She stabbed her finger down on the map where her shrine was located. “Since the situation here was well in hand, we dispatched Ulfuric and many of our forces there, to be safe. It is also layered behind our Territory, and contained within this second one. Just looking at it from a tactical standpoint, there should be no way that shrine would be attacked.”

“But something says you do not believe that, yes?” Ixitt lashed his tail, picking up on her concerns.

“I get it.” Haru agreed. “It’s all going too well. Admittedly, we have Akio-san, Shaeula, Hyacinth and the others in our corner, but we should have come under more pressure.”

“Yes. When we consider that, I fear we must have overlooked something. After all, if the Wild Hunt can bypass the defences of the Seelie Court, then relatively weak Territories such as these… I simply worry that the defences can be suddenly destroyed, or bypassed somehow.”

Relatively weak, is it? For some reason that stings. I surprise myself, considering how scared I was of all this before. I guess being dead calms a girl down, right? “In that case, shouldn’t we call back Akio-san and the others? I wish we could communicate. If smartphones worked here… well, hey, if modern weapons can, we could bring phones in too, right?”

“It seems from the information gathered, that is an ability of one of our enemies.” Moira suggested. “But yes, rapid communication is often more valuable than anything else in battle. He who controls the spread of information controls his enemy.”

“It seems there is little we can do but prepare for battle. The longer it goes on, the larger our advantage, as I do not believe the princess and Akio will be defeated by such foes. Gradually we will eliminate them.” Ixitt lashed his tail happily. “Oh, I do so hope we can salvage some of the remaining equipment. I have studied some weapons in the mortal realm, but here…” He peered down at the table, where several assault rifles had been disassembled, still shining with fading aether. “…making their mechanical principles work despite the differences in laws, it is quite ingenious.” His tail lashed happily.

“That’s a secondary concern. All we have to do is protect Kyoto.” Haru warned, and Ixitt nodded, understanding. “Really, I don’t know if all these prophecies are true or not. Destines and Definite. The difference seems very nebulous to me. But what I do know is that Akio-san put everything into this. If she does die, he’ll be crushed. And I don’t want that.”

“No, it would not do to have our leader wallowing in grief. My grandfather and the other Princes have put great faith in him and princess Shaeula. With the reclamation of the Spring of Clear Reflections, and the death of an Unseelie Duke, many are daring to dream of the tides turning in our millennia-long war…” Moira paused, noticing that Ixitt had stopped moving, his tail frozen mid-twirl.

“I think we were right.” Ixitt sighed. “Enemies are approaching. A great swarm of them.”

“More zombies?” Haru asked, floating up high so she could see. What she saw made her gasp. It was more dead beings, animated by a pestilent, corrupted aether, but this time the tide was made up of non-humans. Yōkai, spirits, animal people, corpses in ancient burial kimonos, other stranger things, most of them were mangled and broken, but they marched forwards in a dread tide, followed by the dull rumbling of machinery, as several Chinese Type-99 tanks crushed the fallen rubble and decaying bodies under their heavy treads.

One opened fire, main cannon launching a heavy 125mm round, which slammed into the Territory barrier, driving it inwards several inches, sparks of silver scattering like fireflies. On top of the tanks were several people, one of them in voluminous black robes, and when Haru’s gaze met the dark shadows within the cowl, she felt a piercing dread, her heart spasming as if she was still alive.

What is this? I’ve… I’ve not felt so scared, not since that day I was murdered…

More fire from the tanks, and the barrier shuddered again, beginning to fracture, and other weapons were being discharged, adding to the weight of destruction falling upon the defences.

“This is bad…” Haru muttered, slapping her cheeks to bring herself back to reality. “It’s a full scale push. It looks like they’ve gathered all of the dead in Kyoto to attack us. But I’m more worried about the tanks… and their riders…”

“Engineers!” Ixitt called, rushing to action. “Flamecallers, earthcallers, take out the mobs of the dead. Dead flesh burns just as easily as living flesh does, and returning them to the soil is a mercy. Only those as evil as the Unseelie would pervert the bodies of the dead so. Gunners, aim for those riding the tanks.” He paused, chagrined. “A shame we do not have any such weapons of our own. An oversight. Yes, I intend to rectify it…”

Moira was directing the remaining forces they possessed to their positions. Luckily they had prepared a decent defensive line in the time they had, so it would hold for a while. We just need to stand firm until Akio-san or the others return…

As Haru prepared to retaliate with her own attacks, she caught sight of a bloody weaselkin heading their way… from the west. Dropping down, she surprised the running ally, who ground to a halt, panting. On recognising her, he quickly barked out his message. “I bring… word-word from… Master Ulfuric. Somehow… the enemy… have managed to breach …the Territory undetected. The situation is grave…”

I hate it when we are right. There was something wrong after all. Moments later the Territory barrier collapsed entirely, unable to bear the weight of attacks from the tanks, as well as the Chosen riding them.

“All right. Can Matsumuro-san be evacuated back to the Material, or even to here? We should be able to hold long enough for the Ring Gate to be used…”

The weaselkin shook his head. “They have some sort… of prison barrier. She, Master Ulfuric and many-many others are… trapped in it.”

I see. Prophecy, huh? I don’t like it… flying back into the sky, Haru concentrated on her light element, unleashing a massive firework-like burst into the sky, red light flaring, covering the heavens. As she drew all eyes to her, she floated back down to the ground, ready for battle, the first ranks of the undead creatures swarming into her Territory past the shattered barrier. I really hope that Akio-san and the others are watching… else when they get back, there’ll not be much left…
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“What do you think you are doing?” the large woman cursed me, as I bound her with air. “Unhand me, you uncouth peasant! Do you not know who I am?”

“No, so feel free to enlighten me.” I sighed, starting work on clearing out the slime around her Divine Favour. She squealed again, but her eyes widened when she saw the vile gunk lifting free, only to be burned by my Foehn. Her expression changed then, and though she tried to hide it, I could see calculation and avarice on her face.

“I am the noble Yao Chun. I do not expect you to know who I am, alas, the days of my family being internationally renowned are gone, thanks to those boorish fools in the Party. Communism. Hah.” she grunted bitterly. “Just know that my family is very important, and I am their youngest, most beautiful daughter.”

Young? Beautiful? Someone thinks highly of themselves, don’t they? Though if I was being fair, if she lost some… well, a lot of weight… then she might look all right.

“Is she for real?” Saionji-san muttered, amazed, and the woman shot him an angry glare.

“I would not expect foreigners to understand, least of all you barbaric Japanese. My great-aunt was abused by you foreign brutes. She was so mortified, she felt the need to take her own life, to expunge the disgrace.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” I bowed, apologising, which surprised her, but moments later her haughty nature reasserted itself.

“Well I should think so. and look, you are treating a fine lady so roughly! My poor hand! How will you compensate me, I would like to know!”

“Compensation?” I grated, annoyed. I was prepared to listen to her babble, as it was keeping her busy while I cleaned out the corruption, preparing to retrieve the Divine Favour, but this was a step too far to take. “You invade out country, kill our citizens? And you wish compensation?”

“Your citizens? Oh yes, well, that was that peasant girl. Nie Ling. No breeding, the daughter of a shoemaker, I hear. She was the one responsible, do not blame me for a peasant’s wrongdoings!”

“I don’t think that’s all there is to it.” Saionji-san interrupted coldly, looking down at her. “After all, why are you in my Territory then?”

She glanced to the side, where the building of gold had massive chunks missing from it. “I simply can not go back to China. Ugh, exile in a barbaric foreign land. The fools from the Party, they hate us old families, and the Department… just because I was blessed by a Goddess from a foreign land, I was looked down on, even though it is clearly because the Goddess recognised my extraordinary value. Why, I do believe that with my fine taste in art and antiquities, there is none more suited…”

As she rattled on, I finished clearing out the remaining slime, growing faster with each time I tried. Yeah, I’m getting better at using adherence along with my Chirurgery, although what with the Divine Favour I’m holding draining it little by little, I can’t afford to waste much…

“…so yes.” she finished at last. “…I was barely able to flee with the rings on my fingers and the necklaces around my throat. Shameful. So I need to accumulate more wealth. This gold… it will enable me to claim asylum, and re-establish my family!” she declared proudly.

“You think that’ll work?” I asked. “Surely when the gold runs out of aether it’ll return to the Boundary?”

She started to sweat, her eyes swimming, and I realised that of course she knew that. “So, you’re planning to use it like fool’s gold, are you? Here today, gone tomorrow.” I asked.

“Some… sacrifices are inevitable. But enough of that, unhand me, brute!”

“So, how were you going to escape being eaten?” I asked. “And where did you get that Talisman that hid you from sight?”

“That paper? I do not quite know how it works, but those foolish idiots who called themselves Sects…” she snorted. “…needed me to bring some of their equipment through. It was a simple matter to keep some for myself.” Her smile turned colder. “As for being devoured, that happens to others, to lesser people. Not to Yao Chun, no, not to me! The others will be enough of a feast, but the beast, he surely knows my value! I did my part!”

Yeah, I think she doesn’t understand how the world works. I doubt very much a creature as monstrous as this golden-eyed devourer cares about her family lineage. “I see. Well, I appreciate your optimism, but now…” I paused as her smile changed.

“It was not just that one piece of paper I pocketed from those old fools.” She grinned, and out fluttered another paper Talisman, with ancient Chinese written on it. “I think they called it a Spatial Storage Tag? Vanishingly rare nowadays, a real antique...” She grinned, as the Talisman flared to ash, releasing the contents, a number of hand grenades, the pins already pulled, right in my face. She rolled away, fighting my air bonds, as the grenades detonated.

Fuck, that hurts. I had shut my eyes and turned away my head, hands covering my ears, just before the explosion. Saionji-san had jumped backwards, but even so, he was cut and bruised, shrapnel piercing his body. As for me, my skin was scored and nicked, thin trickles of silver and red dribbling down, but other than that I was unharmed, having protected my vulnerable points.

“Are you okay?” I managed, and Saionji-san nodded.

“I think so. Damn it, I hurt all over, but I don’t think I’ve taken any fatal damage. Fat old witch!” He cursed her, looking at the woman who was still trying to squirm away, stunned that a face full of explosives hadn’t finished me. Her legs were shredded, and her body was pockmarked with small daggers of twisted metal, but her bulk had prevented major damage.

“Wait, how… that should… no, this is not fair!” she cried. “Wait, that… that was unintentional. I just wished to show you what else I had taken. No, let me go!” She must have seen the expression on my face, as she went white, quivering in fear.

“Of course it was.” I agreed. “Unfortunately, you aren’t the only thief here…” She’s a snake, she can’t be trusted. Hell, calling her a snake is an insult to Shirohebi and his kin. Besides, she had brought many weapons to the Boundary, and they were being used to assail our Territories. As Yao Chun struggled, I tightened the bonds, heedless of the way the streams of wind cut into her flesh.

“What are you doing?” Saionji-san asked, curious, and I shrugged.

“Rendering her harmless.” I advised, working swiftly, cutting away the Divine Favour.

Your Skill, Adherence Manipulation has increased from Rank 2 to Rank 3. Your ability to control and utilise Adherence has further strengthened. You can more precisely affect the Adherence of others, and are slightly more able to perceive and affect ??????????.


Question marks again. But I think I know what they hide this time… all my efforts recently had borne fruit, and as I worked I noticed I was using less adherence to perform the removal, and that while I still couldn’t identify the third, mysterious component of the Divine Favour, I was finding it noticeably simpler to cut the ties. Moments later, I had succeeded, and the woman fainted, her body spasming, her Chakra network starting to collapse.

Laverna’s Grasping Hand Of Heaven, Earth And The Underworld [Class: Legendary] [Type: Law]
This Divine Favour is made of concentrated Adherence, refined Ether and ??????????. The wielder gains the ability to transfer an item between the Material and Astral realms, and it will endure so long as Aether remains, working as it would in the realm it came from. More complicated and larger items require more Aether to make functional, so they will endure for significantly less time. Laverna takes as she pleases, and what is stolen from Earth shall be treasured in Heaven, and what is taken from Heaven shall be lauded in the Underworld. What is pilfered from the Underworld shall surely find value in Earth.


As I admired the stolen Favour, I rejoiced. Yeah, this is the one I wanted. Now that I was holding two Favours, the drain on my adherence was brutal, and even with the plentiful amount I had gained by destroying the damaged Favours, I would run dry in mere days. Worst case, I’ll break down the Chimeric Winds, this one is far more useful.

Remembering the helicopters that had been present here in the Boundary, I wondered just how much aether the woman had been provided by the golden-eyed devourer. Totalling up how much had been shared across all of the Chinese Chosen candidates, the amount was frightening. Orders of magnitude more than I have, that’s for certain. But then, as we’ve seen a lot today, it isn’t the raw power, it’s how you use it…

“So, what do we do with her?” Saionji-san asked, furious. “We could take her and make her face justice, but…”

“I know.” I agreed, preparing myself. It was then that the distant skies were dyed red, a massive surge of firework-style light rippling across the heavens. “Damn, that’s coming from the south. It must be Haru-san. Something bad must be going down… Saionji-san, I’ll leave you here, you look a bit worse for wear.”

“Are you sure?” he asked. “I can still fight if needed…”

“No.” I shook my head, as behind me a sharp blade of wind decapitated the unconscious woman. There was no Level-up notification, perhaps because she had lost her Favour, and no longer had the stores of aether provided by the creature that had enslaved her. It was unlikely she would survive anyway, just like Yamato. It was a mercy, she won’t be devoured at least…

Telling myself that to soften the blow of something that felt very much like murder, no matter how deserved it was, I gave my orders. “We can’t afford to be careless. Go back to Yasaka-san and get what information you can out of him. If there’s anything I need to know, then you can come support us.”

With that I was dashing back towards Haru-san’s Territory, my Foresight blaring warnings. And beyond there… Tsukuyomi-jinja… Tsukiko-san. I guess the reckoning you’ve dreamed of is here. But… I clenched my fist, ready for battle, against the surviving Chinese forces who invaded so callously, killing so many innocents, and threatening those I had sworn to protect. And against fate too. Definite …there’s no such thing. No, that’s not true. The only Definite thing here is I’ll fight until the end…


Three Hundred And Twenty-Eight / Side One Hundred And Twenty-Three - Zhao Daiyu


As I raced towards Haru’s Territory, I started noticing the presence of more spirit-lights forming in my Kin Bonding And Restoration, the numbers growing steadily. Before, I had just the two lights remaining, Ginneka, that cat Yōkai who had saved Eri, who I was actively working to return to life, and her brother Kinneka, who I was allowing a trickle of energy to reach now. I owe her, not him. So we’ll restore her, and then see… but anyway, Shaeula is going to be enraged…

Pushing out my senses I could see a tide of hideous undead flooding towards the Territory, as well as several tanks and other human vehicles. Even as we watched, a great surge of flame was forming into a fiery elemental-type creature, towering an impressive ten metres tall. That’s not all…

A giant fiery chariot was racing towards Haru-san’s Territory, but it then changed direction, heading towards me faster than a car. Moments later it arrived, and I looked up to see that Tan was riding it, Shiro’s hair a blazing red, her one eye glittering brilliantly, a bright scarlet. On seeing me she smiled. Behind her was a girl I recognised, who was waving at me, her dress and hair dishevelled and dirty, a customary lollipop in her mouth, and some that I didn’t.

“Oh hey there, boyfriend of the boss!” Suzu-san giggled. “We meet again in Kyoto, must be fate! I don’t suppose you’re keeping Red and White hidden anywhere, I’d love to meet them again?”

“Be silent Suzanne-san. We haven’t the time for this.” the stunning yet somehow frightening woman behind her declared, tone frosty. I didn’t watch much TV, so I didn’t recognise her, but this must have been Arisu, the actress Shiro was so fond of. Behind them cowered a smaller man, who looked away as our eyes met. Bunta-san then?

“Sorry, don’t be mad! We’re old acquaintances now!” Suzu-san complained.

“No, we really don’t have time for this…” Shiro agreed, as her hair was turning silver once more, her eye darkening. “...besides, stop flirting with Aki, as an idol, that’s a no-no, right?” I found her slightly jealous pout adorable, but we had no time for pleasantries. Shiro knew that too, as she leapt down off the flaming wheels. I winced, but she landed properly, even if her face did look a little pained for a moment.

“Aki, I have so much I want to tell you, but…” Her gaze took in the distant fire elemental. It had reached out a hand and was trying to burn the defenders, as bolts of aether flew back and struck it, only to come up against a construction of water, steam scattering, obscuring the battlefield like a fog. Wait, is that… Moonlight Mist Realm?

“…looks like it’s all going to shit. Well, it’s been easy up to here, right?” She winked at me. “We got three.”

“Not bad.” I approved. “So, what did you want?”

Shiro fidgeted restlessly for a moment, before swallowing and steeling herself. “Damn, I’m so not a blushing tsundere. Shit, I wish we had longer for this reveal, but… Aki, I’m like you now. Properly. Not just Tan helping me out. Here!”

She stretched her hand and aether and adherence shimmered. I felt it entering me, a temporary surge of power, and my Eye responded.

You have been affected by Anesidora’s Blessing Of Many Gifts. All Skills and Statistics will be strengthened temporarily, gaining up to a maximum of one Rank.


Surprised, I let out a dull whistle. Checking my status I could see that several Skills had temporarily increased in Rank, and I was humming with new power. Before I could speak, Shiro kissed me greedily, face flushed. Behind us, Suzu-san whistled, while Arisu-san glared at us stone-faced, eyes glittering darkly.

It was only a fleeting kiss, as time was of the essence, but it was passionate, our tongues swirling together. As we parted, damply, Shiro grinned. “See, now I can stand beside you and the others properly. I mean, I never saw myself as a buffer, I always thought I’d be DPS, right? But Tan saw through my heart, and knew I just wanted to be loved, needed.”

I wanted to ask her how she had gained true status as a Chosen, her own Favour, but there wasn’t time, and I had my suspicions anyway. Tan. If I can do it, she surely can too. The two loose Favours I was holding weighed heavy on me as I felt my new strength. “Well, I’m happy for you, but we’ll celebrate afterwards. For now…”

“Yeah, I know. But I’m not done. Anyway, hop on.” Shiro grinned. “We’ll talk as we give you a lift!” She turned then, before realising it was several metres up to the fiery wagon-bed. With a smirk, I grabbed her in a princess carry and leapt up. When we landed, she pounded on me with her fist, and her eye turned red again, Tan urging her fiery chariot forwards towards the enemy.

“So, uh, Arisu, this is Aki. The guy I love. I wanted you to meet in better circumstances. But…”

“Yes.” she agreed frostily, looking at me with those judging eyes. “These are… trying… times indeed. I was not expecting to be dragged into a war. I expect we shall have much to discuss, such as compensation for our efforts.”

“Arisu!” Shiro gasped, shocked, but I shook my head, calming her.

“No, it’s only fair. After all, this is my fight.” My gaze went to the battle again as we closed in, flaming wheels eating up the terrain. Arrows wrapped in wind were flying from the Territory, and one tank was disabled, the main cannon pierced by several exploding arrows. Light was flashing too, brilliant laser beams, and I knew everyone was fighting hard. I guess Shaeraggo and Selensha came through the Gate. If so, the situation is dire…

“I too wanted to meet somewhere nicer. A cosy, secluded restaurant maybe. As a friend of Shiro’s, I hope we can be friends too. Allies as well. We need to stick together.” I gestured. “This mess proves that, right?”

“Come on, that’s for later.” Shiro insisted, though Tan was now in control. “Aki, I have a second ability too. Anesidora’s Box contains all gifts, right? Well, that’s a lie, it isn’t like I can give you an ability you don’t have, even temporarily. But strengthening one… in addition to the general buff, I can give you a specific one, if one Skill needed to be stronger for this mess, what would you pick?”

That’s easy. “My Eight Moons Chakra Network. It’s the foundation of all of my abilities.”

“Your wish… is my command. Hey, Tan, Tan, let me move. I’m supposed to be kissing him right now!”

Your Eight Moons Chakra Network has been temporarily strengthened by Anesidora’s Blessing From The Box. Your Eight Moons Chakra Network has temporarily been strengthened to Rank 8, reaching the second wall. All of your abilities have been strengthened temporarily, and you generate far more Aether and Elemental energies.


As the fresh sensation of power boiled through me, the twin-stacked buffs massively enhancing my strength, Tan snorted. “You cannot steer the wheels of fire, princess. We would crash. Besides, I have no wish to share the sensation of your kiss.” Tan looked at me, her eye serious. “I see you bear several Favours, torn from those who would oppose you. So you can hardly object to my thirst, can you? I want that.” She nodded to the fire elemental. Light, wind arrows and more desperate attacks were pelting it, but any damage done to the colossus simply reformed. “With that, my stomach shall be full, my thirst quenched, for now.”

“No, you do what you must.” I agreed sadly. “Besides, I cost you one Favour, saving Shiro, so… well, these people came here to kill, so they should have no complaints about dying.” The fiery wheels were grinding enemies underfoot, and we then rammed into the disabled tank, having arrived. Leaping off, I landed, Cutting Twilight slicing through the tank chassis, severing it in half.

Whoa, with this much aether and throughput, everything is so much stronger… my base stats had all gone up by around five hundred temporarily, and Body Enhancement pushed it even further. I feel damn badass right now…

“Good luck, Aki.” Shiro whispered softly. “Don’t worry, Tan’s strong, as are the others, although…” She eyed Suzu-san sourly. “Some of us aren’t trying hard enough.”

“Aww, come on boss. I spent ages collecting them, I don’t mind risking my life, but what idol would risk her group?”

“Enough, Suzanne-san.” Arisu-san declared. A sudden beam of darkness that was flying our way, sucking out the very light around us, was swallowed by a slash opening in space, violet energies scattering. “We have no time for your childish conceits.”

“Oh no, I’m being scolded! Well, I can still fight, especially after the boss buffed us all up.” She reached out, grabbing Bunta-san by the arm. “Come on, get to it, Bunta! If you don’t impress in front of the boyfriend… no, fiancé of the boss, then she’ll be super mad! Later!” They hopped down, and she used her ragged parasol to start smashing the surrounding undead, making a sour face as debris and stale blood stained her already soiled dress.

“Flames Of Thirst And Famine!” Tan declared, and the fire elemental was assailed by a tide of burning energy, only for a shimmering shield made from a glowing light to appear, blocking the attack. Tan scowled, twisting Shiro’s scarred face into a grimace. “Annoying. My Flames will not devour that… perhaps as they are of the same Pantheon.” She clicked her tongue, before glaring at me. “Now, should you not have somewhere else to be?”

I nodded. “Shiro, stay safe. You too, Tan. And Arisu-san, we’ll talk later. Uh, Suzu-san, later. You too, Bunta-san!” As I raced off, wind, flame, earth and water cutting a swathe through the seemingly endless tide of monstrous undead, I glanced back, to see Tan surrounded in flames, burning her way towards the shield and flame elemental. Beside her was Arisu-san, looking imperious in her red dress, sending dangerous attacks elsewhere with a stream of violet energies.

There. I could see an enemy, the one casting the beams of light-drinking darkness. He was fixated on taking out Tan on her fiery conveyance, as she was definitely the most attention-grabbing of us. More darkness was being gathered, but against my new speed, I was upon him in mere moments. His eyes went wide, looking into mine, a mixture of anger, hatred and fright visible, before darkness suddenly shimmered around us like a devouring cloak, and his hand went for his bone blade.

Nope. Cutting Twilight spun, severing his arm, and Foehn surged. The bone blade was incinerated, unable to resist the Foehn that had been buffed by Shiro’s new abilities, and though the darkness starting to corrode my skin painfully was a problem, with my stronger network and Ether Healing, I could resist it. Shiro’s a true Chosen now, huh? That’s… reassuring. Though I don’t know if she’ll think so when she hears the new grinding plan I’ll be putting together for her. Might as well leverage that lack of Level cap…

“Sorry, but I don’t have time for pleasantries.” My Eye flared, giving me more precise information than ever before, and time seemed to slow. Multiple tendrils of aether and adherence formed around me, and with great precision I drove out the slime infesting him, before a flash of Foehn burned him and it to ashes.

You have gained in strength, Your Level has…


No time to worry about such small boosts in power. At least I took the benefit, not the golden-eyed devourer, thankfully I had time for that. And with another enemy down…

Racing into the Territory, I could see Ixitt, Haru-san, Shaeraggo and his exhausted wife, amongst others. Ratkin and weaselkin were operating weapons of Mortal Engineering, holding their own, but the numbers of the dead were simply too massive to hold off indefinitely. On seeing me, Haru-san floated over, followed by Shaeraggo, both looking terribly weary.

“Akio-san, you made it back!” Haru-san gasped, trembling. “It’s a disaster, you have to hurry!” she declared.

“A disaster? Yeah, it looks bad, but you seem to be holding. I’ve killed one enemy Chosen, and reinforcements are here, I think we can pull this off!” I argued, only for her to shake her head.

“Maybe. I wouldn’t be so sure, Akio-kun.” She pointed to the remaining tank, which was shielded by the mysterious energy from before, a cowled figure on top radiating dark malice. Even looking at him made Haru-san shudder. “That man there, he’s dangerous. Very. All of these corpses obey his orders, and even if we damage them, they rise again, unless we completely destroy them.”

The Judge of Death, I’m guessing. The girl warned me of him… he’s probably the most dangerous Chosen candidate left out of our enemies… “Well, even so, with me here now I can…”

“No!” she shouted, surprising me, as Haru-san was always mild and meek, if sometimes playful now, in a bitter, gallows-humour sort of fashion. “It isn’t just here! Somehow the enemy has breached the Territory and is waging war on Tsukuyomi-jinja, but we can’t spare any more support with that… that demon here.” she spat, cursing the cloaked figure, surprising me yet again.

So it came to that, did it? I felt doused in cold water. It seemed that Tsukiko-san was right, her facing danger was inevitable. It was then Shaeraggo spoke.

“Akio. Where is my sister?” he asked. “We received word that there was terrible-terrible danger here, so I came through immediately. These… these dead things are of the worst sort. It is like fighting Unseelie filth.” He spat a gobbet of phlegm, his tired wife Selensha leaning on her ornate, crystal-topped staff chiding him gently.

“Shaeula’s out there. I know she’s safe.” I could feel that through the bond, as well as something else, something crackling and powerful. “She should be here any minute, seeing the fireworks.”

“Master Ulfuric leads the defence. There are others too. That Chinese girl came back all beat up and headed over there too, before we got word of the invasion.” Haru-san fretted, though not forgetting to sweep light over the oncoming hordes of the dead, melting them to ashes, the strongest attack anyone was using against them. “You need to go. Matsumuro-san… she needs you!”

“You need me, too!” I insisted, noticing her unease, and she shook her head.

“No. I… I sympathise with her. She must be so terribly afraid right now. With Shaeula’s brother here, and the reinforcements you brought…” She gestured towards where Tan and the others were trying to breach the shield, and had at least drawn the attention of the fire giant. “…we can do this.”

“I am here merely-merely for my sister…” Shaeraggo sniffed, loosing several more arrows into the crowd, winds tearing undead apart.

“No, Haru-san is Shaeula’s friend.” I warned him. “You think she’ll forgive you if you let her come to harm?”

He snorted at that unhappily, but he was still fighting, so I guessed he was fine with staying, and just being tsundere, like his sister used to be. But male tsundere are no good. Nobody likes them. I was torn on whether to stay or go, and time was wasting. Tsukiko-san, and Daiyu, Ulfuric and the rest, they were in danger, but if I left here, Shiro, Ixitt, Haru-san…

My contemplation was shattered by a great roar and a brilliant flare of lightning, thunder booming. I saw undead bodies being tossed in the air, the armour-clad Grulgor smashing through them like a living siege engine, followed by his Trolls. A fiery hand from the elemental tried to swat him, but he darted aside, laughing. Behind him was spreading a tidal wave of decaying corpses, fungus blooming as the undead rotted, returning to dust, and above…

A figure was leaping across the sky on footholds of wind, a difficult technique, but as pinwheels swirled around her, darting and twitching, the beautiful girl raised a hand, and lightning forked down once more, slamming into the shield, which held, but was noticeably weakened. As thunder clapped, she leapt down from the sky, landing near us, a broad grin on her face, amber eyes satisfied by the shock she saw in her brother’s eyes.

“Brother Shaeraggo, it is most-most heartening to see you here, helping Akio. But you seem… surprised? Has the Moon stolen your tongue?” Her grin was viciously self-satisfied.

“Sister, is that…” he began, only for her to cut him off, another spray of brilliant lightning leaving her hands, striking at the elemental once more, leaving a trail of brilliant afterimages and the boom of thunder behind it.

“Of course it is-is.” Shaeula laughed. “There was a kind enemy who was throwing about so much-much lightning element that scooping it up and making it my own was simplicity itself. I have-have always said I would be a Royal someday, did I not-not?” She paused for a moment. “Brother Shaeraggo, sister-in-law Selensha, you are falling quite-quite behind. Dear sister Anna too. Likely my other brothers and father as well-well. How disappointing. When this is done… I believe we need-need a training camp.” Behind us Hyacinth had powered through, her vines sadly useless against the fire elemental, as they just burned up, her spores too.

“You should transcend your limits and learn at least-least a second element. If I can, Hyacinth can, Ixitt can… well, can you do no-no less?” She turned to me then, her happy, satisfied expression giving way to deep anger and rage. “Akio, I am most-most wroth. I can feel the dying of my kin, their spirits returning to me. But… not-not all have returned to me. I fear-fear some few have been extinguished forever.”

“I know. The golden-eyed eater, the bone swords.” I agreed, reaching out to comfort her, but surprisingly she knocked my hand away.

“I shall be fine-fine, I promise. We have no time. Tsukiko, she needs-needs your aid.”

“But the situation here…”

She stopped my words with one delicate hand. “Here-here? You have me, Shiro, Hyacinth… three of your lovers working together. How can-can we lose? We have Haru too!”

“Please leave me out of it. I’m not involved.” Haru-san complained lightly, and Shaeula merely snickered.

“Well, even if you are not-not engaged to Akio, your powers are great. I know you feel-feel you are weak, but…” Shaeula watched as more of Haru-san's light melted a swathe of the invaders. “…for this, your powers are quite-quite likely the best of all. Now, Akio, go!” she ordered me. “Save Tsukiko, save-save our kin from this dreadful fate. And defeat our enemies. They have done many-many cruelties. A true-true ruler repays evil unto evil, while remaining kind to the good.” She raised one hand, beautiful jade energies swirling around her. "May the winds of fortune blow-blow with you in this battle."

As the fortunate winds settled around me, I nodded, torn, but resolute. With a last glance at my battling allies, I sprinted westwards, towards Tsukuyomi-jinja…

[image: image-placeholder]

“Old Luo Jiahao…” Daiyu exhaled in shock. One moment she was resting in Tsukuyomi-jinja, her wounds slowly healing, helped along by the power of Bintara, the Yōkai healer. The next, the Territory barrier had suddenly wailed, like breaking glass, and a large hole had simply been bitten out of it from below. The ground had exploded, and out from a rippling underground mess of liquid earth had appeared a solid stone sphere, which had shattered to reveal a number of enemy Chosen of the Gods, as well as a group of spiritual beings from Chinese myth, and a number of Cultivators, first among them, someone she knew well, the Patriarch of Mountain Fang Sect.

“Well, if it isn’t the beautiful daughter of Patriarch Zhao.” he answered sadly, the horrific blob of transparent flesh in his arms twitching, tongues lolling out of many mouths drooling happily, a thick purple mist rising from it, endless corrupted Qi, no, aether, as Akio called it, pouring into the Chosen, fuelling their powers. “I hardly expected to see you here.”

Around them battle was ensuing. Prince Shōtoku, the other Kami she didn’t know the name of, a number of Chosen from Kyoto, as well as the great badger Ulfuric and his forces, all were plunged into a fierce battle. Ulfuric was facing a number of the spiritual beings, and they were strong and fast, clearly above humans, but he wielded a great axe, hewing them down, fishy blue blood scattering as the handsome men and women were cut.

He bellowed for runners to be dispatched, and some were able to flee, but others fell, cut down by Cultivators or other attacks. One was horrifically swallowed by the fleshy mass Lou Jiahao was holding, a number of tongues snaking out to drag in the squealing weaselkin, before it vanished in a spray of purple.

“Protect Tsukiko-sama while she retreats!” Prince Shōtoku shouted, but moments later a shimmering, transparent dome had been erected around the battlefield, and Daiyu felt the oppression. I… I cannot return to the Earthly Realm. This barrier traps us here…

Another Chosen had transformed into a six-armed golden giant three metres tall, wielding an assortment of nets, tridents and other weapons, while a third was vanishing into a strange fog, and then Ulfuric staggered, blood scattering from a savage wound in his thigh, rock armour shattered.

“Why… why would you do this?” Daiyu asked, taking up a fighting stance, striving to protect the healer behind her, knowing that as she had pledged to serve Akio, this healer was integral to his future plans.

“You think I had a choice?” He shook his head. “You should know my pain, Black Jade.” He sighed bitterly, clearly full of regrets and anger. “After all… your Sect is gone. Every. Last. One.” He punctuated the words harshly, but his face did show some sympathy.

A Cultivator from another Sect, Diamond Mountain, by the robes, did run at her, blade raised, but Daiyu moved swiftly, and with an open-palmed strike she broke his neck, blade falling from his hands, which she kicked away, disgusted by how it squirmed for her. The Patriarch of Mountain Fang merely watched, holding onto the hideous creature he chaperoned.

“Don't worry, you will not grieve alone. After all, this has not gone as our new master planned.” He looked down at the salivating blob, as tongues lashed out, and Ulfuric lost his rock armour, the stone devoured. Spears struck at him then from the spiritual beings he was fighting, and blood scattered. He roared, his eyes turning dark and muscles bulging, drawing on all his strength.

“No, we had three targets that it wished to devour. It seems we shall only manage one. And most of us were supposed to be food as well, in the end. Well, I suppose you know that.” He looked sad. “I wanted to protect what was left of my Sect. Our prodigy, the twins Mei’er and Min’er… they died. You failed. And so my son, my daughter, my wife… so many perished. But I do not blame you anymore. We have instigated our revenge. It will not be stopped now, not after what we have done here. Yes, you failed, but you lost as much as I did. And now we will both lose… everything!”

Tongues darted at her from the creature, and she barely evaded, a few drips of the saliva falling on her, the corrupted aether and spatial element it contained searing into her half-healed flesh, causing immediate dizziness. She stumbled, only to scream in pain as her flesh was gouged out, her healing starting to work, fortified by a gentle power. She half-turned, to see the horned head of Bintara looking at her, exuding aether.

“That corruption cannot be allowed to spread. Only death awaits those so tainted.” she pronounced, glaring at the creature and its bearer. “A fragment of what Lord Nurarihyon fears. So powerful for a merest proxy. I can see why he sought aid. Disgusting.”

As the battle raged around them, a chaotic melee filled with strange powers and devastating attacks, Daiyu concentrated her Qi, ready to strike a fatal blow, shattering all the meridians of the long-time friend of her father. Who is gone, as I feared. He has no reason to lie to me. So… I am the Incorruptible Jade now. I cannot fall here. No, I will rebuild. As Matriarch. I will find a suitable Dao Companion, and new disciples, and teach them the old ways, the scraps we received from Kunlun and our own hard-won efforts…

“We did not fail. We were misled. The Department pig who was sniffing us out was already dead when we got there, devoured…” She trailed off, and Luo Jiahao laughed as the tongues shot out towards her again. A volley of flames from a Mortal Engineer drove it back, only for said engineer to perish, a giant metal hand descending from above and squashing him with a sickening squelching noise, blood spraying her.

“Yes, you understand. The creature we are chained to, it got there first. A coincidence, most likely, but on devouring he who finds those with Heaven’s Blessing, he could too. And those of us the Party believes were responsible for the attack, us remnants, beaten dogs… well, it sought us out, enslaved us. Servitude or be consumed. What choice did we have? You have not seen it, felt it. Even the true rulers of Kunlun would have yielded, I believe this to be true, even despite the many injuries it still suffers, we had no other choice.”

“There is always a choice!” Daiyu yelled, tears streaking her face, for what reason she did not know. “You could have fought, or died with honour, for our Sects! Even thrown yourself on the dubious mercy of the Party! There is always another path!” The Dao… once one abandons it, it can never be reclaimed. These cowards, they… they broke. I… I will stand, even if it consumes me, even if I never again enter reincarnation. I have my pride still, my Dao!

“There is no point.” Bintara mourned, once more hewing free her soiled flesh. She herself was covered in wounds now, open, bleeding sores where she had been forced to sever her own injuries. The shivering jelly was happier now, tongues lolling, but all of a sudden it let out a dull howl.

“Another one it did not get to eat.” Luo Jiahao chuckled bitterly. “Our only consolation, it seems others are as hungry as this little beast.”

“There is no point in words.” Bintara repeated, one horn snapped off by her own hand, leaking a shimmering fluid full of powerful healing energies. “This ant will track in filth and hunt for prey because it is an ant, it knows no better, only self-preservation. Such an insect. Even so…”

“Even so?” Daiyu shivered as she was showered in the glowing fluid, her gift from Chang’e suddenly accelerating, repairing her many injuries, reinvigorating her. Her muscles swelled, tearing and repairing themselves constantly, and despite the pain she felt a boiling strength, as every part of her body endured destruction to exceed its limits. Soaked by her own fluid next, Bintara growled.

“Even so, these ants do a great deal of damage in their mindless parade. The Boundary here is thinning. Without care… well, no matter. We will not let it shatter.”

“No.” Daiyu agreed. Another Cultivator rushed her, but she easily dodged and her Qi entered him, exploding his meridians and lower Dantian fatally, silvery blood scattering. “No we will not. This Jade… it is Incorruptible. You ants will not soil it! Besides…” She grinned, as the barrier around them blazed with flame, a small gap opening momentarily. “We are not alone here…”


Three Hundred And Twenty-Nine / Side One Hundred And Twenty-Four – Shaeula Tu Shae Dannan


“Sister-in-law, you seem exhausted.” I frowned, watching Selensha leaning on her staff, fur stiff with silvery sweat, her eyes tired. “Why not-not retreat? We-we are here now.” As if to prove a point, I raised my hand, feeling the delightfully intoxicating feeling of lightning element coursing through my body. As it rose, shimmering energies rushing from me, a mixture of green and yellow forming another, more subtle colour, tinged with purple, I could barely contain my excitement. Even so, it wars with my fears. No, there is naught to fear, I know this.

“I’m fine, I promise.” Selensha replied tiredly, and once more I contemplated how she was far too good for my brother. “The Moonlight Mist Realm… and my healing… I can save lives, turn the battle to a favourable one.”

“I do-do applaud your resolve.” The lightning within me rose to a crescendo, and my amber gaze fixed on the tank ridden by the black-cloaked figure and several others. Wind. Feel the movement of the air. Fire, the spark to ignite the fury that smites evil. Well, I know enough to know that technically, electricity is not fire, nor is the plasma generated by the high temperatures. But… thinking of lightning as fire to smite evil is the Fae way. I can believe both, and both can be true. “Begone!”

I flapped one hand and the lightning was released, crashing into the tank in a solid stream, arcs lashing everywhere, burning the undead horribly, superheated air scorching them. Moments later, thunder resounded, and the defensive shield one of their Chosen was wielding, protecting the tank and its riders from harm, shuddered, once more shrinking inwards, and I was delighted to see sweat on the face of a female within, her expression one of desperate concentration.

I see. She is not unappealing to the eyes, by any means. A shame. She could have made a wiser choice and found happiness. I cast glances around, at the dead and dying, the fragile, damaged Moonlight Mist Realm unable to restore Fae with truly grievous injuries, as well as the spirit-lights that danced around me once more. Instead, only death awaits for this. Enemies… well, Akio still fights against it, but… the time where he allows those unworthy to live has passed.

Pleased, I curled my lip, proud of his growth. He was always too soft, but I did rather love that about him. But a ruler required steel under the velvet, and now Akio was being forced to develop such steel, aided by foolish enemies such as Kondou Kazuo and these. I suppose I should be grateful, so I shall grant a merciful demise.

“Sister, I am concerned for you-you!” my brother complained, though the way he continued to shoot his arrows of wind did satisfy me. “But, I do suppose you have no intention of retreat. Instead…” The expression on his face was a gentle one I had never seen before, and it momentarily halted my attacks. “…it must-must pain you, remaining here. I know you wished to go-go with him.”

I raised one eyebrow, shocked. Such insight, from brother Shaeraggo! Wonders shall never cease. And he is right, but… “You are indeed-indeed my brother, for you know me well.” More lightning forked from my hands, but I decided to switch to wind element next, as I had a greater supply of it, originally being a Fae of wind. And I broke through my limits learning lightning. I have this too…

Withdrawing the pink jade bells that had served me well ever since we had liberated them in our desperate battle against the creature in Inuyama, I let my wind flow. “However…” A near invisible tide of wind blades hissed from me, battering the tank and the surroundings, mincing the undead and furrowing the ground. The fire elemental staggered, cut apart, but it quickly reformed, and I clicked my tongue.

Yes, wind is weak to flame. A shame. “…I am needed here. After all…” I looked out at the battlefield. Shiro, or the spiritual being within her, was riding a flaming chariot, duelling with the flame elemental and the tank. All around them other vehicles were bring destroyed, and the enemy was running out of forces.

“…Shiro is here. I shall-shall keep an eye on her. Akio would grieve if she falls-falls. Though she does seem stronger. Well, I trust Akio can handle matters. Those others like him from this city, as well-well as Master Ulfuric, they shall not-not be defeated easily. Besides, I am needed here!” I conjured more wind, focusing it down into a fine spear, sending it forwards, whistling furiously.

It struck the shield of energy protecting the tank, halted, but the force continued, drilling into it, until finally it scattered, spent, yet the barrier was now extremely pale, and the radius had dropped significantly. “No barrier can resist forever. Apply enough force, and all-all shall break!” I cried in satisfaction, only to frown as a different sort of barrier appeared.

A purple spray of spatial element heralded the opening of a door in space, and the fire elemental howled as one arm was swallowed up, the opening then vanishing. The elemental grew a new arm, roaring, the very ground trembling, but I did not fail to notice that the height of it shrunk a little. Clever. That woman is strong. Beautiful too. But dark. Not a fit for Akio at all.

“Well, even that barrier has-has weaknesses.” I muttered, reinforcing my point. “Another spatial attack, or overwhelming it from-from multiple directions at once. There is not-not any unbeatable technique.” The slash in space opened again, lopping off a leg, and the elemental was now shorter to all observers.

“Now the second one is starting to panic.” I observed, and beside me, Haru agreed.

“Yes. And the zombie horde is slackening off. That destruction…” She looked at the grinning Hyacinth, who had turned the zombies far enough away from the flame elemental into a sea of mushrooms and mould. “…it won’t affect us here will it? I’m not worried about myself, but…”

“It shall be fine-fine.” I assured her, smiling. From an unwilling enemy, to a good friend. Haru pleased me. She reminds me a lot of Ichika. I have been too busy to spend much time with her lately, but soon, we shall have some peace and quiet for a while. I believe we shall go out. Maybe with Akio’s friends. That might be fun.

“Hyacinth knows well what-what she does. Now is your moment! Help-help me strike through the wavering shield! You too, brother! Ixitt, bring all-all your weapons to bear as well. This is not-not the time for caution, but destruction!” As I gathered wind, a devastating, swirling mass of vibrating energies, I looked at my exhausted sister-in-law. “You really should-should learn another element, or work out how-how to attack with water effectively. There comes a time when defence, healing, is not-not enough.”

Putting that aside, I threw my attack, watching it whine through the air. Arrows were impacting the shield, and they were followed by a burst of light bright enough to force me to squint, my eyes watering. Haru had focussed all of her light into a brilliant beam, and the shield had cracked. Her expression of joy was short-lived, though, as the tank returned fire, a heavy shell whirring through the air and striking her in retaliation… only for it to pass right through her, exploding harmlessly against a Defensive Emplacement, though the Emplacement was destroyed.

“I forgot I was a ghost for a second.” Haru mopped her brow, wiping away non-existent sweat. “I thought I was going to die again.”

I laughed at that, but my attention was on my own attack. The fire elemental was down to half its height now, gradually being eaten away by the spatial arts of the imperious female with Shiro. The strange female, Suzu was there too, though she seemed to be doing little, other than cheering them on.

However, the being within Shiro was never going to miss her chance. As my attack slammed into the cracked shield, flowing like the wind it was, entering within, the tank was cut and scratched, deep gouges slashed into the long cannon, rendering it useless, wind finding a way inside to kill the crew within. Of course, they were not my true target…

The tangle of vibrating blades of air unravelled, lashing out like whips. Using my ability to perceive space, setting up such was a challenging feat, but one a powerful warrior such as I could handle. The one who was struggling to hold the shield was caught up in the blast and was sliced apart in a welter of gore, her limbs and head severed. Another enemy defeated. Soon I can rush to Akio’s aid…

Flames blazed, and the fire elemental vanished, as the possessed Shiro, her hair blazing a brilliant, attractive crimson, had leapt aboard the tank as soon as the barrier flickered and vanished, bathing the surviving two enemies in her hungry fires.

A shame. Those scars truly are terrible. Well, in time Bintara shall remove them, and then Akio shall make her his in truth. I shall have to offer my guidance, after all, I am quite the experienced female now… as I licked my lips, expecting the battle to be over, I heard a shout. Somehow, despite my attack having killed the wielder of the energy shield, Shiro was trapped within a glowing bubble, an expression of frustration on her face.

Moments later similar bubbles enveloped her comrades, and as the flames died off, my eyes went wide in anger. The cowled figure was surrounded by a glowing shield of his own, holding the severed head of the female who was operating the barrier. Despite blood, silver and crimson, dripping from the severed stump, her eyes were still moving, mouth working soundlessly, pleading, or praying, I knew not. I see. That. Such… evil.

Beside me, the others were equally as horrified. My brother spat out a Seelie curse, while Haru had turned white, quite the feat, considering how pale she was normally. Only Ixitt seemed composed, frowning. “So that is how they are doing it. Quite the dark masterpiece. I would dearly love to understand the mind of a being capable of conceiving such a mad plan.” he mused, his words backhanded praise.

Indeed, it was truly vile, perhaps even equal to the horrors Duke Myrcolaxriath had wrought, and not dissimilar, in some ways. The cowl had been burned away, revealing a pale, dark figure, burns on his hands and face, one eye a milky white. He was holding a number of bone blades, no, holding was not the proper way to describe it. One was jammed into the severed stump of the female, while two more were pierced through the palms of the surviving enemy. He was grimacing in pain, but…

“I am extremely angry.” the man spat. “Having to work with such pathetic fools is tiresome. I had hoped they would be able to provide a worthy distraction, feed the being that I must overcome. I even managed all this…” He gestured to the mere handful of undead left, the despoiled dead now either destroyed by light, fire, lightning or deadly spores. “…well, no matter. Death comes to all, and I rule over it.”

He smirked, his burned gums exposing charred teeth. “Well, I would have preferred a whole body, but…” In a display of horror, he bent down and kissed the severed head. “…she is easy to carry, at least. As for the rest of you…” I panicked, as shields started appearing. Ixitt was trapped, along with a number of his Engineers. Selensha and my brother were caught too, as was the raging Grulgor, who battered the barrier with his meaty fists to little use. I leapt aside, narrowly avoiding the same fate, attacking with wind, flame, light, lightning and anything else I could muster, only for them to hammer off his new shield.

This should not be possible. Akio, he could do it, perhaps, but this monster should not have the strength to use her gift so effortlessly, especially not after controlling the undead. The ether alone… I stumbled, and howled in frustration as a sphere formed around me, trapping me, casting a dull yellow tint over everything else. But that moment of carelessness had been because I had realised the secret behind their power.

“Of course he does not-not have the aether Akio does. No, he is drawing it in endlessly from another source. The blades. And his-his body.” My Mystic Eyes and my experience with Chirurgery allowed me to perceive the corruption within. A vast amount of dark aether was being pulled in, transmitted by some sort of spatial energy, and it was fuelling and boosting his arts, and now hers too, trapping us here.

“…she never did know how to properly leverage her skills.” He smirked, running a hand over her cheek, the blade pierced within his palm laying it open to the bone. “…almost none of the fools do. But I, I am chosen by Death himself! I judge who is fit to die, and still serve! Well, her barrier, she thought it for defence, but as you see…” he ranted. “…it is a tool of offense, a prison for the unwary. Do not fret. I see there are plenty worthy of being my corpse brides. In terms of appearance and power, many of you will suit me, the Judge… no, soon to be the Emperor of Death! I shall steal all I can from the vile usurper who binds me, and then…” He stepped forwards, only a few free to stop him, his one-eyed stare on Haru, who was frozen, confused and terrified.

“…I believe you are the secret to setting me free. That light.” A few attacks from unbound Mortal Engineers and the remaining Emplacements hammered off his shield harmlessly. “And is this not destiny? I rule Death, and you… you are already dead, no?”

As Haru shuddered, I pounded my fists impotently against the barrier, enraged. Haru. You need to fight back. Or else… My brain worked, trying to establish a way to break out, to go to her defence, as she floated there, like a mouse before a snake. “Haru, snap out-out of it!” I roared. The barrier did not seem to stop sound, as I could hear through it.

Nor light, as I can see through it too. Curses, perhaps the mortal world has tainted me, for the contradictions now enrage me. If it does not stop sound, I should be able to use wind through it… “You are not-not weak any more, and this fool is not-not Kondou Kazuo! Akio believes in you! I believe in you! You believe in you! Fight! Only by fighting can you protect yourself, take-take what you want!”

Haru jolted as the dark necromancer approached. Brilliant light flared, radiating out from her, washing over everything, just as a vivid violet slash opened in space…

[image: image-placeholder]

Reaching Tsukuyomi-jinja I was surprised to see a shimmering dome preventing my entrance. I could see through it, but when I tried to pass through it was like an immovable wall. Within, the scene was desperate. Cultivators, a group of rather handsome spiritual beings, and a number of enemy Chosen, they were all attacking.

One Cultivator held up a Talisman and was preparing to use it against what looked like Prince Shōtoku. Annoyed, I unleashed a bolt of light, and was surprised to see the Cultivator fall, beam passing through the barrier and the back of his head with equal ease. That’s strange, so the barrier doesn’t block attacks?

Taking advantage of that flaw, I quickly dispatched several opponents, but soon I was being blocked by a massive pair of metal hands that seemed to move independently, flying through the air. One flew out of the barrier, moving many times faster than a person, but with the buffs from my enhanced Chakra network and the temporarily higher Ranks of Body Enhancement and Split Thoughts, avoiding it was easy.

As it slammed into the ground, leaving quite the impressive crater, I swung Cutting Twilight, and the rending of space sliced several of the heavy metal fingers off. The hand shuddered, balling into a fist, and it flew at me once more, blade clashing with knuckles, sparks flying.

“Strong…” I muttered. “But… nowhere near strong enough!” I pushed back, blade slicing deep. Foehn blazed, and the hand retreated, avoiding the falling droplets, which passed through the barrier after a momentary resistance. The hand was taunting me, slowly starting to repair itself, the ground shattering and transforming to metal, and as I attacked with wind and light the hand blocked me every time.

Life sure would have been easy if I started with an ability like that. It’s like those magic hands from that famous role-playing game. Well, out here, it’s going to be hard to take it out, as it can easily evade me and regenerate, while blocking most of my attacks. Hmm…

My thoughts were taking mere moments, which was vital as within the barrier I could see the situation was finely balanced. The beautiful shrine was a mass of burned trees, shattered buildings and fallen archways now, and even the Emplacements Taishakama-san had established on the border of Tsukuyomi-jinja for added insurance were falling one by one.

He was there, battling, alongside Kinkawa-san, who had called out the horrid swarm of shadowy, bald little creatures that occupied his shrine from his dark cloak. They were fighting well, using their numbers to counterbalance the Cultivators, swarming up their legs and dragging them down, wielding bone and bronze knives and even heavy stones to finish them, but then a massive golden statue three metres tall, with six arms wielding nets, spears and swords, crashed through them. Kinkawa-san managed to use his shadowy cloak to ward off the blow from a sword, but he was hurled aside, arm broken painfully.

Hakue-san was there too, the nephew of Bankei from the once-neutral shrines was bleeding, yet he was standing firm beside Prince Shōtoku and his own Kami, the Kofuku Jizo, who had changed from the genial, sandal-wearing youth into a powerful stone statue with a radiant halo of light energy behind him, his fists battling against eruptions of stone spikes that were pouring endlessly from the ground.

Within the circle of defenders was the unveiled Tsukiko-san, shaking, teary-eyed yet resolute, as if accepting her fate. I tried unleashing wind to help them, but again it was blocked by those damn hands.

Fuck, I need to get in there. Ulfuric is hurt badly, I can see, looks like Daiyu is in there, Bintara too, Kamaitachi, allies from Kyoto… I can’t do shit from out here. Frustrated, I considered my options. This barrier was tricky, if it was a physical one, I could easily break it, given time. After all, I’d broken Territory barriers that were Rank 2, so I doubted any personal barriers would be stronger at this stage, although my Eye did pick up a sickening amount of aether invested into it, so perhaps I was wrong on that.

No, I need something that can affect the barrier itself… huh. Really… My mind went back a few seconds, to when the Foehn had splattered it. For a moment it had clung to the barrier, before falling through. My Foehn had also been strengthened by the buff from Shiro, which was a wonder for another time. She’s a true Chosen now. I’m both worried and happy for her… no, think. Can it work?

I had used a lot of Foehn, but with my strengthened abilities I was replenishing it at a tangible rate so… “Come on, hungry fires. You spent god knows how many years feasting in the desert on that wind element, that must have been boring. Try… try eating this!” Foehn sprayed through, but again it lingered for a moment, as if able to touch it. A second try, and I thought the fires would take, but no, they merely sowed a blaze around me.

Cursing loudly, the flying hand taunting me still, I supplemented the Foehn with wind, fanning the flames, and tried using aether too, imagining what I wanted. Aether flooded out of me, but I had never been so bursting with it, and the Territory was an allied one, so I had no worry regarding it fighting me. Foehn flickered, the yellow tinged with purple, and it then spread, forming a flaming doorway.

Just one problem though… the barrier was regenerating almost as fast as Foehn could devour it, so there was no way through without passing through the Foehn. But then, I’ve done that before. Idly remembering the time I showered myself in flames to face Shaeraggo, I grinned. This time I have more advantages…

Drenched in water, wind around me as an insulating barrier, I leapt through, bursting in like a fiery comet. Panicking, the hand flew at me again, a second coming from my blind side, which wasn’t blind due to my extended visual range I kept up at all times in the Boundary.

“Break for me!” I roared, determined to protect everyone I could, grieving for the dead, as some of my subjects had perished here, beyond even Shaeula’s restorative powers. Imbuing my blade with a tide of light element, Cutting Twilight shone like a holy sword from the myths, and it sliced clean through the first hand. As it retreated, I spun gracefully, the second hand meeting the same fate, fingers shattering.

“No retreat!” I promised, earth element erupting into mud that trapped the fleeing hands. My sword flashed, light energy discharging, shimmering violet as it was partially converted to spatial energy, and the first hand simply exploded, remnants sucked into the mire. The second hand was slowly regenerating, but now I had a better target in mind.

There. My Eye spotted a Chosen I believed was the wielder, based on what intel we could scrape up from Yasaka-san’s Book. He was huge, getting on for seven feet tall, amazing for an Asian. He had a squashed nose and a number of facial scars, and his own hands were gnarled and pitted, the fists of a fighter.

“Just fucking die!” I yelled, moving with incredible speed, upon him in mere moments. Flames blazed as Cutting Twilight sliced him from shoulder to groin before he could react, my speed in excess of five times his in my current buffed state. As his eyes widened I sent Foehn to destroy the slime within him, not out of compassion or so that he wouldn’t be devoured, but merely so that I would get the gain, rather than the golden-eyed monster. If only I had time to take out the Divine Favour… I lamented as I spun around, ready for my next target. I’d be able to get a greater reward. Well, no use wishing for that. A Level-up message flared in my vision. I can always grow stronger, but I can’t replace the dead…

As I flicked silver and red blood from my blade, steaming from the heat of Foehn, the remaining hand turned to metallic sand behind me, vanishing.

My next problem was who to rescue next. The obvious first choice was Tsukiko-san, as she was being hard-pressed, but there were many strong allies there already, and while the golden six-armed statue and the earth attacks were overwhelming, her protectors were still holding their own. Ulfuric was in a bad way, having become near-berserk, though his enemies were falling around him, attacking with an unusual, desperate recklessness, as if they were maddened berserkers themselves.

It seemed Daiyu was also up against it, being swarmed by Cultivators, though in her beautiful combat stance, the Jade Yang Stance, she was giving a good account of herself, despite being attacked by many foes, some wielding esoteric Arts and Talismans, the last of their Sect legacies, no doubt. I then froze, immobile. What the hell?

There was a middle-aged Cultivator, his face streaked with burns, carrying a barrel-sized blob of flesh in his arms, the transparent, faintly yellow goop filled with spiky yellow bones, and ringed with dozens of open, gaping mouths, drooling slime that exuded immense amounts of dirty purple elemental energy and dark aether, yellowing fangs curved like shark teeth. As I was frozen, a dozen tongues lashed out, seizing some of the fallen warriors around Ulfuric, pulling then in, where they… disappeared, vanishing in a blur of purple mist.

The blob laughed, making chewing noises, and I found myself wanting to throw up. My Eye blazed, and all I could get was question marks for a description, and that it was a

Parasitical Clone Of ????????


That needs to die, but first… my Eye had seen something else, a man that nobody else seemed to have spotted, creeping forwards, shrouded by a thick fog that made one want to look away from it. His eyes were burning with hatred, and he was raising up his bone sword high, ready to thrust it into the vulnerable back of the fallen Kinkawa-san, while in his other hand he held a heavy pistol, pointing it at the head of Prince Shōtoku.

Gripping my sword tightly, I pushed, aether flowing from me to boost my speed, and the ground below me cratered inwards, the force scattering rock and earth everywhere as I flew forwards…


Three Hundred And Thirty / Side One Hundred And Twenty-Five – Suzuki Haru


Haru screamed out her emotions as her Blessing Of Sharing Light took on all her buried fears, self-loathing, guilt and blame. It shot out from her like a glowing nova, and those who were not protected by the imprisoning barriers nearby shuddered and fell, spasming as the sensations, memories and feelings she had kept hidden within were forced into their brains. Only one person managed to ride out the storm of her detonating anguish, and that was Hyacinth, who had somehow also escaped being trapped in the spherical barrier prisons.

Tears glittering in her silver-violet eyes, she staggered, but was still pressing forwards. “Poooooor girl. Hyacinth feels for yooou, I do. But compared to what I… dooo not care to remember… nooo…” She gestured, and vines roared up around her, forming a spiky wall of tentacles. A barrier tried to ensnare her, but with the cloud of flailing thorny limbs, the sphere was unable to form. “…best nooot to dwell on it. Sad times are ooover now!”

Several vine tentacles shot out, coiling around the shield of the crazed man who called himself the Judge of Death, and began to squeeze. He looked pained for a second, blinking his eyes, while the severed head he held keened silently, no voice heard as the lips moved soundlessly. “That was quite the fright. That light… it is not the one I wish for.” He knocked his blade-pierced hand against the barrier surrounding him, which rippled as it was slowly compressed.

“I… I may be dead, but I have my pride!” Haru cried again, her eyes turning a brilliant golden-blue, a strange mirror to Hyacinth’s eyes. “You don’t get to judge me! Nor anybody else!” She gestured, and bolts of energy rained down, striking the barrier. Hyacinth tutted as some of her vines were severed, reinforcing them with more, preventing their opponent from moving.

“Oh? Really? Your attitude is unseemly. The dead should know their place!” A surge of aether flooded him, his body thrumming with it, and Haru felt her consciousness start to fade, an invasive presence straining to push her down, deep into the bottomless mire of darkness within her mind. Arms around herself, she let out a whimper as the darkness closed in, full of voices, his voice, telling her to give in, to obey, to serve the master of the dead…

“Bad man!” Hyacinth hissed, still shattering his attempts to cage her. The thorns on her vines were dripping a toxic venom, and slowly starting to bore into the shell protecting the Judge, faint fibres like roots spreading, digging in. “Hyacinth has seen such eyes befooore, many times. The world does nooot need yooou!” She howled, pulling out more of her power, forming a screen of erupting mushrooms which detonated, filling the air in front of them with impenetrable spores, forming a smokescreen.

I… I won’t give up! I’m not weak anymore! I’m Suzuki Haru, Onryō! I’ve been through hell once, and died for it. I’ll not let myself go down without a fight again! Her dimming light fought back, eyes and body shining. Shooting a grateful look towards Hyacinth, she waved. “Thank you. If I looked into his eyes for much longer… well, I might have cracked.”

“Think ooof something, you are smart, right? A servant, like Hyacinth? Yooou should help the mistresses!” Hyacinth eyed Shaeula, who was trying everything to break free. At her words, Haru’s lips curled into a self-deprecating smile, gentle and mocking.

“I’m not a servant, I’m an employee, there’s a difference. Well, to be honest, that’s mostly because Akio-san is a nice person. I’m his Chosen Hero and Vassal, I can only go home because of him…” As she spoke she began weaving light, pouring all of her willpower into it, as well as something else, the only thing that might work. “…so I suppose you’re not wrong. But just as you take pride in being a servant, I take pride in my job. Jobs. I’ll be an important figure in the new Ministry, a Chosen of Kannon, Akio-san’s Hero, and whatever else I want to be! I’m not limited like I was in life! I’m dead, and free to do what I want! Don’t think you can enslave me!” she roared, all her anger at the unfairness of her life before she died pouring out, tears falling like diamond sparkles.

“Such men only ever think of others as tools. Well, it is hardly confined just to men…” an elegant voice intoned from behind her, and as Haru turned, she saw it was the woman in red who had accompanied Shiro, stepping out from a slash in space, hands smoothing her dress, cold, beautiful face expressionless. Getting a good look at her for the first time, she gasped in recognition.

“Wait, aren’t you Arisu…” she began, only to pause as she was glared at, dark eyes glittering with equally dark emotions, the likes of which Haru recognised. Betrayal. Pain. Anger.

“I am who I am. Myself.” she responded, sidestepping the issue. “My point is, nothing you say will reach him. I know the sort. Too well.” She turned, eyeing Shaeula who was struggling behind her, desperate to break free. “We do not have long. I cannot open my Room within the barriers unless I am already inside. I did try. However…” She smiled, and despite the bitter cold in it, it was still an attractive sight. “Are you not like White, very near here?”

At those words, Shaeula’s amber eyes opened wide. A grin spread and she said but two words. “My thanks.” And with that, Shaeula slumped down, as if she had fallen unconscious, her body resting within the barrier.

“As for you…” Arisu began, only for the Judge of Death to roar in anger.

“Enough! I judge you all and find you wanting! Perhaps in death you shall be obedient! I need to replenish my forces, these useless fools are all used up. Now, woman who has no business with the living, you shall be bound to me…”

“Really? I don’t think I would like that very much. I’d rather be… dead.” Haru stuck out her tongue, despite her tears, and opened up her Telepathy full force. She winced, the sudden rushing influx of thoughts and emotions from those around her bringing back terrible memories of when she believed herself insane, before her untimely end and subsequent rebirth. “I’m not insane! I’m just… special!”

She opened up her mind, channelling everything into the head of her oppressor, amplifying it as best she could. The Judge of Death stumbled, staggering, his painful wave of commanding aether and something more faltering, and Haru found herself smiling. “And now, the finishing touch!” Her light went inwards, sharing all her agonies with herself, which were then sent through her Telepathy. The Judge shuddered, eyes going wide and vacant, spittle spraying from his mouth, followed by silver vomit, the head in his grasp falling from his suddenly limp hand.

“Hurts, doesn’t it? Well, I’ll let you be the judge of whether it’s right to make others suffer like this. No, in fact, as the dead, I’ll judge you. Guilty.” The barrier failed, and Hyacinth’s thorns surged down, piercing flesh like a thousand poisoned knives. Now physical pain was joining his mental pain, only for a streak of lightning to pierce him, blasting one hand off his body, the sword falling away.

Haru flinched at the sudden thunder, to see Shaeula, rushing out from the nearby Ring Gate, face pale with anger, lightning dancing around her. She was followed by Grulgor, who hurled a round ball of metal the size of a shot-put, crushing the other hand, and as the bone swords fell, Shiro was there, crimson eye glaring.

“Burn. But you shall not quench my thirst. Even were I not full, your vile evil would turn my stomach.” Flames flashed, only for Shaeula to grab her hand, stopping her. As she was glared at, Shaeula shook her head.

“Do not-not kill him or her yet… the swords first.” she warned, and the Goddess possessing Shiro, who was called Taṇhā, Haru believed, inquired angrily as to her reasons.

“Why? If he recovers, he can trap us again, or perhaps do worse. Those bubble barriers are potent. Perhaps they could even be used to crush us within, with more skill.”

“Yes, quite.” Shaeula agreed. “Hence why-why I wish for you to stop. Hyacinth, do not-not kill him, but keep him immobile. Haru…” Shaeula reached out, patting her shoulder. “I know it must-must be painful, but continue to assail his mind. Pour your pain into him. And then… how much-much ether do you have?”

A strange question. Though during the battle I have gathered quite a lot, actually. “Nearly ninety thousand.”

“I see. Not quite-quite enough. Well, no point hoarding, is there?” With that she produced several green Etherites. Handing them to Haru, she grinned. “I am so very-very proud of you. You have repaid Akio’s trust in you and proved worthy of a slot on his Throne, not-not just out of pity, but of worth.”

“Really?” Haru managed, emotional. “I… I’m worthwhile?”

“Of course. Now-now, prove yourself even more so. A Throne Of Heroes. Rush-build it. A hundred thousand ether should be enough.”

A Throne? Here? Haru was confused, but she trusted Shaeula, so she began to form a Throne with all her ether, rapidly constructing it. All around them the barriers were breaking, and Ixitt stumbled over, eyes curious.

“Princess, Grulgor, how did you escape the barriers?”

“It was thanks to this one here-here.” Shaeula grinned at the woman in red.

“I have a name. Arisu.” she replied coldly.

“Arisu can be cold and prickly, but don’t worry, you’ll all get along swimmingly, I know it!” Shiro interjected, taking over from Taṇhā for a moment. “But yeah, she’s real smart. And very experienced with spatial stuff. Her Room is crazy.”

“Enough, White.” she chided, but Shaeula merely laughed.

“Yes, I like you more-more than it first appears. It is simple. The barrier blocks wind attacks but not-not sound. Light attacks but not-not sight. It does not-not actually function as a genuine barrier. It is most-most strange. So when I returned to the Material, it had no cause to hold-hold my empty Astral body captive. I then simply returned through the Ring Gate, following Shiro.”

“Following? I had a head start and you ran past me like a damn whippet. Damn girl, how high are your stats?”

“High-high enough for many things.” Shaeula giggled. “All the better for … intimacy.”

“Grulgor listened, and Grul worked it out too.” the Troll gurgled proudly, thumping his chest.

“Yes, that was the most-most surprising thing of all. Grulgor, notorious blockhead, he is now quite-quite smart. Duke Formor will be most surprised, although he has already been outsmarted by him once. You know, I am actually quite-quite pleased Akio spared you, as he did me.” Shaeula smirked teasingly.

“I see. I think I get it.” Haru frowned, as the Throne formed. Pain was in her heart and head, the memories and thoughts she was sharing agony. “So, what now? Why do we need a Throne?”

“Simple. Because I am most-most greedy, and I want my due for this battle. Quickly now. I want to go help Akio as soon-soon as I can!”

Their battle seemingly over, Hyacinth having great fun pumping agonising and paralysing venom into the so-called Judge of Death, they rushed over, only for Shaeula to completely ignore the fallen man, and pick up the severed head. Wrenching out the bone sword, she hissed, quickly bathing it in flames, destroying it as Taṇhā had the others. The severed head rolled its eyes, trying to whisper something, but Shaeula pulled it up to her mouth and spoke harshly.

“So, how-how does it feel to be a slave to not-not one, but two worthless, abusive masters? You have a choice then. Why not-not serve a third? Well, you can choose death, I suppose, but I shall make sure to take out all-all my ire on you before your life in death ends. No, choose a chance at life anew. I do not-not promise it will be long, nor kind, but… a chance is better than what-what you have now, no?”

Seriously? That’s what she wants my Throne for? But I was going to use it for my new sisters, those who suffered at Kondou Kazuo’s hands… “Uh, Shaeula, if I may…” Haru began, only for Shiro to pat her on the shoulder.

“Don’t worry. This is just a temporary gig, I get it. Aki can pull out Divine Favours, right? Tan can eat them too. Maybe if she proves a damn good slave, we can find a use for her, assuming she survives but… whatever we do, it’s kinder than being devoured by the slime still inside her, or slaving away for eternity to that prick there.” She aimed a kick at the fallen man, before cursing as some thorns nicked her. “Shit, going numb already. That crap really is powerful, girl!”

“Indeed. Why-why let this delightful shield escape us, especially with that trash having shown us how-how it can be used?” Shaeula winked, before turning back to the head she held. “So, choose quickly. The future for you may-may be bleak, but the now-now, you know what hell that is.”

I see. Well, I couldn’t have got this far without the support of everyone so… I can spare the time now. Besides, Kyoto will definitely need rebuilding, so if I get to Rank Three, I can have a second Throne, right? The dead won’t have to remain alone much longer…

Looking the severed head in the eyes, the aether still connecting her to the fallen Judge of Death, the only reason she was, if not living, animate, Haru smiled, a touch melancholy, remembering her own choice, and her own cruel servitude to Kiku. “So, what do you say? If you ask me, being dead isn’t so bad, so long as you have a good master. I’m blessed, but what about you? I don’t promise to be kind, you’ve done a lot of evil here… but I do promise to at least understand your suffering.”

Moments later the head disintegrated, and a body had formed, replicating the appearance of the woman before Shaeula’s wind had dismembered her. Right, whoa, I get a lot of restrictions I can put on her. Akio-san hasn’t really used any on me. He’s such a pushover, like the girls say. Not that I’d betray him anyway… well, I’m not so kind. We’ll go for the full set. Now, as for him…

“And dead.” Shaeula grinned, stomping down on his head, shattering it. “Shiro, Tan, best burn this to ashes. I do not-not want him returning to haunt us like a bad dream. One-one cute ghost is enough for me.”

Haru giggled at that, relieved she could finally shut off her Telepathy, before slumping to the ground, wrung out. “I know I should go help Akio-san and the others, but… I’m about finished. I… want to sleep for a week. But the dead don’t sleep. Well, I can in the Material, if I want… ugh, forgive me, I’m talking nonsense…”

“You are forgiven.” Shaeula intoned piously. “Brother, remain here in case-case there are any other enemies. Protect Haru and her Territory at all costs. Hyacinth, follow me. Are you-you coming too, Shiro?”

“Tan is full, but… sure, I want to come. Arisu, you’re pretty much drained, right? Stay here with Suzu and Bunta, protect this place.”

“Fine. I want to mess around with my new zombie idol anyway. Can I have it back?” the blonde girl with the drill twin-tails asked Arisu, who scowled at her, but opened up a small slash in space, a barely moving corpse falling out.

“In that case, Hyacinth, Shiro. Let us go now-now!” Shaeula ran westwards, towards the distant battle, and as the others followed, Haru watched them leave from her position on the ground, praying for their success. Be safe, everyone… “Now then… what’s your name? Do you even understand me?” Haru asked, able to fall back on Telepathy to gain understanding if necessary, but when the woman opened her mouth hesitantly, the words were clear, if quiet and filled with dread.

“Me, master? My name? Well, I… I am…”
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The Chosen wasn’t the only one who saw my mad dash across the battlefield. A brave Cultivator, who was preparing to use a Talisman on Daiyu, instead directed the attack at me. “Five Element Talisman: Metal. Grinding Dust!”

A cloud of small metal particles was discharged from the Talisman, though moments later a number of focused beams of laser light from me had pierced the Cultivator and a number of others, striking them in the head and heart, lessening the pressure on Daiyu. My speed carried me through the rasping dust, and even with my great Fortitude I found the dust annoying, my eyes and throat burning as the dust got inside my mouth and nose. Calling on water element, I washed myself out, all in a moment, before the assassin who was being ignored by everyone opened fire. At the same moment he thrust the blade towards the wounded Kinkawa-san who was struggling to safety, being oppressed by the mighty six-armed warrior.

Nope. Wind gusted, and the bullet was deflected, sailing past the Prince, while my sword intercepted the bone blade, already radiating fire. The bone scorched, and the Chosen leapt backwards, shocked. Oh, damn fast. But not at my level, not even close.

“By Lóng Teng, how the hell did you see me, Japanese swine? Mist, Obscure me, fog his mind!” Aether surged as the man glared at me in hatred, and I did indeed strongly feel the urge to look away, forget he was there and turn back to the fight.

“Sorry, I have a good Eye!” I retorted, amber piercing the damp fog. “I admit, it’s really a good Skill though. If my Determination and Resilience wasn’t sky high, I’d probably succumb.” Split Thoughts probably helps too.

“I’ll kill you!” he gloated, moving deeper into the mists, and my Eye was struggling, though I could still see his outline. “I wish I could have killed more Japanese soldiers, or got some of their Heaven’s Chosen, but… no time. We have a hungry God of vengeance to feed.”

In the misty shadows I could barely make out his face, but I could see a broad, shadowy grin, full of malice, almost like a Dragon. “So, you killed people, huh? And it sounds like it wasn’t even for your survival, merely hatred…” I snarled as I ran into the mist. Taishakama-san and Daiyu were giving me odd looks, but then they couldn’t see the assassin like I could.

My blade split space, and blood was shed, but it quickly melted into the cloying, dense mist. More gunfire came back at me, but I shrugged off the rounds, feeling nothing now that I was under Shiro’s buffs. That shocked the assassin, who called out his own words, moving and dodging, trying to make my gaze lose him.

“Go to hell! You Japanese, especially soldiers, you aren’t people, but demons! We remember! We’ll never forget the atrocities you’ve done! And now… war. A war you won’t win. Those who betrayed us will bleed…” I followed his voice, but the mist obscured even that, making echoes, and all of a sudden the man blurred into multiple shadows within the mist. “…and you pig demons will die in your millions!”

Yeah, again, I get the hatred some Asians hold for the Japanese, but… is this really what any sane person would want?

“Now, Guohua, do it! Kill the bastard while I have him distracted!” As the fleeing assailant spoke, his voice echoed through the mist from all the doubles. In that moment I was bombarded from all sides by a rain of rock, broken debris from the shrine such as burned tree trunks and branches sharpened to spears, wreckage from torii gates, lashings of sacred ropes and more.

The impacts were heavy, easily enough to break bones and crush a person to death, but to me they were more than manageable. One sharpened branch did manage to pierce my skin, but it got hung up on my solid thigh bone, so I tore it out, still charging, my ears ringing as a large boulder slammed into my skull. Furious Earth, I need Fortitude!

Swinging my blade at one of the shadows in the mist, I watched it split apart and dissipate like a mirage, while from behind me the Chosen candidate appeared, pointing a very modern anti-tank grenade right at me. Yeah, that could clearly still kill me easily enough with a direct hit, but…

“Lóng Teng is not something a fool like you can…” Blood sprayed as the strands of wind I wove behind me took his arms, shearing through flesh and bone with the ease of a bonesaw. As he screamed, stunned, I grabbed him by the neck.

“A fool? Sorry, I could see the real you the whole time.” I headbutted him, stunning him. “I really think maybe you deserve to be eaten, but…” Just thinking about the blob of flesh, that even now was consuming all the attacks being thrown at it and the Cultivator carrying it, tongues easily slurping up wind and earth element greedily, I knew I didn’t want to feed it. “But you still have to die.”

I forced out the slime around his Chakras and the Divine Favour with a multitude of aetheric strikes, heedless of the damage it was doing to his Divine Favour and his body. I wished I could take it, but removing it functionally would take precious time I didn’t have. As flaming slime, Foehn burning it, rained down around me, I quickly decapitated the foe with a single strike.

You have gained in strength. Your Level…


With him slain, two things happened at once. First was that three more enemies were revealed, the mist shrouding them vanishing. On seeing that, the three panicked. The one who was hurling rocks and other debris turned to flee, while the other two grabbed onto each other and started sinking underground.

The second thing was that the vile blob of slime howled in inchoate fury, thrashing and twitching, a dozen tongues surging towards me, enraged. They moved quickly, but not faster than I could dodge, and I took that moment to race towards the golden six-armed statue, just as it had thrown down the Prince, trampling his leg savagely, breaking it.

A brilliant beam of light from Kofuku Jizo staggered it for a brief moment, and Taishakama-san let out a sigh of relief, ushering Tsukiko-san away, despite his numerous injuries. She was horrified by the scale and fury of it all, her enemies indeed swarming over her shrine and Kyoto like ants, despoiling and destroying all, leaving filth in their wake.

“Fucking hell!” I cursed. The golden many-armed warrior swung a spear at me, but I parried, my sword full of light element. Space twisted, but the spear was pulled back, still able to function as a staff without the head, and suddenly I was struck by a heavy mace, and my arm was wrapped in a net of golden strands, wrenching Cutting Twilight from me.

“This bastard isn’t fast but he’s skilful. Hey Taishakama-san, where are the others?” I asked, using my physical strength to strike the statue, staggering it. My fists bled, but I clad them in earth element and continued pounding, dodging sweeps of the mace, a long hook, the net and more, and soon the golden statue was on the defensive, golden body full of cracks and dents, silver blood weeping like rain from the wounds, his movements slowing.

“Engetsu and Zuiki have returned to the cycle of reincarnation.” he responded sorrowfully. “Fortunately their deaths were honourable ones, not eaten by that.”

I see. Shit. Well, they won’t be the only ones to perish… “They’ll be avenged.” I promised, only for the golden statue to laugh, his voice cracked and pained.

“You think so? Vengeance is what we are here for!” the statue cried. “Unlike the rest, I have little dislike for you people. The past is the past.” The hook was gathering a brilliant radiance, and he was pulling in an immense amount of aether emitted from the gibbering blob, fuelling it. “Only darkness can avenge the fallen light.” he cried piously. I called flame and water, bombarding him, but the light quenched it. I could feel the radiance burning my skin, realising that it packed as much energy as my body held before Shiro’s buffs into one burning attack, the supply from the blob endless.

“Darkness, huh?” I wasn’t great with darkness element, I’d never really got the concept of manipulating the absence of something, but since it had changed to Shingetsu, the Darkness of the New Moon, I was having inklings. New beginnings. Accepting all.

“Yes. We sin because we need to do this. If we must be devoured, let us do so knowing that we have struck a blow for freedom and fairness, and quenched our need for revenge. I am putting my very soul into this attack, die happily knowing I will perish myself soon after. But your death will surely be a spark of a great conflagration. I die happily for that. Now, farewell.” The light poured down on me like a torrent.

I conjured Spirit Water, rock and flame walls, as well as wind, but none of them held more than a moment. But it was a moment I needed. My skin was scorching, despite my immense stats it was like I had suffered a hefty sunburn, and I knew it would surely get worse. The fortunate winds were blowing around me like a cloak, urging me on, giving me a feeling that darkness would be lucky for me, luck I sorely needed.

“Time to show me what you can do, darkness!” I cried, drawing it out, forming a circular, moon-shaped hole of inky darkness element. Aether, adherence, anything I could do to strengthen it was being poured out of me, the New Moon, Shingetsu, shining darkly, as impossibly paradoxical as that seemed. Even some of the fortunate winds was being drawn from me, feeding the darkness.

“Draw… it… in…” Prince Shōtoku was crawling away, burned by the light even as he fled, and around us the ground was beginning to bake, steaming. The light was diminishing, the golden body of my enemy, one of the ones we had no real details on from Yasaka-san’s Book, beginning to lose its lustre, becoming dead and dim, the flow of blood becoming sluggish, the silver and red radiating a vile purple mist.

Though at this rate… my eyes were bleeding from the brilliance, and though I was drawing it in, it wasn’t enough. Shit… Emptying aether from my Territory, I still couldn’t completely stem the tide. However, the winds call to me, telling me I need to do this. Despite the urgings, I felt some regret, but having little choice, I crushed the Chimeric Winds, feeling power and adherence flow into me, the fortunate winds dissipating entirely, sinking into me along with the wind energy inherent within the Divine Favour.

You have gained in strength. Your Level has increased from level One Hundred Nineteen to One Hundred Twenty. All of your Material Statistics…
Your Skill, Heart Chakra Of Wind has advanced from Rank 5 to Rank 6, breaching the first bottleneck. Due to the effects of Anesidora’s Blessing Of Many Gifts your Skill currently functions at Rank 7…
Your Skill, Wind Manipulation has advanced from Rank 5 to Rank 6, passing the first bottleneck. Due to the effects of Anesidora’s Blessing…
Your Class, Wielder Of Elements, Classic Western has increased from Level 5 to Level 6. This has increased further…


“My soul is devoured. This is my twilight, but I shall not share it… alone…” the statue cried, but I wasn't listening. The adherence and aether from the destroyed Divine Favour was fortunately just enough, and Shingetsu started to devour the light, moving across it like an eclipse, drawing it in. As it did so, the edge of the dark moon began to shine brilliantly, a gold and indigo hue.

“No, you won’t share it alone. I’ll take your will onwards. You may have done evil here, but I’ll see the true evil punished. Your fate pays for your crimes, so… go in peace.” I promised, as the arms started falling from the statue, his very essence being eaten, the laughter from the many-mouthed blob of slime enraging me. Now my dark moon had sucked in the light like a black hole, converting it into something neither wholly darkness, nor light. In the end, the sight was beautiful, and for a brief moment the battle around us halted, seeing the fathomless black disk, with a brilliant prominence around it.

“For my… last… sight… I suppose… this will… do. I suppose I will… go ahead alone. Do as… you see… fit. Just beware… those who would… betray and use… you…” With that, the statue crumbled to dust, and the tongues lolled, the many mouths laughing, an ugly, grotesque, ‘sha-sha-sha’ sound.

Feeling an intense sense of anger, I looked at the disk of energy in front of me, a mixture of light, darkness and even containing some fragments of the Divine Favour that had been shattered as the man, fuelled by the endless poisoned Chakra of the blob creature, had poured his everything into a sacrificial attack to take me out before I could defeat him. It was oppressive, powerful, reminding me of Foehn. It was also two elements, bound in one. But unlike Foehn, where I extracted the flame, and Shaeula the wind, two elements that supported, this was light and darkness, opposite, but also alike. And all mine…

Tongues shot out from the blob, greedily grasping for it, hungry for what had been created, but I expected that. Cutting Twilight was boiling hot, charged full of the six-armed warrior’s sacrificial light, and I pulled it to me with air and spun, using the great blade one-handed, and the tongues were severed.

The blob screamed, and the light was devoured from the blade, the edge starting to pit and crack… Oh shit, Bjarki is going to kill me for sure… but with my other hand I reached out, plunging my hand through the prominence of light into the accepting darkness, my darkness, the Shingetsu that had accepted the light, and I made it a part of me, the Mangetsu, the Full Moon of completion, of existing laws.

You have gained a unique Light and Darkness, Prominence Twilight…



Three Hundred And Thirty-One / Side One Hundred And Twenty-Six – Mori Eri


“That’s just… well, I don’t know what to say.” Akio’s friend Shugo-san muttered, shaking his head as some of us crowded around the laptop that had been brought into the restaurant at the request of Hinata. I know how you feel. This shouldn’t be happening…

“Yes, I feel that too. This is Japan, we don’t have any danger on our streets, we’re a peaceful country.” Aimi-san spoke with a trembling voice, looking downcast. My own gaze flickered down, to her rather expansive chest, and my lip curled. No wonder Akio used to like her, she’s… rather impressive. But then, he likes Shaeula too. Well, enough of such idle thoughts…

Seeing me looking away from the screen, Aimi-san forced her face to a sort of cheerfulness, brittle and fake. “Eri-chan, are you all right? Do you want me to get you a drink or anything? It must be tough, being in a wheelchair. Don’t worry, ask away, for Akio-kun’s cute childhood friend, it’s no trouble!”

“I’m fine. It isn’t like you can see much detail on the video anyway.” I answered, reassuring the older girl, who had seemed really out-of-sorts after seeing the mess Shiro was in. Though I suppose that’s understandable. Those scars are rather horrible. At least my scars healed fine. Though I’d rather be able to move I guess…

“Besides…” I continued. “I’ve seen worse…” At the expressions on their faces, I knew I had said the wrong thing, so I forced a smile. “Oh, don’t look like that. You can see I’m fine, right?” It was a bit of a struggle talking to these older people I barely knew, but they were Akio’s friends, so I wanted to make a good impression, have them like me.

“You seem quite good at taking care of people, Aimi-san. Maybe… yes, I’ll have a drink. Not alcohol of course, unlike a certain someone…” I struggled to turn my head to look over at Aiko, who was with Kana-san, her face set in an expression of concentration, most of the trainees around her. Aiko had been drinking sneakily, and then after Akio left, not so sneakily at all. She shrugged, and I continued talking to Aimi-san. “…a juice. My throat is a bit dry.”

“Here you go.” she returned quickly, pressing it into my hand, careful I didn’t drop it. Beside her, the girl in glasses, Hina-san, smiled a little, though she too was pale and afraid.

“Of course, Aimi-chan has always been looking after Shiro. She’s used to being kind and careful. It’s one reason she’s popular with both boys and girls.” Hina-san glanced down where I had been looking and raised an eyebrow. “One reason.”

“Speaking of Shiro…” Yasu-san interrupted, scratching his chin, worried. “Is she going to be okay? And aren’t you worried, Eri-chan?” I held in a frown at that rather informal way of speaking to me. “About Akio-kun and the others…”

“I’m not, no, Yasu-san.” I shook my head, the movements stiff and difficult. “Well…” I took a sip of the cold juice. “…that’s a lie. I’m not worried for their safety. Akio, Shaeula, Hyacinth, they can look after themselves, but… it’s hard to do everything alone.” I nodded to the screen, which was displaying a grainy live-feed of Kyoto, and how parts of the city were ablaze. The fighting looked mostly over now, but endless ambulances and other vehicles were moving through military blockades. “The situation looks bad. I hope they aren’t taking on too much. I wish I was there…” I sighed.

“Whoa, getting called by name by a cute younger girl is quite a thrill.” he managed, earning a look of annoyance not just from me, but from his female friends too.

“You didn’t mention Shiro.” Hayato-san, the leader of the group, a man Akio looked up to, observed shrewdly. He had been staring fixedly at the screen, taking in everything happening there, but he was still listening keenly to those of us in the room too.

“Well, I don’t know her that well, but…” I began, and Aiko cut me off. She was conjuring small flickers of flame and light for some reason, which was impressing Rika-san and Yae-san, but I didn’t see the need for that.

“…but my bro wouldn’t take her if she wasn’t capable of looking after herself, even in an emergency. Wow, he wouldn’t even take me last time. I mean, that was a good thing, or I’d probably be dead… wow, never mind, forget I said that…” She waved a hand at the look of horror on the faces of Rika-san, Yae-san and Akio’s friends. “…what matters is, bro trusts her, so it’s fine.”

“That’s right. So… Yasu-san…” I repeated his name. “By the way, if you want to get all thrilled by younger girls talking to you, that’s your business, it takes all sorts…” I sniffed. “…just don’t forget, I’m already engaged, to one of your best friends. All right?”

“Ouch, sharp put-down, girl!” Aimi-san approved. “With moves like that, you’ll fit right in with the group when you’re old enough to drink.”

“I think we are getting off-topic…” Hayato-san brought us back to the main subject. “It’s normal for us to worry, this situation is beyond our understanding. But we also have to defer to those with more experience, such as yourselves. So… this isn’t normal, right? Tokyo isn’t suddenly going to become a battlefield too?”

“Nope, no way.” Aiko answered for me. “This isn’t normal at all. Besides, even if chaos does erupt here, I’m here to protect you all!” She thumped her chest regally, and I did note that the men’s gazes were drawn to that. How predictable. Still, making a move on Aiko is one way to get on Akio’s bad side.

“…although, I have to admit, and wow, this is embarrassing to say… I’m pretty much a newbie still. I’m not confident taking on someone like my bro or even Shaeula. Don’t get me wrong…” Aiko continued, still juggling light and fire prettily, Kana-san’s eyes firmly fixed on her, staring weirdly, not even seeming to blink. “…when bro gave me this gift, I knew it came with responsibilities. I’ll get you all out, even if I can’t win.”

“That’s very noble of you, Ai-chan!” Rika-san laughed, though there was a touch of nerves in it.

“There’s no need to fret, the situation in Kyoto is an unusual one.” Hinata spoke calmly, and I was once more impressed by the younger girl. When I had first met her I didn’t know what to make of her, but she was really mature, probably far more than I.

“That’s right.” I agreed. “Maybe in the future, this will be commonplace, from what Akio and the others say, but for now… Aiko, what are you doing?” I asked, frustrated by her constant juggling, but it was Kana-san who answered.

“I’m training my eyes, Eri-chan.” She bit her lip, clearly frustrated. “Seeing this… I’ve really neglected my training. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve been doing some, but… I realise, if I want to make something of myself, I need to reinvent myself, get over my loathing for hard work. And… I do. Aiko-chan here is helping me, as I’m trying to get a better handle on what my eyes can see. Akio did say that if I trained hard, I might reawaken the true form of what he called the Eyes Of The Shrine Maiden. I’m not going to fight, I’m not brave like Aiko-chan, or you, Eri-chan…” She smirked, obviously feeling envious of us, which was a complicated feeling for me.

“…but I’ll be damned if I’m going to be left behind. Akio will need more and more support staff.” She turned to her friends and the other girls from her school. Marika-san wasn’t paying attention, instead frowning at what was displayed on her phone. “That goes for all of you as well. It’s good to be trained, to have more options, but…” She nodded towards the display. “…nobody expects us to take on that. And we don’t have to. You girls neither.” She gestured to Rika-san and Yae-san.

“It’s hard to wrap our heads around it. But… the Chirurgery, it was crazy. Hurt like hell, right Rika-chan?”

“It sure did, Yae-chan.” Rika-san answered, remembering. “And I still feel all itchy inside, it’s gross. But… I’m full of energy, and I feel smarter, maybe I’ll even get good scores on the end of year tests.” She smiled slightly, trying to regain her usual good humour.

“I think we’re getting off topic again.” Hayato-san steered us back. “But… I have to admit, it was enlightening. I want to help Akio-kun, but I don’t want Aimi-chan or my Hina to have to fight. But then… if the fight comes to us…” He stared at the screen, pensive.

“Isn’t… isn’t this the view from Chion-in…” Marika-san spoke suddenly. “I’m sure it is. I’ve visited there when we had some free time in Kyoto. It’s… it’s a Susanoo faction shrine, right? And they are close… close to the family of Kashima shrine, and their children… they… they died.” Her face trembled, and I felt the urge to hug her, cursing my crippled body. Marika-san is so smart despite being a child. I never would have noticed that. Not that I’ve ever been to most of the shrines in Kyoto, we didn’t get much time for sightseeing when we were there…

“If so, that is a clear betrayal!” Hinata raged. “I grieved for their loss, and was planning to help Akio with supporting the shrines that suffered financially, but…” She glanced at Motoko, who was on her mobile phone, nodding seriously. “…this matter should be handled delicately, kept as discreet as possible. To spread footage is simply unforgivable!” Hinata clenched her fist, and for a moment I worried about the fate of Chion-in and Kashima shrine.

“It isn’t just them, though.” Hayato-san pointed out, looking at other videos he had found, one showing several burned out military vehicles, JSDF forces trying to remove them, hauling off what looked like bodies, though the screen was mercifully blurred. “This one has comments in the live feeds too.”

“Yeah. Ugh, some people…” Shugo-san shook his head, before reading some of them with a grim face.

'Lol, this has to be fake, right? Right?'

'I wonder, does it have anything to do with the attack on Kyoto before?'

'It’s an alien invasion, didn’t you see that fireball?'

'No way man, don’t talk shit. Are you stupid? I’m ex-JSDF, that’s clearly a Chinese ZBD-97, it’s an invasion sure, but not by any goddamned aliens!'

'If it was, why the hell would they be in Kyoto? It’s inland, moron! Ex-JSDF my ass, bet you just watched too much anime…'

“Most of the comments are leaning towards an invasion, though one here, going by the handle Niko@truthseekers.com is saying something interesting.” Shugo-san muttered. “He says that it’s got to be related to all the mysterious happenings around the world, which are caused by people chosen by the Gods. That… well, it could be coincidence, right, but…”

“But…?” Hayato-san asked, and I found myself straining to lean forwards, curious too.

“…he says he met one in Germany, but isn’t disclosing her identity due to her own wishes, and he says that he’s currently in South Korea, where there’s a mysterious school where all the students have disappeared, and even the army sent in… didn’t come back. It sounds crazy, but he’s linked some documents…”

“That’s bad. Hey, pull up the website. Truthseekers.com.” Yasu-san asked, and soon we were on a site that was in a foreign language. There was no Japanese option, obviously, but it had an option for an English language version.

“I can read English.” I offered, and Hayato-san nodded.

“I expect you can. Akio-kun has perfect English, made our lives a lot easier sometimes. Though Shiro is a bit of a prodigy, hers is great too.”

As the site clicked over, I frowned. “The weightlifter who claimed to be blessed by Thor then vanished. Mysterious happenings in South America. Rise of strange new cults. YouTube fakers who aren’t fake. The Kyoto incident…” I read them quickly, summarising them. “Uh, he’s pretty much right about Kyoto and what happened, really. Well, the details are all speculation, but… to have that level of detail about the Boundary… he must either be a Chosen himself, in which case he’s an idiot…” I mused, shocked, biting my lip as I thought about it. “…or he’s talked to one, who has shared too much.”

“Luckily, the site is small and doesn’t seem to be in many search results.” Shugo-san was working the laptop, while the others were on their phones. “But… best case, even if this is seen as a Chinese invasion, won’t that lead to war?” he asked.

War? I don’t want that. Because… won’t people like Akio be forced to fight? And kill…

“Don’t look so scared, Eri-chan.” Aimi-san tried to comfort me, though she looked bad herself. “Isn’t that why we have a government? To handle these things. We’re Japanese! We don’t fight wars, not anymore!”

“Indeed. We do not, unless we must.” Motoko agreed, having finished her phone call. “I have spoken to grandfather and father. The situation was fairly tense, but the Chinese forces in Kyoto have been dealt with, and only a few of our soldiers were killed.”

“That’s a relief.” Hina-san whispered softly, but Motoko shook her head.

“I wish that was the case. We have received word from Akio, via the head of Kinkaku-ji shrine. The situation in the Boundary is not resolved, though the enemies with powers like Akio are being… dealt with… one by one.”

“Dealt with, huh?” Aiko whispered, and I knew what she meant. More blood on his hands. I hate this. I need to be able to move, so that I can console him with more than words.

“Yes.” Motoko agreed. “It seems likely we will triumph, and we have already found the location of the Material bodies of the invaders, and they should be in custody soon…”

“Hey, should this girl be getting all that classified info?” Yasu-san asked, and Hina-san agreed with him, before Motoko answered.

“Grandfather and father believe I need to know, considering my fiancé is the key to this operation. Apparently we have lost some of our own Chosen…” At that everyone tensed, but her relieved smile was enough to let us know Akio and the others were fine. I knew it. But I’m still worried. Why wouldn’t I be?

“…but Akio, Shaeula and the others are apparently pushing the enemy back. Sadly, there was a problem.”

Everyone was pale, waiting for the news. “Civilian casualties… have been horrific.” Motoko managed at last. “One of the enemy Chosen had the ability to pull people forcibly into the Boundary. Unprotected, they stood little chance.” Natsumi took her hand as she trembled a little, and Motoko shot her a grateful smile. “Many, many innocent people have been murdered. There is no disguising this.”

Marika-san was crying softly, and Takagi-san went to comfort her, being a rather kind girl. Rika-san, Yae-san and Kana-san’s friends were all likewise flustered, but Hayato-san once more took control of the situation.

“Look, what matters is that Akio-kun, Shiro and the other two girls are fine, right? We can’t be there with them, doing what they do…” He looked down at his fist, eyes solemn. “I want to help, we want to help, but not all of us are fighters. Nor do we want to be.” He looked at the juggling Aiko, winking, which made her giggle. “We’ll leave that to the heroes. But heroes and heroines need their support. I think you have the right idea, Kana-san, wasn’t it? I’m sorry I don’t know your surname.”

“It’s Izumi, but I don’t mind. A friend of Akio’s is a friend of mine. And you’re engaged, so you’re safe, I guess?”

“As if that matters, my bro’s engaged too, but he’s like an octopus, grabbing every nearby girl into his clutches…” Aiko's quip lightened the mood a little, and Hayato-san continued.

“Well, Kana-san, mind talking us through what you’re doing? Even if it doesn’t help us, it’ll be a useful insight, and we need to take our mind off… this.”

“Sure, but I doubt it’ll be much help, Hayato-san.” She looked at Aiko expectantly. “You’re the expert now, you and Eri-chan. Any insights you can share?”

“Sure, we might as well hold a training camp for the next few hours. Motoko, Natsumi, you in?”

“Of course. Training is always welcome.” Motoko agreed.

“Hey, Hinata, get some more booze in here, all this talking is thirsty work…”

“Don’t you think you’ve had enough, Aiko?” she grinned. “Akio won’t be impressed if he comes back to find you passed out dead drunk.”

“Hey, my stats and Ether Healing means that’s not a worry.” Aiko promised. “Come on, come on…”

I think that’s pretty clever. I admired the actions Akio’s friend had taken. The gloomy, almost funereal atmosphere had subsided somewhat, so with one last glance at the laptop, I decided to offer my own insights. “Well, without your Chakra network, you’ll…”
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You have gained a unique Light and Darkness, Prominence Twilight Rank 1. This unique combination of Light and Darkness Elements was formed by an extremely fortunate clash between the brilliant Light of one willing to burn their very spirit like the flaming prominence of a dying star in an act of vengeance, and the Darkness of a dark moon of one fighting to resist until his last breath, to protect, drawing in the Light and making it his own. Prominence Twilight has two states, as befits such a combination, a duality.
Prominence Dawn allows you to fortify an Element with the power of Light Element, strengthening it. This Light contains traces of Shingetsu, the Darkness, within it, as just as the breaking light of dawn seeps into the darkness above, creating twilight, so does the brilliant bright prominence become visible due to the eclipsing shadow.
Prominence Dusk allows you to draw in and usurp an Element of the enemy, fortifying it with Darkness Element, which also contains the power of Mangetsu, the Light, for just as the creeping darkness of dusk heralds the onset of night, so does the dark moon of the eclipse render the light all the more radiant. [Class: Imperious] [Type: Principle]


As the power flooded me, very reminiscent of how Foehn had before, settling around my throat and third eye Chakra, as well as my lunar Chakra, I considered it with Split Thoughts as I readied myself for my next move. Principle, huh? Yes, I can see this ability certainly does have some ties to the underlying principles of light and darkness. Perhaps if I fully master it, I can get insight into the Laws behind them? I guess I’ve been talking too much to Daiyu, Dao this, Laws that. Well, more power is what I need right now, even if losing the Favour was a definite blow…

No, it was best to gain power now, rather than hope for another ally later. Besides, I’ve still got one, and we should be able to pick up that woman Nie Ling if all goes well… Surveying the momentarily-frozen battlefield, the Cultivators and the Chosen who was bombarding me with debris with some sort of telekinesis, they all looked downhearted at the death of the six-armed golden warrior, and I took that moment to shout across the ruined Tsukuyomi-jinja, my voice powerful. Damn, after that I’m low on aether and adherence. I will need to rely on my elements for a bit, I think. Narrowing my vision and reducing Body Enhancement, I still had the strength for victory.

“This battle is done.” I called, my League, Majesty and Charm capturing all eyes for a moment. “Your numbers are dwindling, and ours will only continue to grow.” I saw Shaeula, Hyacinth and Tan in the distance, heading our way, which could only mean they had successfully defended Haru-san’s Territory. I knew I could trust them to handle it. Damn, my girls are so reliable. This is definitely a battle harem!

“I am afraid the battle is far from done.” the Cultivator holding the hideous blob of flesh sighed, shaking his head. “You claim you have won, and perhaps…” He looked at Daiyu, who was breathing heavily, Qi surging through her body, which was constantly breaking down and healing rapidly. I saw a flash of sadness in her eyes, and realised they must have known each other. “…you have. But this was never about winning. Nor survival, much as I would wish to live.” His own smile was sad now, mirroring Daiyu’s, and some of the few surviving Cultivators agreed with him.

“You see, we have struck a blow against those who betrayed us. And now… we have to pay the devil that has enslaved us. And it is so very hungry.” At his words the tongues lolled out, the ones I had cut starting to regenerate, and more hideous laughter came from it.

“I… we... cannot stop!” a handsome, green-haired youth called out, amidst his duel with Ulfuric. The badgerkin was in a terrible state, his body covered in wounds, many so deep I could see bone, and the ground beneath him was soaked with blood, his, red and silver, and also some blue and green. He was wielding a mace with such berserk ferocity, eyes red, and teeth gritted, that even I was shocked.

A number of corpses were scattered around him, human at first glance, but turning back to their true forms, seemingly, which were a strange combination of human and fish, silver scales glittering dully as aether started to leak from their bodies. The youth managed to stop the blow from Ulfuric’s mace with his own curved sword, and I could see dazzling silver scales along his arms, radiating power.

“If we do, all our children, our elderly…” Several other of his kin darted in to try and bring down Ulfuric, only for my barrage of wind blades and rock projectiles to force them back, away from him. “...that beast holds them prisoner! He will devour them if we do not obey!”

While we talked, Shaeula arrived, only to slam into the dome, bouncing off with a snarled curse. “What-what is this? Akio, I can not-not enter.” Beside him, Tan and Hyacinth found the same.

“It only blocks you, not your attacks. Support me from out there!” I shouted quickly. “Tan, you can probably use your flames to eat your way in!”

As Shaeula acknowledged me, I continued addressing the battling warriors, as I raced towards Bintara, who was wielding one of her broken horns like a cornucopia, a strange liquid flowing from it. “And of course it is totally trustworthy? Don’t you know how this goes?” That laughing hunk of flesh, a clone of the real thing… it’s pure evil, I can tell. Tan was greedy, yes, but this exceeds her in terms of malice and hunger. And it will never give back food. After all, I’ve seen the pieces of itself trying to devour the failed and the dying…

“Have you even seen your kin? And if you die here, you think it’ll let them go, rather than kill them? If so, you must know a very different blob-monster, golden-eyed devourer, to what I’ve seen!” I arrived next to Bintara, gesturing towards Ulfuric, and she nodded, understanding. Daiyu leapt back towards me, and I patted her shoulder reassuringly.

“What can we do?” The spiritual being tore at his green hair, face frustrated. “No, we have not seen, but what can we do but trust? If we betray, then all hope is lost…”

“You are quite-quite the fool.” Shaeula shouted through the barrier. Hyacinth was snaking vines along the ground, towards the Chosen with telekinesis, who was continuing to attack even as we conversed. Well, I can’t blame him. Ulfuric and his forces are still fighting, as are most of the spiritual beings. Talk isn’t a free action, after all, as much as sometimes I do like to say too much. But… the poor, deluded spiritual beings were far too pitiful. Shaeula didn’t seem to share my view though.

“You trust a creature that has shown itself to have no-no mercy or kindness. Better you fought and died, than live in such-such disgrace as a slave, only to face-face death in the end, knowing you sullied your spirits and honour for all-all for naught. If it was my kin, yes, I would-would kill for them, bloody my hands, stain my spirit…” she cried, wind and flame rising around her, forming blazing wind weasels. “…but I would not-not do it for one I knew would betray me in the end! I would face-face him and fight until my last breath!” With that she attacked, her ferocious elemental weasels surging towards the largest concentration of enemies, the ones my Eye was identifying as

[Ren Yu]


Grabbing Bintara in my arms, I leapt towards Ulfuric, calling back to Daiyu “Can you handle them?” and she merely nodded her response.

“Curse you all!” the green-haired man, clumps of hair torn from his scalp, cried, as the wind and flame weasels bombarded him and his surviving fellows, felling several. “What can we do but fight?” he roared, watching as his people fell around him. Ulfuric snarled, mace crushing the skull of one, and as I landed, Bintara sloshed her horn, the liquid within steaming as it began to close the many near-fatal wounds on his body.

“You can stop this madness!” I cried, Cutting Twilight meeting his blade and overpowering it, even in its nicked and corroded state. Another clash of blows, and the Renyu tried to slice me with a jet of water element from his mouth, but my own water blocked it, droplets scattering everywhere. Space tore, and he was holding just a hilt, blood streaming from his arm, silver scales pierced clean through.

Behind me, the Chosen was running from the tide of vines, while Tan had indeed managed to burn her way through the barrier, and her fires whipped across some of the remaining Cultivators, turning them to mere ashes.

“Stay down!” I ordered, kicking the Renyu in the leg. His scales were solid, but he couldn’t endure the blow. Water then poured from his skin, forming a series of cutting tail-shaped blades, and I was pushed back, only for lightning to strike the water, followed by a boom of thunder that shattered the blades.

The Renyu screamed, smoke rising from his flesh, and from beyond the dome, Shaeula laughed. “Lightning does-does conduct through seawater, does it not-not? You should study more, if that water was pure, you would have suffered little harm.” She then eyed me, serious. “Akio, go. You must-must see Tsukiko to safety. Even from out here, I can handle these foolish, pathetic fishes.”

Seeing that the situation was in hand, I agreed. Racing towards Tsukiko-san and her guards, the burned and hobbling Prince Shōtoku being helped along by the now solid Kofuku Jizo, I was suddenly attacked by the ground under my feet turning to a quagmire, the rock liquefying. As I sank, sharp, jagged spears of rock aimed at my head and body.

Time to try it out… Reacting swiftly, I called forth the power of Prominence Dusk, and darkness, lit by a brilliant corona of light, drew in the blades. Damn, it’s just like when I first got Foehn, I don’t have a lot of it within me… My Eye flared, and I could see the energies of the two fleeing Chosen candidates, one of which was maintaining the barrier, still hiding well below ground. Where he thinks I can’t get him…

The other Chosen had been snared by the vines Hyacinth had conjured, and he was howling and cursing as they tightened, his bones creaking ominously. The Cultivator facing Daiyu, holding the clone, let out a low moan, muttering “It is over. We have lost.”

Yes, it is over. Now… As the rock spears crumbled, the mud around me starting to solidify as Prominence Dusk pulled in the earth element, permeating it, the earth element changed, becoming a corrosive, corrupting dust. I’ve seen this before. The samurai. Kiku’s dead husband…

“You can have it back!” I cried, forming the purloined, changed energy into a lance that pierced through the ground, turning what it touched to dust as well, bonds and matter breaking apart.

I heard loud, grotesque laughter, and a keening cry, followed by the shattering of multiple bones, a horrible sound like a rag being wrung out. A slobbering noise was heard, and the old Cultivator screamed in torment. My blast of dust poured down and pierced the target, which was the Chosen maintaining the barrier, and as most of his body began to corrode, the dome barrier dropped. I turned, only to see Shaeula and Tan casting forth fire, lightning and more, trying to stop…

No way, I couldn’t see it… The blob was soaring through the air, the man that was holding it on his knees, arms missing, mangled stumps gushing blood. Hyacinth had wrung her victim to death, but even as he had died he was smiling, arm outstretched. No, he didn’t!

Moving as fast as I could I realised I was too far away, as the blob was moving like a bullet towards Tsukiko-san and her group. Elements bombarded it, but it merely gulped them all down, giggling.

“Kofuku Jizo, take her and go!” The Prince declared, and the Jizo heeded him sadly. Dropping him, he reached out and grabbed Tsukiko-san, bodily throwing her aside. She soared through the air, out of the path of the beast, which lashed out with many tongues, causing grievous harm to the already hurt Prince, and tore chunks from the rocky flesh of Kofuku Jizo, who collapsed, his halo of light dimming.

Seeing that, Bintara was heading this way. Shit, I hope they make it. But… A sense of relief was rising, as the trajectory of the last-ditch telekinetic throw was going to miss Tsukiko-san by quite some margin, and the minute it landed I was going to engage it and put it down, now that only a single Chosen remained, and my allies were here.

There was a slimy ripple on the flesh of the creature, and a loud popping sound echoed, flesh parting to reveal a blinking, dirty-golden eye, with a strange, amphibian cast. It rolled around wildly for a moment, getting its bearings, before the mouths all merged into one great toothy split. It gaped wide, aiming seemingly at nothing, before…

Oh fuck. No! The jaws closed on something I could only see with my Eye, a shimmering Silver Cord, trailing from the stunned Tsukiko-san, who had landed heavily. Then everything happened at once. The cord was severed, dark energies creeping up towards Tsukiko-san, purple hue unpleasant, while Tsukiko-san screamed, convulsing. The beast itself smiled, only to roar in rage a moment later, meaningless babble words that I somehow understood. [Such anger. Where is it? Where is my feast?]

Your feast? Who gives a shit. Right now… fuck, only one thing left to do…


Three Hundred And Thirty-Two / Side One Hundred And Twenty-Seven – Matsumuro Tsukiko, The Diviner


As Tsukiko flew through the air, everything seemed to happen in slow motion. The creature that she knew would be responsible for her death, no, not just her death, but her final dissolution, oblivion, was flying at her, a piece of it, at least. Watching it attack the fallen Prince Shōtoku and the brave Kofuku Jizo, inflicting grievous, tainted wounds upon them, made her heart ache. Though it aches enough already. Curse these ants, and the damage they have wrought. But…

She was torn, had been torn, ever since she was a child. Turning aside the Destined, trying to minimise and prepare for the Definite, it was her whole life, as the shrine maiden of Tsukuyomi-jinja, the famed Diviner, she born with the touch of Tsukuyomi himself upon her. And it had been enough. It had to be, else she could not bear the weight of expectations, the guilt at those she could not save, the stress, the loneliness.

Fortunately, she made some acquaintances that she could be closer to than most in her life, though only two stood out. Kudou Yasuhide, the old fox who was the leader of the Tsukuyomi faction, at least until recently, who fortunately had left for the Material world, before the battle escalated and they were trapped there. He had left her with some sad parting words, and she now regretted she had not spoken with him longer, honestly expressing her fears, her desires.

“Really, it’s breaking this old man’s heart to see you still struggling to accept this fate. Akio-kun was right, there were many things that we could have done, you could have done. A vacation abroad, for example. You don’t have a passport, but I’m sure Takakura-sama would be able to swing it. Or even just staying protected in Tokyo, Akio-kun would have looked after you. Even staying in the Material Kyoto was surely safer. Instead, you chose to be here, almost as if to lure them in. I thought you wished to live, to create a tool to change destiny?”

With those words she had been unable to reply, other than a farewell which she knew was her last. Yes, she wanted to live, to survive the ants scuttling over everything, just as she had foreseen. Worse it seemed that her fate was to go beyond mere death, to be devoured until any trace of her that remained was consigned to history.

The ants had been ferocious, and she had stood in almost panicked shock as the enemies attacked with reckless abandon, leading to the deaths of many, good people such as the monks Engetsu and Zuiki, and a girl from the old neutral faction under Bankei. Others too, not human, but alive, nonetheless. All this for me? Is it… is it justifiable, especially now I have surrendered the Gift I was tasked to hold onto? I do not know, and that scares me most of all. To have hope is more painful than to accept doom, and my heart aches so.

As the ground came closer moment by moment, she believed perhaps that was why she made a stand here, the doom would surely follow her wherever she fled. Such was inevitability, Definitely. But, despite her sheer horror at the sacrifices made for her, she was also happy, in the end. For what she had seen… a brilliant dark moon, shining with an incandescent halo, casting deep shadows everywhere. It was not on his back, but… perhaps…

Hitting the ground hard, her whole body shuddered, impact bruising her savagely. She remembered her other friend, a similarly lonely existence, if hardly so blessed as she was herself. Face twisted into a grimace of pain, she remembered her words to Yukiko, the Princess who carried the burden of Amaterasu, and the weight of Ise Grand Shrine.

'I see golden eyes like the sun, staring at your shining silver link to the Sun, and a maw of darkness opens… should it snap shut, your death is certain'… Even as she gasped out a pained groan at the impact, she could see a dirty golden eye opening on the fragment of this evil creature, and the many mouths forming into one, ringed with savage teeth, tongue lolling mockingly.

The eye rolled as it flew, mouth opening wide, looking not at her but… I see it. It is beautiful. How ironic, that I see it at the last, before it is destroyed. The gorgeous ribbon of silver that trailed from her body, vanishing into the mists, was directly in the path of the beast, and nobody could see it, it seemed. Well, almost nobody. With a smile, she thought of what else she had told her.

'He shall be blessed by a God not of this land, yet hold the favour of the Kami that dwell here, and the favour of the Moon shall be with him' and 'the only way they can be saved is by one who holds darkness in one hand, light in the other, and twilight within' and lastly 'that he would carry the twilight on his back.'

All words with many meanings. Indeed, prophecy was a fickle thing, and it had angered him, as he did not believe in Fate. He declared that he would not let her die, nor Yukiko, that he would save them both, show them a better life. I was most surprised when he asked to marry me. The look of guilt on his face… it was a shock. As the teeth snapped shut, her shining silver link tearing asunder, she shuddered in unbearable agony, a chunk of her simply… falling away.

I suppose that it would be a link to the moon, for me… she thought, her mind starting to fog, vivid sparks of dark violet spatial energy creeping up what remained of her Silver Cord towards her. At least … perhaps… Yukiko can be saved. Words can be made to fit, after all. I gave the favour of the moon, Tsukuyomi’s gift to him, and that… beautiful yet deadly dark moon…

She shuddered once more, and everything was still, as if time had finally frozen, forever…
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[Such anger. Where is it? Where is my feast?] the creature called, licking his lips as a surge of darkness moved towards Tsukiko-san’s fallen Astral body, which was already starting to lose lustre. My mind was blank with grief, but I shut it down, forcing my Resilience to its maximum potential, taking a deep breath to steady myself.

I’ve seen Shiro dying. Mine-san died in my arms… luckily I didn’t see Eri get torn apart, but… even so… I need to remain calm, search my options. I’ve been through this before, I can deal. Prophecy is dogshit, but… there’s clearly more to the world than what I know, else how the hell would Fortune work? My Foresight too…

The Prominence Dusk was fading, and I let it go, only an afterimage of darkness and light remaining. I could probably manage two, maybe three bursts more with it, but it was too new, too untested for prolonged use. I was so weary, drained, even with my buffed state, but I clutched Cutting Twilight, determined to implement the next plan, every second a precious second I could regain more aether.

[Where did it go? I should not complain, she really was quite tasty, touched by a God, the lingering traces still so… fragrant…] The blob was shifting shape, two stumpy toad legs pushing out from the base, lifting it up, allowing it to start waddling ever closer towards the fallen body of Tsukiko-san. […a meal as unique as any of those little elemental wielders I munched on. A shame I never did get to eat that Princess, damn Earl…]

Suddenly it paused, surprised. [Wait, I still…] The eye rolled across the fleshy body to the back, until it was looking directly at me. [There! The taste of Fate! Wonderful, I had worried this little morsel lost it somewhere…]

He licked his lips at the fallen, immobile Tsukiko-san, his purple spatial element having almost reached her main body, her Cord devoured. [What a world. To think I would end up here by chance, while those who call themselves Gods were playing their foolish little games to work out who gets the shiny bauble and all the living beings on it. It seems my Fortune has not deserted me after all. Sha-sha-sha-sha.]

It liked to talk, but I wasn’t listening, instead considering my options. “Shiro, can you change what Skill you’re buffing?” I cried, and she raced to my side, nodding.

“I can, Aki, but considering I dropped buffs on Shaeula and Hyacinth, maybe two more. At best. I might go down after one. I’ve been… pushing myself a bit. Tan too.” She looked down at her ruined arm, which was now in an even more tattered state than before, and a lot of her scars were bleeding.

“Fine. Then swap mine to Chirurgery! If you have any strength left, buff Bintara’s healing. Then leave the rest to me.” I clenched my fist holding Cutting Twilight angrily, until blood was running down the blade. All right then, I’m going to have to break the last Favour to top up…

Before I could, Shaeula was by my side, her expression baleful as she glared at the surviving Cultivators and Renyu. “I shall-shall spare what I can.” She placed her hands on my back, by the lunar Chakra, and allowed her Chirurgery to flood me with power. As she did so, Shiro finished her blessing, and I felt weaker, my Chakra Network dimming, but as a trade-off, I was far more adept at using Chirurgery, what had seemed on the verge of me grasping before, now fresh in my mind, understanding clear.

“If any-any of you continue to fight, I will annihilate you!” Shaeula promised, quickly followed by Hyacinth, who rushed in, spores dancing in the still air around her.

“If yooou have no wish to rot and become food for my mushrooms, stand dooown!” she ordered coldly. More reinforcements were coming, Ixitt and some of his Mortal Engineers, as well as Grulgor, who raced in, and seeing the state Ulfuric was in, rushed to his side.

“Poor badger got all bashed up. Grulgor is disappointed.” And with that he clicked his tongue haughtily, even as he was ready to fight.

“Go, Aki. We’ve got this…” Shiro urged, as everyone glared at the golden-eyed enemy. “…well, everyone but me, I’m running on fumes here.” she warned, dragging herself towards Bintara as quickly as she could.

“Do what you must-must.” Shaeula cried, hurling weasels of flame, wind and water at the blob, which was unable to evade with its stumpy legs, but it lashed its great tongue, eating the attacks. The ground then erupted, vines trying to imprison it, and a haze of spores and toxins enveloped it.

“Goooooo! Hyacinth hates sad endings. If Akiooo hates them too, then dooo it!”

“Thanks.” I murmured, rushing towards the blob. Seeing me coming, it laughed again, setting my mind on edge.

[Ah, food coming right to me. I should have checked again, I suppose, but who would have expected the meal I so longed for to move host? You were here anyway. Once I have devoured you, I shall get the meals from the north as well, and …] A slimy drool stained the floor as it salivated. […another delightful meal of spatial prowess has appeared. Simply wonderful, this place is like a feast.]

Arisu-san, right? I raced at the blob, which was bathing in Hyacinth’s spores calmly, the vines eroding as if they were dipped in acid. “Get back to whatever hell spawned you!” I cried, Cutting Twilight discharging, space crackling as purple sparks met violet, and the clash rippled the air. A tongue sped at me, but rock spikes leapt from the ground, piercing the tongue, doing little damage before being eaten, but knocking it off course.

“Grul says here…” He was hurling a rain of solid metal balls, and though they seemed to cause no damage, merely disappearing, the aftermath causing little more than ripples in the slimy flesh, the beast was knocked away. I channelled earth element into the ground, creating a chasm, and it fell downwards, still laughing. Jumping over that, I landed beside the slowly fading body of Tsukiko-san, my Eye flaring, the aether Shaeula had handed me hopefully enough.

I can’t repair a severed Astral cord. Not with my Skills. Perhaps, just maybe if it was a fresh, untainted cut, but the dark spatial element of that fucker has completely eroded the Cord going both ways. Her… her Material body is dead, that’s for sure…

The damage had spread to her Astral body, and I could see through the spatial element, leaking from her wounds. Some was going to the vile one-eyed blob that even now was struggling to get out of the pit, Shaeula, Hyacinth, Grulgor and more pouring attacks down on it. The fallen blades that hadn’t been destroyed, the slime within the body of some of the Cultivators and the last Chosen… Tsukiko-san’s essence was being slowly stripped away and funnelled through to what was beyond, a vile, bloated main body lying curled somewhere in the Boundary like a Dragon on its hoard. And the rate is accelerating…

“Time to excise this crap…” I psyched myself up, blades of aether forming, as I tried to halt the intrusion. My first blades failed miserably, as the spatial element devoured my aether happily, not being halted as it spread. That gave me an idea though, and apologising to Tsukiko-san in my head, I tore great chunks of her fraying Astral body out of her, before bathing them and the spatial element in Foehn. That still failed to entirely stop the spread though, and her whole body shuddered, becoming more transparent.

I can’t get a hold of her with Kin Bonding, it makes sense, her spirit is under attack by that shitty ball of slime. And if I damage her Astral body too much, or she gets eaten… I knew how that ended, as Shaeula was already grieving for some of her fallen kin, who had been killed by the blob or the bone blades, which were a horrible part of it, still sapient. “So I need to act fast…” I growled, the sounds of battle behind me intensifying.

[I will eat all of you as well, no need to hurry, sha-sha-sha-sha!] The words and hissing, off-putting laughter from behind me were invading our minds, enraging me further, but I maintained my calm, allowing Shaeula and the others to reply for me, which they did with attacks, not words. Attacks, that’s it…

This time, I held Foehn within my aetheric blades for Chirurgery. It was incredibly complicated to not have the Foehn burn free and start consuming Tsukiko-san, but if I thought of it like chemo- or radiotherapy it made sense. I need to spend more time researching, but… no, I can make it work.

The spreading spatial element tainted with what seemed to be incredibly tiny clones, similar to the spores the Myconids used, was a cancer, and using Chirurgery if I delivered precise killing agents, my Foehn, to the source, destroying it… Well, then I have to remove the Foehn safety, and use Ether Healing on her disintegrating body. This makes what I did with Shiro look easy…

Dripping silvery sweat, my focus intense, Split Thoughts running as though to cook my very brain, the first strikes slipped in, Foehn eagerly consuming the tainted spatial element happily. All right, now to remove it safely, with as little damage as possible…

[image: image-placeholder]

In the frozen moment, Tsukiko could see nothing, yet everything was a pure, brilliant white, not a terrifying black. I see. So this is death then. And after that… dissolution. She had regrets, but all those were meaningless now. Sometimes, I dared to dream that I could turn aside the Definite, just once in my life. When Akio-san, or Yukiko, or that spiritual being, Shaeula, told me, I almost believed it. And wanted it. But…

She suddenly felt a presence, one she only ordinarily felt in dreams, visions. It was as clear as when she possessed the Divine Favour of Tsukuyomi, no, even clearer. It was almost as if she could feel the breath of Tsukuyomi, and though she was merely her fading thoughts, she imagined she was speaking.

“So, you’ve come at the end, Tsukuyomi, to say farewell. I hope… I hope I have done well, pleased you.”

Of course you have, my precious chosen one. You have, ever since you were born, a unique, precious existence. You have suffered much, given much, and saved more than you sacrificed. I give you my deepest thanks.

“I wish I had given less, at the end.” If she had cheeks she would have puffed them out in a pout, a gesture befitting a younger girl. “I wanted… I wanted to do normal things, such as spend time with a friend, or travel the city and merely take in the sights, or watch a movie, or… fall in love. But it was not to be.”

Life is seldom fair. Many Gods believe in justice, equivalent exchange. Sadly, that is merely an illusion, but one worth striving for. Even with all our powers, the Definite, Effect following Cause, these are still immutable. Not even the strongest of us, He Who Sits Upon The Throne, his followers suffer from the slings and arrows of Destiny and Fate as much as any. But in the end… I have come. Perhaps I should not have, your Boundary, it is perilously weak, and this might hasten the collapse, but… in the end, I do not wish you to cease alone.

Alone? I see. “I do not think I am alone. I feel nothing, the end is surely here, but I doubt I am alone.” She imaged the expressions of anguish on the faces of those who had fought so hard to protect her, those who had even died, and despite having no tangible form, she shuddered, feeling sick. “I wish I could see them again. But… I will not miss the visions. I grew numb to them, over the decades, but these newest ones, of the Golden-Eyed Devourer, the Red Dragon and the ants, the White Dragon, the Pillars… and all that comes in their wake, death, destruction, misery. Perhaps death will be a relief, never to see them again. I passed on your blessing, and now… it is his burden to bear.”

Yes, at the last, you have succeeded, as best you could. Despite your gifts and the divinations of the Moon, you are merely mortal. If even the Gods cannot comprehend the Mystery that lurks above Fate and Laws, and what perhaps exceeds even that, how can a mortal comprehend it, know it? But rest assured, what you have shaped and directed and averted matters. Small pebbles affecting Fate can create a great avalanche.

“I hope that avalanche can save Yukiko, and many others. While you are here, can you answer me one final thing? Could… could I have saved myself, were I selfish, willing to throw away everything? Akio-san and Yasuhide seem to make a good point, even if I could not quite bring myself to believe it. Surely I could have done something, to evade this Fate?”

A harsh question for the end. Well, let me show you…

Tsukiko gasped as the vision changed to one of Akio-san and Shaeula. It must have been from a while ago, or perhaps the future, as they were in a small room, sitting at a low table, Shaeula’s legs splayed out casually, while Akio-san was sitting more properly. They were looking at a deck of cards, and the hands they had been dealt.

“I don’t get it. I mean, no, I get it mathematically.” he complained, sighing, and Tsukiko giggled internally, despite her situation, at his puzzled look. “One point of Fortune is two percent, give or take, in terms of probabilities. But… that begs the question, just what is Fortune? How does it know what cards to draw for me to make a winning hand? Hell, that’s not even the strangest thing. When your winds blow, and I get the feeling I’m going to be lucky, like when I first fought the Jorogumo, or when you won the slots at Vegas… how does it seemingly know the future? And the odds of some of our actions haven’t been improved by a few hundred percent, they’ve been million-to-one shots.”

“Well, you ask quite-quite the question, and it shames me to say I do not-not know. I never really considered probabilities until I entered the mortal world, and as for how-how my fortunate winds work, that is another question I can not-not answer. But perhaps… they interfere not-not merely with Fortune, but with Fate as well?”

“I really hate all that Fate crap.” Akio-san snapped, and my giggles died, becoming serene. Yes, he hated my fate a great deal. Quite the fool indeed, as Shaeula might say. But a kind fool. Well, he has changed the Fate of the Hungry Ghost, it seems, so perhaps he has gathered all the ingredients to change Heaven’s Fate too, to save Yukiko.

“It makes everything we do meaningless if it was just meant to be. There’s a film with a very famous line, ‘There’s no fate but what we make.’” As Shaeula muttered that she had not seen that one, he continued. “I don’t mind events being likely to happen, or chance twisting to our favour, but I’ll never just let us be pulled by the puppet strings of destiny. The future isn’t written yet, and even if it is, it’s not set in stone. And if somehow it is set in stone, then we need a hammer and chisel, because I’ll be damned if I’ll let the future be shitty for us. I didn’t save you because of some unknowable destiny I have, I saved you because…”

“… because?” she grinned, and he reddened.

“Well, because I wanted to, all right? You were pretty cute, even back then. But I swear I’m not a furry!”

“Oho, well, did not-not my brother tell you…” The vision faded out, and she was back in the presence of Tsukuyomi, her God, her reason for living.

What do you think? Is Fortune and Fate merely one and the same? If so… then your Fate was sealed.

“If I made other choices, or others did…”

See for yourself.

“… you get in here…” Yasuhide was saying, blood sparkling on his chest, where a bullet had pierced him. As he slumped to the ground, the mist rose up, and a bone sword flashed, and her head parted from her shoulders, her vision fading to white, the last words, ones she shouldn’t have been able to understand, as they were in Chinese, echoing in her mind. “…killed the greatest target. I wish I could have slaughtered more soldiers, but striking her down will ignite a greater conflagration.” He spat, vanishing into the hidden mist. “…fucking Japanese pigs. Now for the others…”

Again.

Akio-san was attacking the blob, supported by all the troops he could muster. It laughed, giggling, many tongues lashing, swallowing up all their attacks. “Shit, nothing works on this fucker!” he cried, watching as light, darkness, wind, flame, water, air, everything was being eaten before it could do more than insignificant damage.

“If we take it down, then we weaken all the others…” he shouted, though his face was pale. With all their attacks focused on the blob, the Cultivator that carried it long dead, that was allowing the enemy Chosen to run rampant. The badger was down, unmoving, and as she watched from the edge of the barrier, the Chosen from her old faction, Isamu-san, perished, a golden spear piercing his body. As he fell, the Territory surrounding Tsukuyomi-jinja collapsed, the few Emplacements that were providing cover through the dome that prisoned them all falling silent forever.

“Fuck!” Akio-san roared, unleashing Foehn in a tidal wave. For a moment the blob flinched, only for it to start laughing in that hideous, rasping way it did when amused. Foehn streamed towards the body, only for the tongues to start lapping it up, flesh burning, and moments later it too was eaten.

All this death, for me. Prince Shōtoku was dead, and Kofuku Jizo lost one arm, his halo diminishing. Moments later, she felt the ground under her crumble, and an arm protruded from the soil, holding a bone blade, the hideous, pulsating thing pierced through her heart, purple mist rising, and as she fell, all she could hear was ‘sha-sha-sha-sha-sha…’

Again.

She watched as Akio-san used his new halo of darkness and light, resembling an eclipsing moon, to unleash a ray of dust towards the blob. As the same time, it was being attacked by a roaring flame from the being Taṇhā that was possessing the body of a girl. The blob screamed, momentarily pained, before it began to regenerate, tongues sweeping the air. Still, it had halted for a moment, but even as it was pushed back… I see. A fallen bone blade, little more than a hilt, had been thrown into her body via telekinesis, and as she blacked out…

Again.

“Her Silver Cord has been broken somehow, damn it, she should have been safe here…” someone said, and she thought she recognised the voice. A gentle hand went to her face, auburn hair tickling her nose, and she looked up to see a great tree, a strange structure in the branches, before her fraying Cord transmitted the poison to her, and she blacked out...

Again. Wait, no, I have seen enough, please…

“Can’t believe that they’re all dead. Kyoto is a disaster area.” someone was saying to her, and she couldn’t process it, having heard that Saionji Gin and the entirety of what was once Amaterasu faction had perished.

“What about Akio-san?” she asked, and the speaker sighed.

“He’s alive, but he’s taking it very hard. Even with all their forces, taking on more than twenty at once, and that thing…” the man explained, resigned. “Not even his forces could achieve it without severe casualties.”

Trembling, nails digging into her palms, she shuddered. Walking out of the room, she paused. Make it stop, make it stop, but wait, they still won…? She tried to speak, to ask just how they had killed it, despite the losses, but frustratingly, this was just a vision, so she could do nothing to change it.

Later that night, as she lay in bed, somewhere in Tokyo, under the protection of the government, she wept bitter, bitter tears.

The next day, she came face to face with Akio-san, who looked dead inside. “Are… are you well?” she asked, and his expression cracked.

“Well? Well… no, of course I’m not…” He forced his anger down, expression turning soft. “…forgive me. It’s just… I lost someone I loved during the battle. She gave her life to protect us, and … after that I don’t remember much. Hyacinth… I…” His eyes were leaking tears. “Fucking blob, and it was just a clone too, so we achieved nothing. Nothing for her sacrifice. Ulfuric as well… shit.”

Wait, not this. I do not want to see such grief. Next… next one, please! Her wishes were not granted, however, as due to the large number of deaths in Kyoto, there were calls for war. Days passed, then weeks, all happening in this timeless moment, and she thought she had escaped death, at such a ruinous cost, only to find that no, the creature wasn’t dead after all, it had done something even more horrible, and as the mad-eyed glare of the person wielding the bone knife that was jutting from her chest met hers, she squeezed shut her eyes…

Again. No. No more.

She tried to flee abroad, but it was to no avail. Death still found her, even if it was somewhat delayed.

Again. I cannot… let me go in peace, Tsukuyomi, I am sorry I asked. I beg you.

Instead of waiting at Tsukuyomi-jinja, she had remained with the poor dead ghost at her Territory, only to witness her being captured by a cruel hooded man, and moments later she was lying on the floor, Suzuki-san having turned her Emplacements on Tsukiko, blasting off her limbs while she was unawares…

Again. Again. Again.

Dozens of variants of her choices, of the choices of others, occurred. None averted her death, though the longest choice staved it off for two years, and in that time she had to see the death of Yukiko, as war had broken out in truth. There were many sacrifices, many torments, but through them all, once she became numb to the suffering, she realised there were a few constants. So, Definite clearly is not immutable and constant, else I could not have survived varying times, and in one… in one she had killed herself afterwards. She died, but… it was a peaceful passing, and… there were others too, where death… was not the end.

Are you satisfied, knowing the answer in the end, favoured child of mine?

“Satisfied? Hardly. So much sorrow. You are quite cruel, but then, the moon does watch over all, without compassion or favour. Just telling me would have sufficed. So… even Definite is not definite. But it seems that events march me onwards to my death and dissolution without any stopping. I am just glad in this one, the deaths, they are not so severe. Though the battle is not yet won. The battle… how did they defeat it? It happened a couple of times, and they never would tell me…”

A good question. What would you do if you know the answer? Your time is up. This frozen moment is starting to thaw. You are dead, your voice will not reach the living. It is time to cross over…

Cross over? “I thought I was being devoured. Yet I can cross over?”

If you so choose. It seems… this is one of the few where you have been cleansed of the vile taint. I shall show my gratitude to him for this mercy, in time. When I am able. Even sending down my will accelerates the tearing of the Boundary. It frays, like so much cheap cloth.

“If I choose? So, is there an afterlife, Tengoku, the Heavens, like our faith preaches?” She laughed mirthlessly. “Surely after all this, I am not bound for Yomi?”

We cannot tell mortals such things, not from a world so… contested. It is forbidden, even for us.

“I am dead, what does it matter? If there are Gods, it stands to reason that up in the higher Astral there must be the dwellings of the Gods. But how would my spirit get there… perhaps that is why you cannot tell me. Are we too lowly, too cut off, to even know happiness in death?”

There is another choice. You should be able to feel it now.

Feel it? “Wait, I can. I feel… a number of spirits. Two strongest of all. One male, one female. It… it is Akio-san.”

He calls to you, asking if you would stay, bound to him, bound to her, where they would nurture you, restore at least your shattered spiritual body. It is not life, but it is not true death. It is a choice.

“I see. This is why he wanted to marry me, was it not? I remember now. To survive, even in death. A second chance. But…”

You hesitate?

“Of course I do. I have seen the variants you showed me. Even if I accept, Akio-san could die here, or be broken. The clone of that creature is monstrous, near unbeatable. Yet… not.” She paused then. “If I accept, can I communicate with them?”

That depends on your will. But… what would you say?

“Tell me how they defeated the clone. They did at least a few times. I can tell them, and…”

No. That does not work. I do not see what you see. For it is not my many destinies. I am a God, but I merely am the reflected moon in the lake now. What I see is from far above, distorted by ripples. However… there were clues, were they not? But… you are dead. The Diviner is dead. I thank you for your service, but… you can rest now.

Clues? Wait, were there? What did I already know? That the Hungry Ghost is the one to face the main body. And I saw it flinch, several times… when… how… why? “The Diviner is dead. I passed on my duty and your Blessing. Fine. But I, Matsumuro Tsukiko, was never really born. Perhaps in death, I shall get my chance. I have made my choice. I am not one to spit on the sacrifices of those that care for me, nor do I wish to leave those friends I have made, those three precious friends with grief. I make my choice. Thank you for everything, I shall always revere you, but I am no longer the Diviner, your Priestess. I am merely me. I know not what my fate will be, whether I will even live again, or I will be devoured in the end through this folly. But… there are many things I want to do yet. Many things.”

Very well. In the end, it is your decision, as it has always been. Definite, Destined, Mystery. All are mere descriptors. You do have free will, as do we all. May your choice bring you what you seek…
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“It connected. At last.” I let out a long sigh, drained, my mind aflame. Behind me the battle was raging on, my only consolation being that so far we had suffered few casualties, and that the handful of surviving Renyu seemed hesitant to throw their lives away, after we had chastised them. Likewise, the last Cultivators were watching the battle, while Daiyu sat with the dying, armless Cultivator who had been holding the blob, exchanging words that left a pained, sour smile on his face as his life ebbed away.

The rest of us were engaging the toad-like mass of transparent flesh, and the most wounded were now safely evacuated thanks to the barrier being down, and further reinforcements had arrived to replace them. Even so, the creature was pushing us back, our attacks seemingly useless. It was like trying to break a black hole with sheer force. Grulgor was particularly enraged, as his forte, physical attacks, were utterly useless, it seemed.

As the rapidly fading, transparent Tsukiko-san below me, looking even more ghostly than Haru-san, was fully Bonded to me, a spirit-light slowly starting to form, I nearly died from shock as her eyes snapped open. What the hell?

“Tsukiko-san…” I began, but she merely shook her head a little, her hair disintegrating into aether.

“I know. I am dead. But then, that has not stopped Suzuki-san from enjoying her life, has it? But I was right, I told you so. I did die. You should not have argued with me.” She breathed out, and I felt a warm pain in my eyes and chest.

“No, no it hasn’t.” I agreed, a bitter, burning pain in my chest. “And I guess you did win our argument, but… I also won, since here you are. Sorry, the situation is tense, I have to…”

“I know.” she whispered again, rapidly dissolving. “I came to help. The Hungry Ghost is destined to destroy it, if she can. What can she do that it would fear? And… your greatest flames. For a moment it takes injury. That… that is the key.”

I see. You came back for that… “Good job. Tsukuyomi would be proud. Rest now. And I’ll finish up. And one day… we’ll see you again. I have this in hand.” I assured her, even though I was far from certain.

She whispered something, so quietly I couldn’t hear, so I bent down next to her mouth, only to feel a faint brush of something against my lips. Surprised, I blinked, to see her fading completely, turning to dust, her last words remaining only heard by me. “…nicer first than my last. At least I did not die… without a kiss. Yukiko, I wonder…”

Standing, feeling the reassuring weight of her spirit-light hovering within my Bonds, I grabbed Cutting Twilight. Shaeula, Hyacinth, Grulgor and the others were being forced back, their various attacks doing little, being eaten away as soon as they appeared. The golden eye rolled over to observe me, and the creature seemed rather upset.

[Gone, precious God-touched morsel. I am very angry now! I will gobble and crunch you up, filling my belly! Everything in existence is my food!]

Shaeula dropped back to me, her face pale with exhaustion. “Akio, we have tried all-all we can think of. No attack will breach his defences. We could-could retreat, but leaving this thing here, we would lose-lose Kyoto, surely.”

“Yes, we have to finish it here.” I agreed, watching as a storm of projectiles and flames from various Mortal Engineers were showered down upon the creature, only for it to consume them all.

[Sha-sha-sha-sha, your strength will soon fail you, and I will devour you. Wait, I can still smell the God-touched… many others too… ah, you keep their spirits! Delectable. When I consume you, it seems I shall have … dessert!]

“See?” Shaeula called to the Renyu, who were watching the savage, one-sided battle. “There is no chance that creature will not-not betray you. It likely already has!”

[Betray? I merely eat when I am hungry. Many treats I sent out here to find me food were taken from me. In my anger, of course I needed snacks!]

“You… you did not?” the green-haired leader cried out, only for laughter to be his only answer. Tearing at his lank, already patchy locks, he screamed, and his surviving kin echoed it.

“If you wish vengeance, aid us.” Shaeula ordered them. “You are likely not-not of much use, but at least try to take revenge with your own-own hands, pitiful fools.”

Harsh, but fair. “Tan…” I raced over to her, where she was resting, her face pale, her red hair not the brilliant crimson it normally was, but a faded, lifeless colour, her flames flickering faintly. “I have a question. How would you destroy it?”

“I am weary. And the princess, her body cannot handle much more exertion, we are setting back her recovery significantly as it is.”

“Don’t worry about that.” I insisted, and she glared at me. “Look, there's no time. I believe we can Heal any damage we suffer easily now. What I need is a way to beat that thing. How would you do it? I’ve damaged it with spatial attacks, but it’s far more skilled, all I have is Cutting Twilight, and it comes out worse each time.” I glanced at the chipped and pitted blade.

“Hurry, Hyacinth can nooot hold for too long!” I heard a cry, and desperately sped up.

“My fires, they can even devour other elements, as can yours.” Tan observed. “But he recovers quickly, we have no time to strike a fatal blow before our own fires are quenched by his returning spatial flows. Worse, his whole body radiates it, we would need to consume it all, while striking with an attack that will completely destroy it. In our weakened, stretched states…”

True. I once more considered breaking down the last Favour I held. I could barely support it with my adherence almost gone, anyway. I wanted to keep it, but… no, wait…

The ground erupted, deadly spikes seeking us, as at least one other enemy was still fighting. The wielder of earth element. If I can get his Favour…

“Tan, do you think you can destroy all his spatial element, even for a moment?” I asked, and she shook her head.

“No, my fires, they are dimmed. I have eaten well, but I am limited by the body I am possessing. If there was a way to strengthen them, replenish my fires, then perhaps, for a moment.”

I have come, is everyone all right? Words echoed in all our minds as Haru-san joined the battle, having recovered a little. Light flashed, but it was once again consumed. A barrier formed around the lump of pale flesh, a shimmering sphere.

[What is this? You did not die? Somebody removed me from you? How disappointing, at least…] His tongue lashed, tearing through the barrier […I have not missed the chance to consume you!]

Putting aside the woman with her, who looked very much like one of our enemies, I cheered Haru-san's arrival. Shaeraggo was here too, his disgust for the vile creature palpable, as was Selensha, who was healing the wounded as best she could. Bintara had stablished Kofuku Jizo and Prince Shōtoku, but nothing would get them back in the fight any time soon. Taishakama-san was also spent, and the horde summoned by Kinkawa-san was gone too, mostly devoured.

Haru-san, can you link me with others, like when we did it with the twins?

I think so, if it’s only one or two at a time.

Great, then… As I relayed my plan, Tan frowned. She offered some amendments, suggesting an alternative, one that wasn’t so wasteful. In mere moments we had rattled through it, as I rushed towards the blob, sword held ready for battle.

[My food comes straight to me. I understand. It must be frightening, just waiting to be eaten! Far better to let the anticipation end!]

“Get fucked!” I declared, unleashing my spatial rending. Again, it clashed in a spray of violet, cutting a slash in his flesh, but a momentary attack could not surpass his regenerating supply. But I needed to keep him busy, so he couldn’t see the preparations, as Haru-san was coordinating the efforts. “You want me? Come and get me! I have multiple Divine Favours and spirits to eat, but you won’t get any, you piece of shit!”

I darted past him, narrowly avoiding the tongue, which was becoming faster, as if it was growing hungrier. I used a little of my precious aether to look behind me, where Selensha and Shaeula were pouring out their water energy, fuelling the wind from the Kamaitachi, Shaeraggo and anyone else who could spare it. Ixitt was adding his flames, and it was all being funnelled to Tan, who was drinking it in, showered in the liquid from Bintara to keep her borrowed body as intact as possible.

All right then, I have to keep the attention on me. Hyacinth was working something else, laying a series of roots through the earth and stone below us, humming softly to herself despite her torn clothes and many injuries.

I reckon I can use Prominence Twilight twice… well, I’m going to need once for the main thrust…

I felt the shimmer of fortunate winds around me again, as Shaeula squeezed out the last of her energies, the remaining wind feeding Tan’s growing surge of flames. Her hair was vibrant again, and her whole body was smoking.

She says she is in agony, and you had best make it up to her later. Shiro of course, not Tan. Haru-san connected to me, her thoughts amused.

I will. For now, can you link us for the timing? It might have been possible for us to time our attacks, Tan was pretty skilled and I had Split Thoughts, but with Haru-san connecting us, it should be possible to get a far higher precision. I clashed Cutting Twilight against the rasping tongue again, sparks of violet energy flying. I strengthened the blade with some earth element, but it was starting to chip and crack more, and would surely fail soon, despite my efforts.

[Sha-sha-sha-sha. Soon you will be mine! Why struggle? Maybe I can even… no, you would not believe me if I promised to spare them, would you?] Its tongue lolled, spittle, tinged with vile purple energies, spraying at me, forcing me to dodge.

“No I damn well wouldn’t.” I agreed, starting to form Prominence Dusk, the darkness behind me like a shield slung over my back. The eye was glaring at me hungrily, and I distracted its attention by weaving Prominence Dawn as well, a glowing orb surrounded by darkness forming in front of me.

[I see. I did so want to eat that. Unique elements are quite a treat. That world I was banished from, it had so many, sha-sha-sha-sha! A shame that those filthy Demons will get to enjoy them all…]

“Oh, eat it? I see. Well, I’m a gracious host…” Eat it, you say? Poor choice of words…

Shaeula, her job done, rushed in from one side, firing off what little elemental energy she had left. The bitter anguish of the Renyu was funnelled into their own attacks, water cascading, striking it from multiple angles. Grulgor was hurling iron balls like a machine gun, and Shaeraggo was firing arrows with the last of his own strength. Even a couple of the Cultivators had unleashed their final Talismans, attacking their erstwhile master.

As the earth spikes came at us again, Hyacinth crowed, and with a flick of her wrist the user was caught, dragged out of the earth, limbs twisted to the breaking point. As he screamed, Daiyu staggered to her feet, exhausted, following the instructions I had passed on to her via Haru-san’s Telepathy, and she quickly used her Qi to damage his Chakra network, preventing his voluntary retreat. He was then trapped in a shimmering sphere of energy. Another appeared around the blob, stopping it for a moment, as I charged up the twin Prominences.

[Trying the same foolish tricks over and over again? Pathetic…] The barrier disintegrated in a shower of dark violet. [It seems I do not even need my slumbering body to deal with you!]

“Oh really?” I asked, my remaining Foehn sucked into Prominence Dawn. When I did so, I got a surprise, as what it created was not what I expected. But I can work with this… definitely. Haru-san…

What is it?

Change of plans… I’ll make the first strike, Tan the second. The timing’s the same, just swapped a moment.

Got it. It… it will work, right?

If not, we are going to have to flee and destroy the Ring Gate behind us. if we do that, we’ll probably lose Kyoto… but I think it will.

[Die, worthless fish. Seafood is a delicacy, you should be honoured to be consumed!] The tongue lashed out, dragging one of the few Renyu remaining to his death, a look of horror on his face as he vanished in a splash of purple.

“Here goes… hey, slimeball, I have a question for you.” I taunted, my body blocking his sight, the perfect lance of searing flames from Tan heading towards my back.

[Oh, talkative food. I shall humour you]

“Why here? Aren’t there plenty of good treats in China? This all seems so reckless and wasteful.”

The lance struck, and the Flames Of Thirst And Famine were absorbed by the Dusk, and as they were dyed a savage black, taking on a new aspect, one I had suspected, I felt that we had a good chance. Fortunate winds, I’d love some good luck again, though maybe I used it all getting Prominence Twilight.

[Wasteful? Perhaps. In time, all shall be eaten. But here there were many delights, all together… I could risk a meal to eat a better one… huh?]

“Twin Prominence, Light and Darkness as one, casting Twilight!” I called, just as another bubble of force surrounded the beast, holding him for a fraction of a second. Beams from Haru-san struck out, a distraction to disguise the true attack, which was the Prominence Dawn. A brilliant glow erupted, illuminating the battlefield, and for a second the creature looked shocked, his flesh smoking. Shouldn’t be transparent, you piece of shit. If you weren’t, our chances of winning were a lot less…

[This stings, but the light passes and I shall…] His words were drowned out by the second attack, the mass of surging black flames, filled with the hunger of Tan, and the hopes, dreams and wishes of all those who contributed their energy, dyed in the darkness, which wished to consume and take in all things.

“You aren’t the only hungry one…” I warned, as the flame enveloped him. This time his eye boiled and exploded, his outer layers turning to ash as the flames seared him.

[Wait, what…]

“You think I’ll tell you how I did this? You’re just a fucking clone. Now burn… burn to ashes!”

[My spatial element is gone… argh, I…] It screamed as the flames ate into it, most of the mass just charcoal now. [No. I lose. Frustrating.] The tone changed, the wicked playfulness all gone, now deadly serious. [But…] It crowed even as it burned, faint flickers of purple springing back to life, but too little, too late. [You are correct. This is merely a part of me. Losing it will set back my recovery, as will the loss of my food… but I know… you… now…] Only a few fragments of flesh were left, the bonfire roaring as it melted. [I shall… not … rest until… you…]

You have gained in strength…


As a massive amount of ether was discharged, as well as strangely enough, a decent amount of adherence, I fell to my knees, the Prominences dying away. Yeah, it would have been… touch and go… even for a clone, without everyone working together. I don’t… even want to think… about the main body…

The threats it had made were only natural. I had what it wanted now, and had hurt it badly, albeit with a lot of help. Looking around the denuded shrine at Tsukuyomi-jinja, now no longer a Territory after Tsukiko-san’s death, I groaned, my body on the verge of collapse, so hard had I pushed it. Fuck, even Duke Myrcolaxriath wasn’t such a bastard. Spatial element really is too cheaty…

As Hyacinth rushed over, still carrying the broken hostage, who was crying out in agony, starting to dissolve, purple energy poisoning him too, I sighed. Shaeula was at my side, helping me to my feet, followed by Haru-san who took my other arm. I broke down some ether for aether, and prepared to remove the Favour from the last of our enemies, glad I didn’t need to use it up in the end after all.

“I’d totally come help you, Aki…” Shiro muttered, Tan now dormant, as she lay on the ground, limbs splayed out, blood trickling from her slowly-healing wounds. “…but I just want to sleep for a week. And maybe drink a bottle of whiskey to numb this pain…”

“Well, I don’t feel much like celebrating, considering the losses, the deaths. But…” My Eye flaring orange, despite the fierce headache, I reached out with a complicated series of aetheric probes, the remaining slime within him starting to disintegrate under my rapid ministrations. “…I sure could use that drink…”

Behind me Shaeula was not the only one to murmur her agreement. We were all shattered, pushed to our limits, but the battle for Kyoto had ended, leaving us the victors, and a number of Cultivators and Renyu our prisoners.

“Shit, there are still some bone swords and fragments left…” I cried as I tore free the Divine Favour. “We have to tidy them up before we go.” The last thing I want is another clone to appear. Not yet, not for a good while, until we are all stronger, as I can’t bank on the combination Tan and I did to work on him a second time. If we can learn, so can it…

“Well, come on.” I dragged myself over towards the Cultivators. “They won’t destroy themselves, will they?”


Three Hundred And Thirty-Three


As I extracted the small remnants of slime from the Cultivator in front of me, the pained expression on his face faded. With a few flickers of my remaining Foehn the slime was turned to ash, and I slumped down, exhausted. Done at last. Fuck that slime monster, the golden-eyed bastard. Leaving bits of itself in these people so they were his slaves… Drawing in a long, shuddering breath, I could finally relax a little, my Eye not seeing any further pieces of the monster around us, either flesh or bone.

Daiyu, who was kneeling beside the corpse of the armless man, who had died rapidly after the clone had perished, his injuries tainted with the spatial element and the slime within him combining to eat away at him fatally, stood, coming over to me, a solemn, thoughtful expression on her face.

“Was he someone you knew?” I asked, and she nodded, dark eyes distant.

“Yes, he was the Patriarch of Mountain Fang Sect. They were on good terms with the Incorruptible Jade, and I went on our foolish, disastrous mission with many of the best of theirs. And… it seems I was the only survivor, despite my hopes.”

“It is understandable to be sorrowful.” one of the saved Cultivators soothed. They had accepted the battle was over, and were grateful Shaeula and I managed to save at least some of them with Chirurgery, though death came fast to many. Now seven were left, just seven.

No, there’s also the few remaining Renyu, who are over there, their spirits broken. Oh, and that Chinese Chosen with Haru-san… I need an explanation on that too… I had an idea though, considering checking the details on her Territory, I could see she suddenly had a Throne Of Heroes built.

“And you would be?” I asked, and the man answered, casting a sideways look at Daiyu.

“This useless old fool is Lin Ming, Patriarch of Diamond Mountain.” he introduced himself self-deprecatingly. “Our Sect had a long history with Mountain Fang, our founder was said to have been deeply involved with Mountain Fang. Hence why we were caught up in the purge, and subsequently taken by that monster. Not just ours, but others too. I am sorry again, Black Jade.” He bowed to the sorrowful Daiyu. “You have suffered as much as any. But at least you did not fall to such a terrible fate as us. There is no salvation, is there?”

“None.” I shook my head. “Those who died here, innocent civilians… I get that you were all coerced, but that doesn’t excuse… this.” I gestured with a weary arm to the ruin of Tsukuyomi-jinja, and the wider spiritual Kyoto. “There has to be justice.”

“I understand.” The man nodded slowly, and his fellow Cultivators agreed. “At least our Dao remains, and we shall have a chance at reincarnation, shameful though our rebirth is likely to be. It is more than my old friend shall have.” He looked at the armless, mostly dissolved corpse. “So, Black Jade, now that you know all have perished, what shall you do?”

She sighed, and as I waited for her answer, also wanting to know, she looked at me then, her dark eyes now serious, resolute. “What else can I do? It is as I said, Akio.” She used my name without hesitation. “I can never allow the legacy of the Incorruptible Jade to end with me. No, I shall rebuild. In this foreign land. China… it was and always shall be the home of the Incorruptible Jade, but unless we grow strong, we shall never return to punish those who betrayed the fifteen hundred years of protection we offered. So… I shall seek new disciples, and teach all the ways and hidden knowledge. No secrets, no holding back.”

“Are you sure? Such talents are hard to find, even in China.” Lin Ming asked gently. I think he’s pleased. I guess he too must hate the thought of his own Sect ending unremarked and unmourned…

“True, but…” Daiyu stared at me then, dark eyes deep and intense. “I would ask your help. I have seen the potential of those you have worked this Chirurgery on. It does not fit with any of the knowledge I have of the meridians, Dantians and more, but… with the knowledge of the Incorruptible Jade, passed down from Kunlun, I will aid you to learn, and then, I also request…” She trailed off, her face a little tense, and Lin Ming spoke up, earning a surprisingly wrathful glare from her.

“A laudable sentiment. Then allow me to offer you what remains of our knowledge and treasures. Here.” He produced a strange-looking plate. “This is the Yin-Yang Karmic Desolation Measure Formation.”

Formation, huh? That was one of the Six Noble Pursuits, right? At my expression, the man laughed.

“I see. Yes, Black Jade here would certainly have told you about Formation Plates. It seems she trusts you well.”

Daiyu’s expression only grew more angry and shame-faced. Shiro, who had dragged herself over, supported by Shaeula and Hyacinth, let out a laugh, which put Daiyu further on edge.

“She’s mentioned it. So what does it do?” I asked.

“With yin and yang energy added, by two separate people…” He nodded to a young woman, one of the few survivors. “…we had help from him.” He looked at the grief-stricken Renyu, who was nearly catatonic, grieving at the likely knowledge all his kin were dead, devoured, and their sins had been for naught. “…but, while I believe it was originally intended for Dao Companions to measure the nearness of their Tribulations, now it can be used to sense the level of… potential calamity, I suppose, Heavenly distortion, in an area.”

Tribulations? I haven’t read many Cultivation novels, just a couple of the big ones… but they’re a thing then? Damn, Cultivation seems a really hard path. But I wonder how that squares with the Astral… “So, what’s the situation here then?” I asked.

“You should try it.” Daiyu spoke up. “Your light element, as you called it. It is not pure yang, but it should suffice, with my guidance, as I use yang for my own Techniques, troublesome as it is for a girl to raise.”

The old Patriarch nodded, and soon I was at the Plate, Daiyu whispering guidance to me. As the light energy I had remaining flowed out, it was strange. It was as if I could see the portents for doom around us, and the tiny stones around the edge of the plate were almost entirely lit up “Yeah, it’s… grim. Well, the ether density around here has been rising steadily since the battle started, if irregularly… wait, is that it? Ixitt!” I shouted, releasing the Plate suddenly.

“Yes, what is it?” he rushed over, tail lashing happily. Most of the wreckage of the attacking vehicles and weapons had returned to the Material, but even so, he had been sorting through the battlefield happily, looking for treasures.

“I think the fraying Boundary here is leading to an ever-increasing ether density. I don’t know if it’ll help but…” As I explained, his eyes lit up.

“Of course! Tears caused by too much pressure, power, spatial element.” Ixitt rapidly realised what I was talking about. “It spreads from here to the lower Astral, and then…” He made a ripping gesture with his hands. “Collapse. Even a localised one would prove disastrous, and the pressure would spread quickly, like those experiments with cans and air pressure. Your plan is a stopgap, but I will think on more permanent measures.”

“Great, so bring all the Artificial Ether Spires you can. We’ll get as many green and blue Etherites via trade, begging to borrow those from Shaeula’s father, whatever… we can keep the density down and buy us some time…”

“While profiting too, of course.” he chortled.

“Of course. It’s China that worries me more though. If that golden-eyed shit is doing the same there… damn, we need to speed things up. We have to be ready. Next time… well, if we had to face his full power, I’m guessing we’d be dead by now.”

“I shall entrust the plate to you, Black Jade.” The Patriarch took it from his disciple and gave it to Daiyu. “As well as the few items we have left. And should we be allowed time before our deaths, all our hidden knowledge. Perhaps… perhaps you could name one of your halls Diamond Mountain, in time, so we are not forgotten?”

“I have a name. I am Zhao Daiyu, not merely Black Jade.” She sniffed, irritated. “As for my halls, I currently have none, but I shall. And perhaps… I can be generous. But you interrupted me. I was about to ask…” Her face was pink, and she looked like any young girl right now.

“Akio, my Invincible Jade Yang Foundation Technique is precious, and I will teach it to all, but… I desire the Spiritually Pure Body. I understand the Spirit Water you have is extraordinarily rare and valuable. But… if I am to rebuild the Incorruptible Jade, I will need all the advantages I can get. I… I can pay a fair price. I also… yang energy…” Her usual confidence was gone, her words mumbled, impossible even for me to hear all of them.

“Oho, really?” Shiro smiled nastily. “I guess I wasn’t far off the mark then, was I?”

Daiyu went scarlet. The Patriarch laughed heartily, though he looked impressed. “Spirit Water? Such a treasure. I can see why you would desire it. Surely a prodigy such as yourself could break through to Accumulation realm, heights that have not been seen in many years. As for yang energy… Patriarch Zhao might weep, were he still with us, but Cultivators must Cultivate, no matter the cost.”

There are many I want to give High Moonlight Spirit Water to, and she has others ahead of her in the queue, but if it has added benefits for her, then I can consider…

“A rather interesting turn of events.” Shaeula chuckled. “Well, I do not-not hate this, but…” She left Shiro in Hyacinth’s care, before whispering quietly in Daiyu’s ear, though her gaze was on me, a slight smile showing she knew I could hear. “The first-first wife believes that sex for gain is mere-mere prostitution. I have… other views, I confess, but I have agreed to support Eri as she manages things. So if you wish-wish to receive, then you must give. As a female, your heart is the only price worth paying, is it not-not?”

I imagined I could see steam coming from Daiyu’s ears, her usual cool demeanour entirely gone. Before she could answer, Shiro spoke up. “I’ve read a few Dual Cultivation books. Don’t judge me Aki, I know you like lewd stories, everybody does. Hell, Aimi loves her BL, doesn’t she? I’m kind of pissed off right now, but… well, what does it even matter at this point?” She turned to the scarlet Daiyu. “So, you think you want him for a Dao Companion or something? I mean, I get it. But isn’t that like… an unbreakable commitment?”

“I… I… I am Zhao Daiyu! I hate the name, but I am Black Jade the Ever Beautiful. I am the new Matriarch of the Incorruptible Jade, Peak Foundation Realm, or soon enough.” Her flush was fading, her confidence returning. “I desire power. Not just Accumulation, but Perfection, Golden Core, more. I never considered my Dao Companion, that is usually a choice for when I am older, but… I see destiny in this, the unseen hand of the Heavens.”

She stared at me then, resolute. “I will teach you the ways of Cultivation, Akio. And I will teach new disciples. Many will likely come from the ranks you have gathered. So… if I expect them to obey properly, I need authority. And if I am to Cultivate yang, then… your light, it is brilliant. I remember it when you struck down the foul creature just now… and if I am to Cultivate with you… I… my pride, my Dao, it will not allow any less than Companionship.”

“Congratulations.” Lin Ming declared. “Finding a Dao Companion is one of the great events of your life. I envy you. I never found mine. Luo Jiahao did.” He glanced at the corpse sadly. “So when she was taken from him, their children too… he went mad. In the end, he did what he could to prevent the worst atrocities though. So do not remember him with hate, but with sorrow.”

“I… he has not accepted yet.” Daiyu whispered, and I realised there was no shying away from it. She’s beautiful, she sure is. She’s like a black orchid, elegant, cold and slender. But…

“I barely know you. We’ve spent a few days together. I’m not going to say something foolish like 'I already have a number of wives' as you already know that, but it sounds to me like Dao Companions aren’t just lovers, husbands, but something central to your Cultivation. Should you decide so hastily?”

“Would you mistreat me then?” she snorted. “From what I have observed, from listening to those who surround you, I do not think you would.”

“No, but… I have many demands on my time. You’d find yourself quite lonely, I believe…”

Shiro and Shaeula were both laughing now, and Hyacinth was watching with deep interest. Shaeraggo was scowling balefully, and I knew why, but I decided to ignore him.

“I would certainly have long periods of Closed Cultivation. It is seldom necessary at Qi Refining and Foundation, and perhaps not even at Accumulation… but if one seeks Perfection or more, then it is inevitable. I would not be greedy. I would be happy with what you can spare. Besides…” She smiled radiantly, and I changed my mind. Not an orchid. A black rose. Elegant, cold, yet with heart.

“My Patriarch, poor father… he allowed me to peruse all the Sect secrets. Our Dual Cultivation Technique is descended from one of the true Five Great Sects of lost, separated Kunlun. When you feel your yin energies surge, your strength grow, I suspect you will wish to spend much of your time with me!”

“Hey, I won’t let you monopolise Aki, I haven’t even had my first time yet…” Shiro pouted. “Though… you think that if Aki learns your Technique, he can Dual Cultivate with us? We can be badass Cultivators too, hurling lightning and…”

“I can already use-use lightning…” Shaeula laughed. “But I am intrigued. We simply must-must talk about this further.”

“Hey, isn’t anyone going to ask me my opinion?” I asked, and Daiyu suddenly did something shocking.

“Do… do you not like me? Am I not cute enough, have I not offered my virgin body, untouched, unseen by any man? Is not my offer to dedicate my heart and my Dao enough? My Sect and my secrets too?” Crystal tears glimmered, though I could tell they were largely fake, squeezed out in a fairly decent imitation of my sister begging for things. Who taught her that? Or did she observe it? She’s quite an observant girl for sure…

“No, you’re very cute, and well, it isn’t like I care about your virginity or anything… but, well I like your dedication, your drive. But if I take you, that’s a lifelong commitment, isn’t it? I can’t do that easily…”

“Seriously Aki, seven or eight, what does it matter? No, that Kana girl is going to crack sooner or later, so we’ll call it nine…”

“What about Moira? Besides, you forget Tsukiko, do you not-not? Was not-not her dying kiss a declaration of intent?” Shaeula piped up, and the black-haired Elf who had come to aid us now the situation was resolved, snorted, arms folded.

“I have no interest in marriage, I am here because Prince Aethelathrion ordered me to be, though I confess, planning how to take back lost Salamandrastrae is certainly fulfilling. I am sure one of the other two would be more than happy to…” As everyone bickered, I looked at Daiyu, really looked at her.

There’s no point being shy about things at this stage. If I did want more wives, the girls have said they don’t mind so long as it’s someone they can get on with. I have no intention of just gleefully grabbing every girl I can though. Really, I respect her, a girl all alone in the world, so determined, so aware of what she wants from the future.

“That was cute Daiyu, but I can see you are dying inside.” I remarked, and she nodded, wiping her fake tears, skin pink again, even down her neck and ears.

“Yes, it is not who I am. Jade is cold, composed.” she admitted.

“But…” I reached out, ruffling her hair. “…it’s also beautiful. Seriously, you sure you won’t regret this?”

“What is to regret? I should be dead. I am not. I should have no hope of returning my Sect to glory, like a Phoenix from the ashes. Now I do. I should have no dream of vengeance against those who betrayed us. Look around, at what you have accomplished here. I believe you will win. I… I would not have found a compatible man I could Cultivate with. You are perfect in that regard. And… if I am to give my body, I would also wish to give my heart and Dao with it. Zhao Daiyu is a prideful girl.” Her smile was now genuine. “Love… well, I do barely know you, but… you are kind, and loyal to those you cherish, and I felt that since I have nothing left but myself, I would entrust that self to one who would treasure me. You would treasure me, yes?”

“Do you think you can get along with the other girls?” I asked, and she snorted, amused.

“Evading the subject? Despite that, I know the answer. Of course, I am not so crass as to demand special treatment. I have been observing the dynamics around you carefully, I am not such a fool to trust blindly. But I did swear to obey you, and I always keep my word, my Dao demands no less. I would… prefer… to serve as a wife, not a slave. I may be a fox borrowing the tiger’s… no, the Dragon’s authority, in terms of my vengeance, but I am pragmatic. Besides, when one becomes a Dao Companion and Cultivates together, I am told it is near impossible for one to find their hearts unmoved.”

Her flush deepened, and she trembled a little. She’s nervous. Of course she is. She’s deciding her life, throwing it in with a man she barely knows. But… there were no doubts in her eyes. Well shit. There are only benefits, really. And we need more power, whatever the price. And this price… well, I guess I’m happy to pay it. She’s cute and strong, and has knowledge we need. All she’s asking for is love, and… I have that to spare.

“I see-see!” Shaeula declared excitedly. “That sounds like the Fae merging of lunar Chakras. When I did-did that with Akio the first time, it was sublime!”

“I have not heard of such.” Daiyu was interested. “I would hear more about this…” and they were suddenly chatting without a care. Bemused, not having given her my answer, Hyacinth grabbed my arm, pulling it into the valley between her breasts.

“Poooooor Akio, all left ignored. Well, Hyacinth still listens to yooou!” she giggled, and Shiro also consoled me.

“Yeah, I get it. Talk about Techniques and stuff like that is always cool. So, you never did answer her properly? You’re taking her, right? She’s a hundred percent in your strike zone. Young, beautiful and troubled. That’s like the trifecta for you, right? Plus I’ll be honest, I really want to try Dual Cultivation, but I haven’t even had my normal first time yet. Well, screw that. Yasu is going to be even more pissed off when he hears you’ve bagged another cutie!”

“Uh, Didn’t you say it pisses you off?” I asked. “Oh, and what’s with all the Yasu-san tormenting?”

“I’m determined to mock Yasu until I graduate from being a virgin loser like him. Then I’ll be a mature woman, so I’ll have to be gracious in my victory, right Aki?” Her smile was mocking. “As for whether it pisses me off… you know what, it actually doesn’t much. I’m even surprised myself, but I guess I’m just confident that when I’m healed, I’ll be your number one. I am stunning, right, and I have an advantage in that we’ve known each other for years, and we have the same tastes and hobbies. I guess all of us think we’ll be the one you love most. But here’s a free tip. Never break that illusion.” Hyacinth was nodding, her expression serious.

“I mean it, Aki.” Shiro warned. “Hell, even if you had dozens of girls, so long as you show everyone your love it’s fine, but the minute you start playing obvious favourites, shatter that dream, then you’ll regret it. Shit, I can’t believe I’m encouraging you when you are adding another rival for me. Maybe the allure of learning Cultivation is just too strong?”

I hear you. We need to be stronger. We won here, but while we outclassed most of the enemy Chosen candidates, these were beaten, exiled losers. And as for the clone… it was a true monster. If it was faster and better able to attack, we’d have lost…

I gestured to Bintara, who was healing some of the remaining injured. She strode over, one horn missing. On seeing the direction of my gaze, she grimaced. “It will grow back. In a month or two I shall be as good as new. For now though, I am rather weakened, so be swift, I wish to retire.”

“Shiro, your wounds… I think that with Bintara’s help and your buffs, I can fix them within a week.”

“A week? seriously?” She paused. “Shit, Aki, you aren’t messing with me? Well, at least you’ve listened to this princess, because saying that made my heart skip a beat, and I don’t even feel it’s an illusion right now.”

I smiled. I was utterly exhausted, and grieved for the dead, but we had pulled off a victory, and the reassuring weight of the contented spirit-light of Tsukiko-san hovering around me was proof that I’d managed to, if not keep my promise to the letter, keep it in spirit. “Yeah. Your buff pushed me past the wall on Chirurgery and Ether Healing, and since I had almost made the realisation myself, I managed to retain the knowledge, even advance myself.” I wove a little wind around the three of us. I wanted to make sure nobody overheard.

Your Skill, Ether Healing has increased from Rank 7 to Rank 8 and has reached the second wall. You can achieve even greater feats with higher quality Ether, and your Aether when used to heal will noticeably strengthen all resistances of the target, and your Aether has a limited capacity to interact with Adherence. All your resistances increase further, and your automatic recovery is noticeably faster and stronger. Your abilities to replace both Material and Spiritual flesh are greatly increased.
Your skill, Aetheric Chirurgery has increased from Rank 8 to Rank 9 and has crossed the second wall, reaching the third pinnacle. Your understanding of Adherence greatly increased and your ability to affect and extract harmful and beneficial Adherence within the body has also increased greatly. Adherence you generate is slightly increased, and Adherence spent is slightly decreased. [Class: Imperious] [Type: Principle]


“Better still, I momentarily reached Rank ten when you focused on my Chirurgery with your buffs. Though the knowledge, the feelings, they were too strong and strange for me to grasp yet. But… I can take out the adherence poisoning your wounds now. It’ll be tricky work, but I can do it. Besides, I need the adherence.” I grinned sourly, as the two Divine Favours were constantly draining my meagre stocks. “Without more, I won’t be able to pass these on.”

“Damn, way to make the rest of us look bad with more power-ups, Aki. But in these circumstances, I can hardly be pissed off. Can you help Eri now?” Shiro asked, kissing me softly on the cheek, then the lips, while Hyacinth continued to cling to my arm, a happy sensation.

“A little maybe, but sadly Eri’s body isn’t damaged, it’s just… in flux. I can probably ease her symptoms a bit though.” I shook my head.

“Well, I guess that just means more time for Shirohime!” She pounded her chest happily. “So, next question. Just… just how did you kill that thing? Our attacks were damn near useless against it, shitty spatial element. That’s why Arisu is so dangerous in her Room. Spatial element is nasty. We need to learn it!”

“No kidding.” I laughed. I was still shielding us within the bubble of wind, better safe than sorry. “Well, it only seemed to fear spatial, which we couldn’t win with.” I looked down at Cutting Twilight sadly, the blade chipped, nicked and cracked. “The only other attacks that really bothered it were Tan’s flames and my Foehn. Foehn can eat spatial element, though alone it wasn’t strong enough to win, as the spatial element then regenerated, thwarting the Foehn.”

“Yeah, Tan was having the same issue.” Shiro agreed, her body trembling with current and remembered exhaustion. “She could damage it, burning through, but before the fires could do much to the freak, it swallowed them up.”

“That’s why I thought a double whammy would win. I’d hit it hard with Tan’s flames boosted by all the power Prominence Dusk could add, and then it’d be momentarily open. I figured a boosted Foehn landing in that brief interval before the spatial element could return would start to consume it, so that it couldn’t recover.”

“But you changed the ooorder, did you not, Akio?” Hyacinth remarked shrewdly.

“I sure did. When I loaded Foehn into Prominence Dawn and saw what I had, I knew we had a good shot.”

“Don’t keep us in suspense Aki, tell us, tell us.” Shiro preened cutely, even more affectionate now true hope of being Healed had been offered to her.

“It seems that light combines with fire to create radiance.” I explained, and Shiro looked puzzled.

“Radiance? That’s just light…”

“You’d think, but it’s not. What radiance is, is the ability for what is not light to act as light. So when I saw that, I knew the clone bastard was done.” I remembered my shock.

“Act as light?” Shiro tilted her head, thinking for a moment, before working it out, Hyacinth applauding her, the motions pulling me tighter into her embrace. “Oh I get it. So, it was essentially a light of Foehn, rather than a flame?”

“Yeah. And fortunately, the bastard was see-through. So essentially it was entirely exposed to Foehn all at once, stripping away and devouring all the spatial element. Then we hit it with the very hungry flames of Tan, enhanced further, and then… our clone was done. Without that turn of events, I think we could still have won, but it would have been much harder to bring down with combined Foehn and Flames Of Thirst And Famine.”

“I see. Well then…” Shiro was interrupted by Haru-san, who had brought over her Chinese Chosen.

“Sorry to bother you…” she spoke softly. “But we need to talk. About her. And what comes after.” The Chosen candidate shrank under my gaze.

“Fine, I guess we do need to take stock.” I agreed.

[image: image-placeholder]

“So, you have her as a Chosen Hero. I can see the point of that. Well thought out, Shaeula.” She puffed up at my praise, grinning. “You too Haru-san. That’s a precious asset saved. But we’ll still need to consider… punishment.”

The woman shuddered, biting her lip, but she said nothing.

“Well then.” Moira listed off the gains. “This girl here…” she pointed to Shiro. “...now has gained Anesidora’s Favour. And her… contractor…” That was quite the way to describe Tan. “…has obtained three of flames. You control two, Akio, one of a thief God, and a God of the Earth. Then we have this girl here with the barriers, and you believe that we shall have custody of one more, the one who can move people between here and the mortal realm.”

Summed up like that, it was quite the haul. A shame it cost us dearly. Engetsu-san and the monk I had briefly met, Zuiki-san, were dead, as was a girl from the old neutral shrine faction. Tsukiko-san had died, but her spirit was safe. If we wanted her to walk the Material after her rebirth, we’d need a Throne, though that wasn’t insurmountable.

Many ratkin, weaselkin and other Fae had died. A number were within the scope of Kin Restoration, but there were still those that weren’t, and also those that had been devoured, spirit and all. Over Kyoto as a whole, many shrines had been destroyed and Kami slain, it was mere fortune that Kofuku Jizo and Prince Shōtoku survived, though their recuperation would be long, so they had been shipped back to my Territory. Then there are the civilian casualties, plus whatever else I don’t know about in the Material. I need to get back soon.

“I don’t just want to break down the ones we have. Ideally we need loyal Chosen of our own. I’ll try everyone we know first, then move onto trusted third parties.” I sighed.

“He’s pretty cool, right Arisu-chan?” Suzu whispered, bizarrely being trailed by a zombie in a rather fancy mini-skirt dress.

“Do be quiet, Suzanne-san. This is not the time for idle chatter.” she warned sternly, Bunta-san behind them, looking around anxiously.

“Oh, I thank you all for coming to help.” I bowed before them. “I’d like to meet up and discuss compensation and cooperation, but can it wait a week?”

“A week?” Arisu-san asked suspiciously. “Why is that?” Her cold glare was intimidating. Yeah, I can see why Shiro told me to beware of her temper, but she helped us out, so I’m already warmly disposed towards her.

“Because in a week, Shiro will be healed, so we all need to celebrate. We’ll throw a lavish feast. Then we can talk, when I’ve shown you I can be trusted.”

She stared at me, long and searching, before nodding. “Very well. But know I hate two things more than anything else. Cheats and liars.”

“Uh, well, cut me some slack on my relationships. Everyone agreed to them. So it’s not cheating, surely? I wouldn’t do that. As for lying, you’re a friend of Shiro’s, so you're my friend too. So, I hope when we next meet, we can become friends in truth. You’ve seen this chaos, right? We need to stick together, or we’ll die apart.”

“So you say. Come, Suzanne-san, Bunta-san, we are departing.” She imperiously opened up her Room, and they entered, Suzu-san waving cheerily at me.

“All right then. Sorry about her, Aki, you’ll like her when you get to know her, I promise. Just… not too much, okay? Arisu as your wife would be hell for the rest of us, and you too!” Shiro sighed at the thought.

“Fine then. Well, shall we wrap this up? We’ve got things to do and places to be…”


Afterword


Hi there, it's me again, Ship Teaser!

It’s been a while, and quite the difficult month for me, but in the end we managed Book Seven! As always, some spoilers regarding the book lurk here, so if you are reading the afterword first, best to come back later, methinks!

Anyway, this follows on from the harrowing events of the Conclave with nary a rest for the wicked, with Akio and crew trying to head off Tsukiko-san’s death. As for the outcome… well, life isn’t perfect, and even with better planning and preparation, things can still go wrong…

But overall, this should contrast with what happened at Kyoto last time, as clearly with better preparation, better outcomes happen, and the end… sad but hopeful, I think. In fact Tsukiko’s visions at the end was one of my favourite chapters so far, and I hope you all found them satisfying as well.

I believe that Akio took some big steps as a hero this book, ready for the climax of Act One, which approaches us very soon…

Anyway, Book Eight should go up for pre-order soon, once I figure out a title for it! I hope to see you there as always, and as usual, I’m lurking on discord and reddit, so if you have anything to say, hit me up!
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